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Perfection, as a concept, sits uneasily between 
worlds of relative value and transcendent 
ideals. It should be obvious that what is perfect 
for one person might be disturbing – and 
scandalously imperfect – for another. 

Perfection

Dr Shameem Black, Associate Professor Matt Tomlinson  
and Dr Jack Fenner
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Dr Shameem Black is a fellow in Gender, 
Media and Cultural Studies in the School 
of Culture, History and Language, ANU 
College of Asia and the Pacific, where her 
work in literary and cultural studies focuses 
on India and its diaspora. She also serves as 
Deputy Director of the South Asia Research 
Institute. She is the author of Fiction Across 
Borders: Imagining the Lives of Others in Late 
Twentieth-Century Novels (2010). Her current 
work concerns the cultural politics of yoga.  

Matt Tomlinson is an Associate Professor of 
Anthropology in the School of Culture, History 
and Language, ANU College of Asia and the 
Pacific. He is the author of three monographs 
based on his work in Pacific Islands societies: 
In God’s Image: The Metaculture of Fijian 
Christianity (2009); Ritual Textuality: Pattern 
and Motion in Performance (2014); and the 
forthcoming God Is Samoan: Dialogues 
Between Culture and Theology in the Pacific. 
His research on Spiritualism in Australia, with 
Associate Professor Andrew Singleton of 
Deakin University, is funded by an Australian 
Research Council Discovery Project grant.

Dr Jack Fenner is an archaeologist in the 
School of Culture, History and Language, 
ANU College of Asia and the Pacific. Much of 
his current work involves using stable isotope 
analysis of organics from archaeological 
sites to investigate how people used the 
surrounding faunal landscape and to identify 
environmental constraints. He is also 
interested in spatial analysis both as a means 
of documenting sites and for investigating 
spatial aspects of cultures. He has worked 
on archaeological questions from Tonga, 
Mongolia, Indonesia, Timor Leste and Australia.   

Nobody’s perfect. And yet... Perfection 
makes us dream and dare; it nudges us 
along our daily duties; it wakes us up in 
the middle of the night. Perfection can 
promise us fantastic rewards, while it 
also can also imprison us in failure.   

In this issue of paradigm_shift, we dive into 
diverse projects of perfection that shape 
lives in Asia and the Pacific. We explore 
how societies have yearned for the perfect 
citizen, the perfect energy source, even the 
perfect toilet. We learn how individuals 
have struggled to become the perfect 
beauty or the perfect believer. We explore 
counterintuitive and confronting notions 
of perfection, such as the perfect hijack. 

Perfection, as a concept, sits uneasily between 
worlds of relative value and transcendent 
ideals. It should be obvious that what is 
perfect for one person might be disturbing 
– and scandalously imperfect – for another. 
All of the quests described in the following 
pages take place in a world of competing 
ideals. Kindly grandmothers, enthusiastic 
Instagram commentators, earnest religious 
leaders and coercive government officials 
all weigh in on what a perfect world 
should be. In doing so, they often reflect 
their own values back to themselves, but 
tilt the mirror upward as if perfection 
shimmered above us all, recognisable 
to everyone, yet always at a distance.

Continues on next page 



Diverse languages
In English, the word ‘perfect’ implies a certain 
finality. If we look back to its Latin roots, 
perfect means ‘done completely’. As we have 
learned from consulting our colleagues across 
and beyond the School of Culture, History and 
Language, many Asian and Pacific expressions 
for ‘perfect’ also share this sense of completion. 
In Mandarin Chinese, wanmei can be translated 
as ‘complete and beautiful’. In Japanese, kanpeki 
is composed of the characters for ‘finished’ 
and ‘jewel’. In Indonesian, the word sempurna 
connotes the feeling of fulfillment when 
nothing is missing. In Tok Pisin, one of Papua 
New Guinea’s national languages, ‘perfect’ 
can be nabawan olgeta (one of the phrases 
suggested in a standard Tok Pisin dictionary, 
roughly meaning ‘completely the best’). Yet 
our understandings of perfection also indicate 
that the finality of perfection is not absolute. As 
many of the following essays reveal, there is 
often a ‘more perfect’ just around the corner. 

Other conceptual vocabularies from Asia and 
the Pacific invite us to think about perfection 
beyond the idea of a finished project. In 
Sanskrit, one way to consider perfection is 
sarva guṇa sampanna, ‘replete with all [good] 
qualities’. The Vietnamese expression đi tìm sự 
hoàn thiện can be translated as ‘the pursuits of 
perfection’, indicating something sought rather 
than fully attained. In Persian and Arabic, 
perfection can be a place. Medinat ol-fāzele 
means the virtuous city, while Ārmanshahr is 
the imaginary city of one’s desire. Such ideas 
of perfection are often bound up with moral 
and ethical visions, and it is only one short step 
before they become political visions as well. 

And yet more languages invite us to 
step away from grand ambition. In some 
languages from Papua New Guinea, the 
word used to translate the Bible’s command 
to be perfect means ‘a straight and honest 
fellow’. This vision is refreshingly modest. 

Controlling knowledge
The pursuit of perfection is often the pursuit 
of power. Many essays in this volume stress 
how projects of perfection seek heightened, 
even absolute, control over the world around 
us. Dreams of perfection can be totalitarian 
ones. The perfect revolutionary citizen of 
Mao’s China, the perfect energy source for 
the modern world, and the perfect data set 
from a seemingly remote Pacific island might 
appear to have little in common, but as the 
essays in this volume show, they reflect 
political wills determined to render the 
world knowable, fixable and under control.

As scholars, we do well to reflect on how 
our desires to know the world deeply, 
accurately and fully can implicate us in such 
potentially totalitarian projects. We find one 
cautionary tale for modern researchers in the 
portrait of the nineteenth-century scholar 
in George Eliot’s British novel Middlemarch 
(1871). Desiccated and solitary, Edward 
Casaubon spends much of his time locked 
away in pursuit of his masterwork, Key to 
All Mythologies. This scholarly masterpiece 
is never finished, and the work ruins the 
man. The perfect work of scholarship, 
ironically, is the one that cannot be completed. 
Dreams of total knowledge, Eliot invites 
us to consider, are illusions of mastery.    

The pursuit of perfection is often the pursuit of 
power. Many essays in this volume stress how 
projects of perfection seek heightened, even 
absolute, control over the world around us. 
Dreams of perfection can be totalitarian ones. 
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Today, we hope that we in the university are 
less like Casaubon, whose desire to explain 
everything resonates with imperial ambitions, 
and more like his wife Dorothea, who offers 
curiosity and compassion to the world 
around her. But pushing away the spectre of 
totalitarian knowledge can be hard work. As 
we see in many of the essays in this volume, 
we need to confront the complicated histories 
of research and the forms of power that still 
shape the pursuit of knowledge today.         

Perfectionism 
If dreams of complete knowledge and control 
were once the grand projects of governments, 
international organisations and big data, today 
they are often highly personal projects. We 
all struggle to live up to ideals of perfection 
in our lives. Our societies bombard us with 
countless ways in which we should be perfect. 
As a result, they offer us so many ways to fail.

Many cultural solutions promise to help 
individuals cope with these pressures to be 
perfect. Practices like yoga offer techniques 
to improve our bodies in a world that 
often seems beyond our control, while 
international sport provides an arena in 
which sublime individuals can display 
the essences of national character. The 
arts encourage personal expression as 
an aesthetic ideal that unites experience, 
representation and truth. Religious rituals 
help individuals make sense of how adversity 
can lead to deeper forms of perfection.

These pressures of perfection are often 
gendered. Women in many different societies 
often find themselves invited to be the perfect 
family member, such as the ‘wise mother, 
good wife’ in East Asia. Such women are also 
exhorted by governments and economists 
to become perfect members of the paid 
workforce. Export-led growth in many Asian 
countries has relied on the hard work of a 
young female labour supply, seen as perfect 
workers for their dexterity in manual work 
and compliance with company rules. 

Men, too, often find themselves caught in 
the predicaments of a changing world. If 
once an expectation of an ideal man in 
China was that he would marry and father a 
family, today the distorted marriage markets 
brought about by a skewed Chinese gender 
ratio make that dream impossible for many. 
In many societies, men seek new ways to 
be perfect, aware that traditional models 
and new realities undercut each other. 

In light of these challenges, more and more 
people are resisting the tyranny of perfection. 
In some quarters, failure has become the new 
perfect. From Silicon Valley to undergraduate 
classrooms, we see a growing recognition 
that ‘failures’ can be deeply meaningful 
experiences. They can prompt individuals 
toward innovative understandings and 
personal transformations. And sometimes, 
as our final essay shows, we need to take 
time out to celebrate the barely adequate.  

Nobody’s perfect … and yet by understanding 
how people seek perfection in many different 
ways, we gain insight into the multicultural 
world within and beyond Australia’s 
borders. By thinking about someone else’s 
seemingly perfect life, we might be inspired 
to try something new rather than lament 
our own less-than-perfect state. And 
by perceiving perfection as diverse and 
dynamic, perhaps we loosen its grip on our 
own lives. When we do so, we create the 
possibility of a genuinely better future. 
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The concept of perfection has been normalised 
and, in its varied forms, it plays much the same role 
as in Imperial times – serving as an inspiration and 
guide to individual and collective improvement.

The perfect world of 
the Chinese state

Dr Fengyuan Ji
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Dr Fengyuan Ji is a senior lecturer in the 
Department of East Asian Studies, School of 
Culture, History and Language, ANU College 
of Asia and the Pacific. She is the author of 
Linguistic Engineering: Language and Politics 
in Mao’s China (Honolulu: University of 
Hawai’i Press 2004), and has published book 
chapters and journal articles on Chinese and 
Western discourses. She has also co‑edited 
two books: Cultural Interactions and 
Interpretations in a Global Age (Christchurch: 
University of Canterbury Press, 2011), and 
East Meets West: Cultures, Literatures and 
Languages in the Global Age (Beijing: Beijing 
Normal University Publishing Group, 2013).

The concept of human perfectibility has a 
long history in Chinese tradition. Confucius, 
Mencius, Xunzi and their successors all 
believed that human nature was malleable, 
and that people could move towards 
perfection through self-cultivation and 
learning from others. The goal was to walk in 
the footsteps of Confucius, who described his 
own journey as follows: “At 15, I set my heart 
on learning. At 30, I was firmly established. 
At 40, I had no more doubts. At 50, I knew the 
will of heaven. At 60, I was ready to listen to it. 
At 70, I could follow my heart’s desire without 
transgressing what was right” (Analects, 2:4).

Within the Confucian tradition, perfection 
was a regulatory ideal used to guide 
the behaviour of individuals and the 
conduct of the state. The Emperor was 
supposed to emulate the mythical sage 
kings – idealised rulers who were held 
to have invented China’s language and 
socio-political institutions in their original 
and perfect form. More generally, the 
Emperor and the state were charged with 
adopting policies that assisted the pursuit 
of perfection among the Chinese people.  

Continues on next page 



In particular, they had to do two things. First, 
they had to regulate the Chinese language, 
keeping it true to the forms established 
by the sage kings so it could provide an 
agreed and correct perception of reality. 
Second, they had to rule in accordance 
with Confucian principles and fill official 
positions with scholar-bureaucrats steeped in 
those principles. These scholar-bureaucrats 
and the schools that educated them then 
disseminated the Confucian ethic and its 
ideal of perfection to the wider population.

The Confucian ideal of perfection was 
exemplified by the stories used to illustrate 
the practice of filial piety, the virtue that lay 
at the heart of the traditional social order. 
Here, the most influential text was The 24 Filial 
Exemplars, also translated as The 24 Paragons 
of Filial Piety, which was published under 
the Yuan Dynasty (1260–1368). The paragons 
included Wu Meng, who allowed mosquitoes 
to suck his blood in the hope that they would 
not bother his parents; Dong Yong, who sold 
himself as a slave to a rich man to pay for his 
father’s funeral; and Wang Xiang, who lay 
naked on a frozen lake until the ice melted 
and he could catch fish for his stepmother – a 
woman who had treated him very badly. These 
stories were told and retold, and became 
culturally entrenched at all levels of society.  

The ideal of perfect filial devotion presented 
in these stories consolidated hierarchical rule 
within the family. Moreover, because the 
idealised father-son relationship was promoted 
as the model of all top-down relationships, it 
also cemented hierarchical structures within 
the Chinese clans and local communities. 

Above all, because the Emperor was seen 
as the father of all the Chinese people, 
it reinforced imperial rule. It was therefore 
central to the ideology that underpinned 
the traditional socio-political order.

From the late nineteenth century, reformers 
began to attack the doctrine of filial piety as 
oppressive, but they did not question the 
usefulness of the goal of perfection. Nor was 
that goal questioned when the Communist 
Party introduced a new political order after 
its victory in 1949. Rather, the party gave 
the goal of human perfection a new and 
revolutionary form, while simultaneously 
assuming the full authority of the Emperor, 
taking over the welfare functions of the clans, 
and making itself the sole focus of loyalty by 
appropriating the language of filial piety. 

The party’s redirection of the language of filial 
piety was one aspect of a vast program of 
linguistic engineering. This involved teaching 
the whole population a new, revolutionary 
language whose words, it was believed, would 
sink into people’s minds, transforming their 
consciousness. Virtuous young people were 
now referred to as ‘good children of Chairman 
Mao’ (Mao Zhuxi de hao haizi) and as ‘the 
party’s good sons and daughters’ (dangde hao 
ernu )̈; members of the People’s Liberation 
Army became the children’s Liberation 
Army uncles (jiefangjun shushu); and the 
term qin ren (relatives), which had referred 
exclusively to blood relatives, was extended 
to the revolutionary masses as a whole. In the 
process, filial piety was transformed from a 
series of overlapping loyalties modelled on 
ideal family relationships into a totalising 

The Confucian ideal of perfection was 
exemplified by the stories used to illustrate the 
practice of filial piety, the virtue that lay at the 
heart of the traditional social order. 
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ideology in which loyalty was directed solely 
towards Mao, the party and the revolutionary 
masses they claimed to represent.  

As in the Soviet Union, the formation of perfect 
revolutionaries involved getting people to 
imitate model workers, model students, model 
soldiers, revolutionary martyrs and other 
paragons of revolutionary virtue. Perhaps the 
most famous of these was Lei Feng, a simple 
soldier whose posthumously published ‘diary’ 
exemplified the officially approved ethic 
of selfless service inspired by Mao and his 
thought. The diary was written or refined 
by party propagandists, and it consisted 
entirely of standardised political scripts that 
modelled the revolutionary ideal: “I am a 
party member and a servant of the people. 
For the freedom of mankind and the cause 
of the party and the people, I am willing to 
climb the highest mountain and cross the 
widest river, to go through fire and water”.

Lei Feng spoke with the same voice as the 
heroes of the novels and revolutionary operas 
that provided fictional models of perfection 
during the decade of the Cultural Revolution 

from 1966 to 1976. Their leading characters 
all had to be ‘tall, great, and complete’ 
(gao, da, quan); they had to use revolutionary 
words more than any other characters; they 
had to quote Mao more than anyone else; 
and they had to emerge victorious in heroic 
class struggles against villains who avoided 
revolutionary words, never quoted Mao 
and personified evil. People had to imitate 
these models, learning Mao’s words by 
heart, quoting him at every opportunity and 
seasoning their greetings, conversations and 
correspondence with revolutionary slogans.

At the peak of the Mao cult, the pursuit of 
revolutionary perfection required huge 
numbers of people to engage in the ritual 
of ‘asking for instructions in the morning’ 
and ‘reporting back in the evening’. Workers, 
students and peasants started their day by 
standing in front of Mao’s portrait, raising 
their Little Red Books head-high and wishing 
Chairman Mao ‘an infinitely long life’. They 
then praised Mao by singing ‘The East 
Is Red’ and reading quotations from his 
Little Red Book to guide their actions. 
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At the end of the day, they then reassembled 
in front of Mao’s portrait, sang songs of 
Mao‑worship, and confessed how they had 
fallen short of the model of perfection provided 
by his thought: ‘Chairman Mao, today I did 
this and made such and such a mistake’.  

Throughout the Mao era, the ideal of 
perfection also played a central role in 
the practice of small-group criticism and 
self-criticism, which was used regularly 
within the Communist Party and in some 
urban work units. People had to examine 
their own beliefs, behaviour, and attitudes 
against the ideals of revolutionary rectitude 
proclaimed in the latest party documents or 
Mao’s works. They then had to write self-
criticisms that were scrutinised for sincerity 
and adequacy, and their colleagues had 
to criticise their attitudes and behaviour 
as well. No one could claim to have met 
the required standard of revolutionary 
virtue, for the purpose of the exercise was 
to make everyone confess shortcomings 
and submit to inspection and control.  

The use of the concept of revolutionary 
perfection in producing linguistic 
conformity and enforcing social 
control was undoubtedly very successful. 

It also motivated many people in their attempts 
at inner transformation, but here its successes 
were more limited and often transitory. 
Indeed, by the end of the Mao era faith in the 
revolutionary project had waned and for many 
people the pursuit of revolutionary perfection 
had become a matter of outward display, rather 
than a genuine attempt at inner transformation. 
This was linked to three factors.

First, Mao had originally promised that ardent 
revolutionary endeavour would bring rapid 
economic development and a quick transition 
to a happy and harmonious Communist 
society. “Three years of struggle,” he said, 
would bring “a thousand years of Communist 
happiness.” However, this promise was 
discredited when his attempt to accelerate 
development during the Great Leap Forward 
resulted in economic disaster and caused a 
famine that killed 30 million or more people.  

Second, Mao further undermined faith in 
revolutionary politics when he attempted to 
recover his position by using class struggle 
to eliminate every rival source of authority 
and every hint of incorrect ideology during 
the Cultural Revolution. He directed 
revolutionary class struggle against one 
group after another, until the conflict took 
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on a life of its own and parts of the country 
descended into civil war. At least 1.1 million 
people died, countless millions suffered 
and the country was still no closer to the 
promised Communist future. Indeed, Mao 
himself was now talking about another 
200 years of class struggle. This was a future 
that hardly anybody wanted to believe in. 

Third, the real-life revolutionary models used 
to inspire the pursuit of perfection had been 
discredited one after another. Most of the 
party’s leaders, once paraded as paragons of 
revolutionary virtue, had been targeted during 
the Cultural Revolution. The Red Guard leaders, 
lauded as revolutionary heroes when Mao used 
them to attack the party, had been discredited 
and suppressed in their turn. And then in 1971, 
Lin Biao, Mao’s deputy, his ‘best student’ and a 
man long paraded as a model of revolutionary 
rectitude, was suddenly unmasked as a ‘traitor’. 
For many, it was too much. As one young 
man told Anita Chan, Richard Madsen and 
Jonathan Unger in Chen Village (1984), “We 
came to see that the leaders up there could 
say today that something is round; tomorrow, 
that it’s flat. We lost faith in the system”.

Those who had lost faith were able to express 
their true views within a few years of Mao’s 
death in 1976. His successor, Hua Guofeng, 
quickly secured his position by arresting the 
main supporters of Mao’s totalitarian vision; 
his wife Jiang Qing and her ‘Gang of Four’. 
Hua was then forced to seek the support of 
moderates led by Deng Xiaoping, who had lost 
faith in revolutionary politics after the disaster 
of the Great Leap Forward and had been driven 
from power during the Cultural Revolution. 
As the moderates returned to official positions, 
they quickly gained the upper hand, and from 
1978 they initiated a succession of far-reaching 
reforms, sweeping away Mao’s policies of 
class struggle, his totalitarian controls, and 
his concept of revolutionary perfection. Most 
people welcomed the changes, as they were 
ready for a new message that promised both 
an end to class struggle and material rewards 
within their lifetimes. That is why a slogan 
as crass as ‘To get rich is glorious’ was so 

attractive, and it is why most people were so 
glad to abandon the pursuit of revolutionary 
perfection in favour of something as 
mundane as bettering themselves.  

The concept of revolutionary perfection in 
the Maoist sense is now dead, but the ideal of 
perfection lives on in different and attenuated 
forms. There are still model students and 
model workers, Lei Feng is still trotted out as 
a model of self-sacrificing service to others, 
and there are even model capitalists. However, 
no one pretends that any of these real-life 
models are perfect, and the party’s aspirations 
have become more modest and realistic. 

State-sponsored ideals of perfection are now 
framed within the ideology of Xi Jinping’s 
‘China Dream’, which aims to create a 
‘moderately well-off society’ – a society that 
is powerful, civilised, harmonious, beautiful, 
and, in the long-term, highly developed. 
In the pursuit of this vision, the party 
appeals implicitly to concepts of perfection 
in the form of ideal types of civilised and 
harmonious behaviour, and an ideal type 
of unpolluted natural beauty. It has also 
adopted a range of policies designed to close 
the gap between these ideals and current 
realities. The most draconian is a ‘social credit 
system’ for grading people’s behaviour, with 
withdrawal of privileges for bad ratings.  

Despite this, the ideal of perfection is not 
the tyrannical weapon it was in Mao’s time. 
It is no longer used to enforce totalitarian 
uniformity or to engineer the emergence of 
new, revolutionary human beings. Devotion 
to the party no longer subsumes every other 
loyalty, and people are free to engage in the 
strenuous pursuit of ideals that advance 
individual or family interests. So the concept 
of perfection has been normalised and, in its 
varied forms, it plays much the same role as 
in Imperial times – serving as an inspiration 
and guide to individual and collective 
improvement. In that modest capacity, it is not 
just politically useful but widely accepted. 
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The idea of the island as an idealised 
ecological world with minimal disruption to 
natural or primordial forms is not restricted 
to bodies of land surrounded by water.

The perfect island

Associate Professor Chris Ballard  
and Dr Nicola van Dijk
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Associate Professor Chris Ballard is a Pacific 
historian at ANU. He has worked for more than 
30 years as an archaeologist, historian and 
anthropologist in Papua New Guinea, Vanuatu 
and eastern Indonesia, and recently completed 
two years at the University of French Polynesia. 
His present work focuses on Indigenous 
historicity, cultural transmission and disasters.

Dr Nicola van Dijk has a PhD in Biological 
Anthropology and Archaeology from ANU, 
based on field research in Papua New Guinea, 
Fiji and Vanuatu. She has since worked as 
a consultant with Indigenous communities 
in the Canberra area and the wider Pacific 
region, and has a particular interest in 
the repatriation of remains and cultural 
materials to Indigenous communities.

“Joy: I hear the word ‘Kiriwina’. I get ready; little 
gray, pinkish huts. Photos. Feeling of ownership: 
It is I who will describe them or create them.” 

Bronislaw Malinowski’s diary entry for 
1 December 1917 infamously describes 
his anticipation of what he and other 
anthropologists have referred to since as ‘the 
field’, and his sense of imminent intellectual 
control over the island of Kiriwina in the 
Trobriand Islands of Papua New Guinea. 
Islands lend themselves to dreams of 
perfection: the perfectness of a bounded 
space; the completeness of its possession; or 
even the perfection of the self in the isolation 
of an island environment. Islands have been 
the classical site for colonisation and social 
and scientific experiments – from the ancient 
Greeks in the Mediterranean to Europeans 
in the Caribbean and the Pacific, and from 
Robinson Crusoe to Dr Moreau and Jurassic 
Park in fiction and film. Islands provide the 
perfect setting for fantasies of domination 
and total mastery. For researchers, they 
figure as ideal worlds in which everything is 
available to be discovered and it is possible 
to realise the dream of the complete survey 
or inventory. As Rousseau is said to have 
remarked, of the Ile d’Ouessant off Brittany, 

“A small island asks to be inventoried”.

Continues on next page 



The idea that islands can be treated like natural 
laboratories is now well documented. Libby 
Robin has shown how the complexities of life 
on a continent – including the processes of 

“dispersal, invasion, competition, adaptation 
and extinction” along with contamination from 
the outside world – are more easily controlled 
in an island setting. An additional attraction of 
the island is its potential for comparison. It thus 
seems available for experiment. As scientists 
Robert Whittaker and Jose Maria Fernandez-
Palacios propose, “islands, being discrete, 
internally quantifiable, numerous, and varied 
entities, provide us with a suite of natural 
laboratories, from which the discerning natural 
scientist can make a selection that simplifies 
the complexity of the natural world”. Of course, 
the idea of the island as an idealised ecological 
world with minimal disruption to natural or 
primordial forms is not restricted to bodies 
of land surrounded by water. Island concepts 
and metaphors have recolonised continental 
biogeography, as they have our attitudes 
towards both deep sea and deep space.

Anthropology’s origins in natural history are 
particularly evident in its relationship with 
the island. Henrika Kuklick has shown how 
Alfred Haddon’s selection of the Torres Strait 
islands for his pioneering anthropological 
work in 1898 depended on the observations 
of Charles Darwin and Alfred Russel Wallace 
that islands were places of distinction, 
secure in the isolation of their habitats. 

Of all locations, islands were best positioned 
to deliver an understanding of the processes 
of natural selection and speciation (the 
formation of new species through evolution). 
Haddon, fellow British anthropologist 
WHR Rivers and their students fanned 
out across the Pacific and Indian oceans in 
search of islands in which archaic social 
modes had been preserved, as Haddon put 
it, “often in wonderfully pure form”. From 
the notion of isolation in island ecology 
comes the cultural isolate of anthropology 
and, in turn, the island laboratory in which 
archaeology reconstructs social evolutionary 
processes. As Elizabeth DeLoughrey has 
explained, it is only a short further step to 
the selection of islands for nuclear testing.

Susan Stewart’s writing on the miniature in 
her book On Longing helps us understand 
how the idea of the miniature enables certain 
forms of control. Her point of departure is 
the observation that the “miniature, linked 
to nostalgic versions of childhood and 
history, presents a diminutive, and thereby 
manipulatable, version of experience, a 
version which is domesticated and protected 
from contamination”. Like childhood, the 
island, as a miniature, can be imagined 

“as if it were at the other end of a tunnel – 
distanced, diminutive, and clearly framed”. 
The island is remote in both space and 
time. It requires the effort of travel but, once 
reached, it offers access to an arrested past, 
neatly bounded by its shoreline, available in 
its entirety for collection and possession. 

“Islands, being discrete, internally quantifiable, 
numerous, and varied entities, provide us with 
a suite of natural laboratories, from which 
the discerning natural scientist can make a 
selection that simplifies the complexity of the 
natural world.”

03
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But the ability to possess an island in this way 
contains a paradox: as with the doll’s house, the 
all-knowing observer can never truly inhabit 
this miniature world. The intensity of focus 
on the miniature arrests time, not just for the 
island but also for the observer. As Stewart 
asserts: “Its stillness emphasizes the activity 
that is outside its borders. And this effect is 
reciprocal, for once we attend to the miniature 
world, the outside world stops and is lost to us”. 

�   �   � 

Rather appropriately, Nobel Prize-winning 
medical researcher, Carleton Gajdusek, first 
saw the small island of Tongariki and its 
neighbour Tongoa in what was then the 
New Hebrides from an altitude of several 
thousand feet, aboard a domestic flight 
from Luganville to Port Vila in May of 1963. 
Laboratories and islands were among the few 
fixed points in Gajdusek’s famously chaotic 
travel schedules, but his published diaries are 
filled with the imagery of Apollonian vision. 

They reveal an aerial gaze that encompassed 
his world, along with the colleagues, 
Pacific Islanders and others who lived, ant-like, 
within its horizons. Travel and its way-stations 
defined much of Gajdusek’s professional 
life, dominated his diaries, and gathered 
and classified the results of his labour. 

Gajdusek’s Tongariki project was inspired 
by the 1962 Geneva meeting of the World 
Health Organization’s Scientific Group on 
Research in Population Genetics of Primitive 
Groups. The project was part of an ambitious 
global program aimed at capturing the 
genetic profiles of what the Group referred 
to as “vanishing and primitive populations, 
perceived to be under imminent threat of 
cultural and biological annihilation”. Primitive 
populations were defined as “people living 
in small, isolated societies, characterised 
by simple economies”. The representatives 
of ancient populations, they were thought 
to be largely unaffected by the selective 
pressures experienced by more modernised 
groups. Isolation was the critical value. 
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Another participant in the Geneva meeting, 
Jean Guiart, then the French government 
anthropologist in the New Hebrides, 
picked out Tongariki as a field site:

“…romantic in name and situation, where 
never a white man ever settled in any way 
because of the very difficult nature of the 
coast, Tongariki was a rather unknown 
piece of Melanesian freehold land that 
nobody from outside had yet touched.”

As he remarked in a 2016 interview, “It was 
a contained situation, un boule [a ball], 
something you never find”. Most importantly 
for Guiart and his colleagues, there was no 
hint of European genetic colonisation, as no 
planters or missionaries had ever settled there. 
Tongariki, small enough to be comprehended 
in its entirety but sufficiently large to permit 
some internal variability, was the perfect target.

The project assembled a substantial network 
of researchers and correspondents under the 
joint leadership of Gajdusek, Guiart and ANU 
human biologist, Robert Kirk. Operating under 
the logic of island biogeography, their goal 
was to document an island biography. The 
core team undertook two brief field trips, in 
1963 and 1965, to the Tongariki community 
of some 600 people. They mapped social and 
genealogical relationships, took blood, saliva 
and hair samples, and shot anthropometric 
photos. They measured bodies, examined teeth 
and various bodily organs, took fingerprints, 
and performed otoscopies, ophthalmoscopies 
and pubertal evaluations. They checked for 
thyroid size, lymphadenopathy and variation 
in blood pressure, while they also sought 
evidence for hereditary abnormalities. 

The expedition’s reports revel in the multi-
disciplinary nature of its broader composition 
(which included geologists, agronomists, 
soil scientists, linguists, anthropologists 
and medical researchers) almost in wonder 
at their own capacity to bring resources 
and a network of such scale to bear on a 
remote Pacific Island. Samples and data 
from Tongariki radiated outwards across the 
globe to laboratories in Germany, Japan, the 
United States, Australia, India, metropolitan 
France, New Caledonia and the United 
Kingdom. Eventually they were consigned 
to various archives around the world. Much 
of the Tongariki material came to rest among 
Kirk’s archive in the basement of the ANU 
John Curtin School for Medical Research.

But no island is an island, or not at least in the 
sense desired by Gajdusek’s team. The dream 
of isolation crumbled in the face of sustained 
and intensive enquiry. Tongariki had long been 
engaged in traditional forms of circulation and 
exchange with close and distant neighbours. 
In addition, most of the island’s men had 
been out to work in places like Queensland 
and Fiji from at least the 1870s. When the 
Pacific Islander labourers of Queensland 
were forcibly repatriated between 1906 and 
1908, a young Australian Aboriginal woman 
and her brother travelled with the returning 
Tongariki islanders, resulting in a large family 
of descendants. The apparent isolation of 
Tongariki in the 1950s was largely a colonial 
production, due to the controls imposed on 
traditional inter-island group travel. The 
notion of the hermetic island population 
was then given form in the census and other 
modes of official or mission description. 

03

No island is an island, or not at least in the 
sense desired by Gajdusek’s team. The dream of 
isolation crumbled in the face of sustained and 
intensive enquiry.
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For all the investment in its planning 
and equipment, fieldwork, analysis and 
correspondence, the Tongariki expedition 
produced remarkably little: Kirk’s short 
report on the expedition published in the 
South Pacific Bulletin; a handful of publications 
on dermatoglyphics (the study of finger-print 
patterns); the discovery of Haemoglobin 
J Tongariki (the first new haemoglobin 
variant found in a Pacific population); 
and Gajdusek’s musings on kava as an 
inhibitor of fertility. Only Guiart published 
his findings in any detail, and these were 
more the fruits of his earlier labour rather 
than his participation in the project. 

�   �   � 

In December 2017, article co-author, Chris 
Ballard, travelled to Port Vila and Tongoa 
to meet with Tongariki leaders and their 
communities. He wanted to show them scans 
and copies of the materials collected half a 
century ago, and begin a conversation about 
how the community might now want to 
make use of this strange, intrusive archive. 
Older women and men recalled their previous 
visitors. Guiart’s genealogies were pored 
over and debated. Tears were shed as the 
photographs of family members circulated. 
The enthusiasm for these documents 
overwhelmed all involved, but everyone 
committed to working together to understand 
and determine how best to manage both the 
potential benefits and perils of this archive.

One of the principal challenges for outsiders 
in approaching this new project is recognising 
the risk of reproducing the desires of the 
original project. Are we drawn to the very 
neatness – the ‘islandness’ – of Tongariki and 
its community, along with the boundedness 
of the project itself and of its archive? We 
look to collaboration with the Tongariki 
community, and to the community’s 
visions of the archive and its possibilities, 
to resist the impulse to define boundaries 
for others and to disrupt any reinscription 
of the original intent of the collection.

“The trick”, as Beth Greenhough notes, “is 
not to stand outside the assemblage and 
trace its contours and composition, but to 
ask how we are already implicated within 
it and ask if we might (want to) use that 
involvement in politically productive ways”. 
Aware of the ways in which our own research 
mirrors and reproduces that of the original 
Tongariki project, our goal is not just to 
seek out a matching Tongariki history of 
the expedition. Instead, it is to engage in a 
dialogue that will result in a collaborative 
interpretation of the past, and a joint mapping 
of future possibilities. What would constitute 
adequate and effective repatriation or return 
of control over the archive to the Tongariki 
community? What would a truly collaborative 
program of reinterpretation entail? The first 
step, it seems, is to relinquish the idea of 
the island, and its dream of perfection.
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Aiming and working toward a perfectly 
comfortable lifestyle for all, and for 
future generations, is an admirable and 
achievable pursuit. But it is unwise to 
become overly dependent on a highly 
polluting energy technology.

The perfect genie

Dr Adam Broinowski
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Dr Adam Broinowski is a lecturer and 
visiting research fellow in the Department 
of Pacific and Asian History at the School 
of Culture, History and Language, ANU 
College of Asia and the Pacific. He was 
Chief Investigator for an Australian Research 
Council Discovery Early Career Researcher 
Award project which examined the social and 
cultural responses to the Fukushima Daiichi 
nuclear disaster in Japan in the context of 
radiological events since 1945. He is the 
author of the monograph Cultural Responses 
to Occupation in Japan: The Performing Body 
during and after the Cold War (2016) based 
on his work with a leading Japanese theatre 
company and subsequent doctoral research. 
He is currently working on transnational 
contemporary and historical discourses on 
nuclear power and climate disruption.

How was the unprecedented destructive 
force of atomic weapons transformed into a 
‘force for good’? The strange story of nuclear 
power portrayed as a perfect 'genie' offers 
a useful example of how modern societies, 
and the United States in particular, have 
applied the idea of utopia. It illustrates 
how dreams of an eternal supply of energy 
and the improvement of living conditions 
have been used to concentrate intellectual 
and technical knowledge and economic 
resources in the pursuit of nuclear power. 

The first successful human-made self-
sustaining nuclear chain reaction was 
conducted by a team of American and British 
scientists led by physicist Enrico Fermi, in the 
world’s first nuclear reactor, the Chicago Pile-
1, at the University of Chicago on 2 December 
1942. On 16 July 1945, a weaponised atomic 
explosion known as the Trinity test was 
conducted on the arid plains of the White 
Sands Missile Range in southern New 
Mexico, demonstrating the United States’ sole 
possession of this destructive force. United 
States leaders then decided to use such 
atomic bombs on the cities of Hiroshima 
and Nagasaki on 6 and 9 August 1945. 

In his radio report to the American 
people on the Potsdam Conference on 9 
August 1945, President Harry S Truman 
declared that the ‘secret’ of this seemingly 
infinite and awesome force had been 
entrusted to the United States, apparently 
giving it the exclusive right to manage 
this force on behalf of humankind. 

Continues on next page 



Truman said:

“It is an awful responsibility which has 
come to us. We thank God that it has 
come to us instead of to our enemies; and 
we pray that He may guide us to use it 
in His ways and for His purposes.”

At this moment, the United States was at its 
peak in terms of relative wealth and military 
power. However, in the same speech Truman 
recognised that what was done to Japan was 
only “a small fraction of what would happen 
to the world in a third World War” and was 
emphatic that no such ravages should be 
suffered in future by the people of the United 
States. Anticipating that the public would 
be anxious about a future war with atomic 
weapons, and the likelihood of them being 
used on American cities, he disclosed that 
a committee led by Secretary of State James 
Byrnes had already laid plans to control the use 
of the atomic weapon to ensure “the protection 
of US interests and those of world peace”. The 
United States Government thus faced the 
problem of how to mobilise public support 
to pay for an extensive nuclear weapons 
arsenal and its planned foreign military bases 
as part of the new National Security State. 

At the same time, United States officials were 
reluctant to thoroughly address the darker side 
of America’s newly demonstrated capacity: 
was it legal, conscionable and necessary to 
have used atomic weapons as part of area 
bombing campaigns on primarily civilian-
occupied cities in the closing stages of the 
war? Aside from the notable work of a few 
journalists and commentators in the immediate 

aftermath and early post-war years, this sort 
of reckoning, which became ‘taboo’ in Japan 
during the United States-led occupation, was 
seriously neglected in the United States and 
in other countries. Similarly, the Japanese 
Government during the occupation was 
reluctant to examine more deeply the 
atrocities and crimes against humanity 
committed by Imperial Japanese military 
forces during the Asia-Pacific War (1931–1945). 

In a complex Cold War environment, the 
United States Government decided to refocus 
Americans on a future supported by an 
apparently more peaceful or brighter side 
of atomic technology. The Atomic Energy 
Act of 1946 (McMahon Act) gave the United 
States Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) 
monopoly control over the country’s 
developments in the field of atomic energy. 

One of the AEC’s missions was to develop 
a public relations campaign to replace 
the negative image of atomic weapons as 
destructive (the ‘bad atom’) with a positive 
image (the ‘good atom’). That is, to transform 
negative images of atomic destruction into 
positive images of a potentially infinite source 
of atomic energy and, as if by doing so, assume 
in the eyes of the American people and others, 
the position of rightful inheritor of world 
leadership and navigator for humankind to 
some kind of prelapsarian grace. This project 
revealed American magical thinking at 
work. Invoking American cultural and moral 
traditions of pragmatism, individualism 
and industriousness, the United States 
framed nuclear technology as a privileged 
responsibility and unprecedented opportunity 

In a complex Cold War environment, the 
United States Government decided to refocus 
Americans on a future supported by a more 
peaceful or brighter side of atomic technology. 04
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for American scientists to lead the way in 
creating a utopian society in America and then 
around the world. For the war generation who 
had suffered deprivation and sacrifice, what 
could be worth more than the final arrival in 
an earthly paradise of peace and abundance 
under careful and diligent scientific guidance?

United States Government-sponsored 
institutions and the cultural industry went into 
overdrive. The Atomic Energy Commission’s 
Atoms for Peace Program, launched by 
President Dwight D Eisenhower at the United 
Nations General Assembly on 8 December 
1953, continued to frame nuclear technology 
in the binary of divine darkness and light: 

“Occasional pages of history do record the faces 
of the ‘great destroyers’, but the whole book 
of history reveals mankind’s never-ending 
quest for peace and mankind’s God-given 
capacity to build … so my country’s purpose 
is to help us move out of the dark chamber 
of horrors into the light, to find a way by 
which the minds of men, the hopes of men, the 
souls of men everywhere, can move forward 
towards peace and happiness and well-being … 
salvation cannot be attained by one dramatic 
act … many steps will have to be taken.” 

In 1954, Eisenhower signed a revision to the 
McMahon Act that allowed the commercial 
development of nuclear technology, aiming 
to make it more competitive with oil and 
coal-fired electricity production. America’s 
most influential scientific bodies and major 
United States broadcast and broadsheet outlets, 
including Time, Newsweek Collier’s, Life and 
The Saturday Evening Post, adopted a ‘town 
hall’ promotion campaign. In the 9 August 
1955 edition of Look magazine, author David 
O Woodbury described his generation as 
living “between Hell and Utopia” in which 
the “human mind shuttled between doom 
and dreams of bounty”, the “very force that 
can destroy the human race could create 
miracles of hitherto unimagined possibility”.  

To fuel the campaign, promoters drew from 
an American origin story in which a sixteenth-
century European Puritan community was 

founded by John Winthrop to resemble a 
New Jerusalem, “a city upon a hill, the eyes 
of all people are upon us”. Yearning to be 
free of the vicissitudes of famine, plague and 
wars of the Old World, this European settler 
population believed they were following 
their manifest destiny as a chosen people 
to discover an earthly paradise. Projecting 
this quasi-mystical ideal onto their newly 
discovered vast and ‘empty’ wilderness, 
they set about taming and cultivating this 
pre-occupied land to create a New World 
model they thought would be exceptional. 

Traces of this potent mythopoeia could be seen 
in mainstream American cultural discourse 
on atomic power in the deployment of the 
‘good atom’ campaign during the early Cold 
War, as pointed to by historian Paul S Boyer. 
For the Disney generation – who grew up in 
the early years of the Atomic Age – family 
friendly films, advertising, popular stories and 
political rhetoric promised the imminence of 
an idyllic world of techno-scientific progress. 
With the newly acquired capacity to harness 
the apparently quiet, clean, cheap and peaceful 
‘genie’ of atomic energy – much like animal, 
human and coal-fired energy that had been 
harnessed in the past – there seemed no 
limit to what the atom could do. In iconic 
representations such as A is for Atom (directed 
by Carl Urbano, 1953) and Our Friend the Atom 
(directed by Hamilton Luske, 1957), rational 
scientists and engineers calmly demonstrated 
the multiple roles the genie could perform – 

“warrior, engineer, farmer, healer” – so as to 
ensure the further development and progress 
of the nation through the strength, authority 
and unlimited power of nuclear technology. 

The primary goal of this campaign was to 
continue to increase United States military 
power and influence in the world. As the Soviet 
Union, which had successfully tested an atomic 
bomb on 1 August 1949 and also promised 
peaceful uses of nuclear power, was considered 
a potential rival, the American public relations 
campaign projected a vision of incandescent 
nuclear-powered cities radiating out from 
America across the surface of the globe. 
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Following the launch of the world’s first 
nuclear powered submarine by the United 
States in 1952, Atomic Energy Commission 
chief, Admiral Lewis L Strauss, promised that 
compact and portable commercial nuclear 
power stations would produce electricity 
that was so inexpensive as to be “too cheap 
to meter”. Meanwhile Eisenhower’s program 
included a world atomic bank to supply 
client countries with the fuel to build atomic 
reactors, particularly in ‘developing’ countries. 

For many in North America, this was a 
time of technological fantasies big and 
small. These included atomic-powered 
cars, aeroplanes and ships to overcome long 
distances, controlled use of nuclear bombs 
for excavating mountains, glaciers and canals, 
medical research using nuclear isotopic 
tracers, metallurgical engineering applications 
to detect invisible flaws in products, radio-
genetics to increase crop yield, nuclear energy 
supply to desalinate water and irrigate remote 
locations, and self-sustaining nuclear-powered 
human colonies in space by the year 2000. 

Amid such excitement, it is ironic but not so 
surprising that a public majority in Japan 
seemed also to be persuaded by such utopian 
projections involving nuclear technology. At 
one point, the city of Hiroshima was marked 
for Japan’s first nuclear reactor. In a feat of 
social engineering by teams of United States 
‘Japan-hands’ (officials working for the United 
States Embassy and various intelligence 
agencies) and Japanese political and media 
industry leaders (some of whom founded 
the Liberal Democratic Party), the nation 
that had been exposed to atomic weapons 
in wartime became one of the earliest and 
leading converts to nuclear energy. 

Through large-scale government-sponsored 
exhibitions and newspaper promotional 
campaigns, the idea that Japan was hampered 
by comparatively inferior technological 
capacity and energy insecurity and which 
had led to its bitter defeat in World War 
II, was also used to propitiate the nation’s 
turn to atomic energy. In the same binary, 
the Japanese public learned to separate the 
military and civilian uses of the atom. 
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As several researchers including 
Ran Zwigenberg and Ryan Holmberg have 
noted, as Japan’s nuclear industry took 
shape in 1955, government-sponsored 
advertisements, manga, films and 
educational pamphlets, including those by 
the grandfather of manga Tezuka Osamu, 
played down the destructive aspect of atomic 
weapons while promoting the marvels of 
atomic science and nuclear engineering. 

Although there was a building momentum of 
voices speaking out against nuclear testing in 
Japan by the 1950s–1960s, a ‘nuclear village’ 
of industry leaders, government officials, 
scientists and academics had already 
embedded a pro-nuclear narrative. According 
to this narrative, the economic costs to 
the taxpayer and environmental impacts 
were worthwhile to retain a degree of 
energy security in a resource-poor nation 
and to secure and sustain a consumerist 
lifestyle enjoyed by ‘first-world’ nations. 
Ultimately 54 nuclear reactors were 
built atop narrow, volcanically seismic 
islands regularly exposed to tsunami.

Projected priorities of staying cool in 
summer and keeping trains running on 
time seemed to assuage public concern for 
possible nuclear disasters. Such disasters 
were already occurring, however, with many 
kept secret and their damage minimised. 
Three Mile Island (Pennsylvania, 1979), 
Chernobyl (Kiev Oblast, 1986) and 
Fukushima Daiichi (Fukushima Prefecture, 
2011) were considered by the World Nuclear 
Association in May 2018 to be the only major 
nuclear accidents across “17,000 cumulative 
reactor-years of operation in 33 countries”. But 
in 1952 the nuclear meltdown at Chalk River, 
Ontario released 100,000 curies – far more than 
the 15 curies released at Three Mile Island. 
There were three major accidents in 1957 in 
Rocky Flats (Colorado), Windscale (Cumbria) 
and Chelyabinsk (Chelyabinsk Oblast), which 
contaminated large areas occupied by civilian 
populations with long-lived radionuclides. 
One nuclear meltdown in Santa Susana Field 
Laboratory, California in 1959, which vented 

radioactive gases, was kept secret for 20 years. 
Another in Church Rock, New Mexico in 1979 
contaminated local rivers and was considered 
the worst incident of radiation contamination 
in United States history. An explosion in Tomsk, 
Russia in 1993 irradiated villages in Siberia. In 
Fukui Prefecture, Japan, the Monju accident 
in 1995 caused a sodium fire and the Tokai-
mura accident in Ibaraki Prefecture in 1999 
killed several workers and distributed neutron 
radiation through a densely populated area. 

These are only some of the significant 
radiological events in which plutonium 
and other radionuclides have been released 
into the earth system. Nuclear weapons 
testing, standard venting of contaminated 
water and gases from hundreds of operating 
reactors, ocean, river and ground releases of 
radioactive wastes, and leakage of (temporary) 
storage of various grades of nuclear waste, 
have all added to the nuclear burden.

Aiming and working toward a perfectly 
comfortable lifestyle for all, and for future 
generations, is an admirable and achievable 
pursuit. But it is unwise to become overly 
dependent on a highly polluting energy 
technology that is propped up by well-funded 
publicity and has proven to be neither failsafe 
nor cheap. This is worth bearing in mind 
regarding the Australian Government’s 
serious consideration of the proposal to 

“establish used nuclear fuel and intermediate 
level waste storage and disposal facilities in 
South Australia” alongside its obligations 
to store and manage locally generated 
nuclear waste as set out in the National 
Radioactive Waste Management Act 2012. 

Rather than investing in campaigns to promote 
nuclear power as the ‘perfect genie’, it would 
be of greater benefit to all, now and in the 
future, to properly invest in the safest, least 
costly (as measured across all factors), least 
polluting and most reliable energy systems 
that we as a species can muster. Unlike the 
public relations alchemy that magically 
turned the ‘bad atom’ into the ‘good’, this 
transformation would be worth having. 
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Even though the individuals made mistakes and 
the team culture may have legitimised cheating, 
it was national culture, and the international 
culture of cricket, that had ultimately failed 
by favouring expectations of perfection over 
the dramatic beauty of human frailty.

The perfect pitch

Geoff Piggott
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Geoff Piggott is a PhD candidate in the 
Department of Gender, Media and Cultural 
Studies at the School of Culture, History 
and Language, ANU College of Asia and the 
Pacific. His research examines the mediation 
of shifts in cultural power relationships 
between India and Australia through the 
lens of cricket. Specifically, he is exploring 
the way in which India’s growing political 
and economic power in the sport has been 
projected to an Australian audience, and how 
this projection has mediated new challenges 
and possibilities within the India–Australia 
relationship. Further research interests include 
Anglophone Indian and diasporic literature, 
representations of foreigners’ experiences 
in India and anthropology of globalisation 
in contemporary India. He previously lived 
in Mumbai’s northern suburbs, where he 
worked as an English literature teacher 
at an international school, watched many 
games of cricket, found roles in Bollywood 
films for his visiting friends and wrote for a 
number of publications, including The Age.

On 25 March 2018, then Australian Prime 
Minister Malcolm Turnbull visited rural 
western Victoria, where bushfires had, in the 
days preceding, destroyed homes, farms and 
livestock. Taking questions from the media 
– flanked by firefighters in their distinctive 
orange-yellow overalls – he described his 
dismay at waking up to “a shocking affront 
to Australia”. Despite the setting, he wasn’t 
describing the natural disaster. No, Turnbull 
was responding to a question about what was 
to become one of the biggest news stories 
of the year: three Australian cricketers 
caught breaking the rules of the game by 
‘tampering’ with the ball to give their bowlers 
an advantage over South Africa’s batsmen.

Turnbull went on to say that it seemed 
“completely beyond belief that the Australian 
cricket team had been involved in cheating”. 
His comments illustrated not only the 
significance of cricket in the Australian 
psyche, but also the doublethink that is 
applied when sport is viewed as a metaphor 
for national virtue. This was famously 
recognised by Susan Brownell, who wrote of 
a similar phenomenon in Chinese athletics 
in the 1980s. In Australia, and elsewhere, a 
competing dual ideal of perfection is often 
applied to national sporting teams and 
individual representatives: an unrealistic, 
combined expectation of perfection in 
performance, and perfection in behaviour.

Continues on next page 



The roots of this unrealistic expectation lie in 
an over-emphasis on sport as an expression 
of nationalism, rather than as an aesthetic 
spectacle of personal and team achievement 
limited to its immediate context. The result 
is regular disappointment of supporters 
and moral outrage directed at players who 
inevitably fall short of the expectations 
placed upon them. The outrage is often 
most strong from pundits and supporters 
of rival nations; newspaper headlines and 
sporting columns delight in the latest 
scandal affecting a rival, and online forums 
explode with indignation. Rivalries extend 
beyond the game itself and sport loses its 
ability to bring different nations and cultures 
together, instead creating antagonism 
and reinforcing negative stereotypes. 

While the ball-tampering affair occurred in 
a game between Australia and South Africa, 
in this article I will explore how the 
expectations of perfection have played 
out in the cricketing relationship between 
Australia and India. In doing so, I will 
reflect on the ability of sport – and former 
colonial cultural practices, which have been 
appropriated by post-colonial societies – to 
facilitate intercultural understanding between 
otherwise seemingly disparate countries.

Despite their shared love of the game and 
history of defining themselves in opposition 
to one-time colonial overlord England, India 
and Australia’s cricketing relationship 
in recent decades has been typified by 
regular conflict. India has seen Australia 
as attempting to maintain the outdated 
hegemony of the white cricketing nations. 

On the other side, Australia has viewed 
India through a classically Orientalist lens – 
corrupt, chaotic, blessed by unfulfilled talent 
and lacking discipline. This narrative is 
not, however, grounded in the reality of the 
myriad cricketing connections between the 
two countries in contemporary times. To take 
just a few significant examples, Australian 
players now appear successfully in the 
Indian Premier League, in advertising and 
in Hindi films, and Indian players are hugely 
popular in Australia’s Indian diaspora.

At the current moment in history, when the 
challenges to the ideas of cosmopolitanism 
that emerged in recent decades are becoming 
increasingly strong, popular cultural 
practices such as sport, which still command 
the attention of a mass audience, provide 
an opportunity for authentic intercultural 
connections. Recent months saw the twenty-
fifth anniversary of the publication of Samuel 
Huntington’s Clash of Civilizations. Some 
have argued that Huntington’s ideas can 
now be seen as prophetic, that the world 
is divided irrevocably along religious and 
ethno-cultural lines. I would argue differently, 
and that a game such as cricket – which 
came to India and Australia laden with 
imperial overtones but has been adopted and 
moulded in the shape of each nation – shows 
that cultures and nations can successfully 
borrow from each other. An impediment to 
this, however, lies in the overlaying of every 
game with nationalism and the expectation of 
perfection in the embodiment of unrealistic 
virtues of supreme effort, outstanding 
performance and faultless behaviour.

Despite their shared love of the game and 
history of defining themselves in opposition 
to one-time colonial overlord England, India 
and Australia’s cricketing relationship in recent 
decades has been typified by regular conflict. 
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Malcolm Turnbull’s comments on the ball 
tampering incident ignored decades of debate 
about the conduct of the Australian team of 
which even he, not a noted cricket follower, 
must have been aware. This debate has always 
centred on the avowed aim of Australian 
teams to ‘play hard’, to push the rules almost 
to breaking point. In the words of current 
player Nathan Lyon, to know where the line 
between playing hard and cheating is, and 
to “headbutt the line”. Many Australians 
have been critical of this approach. Douglas 
Booth and Colin Tatz perhaps best sum up 
the dismay at this approach in some quarters 
of Australian society in their book One-Eyed: 
A View of Australian Sport, in which they present 
a damning picture of exclusion of minorities, 
arrogance, hypocrisy and racism, much of 
which is justified by the creed of ‘playing hard’.

For many others around the world it did 
not seem in any way inconceivable that the 
Australian team was caught cheating. In the 
days following the incident, many former 
players, commentators and members of the 
public commented on their view of Australia’s 
‘line’ between hard play and cheating as a form 
of arrogance, of one team – representative 
of its nation and culture – unilaterally 
determining the rules of fair play. From an 
Indian perspective, respected journalist 
Harsha Bhogle wrote that “Australia always 
thought that someone else did it. They drew 
a line, a convenient line, and thought that 
by being behind a line they had created, 
they were in the clear. Their line was often 
offensive to others and frequently they did to 
others what they didn’t like done to them”. 
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Bhogle was careful to separate the cricket 
team from the nation, but in the popular 
imagination, this distinction is less well 
observed. Analysis of the comments 
thread on the first article in response to the 
breaking story from South Africa in the 
Times of India (25 March 2018), a newspaper 
which maintained a balanced and distinctly 
non-hysterical tone in response to the incident, 
reveals a different picture in the minds of 
Indian readers. While online comments threads 
are notoriously full of provocative commentary, 
the overwhelming theme that emerges is of a 
link between cheating at cricket and Australian 
national character. Thirty-four comments 
made this direct connection. A common 
theme is to reference Australia’s convict past 
and a genetic propensity for the descendants 
of criminals to cheat. Statements such as this 
from Shantanu Amirkhani are indicative 
of the general tone of the thread: “Not at all 
surprised. Australians are born unsporting 
CHEAT ... Its ok when they sledge but when 
retaliated against they start whining and get 
into fistfights. All in the DNA I suppose”.

Ironically, however, the same mourning 
of cricket’s falling standards, growing 
nationalism and ugly behaviour can also be 
seen in India. Ramachandra Guha, in his 2002 
history of Indian cricket and its place in the 
country’s political and social life, laments 
the growing boorishness of Indian crowds, 
whom he sees as representing “an ugly and 

destructive nationalism” where “under the 
floodlights the players become gladiators, the 
spectators thirsty Romans” and “the genuine 
cricket lover has in any case been replaced 
by the overworked, overpaid, half-drunk 
and hyper-nationalist yuppie”. Guha argues 
that this focus on winning to the exclusion 
of appreciation of the game is fuelled by 
marketing, which emphasises the battle-like 
nature of competition and creates a simplified, 
good versus evil narrative. Perhaps the best 
illustration of this came in 2008 when Indian 
player Harbhajan Singh was accused of 
racially abusing Australian player Andrew 
Symonds – who has African-Caribbean 
ancestry – by calling him a monkey. The 
mindless patriotism identified by Guha was 
evident in the reaction of Indian cricket 
authorities, who released a statement stating 
that “The Indian Board realises the game of 
cricket is paramount but so too is the honour 
of the Indian team and for that matter every 
Indian”, and also the defence proposed by 
the Indian tour manager, that “as Indians it 
was just not possible for them to be racist”. 

�   �   � 

In 1945, George Orwell, in his much-quoted 
essay The Sporting Spirit, wrote that “the 
significant thing is not the behaviour of the 
players but the attitude of the spectators: 
and, behind the spectators, of the nations 

“The significant thing is not the behaviour of 
the players but the attitude of the spectators: 
and, behind the spectators, of the nations who 
work themselves into furies over these absurd 
contests, and seriously believe – at any rate 
for short periods – that running, jumping and 
kicking a ball are tests of national virtue.”
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who work themselves into furies over 
these absurd contests, and seriously 
believe – at any rate for short periods – that 
running, jumping and kicking a ball are 
tests of national virtue”. Orwell used his 
identification of the nationalism associated 
with sport as a way of dismissing sport’s 
value as a connector across cultures. What 
Orwell failed to recognise, however, was 
sport’s ability to inspire through its aesthetic 
beauty, and for the moments – all the more 
powerful because of its primarily competitive 
nature – when it transcends rivalries. 

Sport has this transcendental potential, as 
famously recognised by West Indian writer 
CLR James, who, in his classic work on cricket 
and the post-colonial condition, Beyond a 
Boundary, wrote that sport is a form of art, 
which has its own “flow”, simultaneously 
connected to and separate from its socio-
historical context. In James’ words, “reading 
poetry and watching sport are not so far apart” 
and that “once every year for four years … 
Athenian citizens … watched the plays of the 
competing dramatists. All that we have now to 
correspond is a Test match”. His argument fails, 
however, if sport is seen solely through the 
dual lens of perfection in competitive results 
and in the upholding of idealistic virtues of 
nationhood. This perfection does not allow 
for a recognition of humanity, which, when 
juxtaposed with the sublime grace of beautiful 
play, is where the true beauty of sport lies, just 
like the Greek drama James likens it too.

The press conferences Australian captain 
Steve Smith and his two teammates, Cameron 
Bancroft and David Warner, held on their 
return to Australia after the ball tampering 
affair, illustrated the impossibility of fulfilling 
the dual expectation of both winning and 
embodying ideal national virtues. Smith 
apologised for the “pain I’ve brought to 
Australia”. Warner said, “I can honestly say 
I’ve only ever wanted to bring glory to my 
country through playing cricket”. Bancroft, 
after echoing similar sentiments about letting 
his country down, showed the other side of 
the expectation, saying that “the thing that 

breaks my heart the most is that I’ve just given 
up my spot in the team for somebody else”. 
They delivered their comments in scenes of 
excruciating personal breakdown. All three 
were too emotional to continue at points, 
especially when referring to the shame they 
had brought to their families and young 
fans. Smith was comforted by his father. 
Warner referred to his wife and daughters. 
Bancroft sat beside a counsellor from the 
Western Australian Cricket Association.

These were scenes of individuals accepting 
the punishment of a nation. This punishment 
then extended to the rest of the team, and 
to Australian cricket more broadly. But 
even though the individuals made mistakes 
and the team culture may have legitimised 
cheating, it was national culture, and the 
international culture of cricket, that had 
ultimately failed by favouring expectations 
of perfection over the dramatic beauty of 
human frailty. All too often, the broader 
impact of this is self-righteous finger-pointing 
from rivals, which precludes the potential of 
sport to act as a force for cosmopolitanism 
and cross-cultural understanding. 
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Patriarchal norms continue to inform the 
myths of perfection that shape educated 
Indonesia. More than a myth, this idea of a 
perfect family is a middle-class fantasy.

The perfect family

Gita Nasution
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Gita Nasution is a PhD candidate from the 
Department of Anthropology, School of 
Culture, History and Language, ANU College 
of Asia and the Pacific. Her thesis project 
discusses the baby sitter, an emerging 
occupation under the category of domestic 
work that is popular in urban Indonesia. The 
thesis discusses how intimate/domestic work 
like babysitting in a household can help us 
understand social transformation in Indonesia, 
including the transformation of work, gender 
order, family and household relations, in spite 
of continuities that exist in society such as 
class differentiation. In addition to intimate 
and domestic work, she is also interested in 
children's issues, family, gender, care, social 
protection and migration research. She has 
more than 10 years of experience working 
in the development sector in Indonesia, 
dealing with legal reform, poverty, social 
protection and children’s programs.

In Indonesia, like many other countries 
in Asia, family is one core element of 
people’s life. Family inspires many people 
to navigate their individual aspirations 
and collective family goals, even as it 
has inspired the government to run the 
country. For example, Soeharto, the leader 
of New Order government (1966–1998), used 
family metaphors to run the state. He acted 
as Bapak Bangsa (Father of the Nation) and 
the first lady, Tien Suharto, was known 
as Ibu Negara (Mother of the State). The 
jargon Keluarga Kecil Bahagia Sejahtera (Small 
Family, Happy and Wealthy) was one of 
Indonesia’s sayings during the New Order 
period to control its growing population. It 
emphasised the modern Indonesian family 
that is nuclear (small) and consists of parents 
and two children, each of a different gender. 

To date, contemporary Indonesian 
society has aspired to the middle-class 
ideal of the small, happy, healthy and 
wealthy family. Many people believed 
that a family is deemed lengkap (complete) 
when parents have a boy and a girl. 

Continues on next page 



This perfect picture of a family is portrayed in 
the ‘Happy Family’ sticker displayed on 
many cars. In urban areas in Indonesia today, 
especially in the capital of Jakarta, many 
people prioritise their family and children in 
life. Men and women work to earn a living for 
their family, to live up to the life standards they 
aspire to. Their children are the main reason for 
their hard work. Ensuring a better future for 
their children is the parents’ core motivation. 

For the middle class and upper class in Jakarta, 
giving the best to their children is a must. They 
want to ensure their children live comfortably 
now and in the future by providing the best 
of everything – the best toys, the best clothing, 
the best health care, the best education and 
the best experiences in life, such as world 
travel. These are among the best things that 
parents can provide, for they aspire to have 
the best child in the world: a perfect child. 

My fieldwork in Jakarta in 2015 provided 
me with a window on a perfect life for some 
middle-class and upper-class Indonesians. 
Many of the women had built careers in a 
society where women are often expected 
to be at home and focus on their family. 

For some such mothers, attaining a good 
career is a way to show children that women 
can make a difference in the world beyond the 
home. These women obtained tertiary degrees 
and built careers in respectable companies/
institutions, securing high positions like their 
male contemporaries. For these women, their 
career achievement is something to celebrate, 
rather than be disparaged. They inspire many 
other women and girls to reach their dreams, 
and some men and boys to respect other 
women the way they respect their mother. 
They also believe that successful mothers 
should not neglect their families. These women 
wanted to prioritise family needs and ensure 
their children are well looked after. While 
many Indonesians worry that women with 
careers will neglect their responsibility as the 
main caretaker of the family, these women 
did not share those beliefs. However, with 
pride, many middle-class ‘working women’ 
(locally known as wanita bekerja) display a new 
picture of a ‘good mother’. It is a representation 
of modern, successful career women who is 
able to realise her individual aspiration and 
also produce a successful family: a healthy 
and happy family with smart children. 
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This ‘new’ opportunity for women to actively 
build their own capacity and establish roles 
outside the house is in fact creating an image 
of women’s double burden. While women 
are actively building careers outside and 
managing the family inside the house, it 
is perpetuating the dual role of women in 
the family. The New Order government 
used the propaganda of peran ganda wanita 
(women’s double role) as propaganda to 
acknowledge women’s role inside and 
outside the household. However, women’s 
role outside the house requires women’s 
own understanding that their main priority 
is their family and that their ‘non-domestic 
role’ is done to support their husbands in 
society and/or to ensure the creation of good 
future generations for Indonesia. During the 
New Order regime, perfect examples of the 
bearers of peran ganda wanita were the wives of 
Indonesian civil servants – the middle class. 

Two decades after the demise of New Order, 
and even though peran ganda wanita is no 
longer part of the government’s propaganda, 
the same value remains in the society, both 
within the civil servant community and 
beyond. In many areas in Indonesia, the high 
living cost in the city has in fact pushed many 
families to earn dual incomes and for this 
reason, women are no longer building careers 
for personal aspirations, but rather to afford 
to maintain urban family lifestyles. Caught 
in their dual role, women aspire to create a 
‘perfect family’. For this purpose, the middle-
class women in Jakarta require what they call 
a ‘support system’. Such systems comprise a 
set of domestic workers who clean the house, 
prepare delicious healthy food, do the laundry, 
attend to children at home, drop off/pick up 
children at school and so on. Households 
have at least a butler, a cook, a nanny 
(locally known as baby sitter) and a driver to 
support the family. Another type of support 
system (which is rarer nowadays) consists of 
grandparents or extended family members 
who are available to help, mainly for child 
rearing. In many families, the support system 
includes both domestic workers and senior 
family members to supervise the workers. 

With such support and the array of workers 
and family members, women who work outside 
their house have become exemplary managers 
both in the office and at home. Middle-class 
women these days gain status not simply from 
their career but, more importantly, from their 
ability to provide care, especially when they 
can publicly show they can maintain a high 
quality of care and education for their children. 

In regard to the status gained through 
quality of family/child care, another group 
of Indonesian middle-class women choose 
to be ‘full-time mothers’, which reflects their 
sole dedication to their children and family. 
This group tends to believe that mothers 
(rather than fathers) should stay at home 
instead of working outside the house. They 
are exempted from women’s dual role as 
they rely on their highly successful family 
business or respectable career-spouses to earn 
the income needed to run the family. These 
‘full-time mothers’ believe they are the most 
responsible person in the family to look after 
the children. By being at home, they can make 
sure children’s needs are met and they can 
attain and maintain the best quality of care 
for their children. They believe their family 
is more important than a career, so they stop 
building their careers to concentrate on raising 
their children. For this group of women, 
children’s education is best managed by 
parents rather than a ‘support system’. These 
women are proud of their status of staying at 
home and raising their children themselves.  

However, for these women, the manual work of 
child caring remains the responsibility of hired 
domestic workers. They see quasi-professional 
baby sitters as suitable to support their aspired 
parenting style and realise a high quality of 
care for their children. These baby sitters are 
modern domestic workers, specially tasked 
to nurture children. An emerging caring 
occupation in urban Indonesia, baby sitters are 
mostly young educated women with a junior 
high school background, equipped with several 
months of care experience from working in an 
agency. Some are also certified child carers. 
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They live in the household to provide 
maximum care service for the child, quite 
different from the concept of a baby sitter in the 
Western countries, but similar to an au pair. The 
term baby sitter is borrowed from English but 
written in two words in Indonesia. Baby sitters 
apply ‘modern’ child care methods introduced 
by recruiting agencies, and are believed to be 
skilful and experienced in dealing with and 
caring for children. Their presence shows how 
intimate care work is becoming increasingly 
professionalised in middle-class Indonesia.

The baby sitter, as a trained carer, is also often 
considered to be able to manage children’s 
educational activities. As middle-class parents 
send their children to the best school they 
can afford (for example, they prefer private 
or international schools, which primarily 
teach – if not use – English in their classes), 
the baby sitter is able to balance middle-class 
children’s education and lifestyle. Middle-class 
parents also provide after-school activities 
for children, from sports to arts, in addition 
to academic remedial courses, as they believe 
these activities will equate their children’s 
academic and non-academic skills. They aspire 
for their children to be competitive in the long-
run, and that with English and an international 
education, their children should be able to 
compete in a global market. The baby sitters 
are trained to understand such demands and 
lifestyle, and their work is designed to facilitate 
the middle-class image of a ‘perfect family’. 
In addition, schools, as the main providers of 
formal education, do not guarantee they can 
produce siap jadi (or ‘ready-made’) children, 
especially in their early years. For example, one 
of my fieldwork respondents complained about 
the slow progress her five-year-old boy had 
made after one year at kindergarten. She was 
disappointed that her son still could not read 
anything at that time, as reading is one of the 
requirements to enter many primary schools in 
Indonesia. She then sent her son to a remedial 
reading course (both Indonesian and English) 
and moved him to another private school to try 
to fulfil her aspiration. She also hired a trained 
baby sitter who can teach reading at home to 
escalate her son’s reading comprehension.

Based on my fieldwork researching the 
emergence of the baby sitter in Jakarta, I found 
the combination of parents (mostly the mother), 
the baby sitter and school were all important in 
‘creating a perfect child’. Of course, combining 
these three elements is challenging and 
expensive. At times, middle-class desires 
for perfection in their children comes along 
with disappointment. Costly school fees and 
expenses for an entire ‘support system’ do 
not always guarantee satisfaction. Parents are 
commonly disappointed with their baby sitter, 
who often in fact is not a professional worker. 
They have to retrain baby sitters over and 
over again, which takes up a lot of the busy 
women’s time. One extreme example came 
from my informant, Malia, a successful career 
woman with two young children. Malia hired 
a baby sitter to look after her children, as she 
could not give up her career. However, when 
she found out her first child had an anxiety 
problem, she felt she had not been a good 
mother, as she had left her children with the 
baby sitter. Apparently, the baby sitter was not 
patient enough to attend to a child and had 
abused Malia’s eldest child. Malia also found 
out that the baby sitter did not cook proper 
food for her child but bought food from street 
sellers. Malia was more than angry to find 
this out. She was also very sad. She regretted 
not quitting her job, and risking her child’s 
safety. She was holding back tears when 
she said to me, ‘I am not a good mother’.

When I returned to Canberra after fieldwork, I 
told one of my colleagues about Malia’s story. 
He responded by asking a reflective question: 
‘What is a good mother?’. The question shocked 
me. I never heard the women I spoke with in 
Indonesia pose such a question. It made me 
wonder whether Malia or other middle‑class 
women in Indonesia had subscribed to 
an exclusive idea of a ‘good mother’ once 
promoted by the state. I remembered I found 
in the field that some other women with 
relatively low income did not think about being 
a ‘good mother’. They focused on working 
outside the house to earn income for their 
family. For them, the idea of ‘good mother’, 
high quality of care or perfect family never 
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existed because their priority was to survive. 
Lower-income women do not have the so-called 
‘support system’, so they count on different 
sources to look after their children, such as 
neighbours, relatives or their older children. 
Many times they do not have the option of 
leaving the child at home, so they take them 
to work in traditional markets, shops or at 
their employer’s house (if they are domestic 
workers). Can we say these women are not 
good mothers? Are their families not perfect?

By reflecting on Malia’s experience, and 
comparing her story to the extreme experiences 
of women who struggle to survive, I pondered 
that Indonesian women face different choices. 
The idea of the ‘good mother’, who is expected 
to cultivate perfection in her children and her 
family, is far from the rosy single image of 
the nuclear family displayed on car windows. 
Malia was in fact an ideal figure of a successful 
career woman who managed her work and 
family very well. She had a good ‘support 
system’, a supposedly trained baby sitter and 
several domestic workers to help look after 
her children and household. She had carried 
the double burden that many Indonesian 
women endure. She was in a position to 
aspire to create a perfect child in a perfect 
family. On the other hand, the other women 
who have to work to survive are doing their 
best to ensure their children have food to 
eat or can go to school. They might not have 
many material comforts, but the effort they 

make reflects a pure and perfect approach to 
parent–children relationships and bonding.  

The contested concept of a good mother or 
a perfect family raises important questions. 
Why do Indonesian middle-class women 
aspire to be good mothers and have a perfect 
child? Why do they aspire to create a perfect 
family? I argue that being a good mother who 
is able to provide perfect care for children 
is a status symbol for many middle-class 
women. Moreover, in Indonesia, such status 
was cultivated by New Order government 
propaganda, and this view persists as 
the norm in Indonesian society today. In 
contemporary Indonesia, women are still seen 
as the main carer in the family, regardless 
of how educated or successful they are in 
the society. Malia’s case is an example of the 
risk that can result from the dual burden 
that women have to bear when trying to live 
up to societal demands for them to produce 
a perfect future generation. Ironically, 
patriarchal norms continue to inform the 
myths of perfection that shape educated 
Indonesia. More than a myth, this idea of a 
perfect family is a middle-class fantasy.

‘What is a good mother?’. The question shocked 
me. I never heard the women I spoke with in 
Indonesia pose such a question. It made me 
wonder whether Malia or other middle‑class 
women in Indonesia had subscribed to an 
exclusive idea of a ‘good mother’ once promoted 
by the state.

The perfect family 35

G
it

a 
N

as
ut

io
n

Autumn 2019



Part of yoga’s growing global popularity 
among both women and men may be linked 
to the way the practice helps document and 
quantify progress towards ideal bodies. 

The perfect pose

Dr Shameem Black
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Dr Shameem Black is a fellow in Gender, 
Media and Cultural Studies in the School 
of Culture, History and Language, ANU 
College of Asia and the Pacific, where her 
work in literary and cultural studies focuses 
on India and its diaspora. She also serves as 
Deputy Director of the South Asia Research 
Institute. She is the author of Fiction Across 
Borders: Imagining the Lives of Others in Late 
Twentieth-Century Novels (2010). Her current 
work concerns the cultural politics of yoga.  

Nine minutes…

I interlock my fingers up to the webbing. 
Crown of the head down. Feet walk in. 

A violin string squeaks, then screeches. 
A pause. “I need to tune the bow,” I 
hear my daughter call. Silence. 

I lift up one leg, then the other. A long, 
straight sound shoots like an arrow 
from my daughter’s room. Music.

We practice together. Nine minutes. 
Nine minutes in search of perfection. 

Yoga has long offered the promise of 
perfecting human life. It defeats death, 
soothes souls, unifies the world. Yoga’s 
gift (and perhaps its curse) is its uncanny 
ability to respond to the strivings of different 
times and places. Its focus on ultimate ends 
has rendered it a powerful tool for diverse 
cultural and political goals. For devotional 
groups, yoga has promised union with the 
divine. For philosophers, yoga has promised 
true perception of reality. When its birthplace, 
India, has been politically weak, legendary 
yogis have shown how India could be strong. 

When we contemplate the grandeur of 
these goals, found in old manuscripts, folk 
tales and philosophical treatises across 
India and South Asia, it is no surprise that 
over the years, yoga has transformed into 
a popular tool of perfectibility today. In 
India and well beyond its borders, yoga 
has come to promise the perfect body.  

Continues on next page 



Once the body of the yogi in India was 
considered fearsome and superhuman, a 
body all too familiar with warfare and 
graveyards. The reformist impulses of the 
late nineteenth and twentieth centuries 
transformed the practice for new ends. By the 
early twentieth century, yoga was becoming 
a path to a muscular, clean-cut body that 
resonated with ideals of Western bodybuilding 
and gymnastics. It came to signal a healthy, 
strong and often anticolonial body in India. 

As the practice has travelled beyond India’s 
borders, it has become especially appealing to 
women as a way to cultivate a new, liberated, 
female form. Yoga has proven especially 
flexible in promising access to different beauty 
norms. Writing in the mid-twentieth century, 
the Indian guru Paramahansa Yogananda 

explained how he successfully taught 
yoga to a woman who wished to become 
more attractive to her husband. Yoga, he 
assured her, could help her gain weight. 

Today, of course, yoga is much more likely 
to promise the opposite. Yoga is widely 
promoted in India and many other parts 
of the world as an effective path to the 
idealised lean body that has become ever 
more elusive in an era of industrially 
processed foods and sedentary work. 

For many women around the world, yoga 
has promised access to the insatiable new 
norms of what a healthy, beautiful, desirable 
life should look like. At the beginning of the 
twentieth century, yoga was more likely to be 
practiced by men. Now it is often the reverse. 
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More and more women have entered the 
paid workforce, but their responsibilities in 
households have not necessarily declined. 
Parenting has become a full-time job at 
just the moment when many women work 
full-time outside the home. For example, 
middle-class women in India bemoan the 
digital manacles of WhatsApp, which sends 
them up to 40 messages an hour about 
their children’s schooling. Bombarded by 
unattainable beauty norms, the need to 
keep fit, professional aspirations to cultivate 
a career, anxieties about supporting a 
household and the need to make at least one 
corner of life look Instagram-worthy – it is no 
wonder that millions of middle-class women 
have flocked to a practice that promises 
to help solve many of these challenges. 

Part of yoga’s growing global popularity among 
both women and men may be linked to the 
way the practice helps document and quantify 
progress towards ideal bodies. Men, too, face 
new and intensified pressures as they become 
more involved in domestic management, cope 
with increasingly precarious work conditions, 
and navigate the challenges of a device-
laden world. In its modern form, the practice 
provides a way to regulate time and create 
oases in modern lives that are increasingly 
irregular and always ‘on’. I count on my 
90 minutes at the studio and nine minutes at 
home to punctuate the chaos of a full life. Yoga 
can offer the perfection of discipline in an era 
when so much seems to be beyond our control.

Indeed, white-collar offices around the 
world have increasingly invited yoga into 
the rhythm of the workday as a way to help 
employees deal with excessive stress. 

Workplaces often justify sponsoring yoga 
classes because these sessions promise 
quantifiable goals, such as increased 
productivity or reduced health care 
costs. India’s Prime Minister, Narendra 
Modi, has heavily promoted yoga in part 
because it contributes to what he calls 
‘health assurance’ in lieu of (much more 
expensive) health insurance. For nations 
and employers, yoga often promises the 
perfection of economic efficiency. 

Yoga has also become a project of measurement 
in which individuals constantly appraise 
themselves. One key reason why yoga has 
abetted personal self-fashioning is the 
increasing accessibility of the camera. The 
camera has not only recorded the practice 
of yoga, but as scholars have shown, it has 
also changed how yoga is pursued. If, in 
the early twentieth century, yoga became 
something that could be photographed, it 
has by now developed into something 
often meant to be photographed.

In the digital age, yoga has become a visual 
shorthand for the dream of a perfect life. On 
Instagram, you can scroll endlessly through 
square frames of practitioners recording their 
moments of ideal practice. ‘Yoga influencers’, 
as they are known, stage their practices as 
miniature theatre. Bollywood stars like Shilpa 
Shetty share images of themselves practicing 
in a sea of grass behind a bright blue sky. 

Western practitioners are often especially 
enthusiastic documentarians on social media. 
A luminous sunset glows benevolently on a 
lithe, thin woman in an arm balance on a beach. 
An athletic man practices a complex inversion 

For many women around the world, yoga has 
promised access to the insatiable new norms of 
what a healthy, beautiful, desirable life should 
look like.

The perfect pose 39

D
r 

Sh
am

ee
m

 B
la

ck

Autumn 2019



on a park bench beside his bicycle, a sign of 
his commitment to outdoor adventure. Many 
yoga influencers are fond of photographing 
themselves in what appear to be untouched 
– yet are also clearly touched-up – natural 
spaces. These worlds reflect the gaze of the 
middle class, the segment of society for whom 
lush grass fields and sea are not places to 
work. In these photographs, yoga appears to 
bend the universe to its dream of perfection. 

To produce these idealised images, frames 
exclude. Western social media feeds often 
repeat body images of astonishing similarity, 
creating an echo chamber for white, thin, 
flexible female bodies. In parts of the world 
where Indians have migrated and often 
struggled, it can be especially galling for 
some members of the diaspora to see one 
of India’s most popular cultural exports 
represented in this way. When practices 
from India are seen as ‘uncool’ – as signs 
of unwelcome otherness – it is often people 
of Indian ancestry who pay the price. But 
when the appeal of such practices spreads, 
it can seem that the greatest benefits often 
bypass those communities of Indian origin. 

The frames also exclude many of the 
globally shared challenges that shape 
today’s world. Perpetually scrolling images 
of yoga in pristine natural spaces conjure 
life without the ravages of climate change, 
environmental pollution, political violence 
or labour exploitation. These images, seen 
en masse, can appear wilfully blind. 

If measurement, counting and incessant data 
collection were once the utopian dreams 
of states, international organisations and 
scholarly disciplines, today these projects 
have entered into the heart of middle-class 
personhood. Fitbits record our steps, apps 
count our hours of sleep, ‘likes’ record our 
popularity. For many people, these projects 
of quantification are not simply physical. In 
the eyes of many, scales measure moral worth, 
apps record success and failure, social media 
statistics calculate personal and economic 
value. Numbers are rarely morally neutral. 

Yet pushing us to grasp what we cannot 
ordinarily measure is one of yoga’s historical 
goals. In different ways, yoga has invited its 
practitioners to look beyond the visible and 
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quantifiable world to apprehend something 
bigger and deeper. Today, we might take 
up some of that promise as part of the 
practice. We might become curious about 
what is left out of the frame, what is not 
counted, what eludes our quantified selves.  

Nine more minutes…

Let me retell the story I began with.

“It’s time to practice violin,” I 
say with false cheer. 

A glare shoots out at me from deep in 
the room. It’s hard to tell from exactly 
where, because almost every surface 
is littered with open books, uncapped 
markers, sparkling glass beads and dirty 
laundry. “I don’t want to practice violin.”

“This is what we’ve agreed on. Nine minutes.” 

Silence.

“I need to practice too. I’ll get my 
mat. You keep me company.” 

If truth be told, I don’t want to do nine 
minutes either. I’m tired. We’re all tired. Last 
night I did yoga in the serene company of 
composed adults while my partner coaxed 
children into bed with clean teeth and 
appropriate nightwear. Tonight it’s my turn.   

In another room my son is wailing at the 
indignity of being asked to put on pyjamas. 

But somehow we find the mat and the bow. 

And, as we count down the nine minutes 
and measure our way towards the time 
when we can stop, something shifts. 
Something unquantifiable, unmeasurable, 
uncountable. My daughter’s voice lifts. A 
flickering of freedom passes through my 
limbs as barely – just for an instant – I 
move away from the security of the wall.  

The violin squawks. My feet tumble 
down. Nine minutes are not yet up. 

“Let’s trade,” my daughter says with 
excitement. “I’ll teach you bow hold 
and then I’ll do a handstand.” 

My son comes in. He’s not crying 
anymore. He puts his hands on the 
floor and walks his feet up the wall. 

Where should I stop this story? Where 
should I set the frame? I can challenge the 
seeming perfection of the moment and take 
you to a time when tears and anger came 
back. Or I can cut just at the moment when, 
for a minute, we all did find balance. 

Is it possible to see both at the same time? Yoga 
helps to make a countable and measurable 
self, yet it also invites us to think beyond 
quantification and control. If we can do 
both at once, perhaps, in the end, this is 
what will lead us toward the perfect pose.  

In the digital age, yoga has become a visual 
shorthand for the dream of a perfect life. 
On Instagram, you can scroll endlessly through 
square frames of practitioners recording their 
moments of ideal practice.
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The emphasis on perfection in Spiritualist philosophy 
does not mean Spiritualists do not worry about 
loss, or that they suffer less than anyone else. 
But the overarching vision is resolutely uplifting, 
one in which humans progressively achieve finer 
and more advanced levels of spiritual growth.

The perfect spirit

Associate Professor Matt Tomlinson
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Matt Tomlinson is an Associate Professor 
of Anthropology in the School of Culture, 
History and Language, ANU College of Asia 
and the Pacific. He is the author of three 
monographs based on his work in Pacific 
Islands societies: In God’s Image: The 
Metaculture of Fijian Christianity (2009); 
Ritual Textuality: Pattern and Motion in 
Performance (2014); and the forthcoming 
God Is Samoan: Dialogues Between Culture 
and Theology in the Pacific. His research on 
Spiritualism in Australia, co-conducted with 
Associate Professor Andrew Singleton of 
Deakin University, is funded by an Australian 
Research Council Discovery Project grant.

Perfection is a human ideal, one often 
expressed in religious terms. Sometimes 
perfection is imagined as a place, such 
as the Garden of Eden – an irrecoverable 
paradise. Sometimes it is an existential state: 
Nirvana, perhaps, or heaven – something 
to be inhabited (rather than kicked out of). 
Shimmering between lure and loss, religious 
models of perfection often summon up ideas 
of holiness, an absolute sacred quality.

But perfection has a notably different look 
and feel in modern Spiritualism, the religious 
movement sparked in 1848 by two young 
sisters in Hydesville, New York. Kate and 
Maggie Fox were not personally concerned 
with perfection, but the religious movement 
they started would come to take perfection 
seriously as a philosophical principle.

The Fox family lived in a haunted house. 
Knocking sounds seemed to come from 
nowhere. The girls cleverly addressed 
the unseen source of the knocks, urging 
it – whatever it was – to use rapping sounds 
to communicate in code. What began with 
simple yes/no questions quickly became 
complicated when people called out letters 
of the alphabet to receive knocks spelling 
out messages. Eventually, a story grew: 
the spirit was of a peddler who had been 
killed on site and buried under the cellar.

Continues on next page 
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From this beginning, Spiritualism – and the 
Fox sisters – gained fame through public 
demonstrations and parlour séances. (They 
later said they had made the sounds, although 
some Spiritualists insist the confessions 
themselves were false.) In the latter half of the 
nineteenth century especially, the movement 
grew in popularity, and those who embraced 
it worked to give it a textual and philosophical 
foundation. A key moment came when the 
British medium Emma Hardinge Britten put 
forth seven principles, which she said she had 
received from the spirit of the utopian social 
activist Robert Owen. By the time Arthur 
Conan Doyle wrote his two-volume History of 
Spiritualism in 1926, the movement had become 
so well known that Doyle went so far as to 
call it “the most important [movement] in the 
history of the world since the Christ episode”.

Emma Hardinge Britten’s seven principles 
are still referred to by Spiritualists today. The 
one that matters most for an understanding 
of perfection is the seventh: “Eternal progress 
[is] open to every human soul”. This statement 
means humans travel on a path, spiritually 
speaking, toward continual improvement. 
Spiritualists insist on free will to the extent 
that all the events in your life are said to 
have been chosen and determined by your 
spiritual self. In other words, if you have an 
accident, it wasn’t an accident at all: your 
spiritual self knew that you needed to undergo 

physical suffering in order to grow spiritually. 
The arc of the Spiritualist universe bends 
inexorably toward the perfection of your 
existence, although your growth is spurred 
by achingly less-than-perfect events. There 
are qualifications to this belief, of course, and 
Spiritualists are no happier than anyone 
else when their bodies are in pain and their 
plans thwarted. But the principle of eternal 
progress means that perfection is a real 
possibility in Spiritualist understandings.

I have been conducting research at the 
Canberra Spiritualist Association, which 
meets on the first, third and fifth Sundays of 
each month. As part of my research, I have 
recorded many services with the permission 
of the Association and the mediums who 
conduct readings there. During services, 
participants typically sing four songs and hold 
a brief meditative healing ceremony before the 
person serving as chair for the day welcomes 
the medium, recites the seven principles and 
comments on one of them. Then the medium 
herself – for it is usually a woman who is the 
medium – delivers a speech on a spiritual 
topic and then performs her mediumship, 
giving people messages from deceased 
family members and friends. Some mediums 
are members of the Canberra Spiritualist 
Association, others are invited in for the day. 
One medium performs during each service.

From this beginning, Spiritualism – and the 
Fox sisters – gained fame through public 
demonstrations and parlour séances. In the 
latter half of the nineteenth century especially, 
the movement grew in popularity, and those 
who embraced it worked to give it a textual and 
philosophical foundation.
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In mediums’ speeches, the nature of perfection 
is made explicit. For example, at a service in 
April 2017, Blanche (I am using pseudonyms) 
spoke on the theme of ‘change’, and referred to 
the principle of eternal progress open to every 
human soul. The path we follow as humans, 
Blanche said, “can be a hard one, it can be full 
of challenges, but for every challenge that you 
face, there is a lesson learned”. She offered 
the intertwined claims that people always 
think they are right, yet need to recognise that 
other people are right in their own ways, and 
right for themselves. As she explained, “each 
one of you has an opinion on everything in 
the world. Each one of you has … an idea 
of how to live your life … And each one of 
you is perfectly right … I may disagree with 
what you think, how you behave, what you 
say, but that doesn’t make me superior. It 
doesn’t make me more right. It just makes me 
who I am. And it makes you who you are”.

Blanche, who is in her mid-seventies, told 
the gathering that Spiritualism had greatly 
improved her life. But it took work on her 
part, she said, and a willingness to change 
from the Catholic she once was. Her Christian 
upbringing had been challenged when 
events made her ask, “Why do I have to be 
like everybody else?”. She resolved that she 
definitely did not need to be the same as 
other people, because she was perfect in her 
own terms. “I can’t be somebody else,” she 
declared. “I can only be me. And as [of] now, 
as of today, and as of every day of my life, I 
am perfect. I’m perfect when I’m angry. I’m 
perfect when I’m sulking. I’m perfect when 

I’m annoyed with everybody else, because 
that’s who I am.” Being true to herself, for 
Blanche, meant recognising her inherent 
perfection. But this recognition was hard-won.

At a service in October 2017, Olivia, who 
is in her mid-fifties, mentioned that her 
grandmother had died about 15 years ago. 
She was then drawn to Spiritualism, Olivia 
said, because she “wasn’t ready to let go”. 
She described her study and practice of 
Spiritualism over the past decade and a half 
as a model of perfection: “This learning over 
the last 15 years has had a number of branches, 
just like a tree, and all these branches … end 
in perfection. They’re perfectly formed, just 
as a tree. When we first plant a tree, it’s a stick 
of wood, maybe one or two leaves, about a 
foot high, perfect. And then each day, when 
you look at it, or each month, it’s grown … 
but every time you look at this tree, it is 
always different, but it is always perfect”.

As the words of Blanche and Olivia make 
clear, perfection is a present reality for 
Spiritualists: you are perfect now, in your 
own way. Yet it is also a goal to work toward 
continually as your spirit matures. In short, 
perfection is both relative and absolute, a 
reality for a person in his or her present 
moment and also an ultimate state, the 
complete future condition of all people.

Considering this emphasis on perfection, 
as well as the belief that difficult situations 
result from your spiritual self choosing to 
endure them for growth and improvement, 
Spiritualism may sometimes seem to have a 

“I can only be me. And as now, as of today, 
and as of every day of my life, I am perfect. 
I’m perfect when I’m angry. I’m perfect when 
I’m sulking. I’m perfect when I’m annoyed with 
everybody else, because that’s who I am.”
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Panglossian aspect: all for the best, always. I 
vividly recall the discussion of a crime and 
my surprise at the positive comment on it. 
The discussion took place during a class on 
spirit mediumship in 2017. The story was of 
a young woman who had been raped and 
murdered in Sydney 30 years ago. Blanche, 
commenting on the case, said that a person 
spiritually accepts their death before it 
happens. One of the students in the class 
mentioned a detail of the story: the victim 
had told one of the criminals she would 
report him to the police, so he returned to kill 
her. The student seemed to think that things 
would have been better if the victim had not 
said that. Blanche, believing the student had 
missed the essential point, clarified: “It was 
something that the whole group agreed to 
before they came”. By this, she meant that 
both the victim and her assailants had agreed 
beforehand, in the spiritual dimension, that 
this event would happen. Blanche added: 

“When you start looking at it in a detached way, 
you can see that everything is just perfect”. 

This claim might sound jarring, but the 
philosophy is consistent in its treatment of 
perfection. And this philosophy goes back 
to Spiritualism’s early days. For example, 
consider a book titled Affinity that William 
Bowley published in Melbourne in 1872. The 
title page announced it had been “received, 
& written under spirit-impression”. In other 
words, Bowley claimed that the spirits had 
given him the information to write down. 
Some of their information was about the 
nature of perfection. Describing how a person’s 
spiritual progress is not hampered by early 
death, Bowley (with the spirits) wrote that a 
person’s nature, which had not yet “matured”, 
would be “perfected in spirit life … Spirit life 
is material life perfected and made natural”.

The emphasis on perfection in Spiritualist 
philosophy does not mean Spiritualists do 
not worry about loss, or that they suffer 
less than anyone else. But the overarching 
vision is resolutely uplifting, one in which 
humans progressively achieve finer and 
more advanced levels of spiritual growth.

There is a practical paradox in Spiritualist 
services, however. Whereas in many 
mainstream Christian denominations, services 
are fairly tightly scripted and not likely to 
produce many unexpected or awkward 
moments, Spiritualists – with eyes fixed on the 
perfect – engage in rituals where awkwardness, 
hesitation and doubt hold centre stage. 
Contrary to the popular image of mediums’ 
audiences as naïve dupes who will agree to 
any vague statement (“I see an old lady in a 
kitchen”; “That must be my grandmother!”), 
people receiving readings during Canberra 
Spiritualist Association services openly 
voice confusion and uncertainty. Indeed, 
sometimes readings fail in the sense that 
no one in the audience recognises the 
spirit being identified by a medium.

I find it compelling that a religion grounded 
in a philosophy of perfection features rituals 
that often highlight imperfection. And this 
is exactly to the point: ritual difficulties 
are meaningful to Spiritualists because 
small failures can prove larger truths. For 
Spiritualists, truth and existence – what it 
means to be human, which for Spiritualists 
means to be essentially spiritual – are 
pulled together tightly in understandings 
of what it means to be perfect.

I find it compelling that a religion grounded in 
a philosophy of perfection features rituals that 
often highlight imperfection.
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The point is not whether the protagonist lives up 
to the vision of the ideal. Rather, it is that there are 
no simplistic ideal answers, but people who are 
willing to face such challenges in their individual 
capacities find that adherence to, or deviation 
from, the notion of perfection is itself an exciting 
experience sometimes yielding desirable fruit.

The perfect human being

Dr Ananth Rao
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Dr Ananth Rao’s professional career has been 
as an Applied Mathematician. He has worked 
at Monash University and Flinders University, 
as well as held visiting positions overseas in 
universities such as Delft University in The 
Netherlands. He has published research 
articles in leading journals on his specialisation 
in elastodynamics. Parallel with his academic 
career, he has had a scholarly interest in 
Sanskrit and Kannada epic and classical 
literature. He has given harikatha/katha 
kaalakshepa (storytelling) performances in 
English, and also in Kannada for Kannada-
speaking audiences. His storytelling 
performances in English are to multi-lingual 
audiences in Australia as well as overseas in 
countries including India, Singapore, England 
and Germany. The performances are based 
on musical recitations of select original texts 
from the classics and their interpretations 
in English or Kannada. His performance 
repertoire includes about 20 different 
stories. The twin interests in literature and 
performance have led to articles in scholarly 
journals on themes such as myth and the 
creative process, variations in traditional 
performance styles, and the relevance of 
ancient stories to modern audiences. 

The Rāmāyana and the Mahābhārata are the 
two great epics of India. The Rāmāyana is 
the older work and consists of about 25,000 
couplets. It is regarded with reverence as the 
ādi kāvya (the first great work of poetry). The 
legendary sage Vālmīki who composed the 
epic is therefore the ādikavi (the first poet). It 
has indeed been the source of inspiration 
for a considerable body of literature in 
Sanskrit and other Indian languages. 

The later epic, Mahābhārata, is four times 
longer than the Rāmāyana. It covers a 
vast canvas dealing with various themes 
governing the human condition. A verse that 
appears at the beginning of the Mahābhārata 
proclaims: “what is in the Mahābhārata can 
be found elsewhere; what is not in it, is not 
to be found anywhere”. In contrast to the 
vast canvas in the Mahābhārata, the Rāmāyana 
tackles simpler issues in a paradigmatic 
manner, issues of human concern as they 
are subjected to the pulls and pressures 
of competing values and choices in life. 
The story of how Vālmīki came to write 
the Rāmāyana illustrates the point. 

The Rāmāyana consists of six books and 
a seventh as an epilogue. The first four 
sargas (chapters) of the first book, the 
Bālakānda (book of childhood), describe the 
circumstances that lead to the creation of the 
epic itself. Vālmīki, the head of an āsrama 
(an academy of ascetics) has a distinguished 
visitor, the celestial sage and bard Nārada 
who, with his majestic vīna (Indian lute), 
moves in all the worlds freely and knows 
everything. Vālmīki asks his visitor a 
question that is uppermost in his mind: “Is 
there in this present day world a human 
being perfect in every way? If such a human 
being exists, you are bound to know of him”.  

Nārada is pleased to be asked the question 
and replies that it is rare to find such a 
human being, but there indeed is one – none 
other than Prince Rāma of the Ikshvāku 
lineage, who is the delight of his mother, 
Queen Kausalya. In about 100 verses, 
Nārada outlines Rāma’s story to Vālmīki. 

Continues on next page 



Having outlined the story, Nārada departs, 
but his positive answer about the possibility 
of perfection in the real world has a profound 
effect on Vālmīki’s mind. After a while, he 
goes with his disciple to the nearby river, 
Tamasā. The pure clear waters of the river 
Tamasā (its literal meaning being ‘placid’) 
suggest “the mind of a good human being” 
and enhance Vālmīki’s state of rapture at the 
possibility of perfection in the real world. 
He decides to take a dip in the river, an 
urge to “experience the sense of peace”.  

The sense of tranquility in the external 
world is enhanced by a pair of kraunca birds 
(water birds) in a state of love union, flying 
inseparably as they make sweet sounds. 
Vālmīki’s inner world is at one with the 
external tranquil scene, thereby creating an 
almost perfect moment in space and time. All 
this is suddenly changed when a heartless 
hunter enters the scene and shoots the male 
kraunca bird with an arrow. The pitiable cry 
of the female at the fall of her mate rouses the 
sage’s compassion and in a fit of anger he utters 
a curse that the hunter may never find a home. 

Reflecting on the utterance of the curse, 
Vālmīki realises that it came forth involuntarily 
as a new verse form consisting of four equal 
quarters: what we now know as the very 
first sloka. As Vālmīki returns to his āsrama, 
he is in a state of intense introspection as a 
result of all that has happened since Nārada’s 
visit. He then has another visitor, this time 
the lord of creation, Brahma, who assures 
Vālmīki that what flowed out of his mouth 
is indeed the sloka, and that he should 
employ this verse form to write the story of 
Rāma as he heard it from Nārada. Brahma 
assures him that as he writes: 'yaccāpi aviditam 
sarvam viditam te bhavishyati' (what is not 
known to you will become known). Brahma 
disappears, Vālmīki’s disciples rejoice that 
their preceptor has created a new verse form, 
and Vālmīki proceeds to writes the Rāmāyana.

The Rāmāyana is the story of Prince Rāma’s 
journey through life. Vālmīki explores the 
joys and sorrows, the challenges and choices 
that confront such a person in the real world. 

King Dasaratha has four sons. Rāma, the eldest, 
born to the senior Queen Kausalya, is his 
dearest. As Dasaratha prepares to anoint Rāma 
as the crown prince in the capital Ayodhya, his 
youngest and favourite queen, Kaikeyi, calls 
upon the king’s past promise to fulfil her two 
chosen desires. She demands that her son, 
Bharata, be made crown prince and that Rāma 
be exiled in the forest for 14 years. Dasaratha is 
distressed at having to agree to her demands, 
but Rāma willingly accepts exile to honour 
his father’s pledge and goes to the forest 
with his devoted wife Sita and loyal brother 
Lakshmana. The heart-broken king dies. 

All this takes place while Bharata is away 
on a long visit to his maternal grandparents’ 
kingdom. He is summoned back and finds that 
he now has to take over as king. He is truly 
devoted to Rāma and is reluctant to accept 
what he thinks is rightfully Rāma’s. He is angry 
with his mother and tries to persuade Rāma 
to come back. Rāma insists that he has to fulfil 
Dasaratha’s promise and continues his exile. 

While in the forest, the powerful King Rāvana 
of Lanka abducts Sita, whom he has long 
desired. Rāma sets out on a great campaign 
helped by an army of monkeys led by 
Hanumān, the great monkey warrior. After 
killing Rāvana, Rāma returns triumphantly 
to Ayodhya, for by then the 14 years of exile 
have come to end. Bharata gladly hands over 
kingship to Rāma, who is crowned as king.  

Vālmīki composed the epic after Rāma’s 
coronation. The poetic work is “sweet to read 
and to sing and lent itself to the cadences of 
the stringed instrument vīna”. Vālmīki teaches 
it to a pair of young twins, Lava and Kusa, 
who perform it to gatherings of sages and, as 
a result, their fame spreads. In his travels 
as king, Rāma has heard of the twins and 
organises for them to give a royal command 
performance of the Rāmāyana in the palace. 
Endowed with good looks and sweet voices, 
the twins give a magnificent performance of 
the poetic work. In addition, they look like a 
pair of images of Rāma as if emanating from 
him. It is a poignant scene, for Rāma does 
not know that they are his sons: they were 
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born after Rāma had exiled pregnant Sita to 
the forest when one of his subjects had cast 
doubts about her chastity, because she had 
spent a year in captivity under Rāvana.  

As the performance proceeds, Rāma is 
engrossed in it. He eventually leaves his 
throne and joins the gathering as one of 
the audience. It is his own story told by his 
progeny but he has no more ownership of it 
than any other member of the gathering. The 
story of the royal performance itself carries 
layers of tragedy, irony and dilemmas that 
are part of the human condition, as faced 
by the ideal representative Rāma himself.

Two instances among many from the epic 
may be cited as typical of the sorts of choices 
and dilemmas faced by a good human being 
in the journey of life and in the attempt to be 
faithful to what they deem to be perfection, 
as much as possible in the real world.

The first example occurs early during Rāma’s 
exile in the forest, when Bharata attempts to 
persuade Rāma to return to Ayodhya. Bharata 
takes a delegation consisting of Dasaratha’s 
three widowed queens including his mother, 
the royal preceptor, Vasishtha, and a number 
of wise sages. Bharata argues that his mother 
was wrong in demanding what he himself 
did not want, and that the king was wrong 
in exiling Rāma. Vasishtha argues strongly 
for convention, citing that the succession of 
rulership in the Ikshvāku lineage has always 
been through the eldest son inheriting, and 
this sacred convention must trump all other 
considerations. A chārvāka (atheist) sage argues 
that Dasaratha is dead now and death confers 
finality to all human obligations, that therefore 
Rāma is the true heir and he should resume 
full rights to lead a joyful life. Rāma rejects 
all these pleas on the ground that Dasaratha 
as king was within his rights to do what he 
did and that, having pledged to live in exile 
to fulfil his father’s promises to Kaikeyi, he 
cannot take expedient excuses to escape them. 
Truth is the ultimate arbiter, the strict code 
for rulers is satyātmakam rājyam, satye lokah 
pratishthitah: truth is the very soul of kingship, 

on truth rests the entire world. The traditional 
Indian ideal of good government based 
on supremacy of truth is Rāma Rājya, the 
ideal that inspired Mahatma Gandhi in 
the movement for Indian independence. 

The second example relates to the moral 
dilemmas faced by rulers when someone seeks 
refuge. Just before the war between Rāma and 
Rāvana, Rāvana’s brother, Vibhishana, comes 
to Rāma for refuge. Vibhishana is a kind of 
conscientious objector in the war: he advises 
Rāvana that his ways are wrong, that he 
should return Sita and make peace with Rāma. 
Rāvana is angry with Vibhishana and accuses 
him of being a traitor. Left with no choice, 
Vibhishana goes to Rāma’s camp for refuge. 
There is considerable distrust of Vibhishana’s 
bonafides in Rāma’s camp, with most arguing 
that after all he is a rakshasa (demon) who 
cannot be trusted, as he is selfishly deserting 
Rāvana in order to get rulership of Lanka 
after Rāvana’s inevitable death at the hands 
of Rāma. Rāma gives a considered answer, 
concluding that a sharanāgatha (one who comes 
seeking refuge) must be offered shelter as 
that is the right conduct. Rāma, as head of 
state, is strong enough to take the risk, and 
therefore decides to err on the side of kindness. 
This could be interpreted in contemporary 
political discourse as a code of conduct 
for leaders, a sort of refugee convention.

Vālmīki’s Rāmāyana is a literary experiment 
exploring the trajectory of an ideal being in 
sāmpratam loke (the real human world). This 
experiment isolates key elements from the 
complexities of life to show them at work in 
a sharper focus. The point is not whether the 
protagonist lives up to the vision of the ideal. 
Rather, it is that there are no simplistic ideal 
answers, but people who are willing to face 
such challenges in their individual capacities 
find that adherence to, or deviation from, 
the notion of perfection is itself an exciting 
experience sometimes yielding desirable fruit.

The perfect human being 51

D
r 

A
na

nt
h 

Ra
o

Autumn 2019



Even today – when criticism of the Islamic Republic 
both domestically and abroad is vibrant and many 
have taken to the streets demanding a radical 
change, if not a total end of the system – that 
Revolutionary sense, pregnant with meaning and 
potential, continues to remain and to shape, albeit 
in subtle ways, contemporary Iranian society. 

The perfect place

Simon Theobald
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Simon Theobald is a PhD candidate at 
ANU, studying the legacy of utopianism 
in post-Revolutionary Iran. As part of his 
research, he spent 15 months living in 
Mashhad, Iran’s second largest city on the 
border with Afghanistan and Turkmenistan. 
In addition to working on his PhD, he is the 
submissions manager of the anthropology 
social media project, The Familiar Strange. 

Mrs Hashemi was the matriarch of the 
Hashemi household, a septuagenarian 
mother of four, now with two grandchildren. 
She was a lifelong resident of Mashhad, 
Iran’s second biggest city on the border 
with Turkmenistan and Afghanistan, and 
the site of my fieldwork. Always somewhat 
hidden beneath her floral chador, she 
shuffled around the three-storey house the 
multigenerational family lived in, spending 
most of her time preparing food for the 
family or looking after grandchildren. Living 
beneath her and her family on the ground 
floor, my partner and I usually had little 
to do with them, but on this occasion, we 
had been invited upstairs to have lunch. 

A typically Iranian affair, the collected 
generations – the four children and two 
spouses, Mr Hashemi, his brother, Mrs 
Hashemi – joined us on the floor around 
the sofreh, a tableclothlike spread, on which 
the food was placed. Having made our way 
through the main course of large meatballs 
in a thin soup, we sat backs against the 
wall picking lazily at the remains of salad, 
cheese, pickles and bread that always 
accompanied Iranian meals. Hamed, the 
eldest son nodded his head towards us and 
asked, “What do you think of Mashhad?”. 

Hamed certainly was not the first person 
who had asked us this question. All too 
aware of negative media coverage in the 
West – coupled with a local perception that 
Iran was a ‘third-world country’, a term 
suffused with negative connotations – many 
of the people we had met during our 15 
months in Iran were anxious to know our 
opinions, and eager to dispel what they 
understood as myths about the country. 

Continues on next page 



The questions “Why are you here?” or “How 
are you finding Iran?” were not then idle 
chitchat, but something more meaningful, 
queries suffused with a nervous apprehension. 
A tactful and gracious response was always 
necessary, but toeing the line between 
praise that was real and praise that was 
over-the-top, too effusive, was itself an art. 

“We like it, it’s nice,” I responded, 
matter-of-factly, trying to avoid being 
brought into a discussion about the 
relative merits of the West or Iran. 

“But where do you think is 
better?” Hamed urged on. 

Uncomfortable offering such a comparison, I 
stumbled through some empty platitudes 
before Mina, the youngest daughter 
and friend of ours, stepped in. 

“Everyone likes their own home 
best, it’s just how it is.” 

Mrs Hashemi who had been silent for most 
of the afternoon, was suddenly animated, 
chiming in: “Everyone likes their own home 
best, for sure. But some places are better 
than other places. Iran is better than other 
countries, and Mashhad is better than other 
places in Iran. Mashhad is, well, like heaven.” 

“Everyone likes their own home best, for sure. 
But some places are better than other places. 
Iran is better than other countries, and Mashhad 
is better than other places in Iran. Mashhad is, 
well, like heaven.” 
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For all that Mrs Hashemi’s comments may 
seem like boastful interjection, I want to 
resist the temptation to read her comments 
as self-aggrandising, for two reasons. Firstly, 
because it does a disservice to what I think 
was her genuine incredulity that anyone 
could assume that Iran was anywhere other 
than the best place on earth. And secondly, 
because Mrs Hashemi’s statement was not 
altogether exceptional, but rather part of a 
broader social pattern that characterised 
life in Mashhad – a particular concern for 
things ideal and possible pathways to reach 
perfection, not as mere abstraction, but 
rather as a real effort broadly entered into. 

Why the concern for perfection? 
My aim in this piece is to unpack some of this 
concern for perfection, or more accurately, the 
concern for realising perfection in the here 
and now. Perfection (kāmel budan) in Mashhad 
was serious business, not just some abstract 
concept bandied about, but a meaningful 
ideology worth exploring, debating, and 
pursuing. My conversations with colleagues 
and friends during my fieldwork demonstrated 
a persistent curiosity about things that were 

understood to be perfect. These were refracted 
through a constellation of overlapping 
metaphors and terms like ‘best’, ‘complete’, 
and ‘ideal’. Shia Islam, the Arabic language, 
women’s hijab, human nature and human 
society were all examples of things that were 
perfect or perfectible. I turn now to unpack 
the historical roots of Iranian perfectionism. 

Perfection, Islam and Iran 
From its inception, Islamic theology offered a 
radically different understanding of human 
nature and the possibility of perfection. In the 
Christian world, Adam and Eve’s consumption 
of the fruit of the tree of knowledge, their 
fall from grace and their expulsion from 
Eden left an indelible mark on humanity, 
ensuring that humans could never obtain 
perfection, forever hampered by the error 
of their primal forefathers. In the Islamic 
narrative however, although Adam and Eve 
erred by taking the fruit, they repent and 
are forgiven by the divine. As such, there 
is no original sin that forever blights and 
makes unworthy the believer as it does in 
Christianity, instead leaving open at least the 
possibility of realising perfection in this life.  
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The early history of Islam, particularly the 
Prophetic period of Muhammad’s rule at the 
city of Medina, also provided a blue print or 
vision of what an ideal society might look like. 
As the early Muslim caliphs spread into the 
Greek-speaking regions of the Middle East, 
they encountered Platonic philosophy, and a 
generation of philosophers emerged who tried 
to blend Islamic theological principles with 
the Hellenic learning. The outcome was an 
intellectual flowering, with Iranian Muslim 
philosophers like Al-Farabi penning works 
such as Al-Medinat al-Fazileh, or On the Perfect 
State, Farabi’s own take on Plato’s The Republic. 

The other keystone in the development of a 
distinctly Islamic concept of perfectionism 
comes with the emergence of Shi’ism as a 
tradition separate from the majority Sunni 
belief. Unlike their sectarian cousins, Shi’ites 
held that infallibility and perfection was 
present, not just embodied in the person of 
the Prophet, but also in his descendants. His 

daughter Fatemeh, his nephew Ali, and the 
11 Imams (making 12 in total) who followed 
him, collectively constitute what Iranian 
Shi’ites refer to as the ‘Fourteen Infallibles’, 
those who acted totally in unison with God’s 
will, and who, while having the capacity to 
sin, never did so. It is hard to underestimate 
the degree of importance that the figures 
of the 12 Imams have in Iranian religious 
life. Their birthdays and commemorations 
of their martyrdoms are celebrated in an 
endless cycle throughout the year, and stories 
from their lives are taught in schools, held 
up as the supreme figures to emulate. My 
point here is that, perhaps more so than most 
countries, modern Iran is heir to multiple, 
overlapping traditions of perfectionist 
thought that, rather than existing in the 
realm of abstract philosophy, continue to 
meaningfully influence daily life and with 
it beliefs about the perfectibility of places, 
people and moments, in a multitude of ways. 
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The revolution as a critical 
juncture 
From January 1978 to February 1979, millions 
of Iranians took to the streets demanding the 
overthrow of the Shah. Forcing the last Iranian 
monarch to finally take flight was a ‘critical 
conjuncture’ of leftist and Islamists. Certainly, 
their vision was not alike. Iranian communists 
like the Tudeh and its other leftist allies held 
to a classically Marxist vision of a classless 
society in which each was accorded to their 
needs. The Islamists, by comparison, began 
shaping the groundwork for Khomeini’s vision 
of the velayet-e faqih, or ‘Guardianship of the 
Jurist’, his idealised theocratic state. Yet both 
groups shared a teleological and progressivist 
view of history that ultimately saw the arc 
of the human story culminate in an ideal 
society. So, rather than reading the overthrow 
of the previous imperial government and its 
replacement with an Islamic theocracy as 
simply the creation of another government, 
such an attempt is better understood as 
an effort to replace a mundane system of 
government with one that was perfect. Rooted 
in the dual (and often duelling) visions of 
leftists and Islamists, the Revolution was a 
process that was meant to usher in a perfect 
moment. Even today – when criticism of 
the Islamic Republic both domestically and 
abroad is vibrant and many have taken to the 
streets demanding a radical change, if not a 
total end of the system – that Revolutionary 
sense, pregnant with meaning and potential, 
continues to remain and to shape, albeit in 
subtle ways, contemporary Iranian society. 

What does perfection mean? 
So how should we understand perfectionism in 
Iran? I do not think we should attempt to find 
linear linkages and one-to-one correlations 
between the utopian moment of the Revolution 
and contemporary life. That is, we should 
not expect to find all people in Iran saying 
their society is perfect (although, as the 
ethnographic vignette at the beginning of this 
piece suggests, there are those who do) or that 
Iran is a utopian place. Rather, it is instead 
more useful to think about how this idea is 
refracted through society in various ways, 
existing as a ‘current in the social’, influencing 
ideas and behaviours in subtle ways. 

In this way, I do not want to define a clear-
cut utopian vision. Rather, I argue that it is 
better to think about perfection in Iran as 
a convergence of meanings and concerns 
that weigh heavily on the social lives of 
my interlocutors. In this sense, perhaps it 
is best to think of this as informing a kind 
of commitment to and concern for being 
visionary – the belief that perfection, rather 
than being outside the realm of the possible 
or an abstraction, is in fact tangible and 
achievable, and that even the mundane ought 
to be suffused with questions of the ideal, 
the exceptional, and of ultimate concern.

From January 1978 to February 1979, millions 
of Iranians took to the streets demanding the 
overthrow of the Shah. Forcing the last Iranian 
monarch to finally take flight was a ‘critical 
conjuncture’ of leftist and Islamists.
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Creating a picture allows artists and 
viewers a space to interact together, and 
celebrate a shared vision of perfection. 

The perfect painting 

Associate Professor Peter Friedlander 
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Associate Professor Peter Friedlander first 
learned Hindi while living in Varanasi in the 
late 1970s before studying for a BA and PhD 
in Hindi and South Asian Studies at London 
University. His PhD was on the life and 
works of the medieval poet-saint, Raidas. He 
taught Hindi and Indian studies at La Trobe 
University from 1996 to 2008 and then at the 
National University of Singapore from 2008 
to 2010. Since 2013 he has taught at ANU. His 
current research includes studies of Hindi 
education, Hindi literature and the relationship 
between language, society and religion. 

All paintings and drawings by the author

Visions of Varanasi 
What makes a painting of a place perfect? 
I’ve been wondering about this all my life, 
especially in relation to the city of Varanasi in 
India. I have sketched and painted this place 
since I first visited it just over 40 years ago in 
1978. Varanasi is one of India’s most ancient 
and famous cities. At its heart is an old city of 
crowded lanes forming an arc along the bank 
of the river Ganga, considered one of the most 
significant rivers of India. For me it was also 
a special place, as it was where I started to 
learn Hindi and began to dive into the lived 
experience of Indian culture, civilisation and 
language. This first image is a sketch done 
on the spot when I first arrived in Varanasi.

C
ha

it
 S

in
gh

 G
ha

t,
 p

en
ci

l A
4,

 1
97

8

Continues on next page 



I was immediately taken by the river shore 
and have been sketching and painting pictures 
of it ever since. For me this image, done some 
four or five years after I first visited Varanasi, 
is one of my most perfect paintings. Why is 
it perfect for me? Because seeing it evokes a 
strong sense of the time I spent there, reflecting, 
conversing and painting what I experienced. 

The powerful memories of the people I 
met, conversations I had about life lived 
in the presence of an infinite expanse 
of light and water stretching out to 
the distant shore. To be in such a place 
soaking up the sights and sounds of an 
ancient civilisation was quite profound.  
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This picture for me is also a perfect image 
of Varanasi, which seems to suggest a 
contradiction. How can two pictures that are 
so different be of the same thing? On one 
level we could say that just like a coin having 
two sides, a place can be seen from multiple 
perspectives. Varanasi is as much the life lived 
in its ancient alleyways as it is the life on the 
riverbank. Both are distinctive characteristics 
of what makes Varanasi, Varanasi. 

Another approach to thinking about this 
apparent contradiction is to consider what 
we really mean when we say ‘perfect’ 
in English. How might those ideas be 
related to how similar notions might 
be expressed in Hindi or Sanskrit? 

Discussing this with Indian colleagues, we 
realised that translations of ‘perfect’ into Hindi 
often carried meanings that seemed at odds 
with English ideas of perfection. I was struck 
by the way some translations – like an everyday 
way to say perfect in Hindi, ek dam thik –  
meant something akin to ‘completely correct’. 
More abstract terms such as siddha, could be 
translated into English as ‘fully realised’. Both 
were only aspects of what we might mean 
by ‘perfect’ in English. As we mulled over 
this, my colleague, Ananth, recalled that to 
describe the deity Ram as perfect, it was said 
he was sarva guna sampanna, ‘replete with all 
[good] qualities’. I wonder if this is an example 
of how English uses ‘perfect’ in a wide range 
of contexts while Hindi and Sanskrit capture 
words and expressions according to the context. 

K
al

i C
ha

ra
n 

G
al

i, 
oi

l o
n 

bo
ar

d 
24

x4
8,

 1
98

2

The perfect painting 61

A
ss

oc
ia

te
 P

ro
fe

ss
or

 P
et

er
 F

ri
ed

la
nd

er
 

Autumn 2019



Over time I have come to realise that when 
I was painting scenes of Varanasi, I was to 
some extent influenced by paintings I had 
seen of classical Italy when I was at high 
school, in particular the paintings of Claude 
Lorrain (1604/5–1682). In 2017, as I made 
sketches of some of his paintings in the 
British Museum, I could see that the way 
Lorrain had depicted imaginary seaports 
had influenced how I saw Varanasi. I was 
struck by the way his juxtaposition of classical 
buildings, boats and a theatrical cast of 
figures in diverse costumes, was a visual 
language that might have influenced how 
I painted. So to me the critical question is 
why did the perfect vision of the world in 
Lorrain’s paintings affect me so deeply?

I painted this sketch of the river from the 
window of my room. It is a very simple 
sketch, but somehow it reminds me of the 
light on the far shore and the boats moored 
there. Recently, I became interested in the 
idea that what makes a picture perfect is not 
whether it is a perfect reproduction of an 
external reality, but whether it has the power 
to convey moods, memories and reflections I 
experienced when making the painting. Now 
when I look back at my paintings of 40 years 
ago, it is as if they are a window into how I 
experienced the world then. So what makes a 
picture like this perfect, at least for me, is that 
it summons up a sense of place. For others, 
looking at this picture may evoke a sense 
of what it might be like to be transported 
to a Varanasi of their own imagination. 

Above: My sketch of a painting by Claude Lorrain,  
British Museum, pencil A5, 2017

Centre: View across the Ganga,  
water colour 14x19cm, 1980

Right: Krishna Mohan Singh and a student in class,  
water colour 14x19cm, 1980
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This painting below began as a pencil sketch 
drawn during a class and then I later added 
the water colour washes to it. When I look back 
on it, these classes were also a critical juncture 
in my life. I met Krishna Mohan Singh in a 
tea shop in Varanasi one day and, when he 
heard I wanted to learn Hindi, he offered to 
teach me in exchange for my teaching English 
in his coaching institute. So I ended up both 
learning Hindi, and learning how to be a 
language teacher. Looking at the painting, 
it transports me back into the classroom 
and how I managed to capture some of the 
ways in which people learn from each other 
and live within the spaces of the old city.  
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My paintings of India were shaped not just 
by Western ways of seeing India, but also 
by how Indian artists had shaped their 
own visual languages to represent India. 
When I was looking at Indian art in Delhi 
in 2017, it reminded me that developments 
like the arts and crafts movement and the 
Pre-Raphaelites had been influential in 
India just as they had been in the West. 
My sketch of this painting of a woman by 
MF Pithawala (1871–1937) had similar sorts of 
colours and folds as might have been found 
in a Western painting around this time. 

My mother was also a painter, and painted 
scenes of life in Brittany in the 1930s. What 
I was seeing on the water’s edge in Varanasi, 
such as women washing clothes, my mother 
also saw in France 50 years previously. I 
think this is another element in what makes 
pictures perfect. Paintings are a perfect 
way to remember not just what individuals 
have seen, but how my family before me 
has seen the world. Perhaps a perfect 
painting can be a way to maintain a shared 
family heritage and community memory.
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Time exists in an odd way in images and 
memories. The images seem to exist in a 
timeless realm, yet they are actually snapshots 
of frozen time. I lived with a family for a year 
or so, and in this drawing their neighbour 
Sonu is holding the middle sister’s newborn 
child while Manju, the younger sister, looks 
on. You can just see a black mark on the 
baby’s forehead. One of the fascinating things 
about drawing and painting is that it is also a 
support for conversation, and whenever I see 
this image, I recall all the conversations we 
had about why such practices were necessary. 

In this case the black spot was to ward 
off the evil eye. So paintings are perfect 
supports for interactions with people, the 
artist and the sitters, and then become 
keys to learning about the culture and 
practices of the people in the images.
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Sometimes I am asked why so few of 
my pictures show the burning ghats, the 
places where funeral pyres are lit. In a 
sense, the answer is simply that I didn’t like 
drawing funerals. What is more important 
is that people don’t like you drawing 
pictures of their family funerals. I did 
not feel it was a respectful thing to do. 

However, this drawing, done from a 
photograph taken from mid-river, is of the 
main burning ghat. Actually lots of my 
drawings and paintings did include the 
places where the pyres were lit, but not 
while the funerals were taking place. 
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This painting was done in Singapore from 
a favourite photograph I took of Varanasi 
in the 1970s in an alleyway that seemed 
to me to epitomise the quiet beauty of old 
Varanasi. It points to another way in which 
a picture can be perfect, as it can be like 
an icon celebrating a vision of the world. 

So in the end, what makes for a perfect 
picture? Perhaps for me, it embodies all the 
qualities of the original scene, while it may 
give other viewers a glimpse of a different 
world. In the end, creating a picture allows 
artists and viewers a space to interact together, 
and celebrate a shared vision of perfection. 
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I got the shock of my life. They were so gentle and 
polite. They addressed me as Sir as I greeted them 
with folded hands. Although I was carrying arms, 
their innocence overwhelmed and disarmed me.

The perfect hijack

Dr Jane M Ferguson
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Dr Jane M Ferguson teaches anthropology 
and Southeast Asian history in the School 
of Culture, History and Language, ANU 
College of Asia and the Pacific. Her research 
interests include ethno-national politics in 
Myanmar, unpopular music, and aviation. 
This piece is based on archival research and 
personal interviews with a hijacker and duty 
crew of flight TG305. Special thanks to Mary 
Callahan for inspiration and collaboration 
on another version of this project. 

It was 10 November 1990: Thai Airways flight 
TG305, Bangkok to Yangon, scheduled to take 
an hour and 15 minutes. Twenty minutes 
after take-off, afternoon meal service had 
just begun. Flight attendants pushed service 
carts through the aisles of the Airbus A300, 
placing meals on the passengers’ tray tables, 
and taking drink requests. Suddenly, the two 
young men seated in 23E and 23F sprang up. 
One of them ran to the front of the cabin – 
first mistaking the lavatory door for the 
cockpit door – while the other held a ceramic 
doll in his left hand, with protruding wires 
attached to a switch in his right, “This is a 
hijack! I have a bomb! We’re not afraid to die!”.

The young hijackers, Soe Myint and 
Htin Kyaw, were part of the generation 
of Burmese student activists that led the 
massive 8 August 1988 (8-8-88) uprising 
against Ne Win’s Burmese Socialist 
Program Party regime. The demonstrations 
gained momentum and resulted in a 
general strike and precipitated Ne Win’s 
resignation, followed by a bloody army 
crackdown killing thousands and a 
military coup by the State Law and Order 
Restoration Council (SLORC). During the 
suppression, thousands of activists fled 
to the border areas controlled by ethnic 
armed organisations, later to temporary 
refugee settlements on the Thai side of the 
border. Soe Myint and Htin Kyaw fled too, 
and had been in exile in Thailand since.

Continues on next page 



A year earlier, on 6 October 1989, other Burmese 
students in the name of democracy had 
hijacked a Union of Burma Airways domestic 
flight from Myeik to Yangon and diverted it 
to U-Tapao military airfield outside Bangkok. 
Nobody was injured, Thai authorities did 
not extradite the hijackers, and they served 
light prison terms until Thai King Bhumiphol 
gave them a royal pardon. As for the plight of 
democracy in Burma, the rest of the world did 
not seem to care. The SLORC held elections, 
Aung San Suu Kyi and her National League 
for Democracy won in a landslide victory, but 
the military junta would not cede power. 

Returning to the moment of the hijack of TG305, 
Thai flight attendant Pornsuang was in section 
BC when Soe Myint rushed past her. Another 
flight attendant came up to her and said, “One 
passenger must be crazy! He said he has a 
bomb!”. In the commotion, some passengers 
were bewildered while others thought it was 
a comedic drama. It was not until the captain 
announced on the PA that the plane had been 
hijacked that people believed it. The flight was 
diverted to Calcutta, India. Upon landing at 
Dum Dum Airport, the atmosphere improved, 
though the event would not finish for another 
10 hours. Htin Kyaw communicated with 
Soe Myint via written notes, and Pornsuang 
delivered each message, also serving as 
the primary contact between Htin Kyaw, 
passengers and people on the ground. 

Meanwhile in Bangkok, a handwritten ‘Warrior 
Operation Declaration’ was delivered, and 
circulated among police and officials. 

It had been left with a Burmese comrade 
before the hijackers departed. It outlined the 
plight of people in Burma, and concluded: 

“Down with military dictatorship and the real 
democratic government based on stability and 
peace must be established in Burma. Thank you 
very much, Sincerely and Truly, Ye Yanaung, 
Ye Htin Kyaw, Ye Marn – thumbprints in 
blood – Justice and Liberty Warriors.”

During the 10-hour hostage situation on the 
ground, Pornsuang shuffled back and forth 
between the hijackers. She also worked to keep 
passengers calm. After several hours, the ham 
and mayonnaise in the meal for the ‘quick-
turn’ flight had gone off, so she encouraged 
some passengers to eat the sugar in the packets 
served with coffee to keep up their strength. 

Pornsuang spent a lot of time talking with 
Htin Kyaw. Even though he said he had a 
bomb and was not afraid to die, he still wanted 
to tell his story, why he was involved in the 
hijacking. Pornsuang listened to him and 
talked with him. As she later told me, “I knew 
instinctively that I could not lie to them, or try 
any trick. He was the same age as my younger 
brother. I wanted him to trust me, and he told 
me about the situation for him and his family 
in Burma, the refugee camps … they also saw 
corruption in Thailand, they couldn’t work, 
they were angry with the police”. The more 
she talked about it, the more I could see that 
she identified with the political movement. 
During the 14 October 1973 uprisings in 
Bangkok against the military dictatorship 

Pornsuang spent a lot of time talking with Htin 
Kyaw. Even though he said he had a bomb and was 
not afraid to die, he still wanted to tell his story, 
why he was involved in the hijacking.
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of Thanom Kittikachorn, Pornsuang was a 
student in Bang Saen Teachers College. She 
joined the protesters at Rachdamnoen Avenue, 
and during the army crackdown, ran all the 
way to Saphan Khwai – nearly 10 kilometres – 
to escape. She knew exactly what it was like to 
be a student protester against a military regime.

Not all members of the flight crew were as 
involved during the hours of the hijack and 
hostage situation aboard TG305. Male stewards 
were told by the hijackers to remain in their 
jumpseats at the rear of the aircraft, and 
another flight attendant was so frightened 
that she mainly hid in the back. Fortunately, 
and amazingly, it all ended peacefully 
and the Burmese hijackers eventually 
surrendered to the police in Calcutta. 

Rajat Majumdar, Special Superintendant, 
Criminal Investigation Department was the 
first official to meet the hijackers. As he later 
said in an interview with The Statesman, “I 
got the shock of my life. They were so gentle 
and polite. They addressed me as Sir as I 
greeted them with folded hands. Although 
I was carrying arms, their innocence 
overwhelmed and disarmed me. I was literally 
bowled over by their pleas for restoration of 
human and democratic rights in Burma”.

Ultimately, neither Thai Airways, nor its crew, 
nor any of the passengers ever pressed charges. 
The Burmese hijackers were given their press 
conference as requested, and both were 
granted refugee asylum in India. Soe Myint 
founded Mizzima, a human rights media 
non-government organisiation, and Htin Kyaw 
later relocated to Ireland, where he is today.

Pornsuang has not seen or heard from 
Htin Kyaw or Soe Myint since the hijack, 
but she describes them in nothing but the 
kindest of words. “As for my opinion about 
Burma,” she told me, “I still empathise 
with the students. I always wonder how 
Htin Kyaw is doing. After thinking about 
it, maybe it is Stockholm Syndrome. But the 
point is that I agreed with their ideals”.

A passenger who was a correspondent for 
a German news magazine later wrote a 
letter to the President of Thai Airways: 

“… I deeply wish to congratulate you and 
your company’s well-doing. The captain and 
the crew did a tremendously good job to turn 
this event to the nicest hijack in history … 
Especially I would thank Mrs Pornsuang who 
succeeded in a magnificent way to calm down 
the passengers and negotiate with the hijacker. 
With my kindest regards, Stefan Reisner.”

On a more personal note, in the decades since 
that day in 1990, Pornsuang visits a Mon 
Buddhist temple on the anniversary of the 
hijacking, and makes merit on behalf of Soe 
Myint and Htin Kyaw. “When I am reborn 
in a future life,” she explained to me, “I 
would like to be a flight attendant again”.

Ultimately, neither Thai Airways, nor its crew, 
nor any of the passengers ever pressed charges. 
The Burmese hijackers were given their press 
conference as requested, and both were granted 
refugee asylum in India.
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Privilege, power and poo seemed to have 
always been connected. Our modern hygienic 
repertoire had to be carefully crafted.

The perfect toilet

Professor Assa Doron
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Assa Doron is Professor of anthropology and 
South Asian Studies in the School of Culture, 
History and Language, ANU College of Asia 
and the Pacific. Much of his anthropological 
fieldwork was carried in Varanasi, India, where 
he focused on the ritual economy of the river 
and questions of caste and identity politics. 
The study was published in the book, Life on 
the Ganga (Cambridge, 2013). His collaboration 
with Robin Jeffrey led to two co‑authored 
books, the first on the mobile phone revolution 
in India and its impact on social life, The Great 
Indian Phone Book: How the Cheap Cell 
Phone Changes Business, Politics, and Daily 
Life (Harvard, 2013), and Waste of a Nation: 
Garbage and Growth in India (Harvard, 2018). 

Projects of perfection are rarely realised. 
There are simply too many stubborn forces 
dragging them down from such lofty ideals. 
Yet when it comes to basic public goods, such 
as clean water and toilets, ‘perfection’ seems 
a far more mundane goal. For such sanitary 
perfection to be possible anywhere, it should 
be in a state’s ability to provide a sustainable 
and safe place to relieve oneself. But in 
densely populated twenty-first century India, 
this remains an elusive reality for millions 
of citizens who still defecate outdoors. Is 
this simply because the state is yet to come 
up with the ‘perfect toilet’: a technology 
that could accommodate the needs and 
wants of rich and poor, young and old?

When we imagine the perfect toilet, the 
Japanese seem to have set the gold-standard. 
Far from a zen-inspired loo, the Japanese 
toilet is super-modern – a device kitted with 
all the latest tech, aimed at transforming the 
age-old practice of … well, ‘shitting’ into a 
pleasant (some say near-spiritual) sensory 
experience. This uber-loo has many enviable 
features: a heated seat, an automated air 
deodoriser and useful noise maker to conceal 
plops. It includes cleaning mechanisms 
for the user and the lavatory. In short, the 
Japanese upgrade of the humble commode 
into an automated throne, has brought 
hygiene, comfort and privacy to a new level.

Continues on next page 



Yet like all models of perfection, what lies 
behind such seemingly ‘neutral’ objects of 
desire is a range of cultural meanings, political 
histories and economic imperatives. Indeed 
the Japanese were not always so well-versed 
in Western toilet etiquette. A poster in 
circulation from the 1920s featured a Japanese 
woman squatting awkwardly on a flush 
toilet. Curiously, the woman was depicted as 
facing the ‘wrong way’, looking puzzled by 
the long-chain dropping from the tank. The 
tagline above the image said: “Let’s get used to 
civilized facilities”. The poster formed part of 
a series that propagated innovative technology, 
as well as getting rid of practices deemed 
old-fashioned and unhygienic, such as the 
removal of night soil: human faeces collected at 
night from buckets, cesspools, and household 
loos, and sometimes used as manure.

In her wonderfully illustrated book, 
Bathroom, Barbara Penner points out the 
‘Americanisation’ of the Japanese toilet since 
the second world war. The evolution of the 
Japanese bathroom, she maintains, is in part 
due to the presence of American troops in 
the country and their sanitary expectations, 
and in part due to multinational companies 
like McDonald's, which helped set the 
standards for public hygiene all across East 
Asia in the decades after World War II.

Global history also reminds us that the 
excremental order was not always so neatly 
encased in the modern toilet. Public sanitation 
can be traced far back to the great Indus 
Civilisation of Mohanjo Daro (2500 BC), 
where archaeological findings revealed a 
highly developed system of human waste 
removal. The ancients Romans followed with 
their own Cloaca Maxima, a vast sewerage 
system that carried water and human waste 
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into the River Tiber. These systems were 
designed for communities and, in the Roman 
period, included collective luxury bathing 
and using a sponge-pot (people used shared 
sponges on sticks used to wipe themselves). 
‘The wrong end of the stick’ is a phrase some 
attribute to that unnerving soggy end. 

It would take nearly 1,000 years for the 
Europeans to introduce the early iterations of 
the privy chamber, which John Harrington 
is said to have invented with its flushing 
mechanism in 1596. Few were privileged 
enough to enjoy the comforts of the ‘Throne’: 
a term that was coined later to highlight one’s 
power and privilege, such as king or knight, for 
whom a purpose-built privy room was erected.

Privilege, power and poo seemed to have 
always been connected. Our modern hygienic 
repertoire had to be carefully crafted, claimed 
German sociologist Norbert Elias in his 
masterful work, The Civilising Process. Elias’ 
probing of medieval society and the aristocracy 
revealed the increasing social controls and 
restrictions placed on bodily functions, and 
their relegation to the ‘backstage’ of social 
life. It was, however, bourgeoise society that 
fully embraced the mantel of hygiene in a 
period where cleanliness and covering-up the 
natural bodily functions gained popularity. 

By the nineteenth century, fear of disease 
and epidemics helped democratise public 
hygiene, pulling it into the realm of state 
power. The rise of germ theory lead to a slew 
of policies and public works designed to 
protect the ‘body politic’. Public sanitation 
became a key instrument for spreading the 
gospel of hygiene, underpinning the practice 
of bio-power: a term coined by French 
philosopher, Michel Foucault, to describe 
the calculated management of populations, 
enacted through institutions like the modern 

clinic and public health more generally. 
Arguably, the toilet is the material expression 
of this state-sponsored project. What 
originated as a humble pot and developed 
into a washbasin turned into the private 
latrine – a technology that harboured a social 
vision, and related behaviours and techniques 
befitting the ‘civilised’ order, with its modern 
distinctions of public and private life.   

There was also a political edge to late Victorian 
ideals of the body and its hygienic apparatus. 
Hygiene was viewed as distinguishing colonial 
rulers from their ‘barbaric’ subjects. That 
Indians were routinely bathing and relieving 
themselves in public spaces was viewed 
as confirming the superiority of Western 
civilisation. Racial hygiene became yet 
another marker of the ‘stalled’ evolutionary 
development of the ‘natives’, rendering them 
ill-equipped to govern their own bodies, let 
alone a polity. India – the jewel in the crown – 
had to be polished, and its defecatory norms 
were taken as an affront to civilised social 
order and projects of urban sanitation.

Fast forward 70 years and toilets are still 
absent in much of the Indian landscape. In 2015, 
according to the World Health Organization 
(WHO), India had more than 600 million 
people who routinely ‘go outside’ to relieve 
themselves, a practice known as ‘open 
defecation’. There are many reasons why the 
‘toilet’ as we know it in the West is yet to be 
fully embraced in India. Regional diversity, 
poverty, inadequate infrastructure and lack 
of access to water and sanitation facilities, are 
all factors said to have prevented the adoption 
of the latrine into the Indian household.

For a newly independent India, building 
infrastructure projects – dams and steel plants – 
was far more urgent than laying sewer lines 
throughout the land. After all, India was 

Hygiene was viewed as distinguishing colonial 
rulers from their ‘barbaric’ subjects. 
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still a predominantly rural society and open 
defecation was part of traditional social life. 
For generations Indian villages and towns 
had a system of ‘dry latrines’, cleaned by 
Dalits – formerly known as untouchables – 
charged with removing the faeces with 
their bare hands using a metal or wooden 
scraper, transferring the excrement to a 
basket, and eventually dumping it into a 
cesspit, drain or convenient body of water. 
This was the oppressive human infrastructure 
popularly known as ‘manual scavenging’.

‘Untouchability’ was banned after 
independence and manual scavenging was 
made illegal in 1993. Yet even today, dry 
latrines remain operative in thousands of 
homes, tended to by manual scavengers across 
India. These toilets are a daily reminder that 
the ‘perfect’ sanitary solution was anchored in 
cultural mores and social systems stretching 
well into the present. In the twenty-first 
century, devising the perfect toilet is not simply 
a matter of coming up with the right technical 
solution. Rather it requires imagination, 
political will and a social vision that can 
redress enduring inequalities and prejudices 
to do with the caste system and ideas about 
ritual pollution attached to human excreta. 

One of the early visionaries seeking to devise 
a ‘perfect’ toilet in India was an upper-caste 
Brahmin, Bindeshwar Pathak, who hailed 
from one of India’s less developed states 
of Bihar. Pathak drew his inspiration from 
Gandhi’s idea that sanitation was integral to 
social justice, and established a sanitation-
focused non-government organisation 
called Sulabh International in 1970. Pathak’s 
solution to India’s sanitation problem was 

the twin-pit pour flush toilet: a technology 
that was affordable, and did not depend on 
sewage lines or manual scavenging. The 
twin-pit toilet was indeed visionary; some 
called it the ‘jugaad toilet’, denoting its frugal 
but innovative qualities. Part of Sulabh’s 
mission was to spread the toilet gospel far and 
wide. A Sulabh toilet museum in the capital 
showcases the organisation’s technological 
ingenuity and social mission. During a 
tour at the museum, the guide explained:

“The method is twin-pit toilets, and we use one 
pit at a time and when one is full, we divert it 
to the other. Within a year the other pit will dry 
and all pathogens and bacterias will be gone, as 
advised by WHO. But even so, we say that in 
remote rural areas there is no microscope, so 
it is better to wait up to two years, and this 
can then be taken out and used as compost.”

The cycle of diverting pits means they 
can be used continuously. The advantage, 
the guide added, is “that it is an onsite 
facility, and does not require sewage line 
connection”. The superstructure of the 
toilet varies according to one’s needs and 
economic capabilities, and the building costs 
can range between 5,000 to 30,000 rupees 
(A$100–590). To date, Sulabh claims to have 
installed 1.5 million latrines across India in 
nearly five decades of operation. It is now 
the largest non-government organisation in 
India, with overseas branches in Africa.

Sulabh International found legitimacy not 
simply with reference to the technology – a 
perfect toilet – but through a social vision 
drawing on the language of universal 
rights and social justice: to liberate 

For a newly independent India, building 
infrastructure projects – dams and steel plants – 
was far more urgent than laying sewer lines 
throughout the land.
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manual scavengers from their degrading 
occupation. For a technology like toilets 
to be adopted by a wide range of people, it 
needed to be more than just a ‘technical 
fix’, it had to be accompanied by shifts in 
social behaviours and cultural meanings. 

The twin-pit toilet appears to be a great 
solution that eliminates the need for Dalit 
labour and sewer systems. But the problem 
remains: when those pits have to be taken out, 
who does it? Dalits continue to be conscripted 
into projects that involve dealing with other 
people’s waste. As a result, they continue 
to be stigmatised through work-based 
discrimination. Modernity, economic reforms 
and urbanisation have significantly altered 
the nature of Indian social life. India’s middle 
classes retreat to gated communities that run 
their own diesel generators, truck in water and 
pump sewage off the premises. They rely on 
themselves, not the state. Nevertheless, even 
sparkling latrines in middle-class homes and 
public buildings need to be emptied, with 
‘septic tanks’ often nothing more than large 
cesspits. Again, the Dalits are called on to deal 
with the human excreta flowing from urban 
toilets. They make up an army of contract 

labourers, driven to continue their ‘traditional’ 
occupations, of maintaining inadequate public 
sanitation, especially sewerage systems and 
septic tanks. They are sent into underworlds of 
sewage that should only be safely approached 
by well-trained workers in the elaborate 
gear of deep-sea divers. Many have died as a 
result of inhaling toxic fumes and accidents.

The current Indian government has poured 
hundreds of millions of dollars into a Clean 
India campaign (Swachh Bharat), including 
a vast toilet-building program to eliminate 
open defecation. The campaign’s rural website 
shows 85 million rural toilets built in the 
past four years, with the number clocking 
up every minute. In urban areas, the ticker 
shows construction of close to five million 
household toilets and 400,000 community 
toilets. Yet, such lofty goals that focus only on 
technological fixes and diffusion are doomed 
to fail. The perfect toilet is not just the one 
that takes away bodily fluids, but also the one 
that challenges inequitable social systems 
and cultural stigmas around human waste.
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Now that technology appears to be everywhere, 
the real luxury may be escaping it.

The perfect technology

Grazia Scotellaro
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Grazia Scotellaro is the Digital Learning 
Advisor for the ANU College of Asia and the 
Pacific and has a background in Technology 
Enhanced Language Learning. She has won 
several awards including a College of Asia 
and the Pacific Award for a Program that 
Enhances Student Learning in 2011 and a 
Vice-Chancellor's Award in 2012. She was 
also nominated for the OLT Australian Award 
for University Teaching in 2012 and 2013. 
Currently her focus is in the support of small 
enrolment languages, and her enthusiasm for 
technology and teaching, and pioneering use 
of epubs in education, is well known at ANU.

The very essence of technology is built on 
a constant aim of improvement. We have 
seen machines that used to take up entire 
buildings in the early days of computing 
shrink to the size of a watch. In 1980, the 
IBM 3380 was the first hard drive to have 
more than one gigabyte. It could store 2.52 
gigabytes and was the size of a refrigerator, 
weighing nearly 250 kilograms. Punch 
cards, tapes, floppies and CD ROMs 
(CDs) have come and gone. Despite this 
fast-paced change in technology, each 
newcomer is welcomed with the promise of 
being the best and most perfect solution. 

When CDs were introduced in the early 
80s, it was claimed they would change the 
way audio and video was consumed forever. 
However, even then, some industry experts 
could see that such a device would not 
survive rapid changes in technologies or 
indeed live up to the claims of ‘perfection’ 
made on its behalf. Famously, Paul 
McCartney told a journalist a story about 
George Martin (record producer and arranger 
for The Beatles) showing him a CD. “George 
said, ‘This will change the world.’ He told 
us it was indestructible, you can’t smash it. 
Look! And – whack – it broke in half”.  Some 
years later a Virgin employer in a meeting 
said, “In a few years, you’re going to be 
able to carry all the music you want around 
on something the size of a credit card”. 
People around the table laughed, “Don’t be 
ridiculous! How can you do that?”. In the 
early 90s, Napster (digital music service) 
came around. Music, at least, started to 
migrate out of CDs into MP3 players.

Continues on next page 
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Some technology innovations were relegated 
to the history books after a brief and costly 
lifecycle. Take the famous Iomega Zip 
drive, which was launched in 1995. It was 
initially well received due the ease of use and 
large (for that time) capacity. But writeable 
CDs and eventually USB storage made 
the Zip drive far too expensive. The early 
2000s witnessed the end of this seemingly 
perfectly designed but unfortunate victim 
of the data storage innovation race.

CDs and later DVDs also changed the video 
technology landscape. Once, going to the 
video store to borrow a movie on tape or 
DVD to be returned a few days later was 
considered far more convenient or enjoyable 
than going to the movies. Such power of 
choice represented the perfect way to spend 
an evening. But in the past year, almost all of 
Australia’s remaining video stores shut down.
Now, why travel to a physical store when 
you can stream a movie through Netflix? 

We can see that technology has had a 
long history of rapid and disruptive 
changes that sometimes leave people 
wondering what is around the corner. 

What has changed now, however, is that 
instead of fearing obsolescence as new 
innovations come on the market, technology 
companies are using rapid innovation to their 
advantage. These companies make change 
and improvements part of their product 
DNA, aiming for a kind of perfection that 
intentionally only lasts until the next version.

When Apple launched its brand new and 
totally revolutionary iPhone in 2007, the 
device was hailed as the perfect phone. The 
phone went far beyond making and receiving 
phone calls. It merged some of the technology 
Apple had previously used in iPods to 
transform the phone into a ‘mobile device’. 
It married usefulness with pleasure. Gone 
was the keypad – in its place a beautifully 
designed touch screen. Around the world 
people began to transition from a device 
that had just one function to a device that, 
over the years, became more like a pocket 
computer than a traditional telephone.

However, the hype back in 2007 
reflected something more: the 
rise of perfect imperfection.

The first iPhone had taken years to develop 
behind the scenes. When it was released 
in 2007, work had already begun on the 
new and improved version that appeared 
in 2008, with new features, such as 3G 
technology and GPS. Apple did not delay 
the launch of the first iPhone even though 
the company knew full well that a more 
advanced version was just a few months away. 

The original iPhone was perfect enough to 
become a ‘must have’ icon. The marketing 
around this new product hooked a group of 
devoted followers. Around the world, people 
now wait in line for hours to be the first to own 
the latest iPhone or Apple mobile device. In this 
new technology paradigm, nobody lives under 
the illusion that the new device in your hand 
is perfect. The majority of people are happy 
with the knowledge that their device will be 
replaced with something better very soon. 

In this new technology paradigm, nobody lives 
under the illusion that the new device in your 
hand is perfect. The majority of people are 
happy with the knowledge that their device will 
be replaced.
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Here lies the trick: a new technology has to be 
perfect enough for the consumer to want it but 
it needs to leave enough expectations for the 
new one coming (very soon) to want to upgrade. 
I call this the ‘want and release mechanism’.

Apple mastered this art over the years. Anyone 
who has watched the cleverly orchestrated 
launch videos from the Steve Jobs days 
realises that many other companies from 
Samsung to Google now play the very same 
game. Technology companies have learned to 
‘curb’ the enthusiasm of those who refuse to 
play the game and hold onto perfectly good 
devices even after new models are available. 
Operating systems and apps follow the 
lifecycle of new releases. After a while the 
recalcitrant customer is forced to upgrade 
simply because not much will work on the old 
device. The most important marketing ploy to 
keep customers loyal is to have a product that 
is great but still leaves you wanting more. 

The ugly side of the pursuit of perfection 
and possessing the latest, smartest gadget, 
is that technology is contributing to 
the already growing problem of waste. 
E-waste is an expanding problem and 
figures recently published by The World 
Counts make for sobering reading: 

—— 40 billion tons of e-waste is generated 
annually, and this is growing each year

—— most of the e-waste is shipped off to 
Asia for ‘recycling’ when in fact it is 
just a cheaper option than disposing 
of it in the country of provenance 

—— e-waste found in scrap yards 
in Ghana by Greenpeace was 
causing severe contamination.

Some companies like Apple are aware 
of the issues and try to minimise waste, 
for example accepting old phones when 
customers buy a new version with the bonus 
of a giftcard to encourage recycling.  

The technology world is full of perfect 
examples of inventions big and small that 
have but a finite space in history, destined 
to shine for a while and then be replaced 
with something bigger (or smaller) and 
better. Technological innovation is always 
searching for something more perfect. 
But is the ‘more perfect’ really better? 

Aiming for longevity in this world of 
disposable technology is increasingly 
important. While nothing will last forever, 
we can aim to use technology in innovative 
ways that withstand the pressures of the want 
and release mechanism. One example close 
to home is the project that was launched at 
ANU by the College of Asia and the Pacific 
to use mobile devices as a learning platform 
for teaching Sanskrit. In 2014, ANU ePress 
published a multimedia ebook that used a 
combination of text, audio and videos to teach 
this ancient language. The ebook, created by 
McComas Taylor and Grazia Scotellaro, was 
intentionally produced with more emphasis 
on usability then perfection. To keep pace with 
changing devices, the ebook was formatted 
to work across platforms and operating 
systems. This meant forgoing some of the 
complex features found in other ebooks. Four 
years after publishing, the Sanskrit ebook is 
still one of the most downloaded etexts from 
ANU ePress. Sometimes, simple is best.

40 billion tons of e-waste is generated annually, 
and this is growing each year. 
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All of us occasionally reflect on a time when 
things were not so complicated, when 
less was definitely more. Today many 
people are re-discovering the simple act 
of putting a needle on a record or actually 
conversing with someone on the phone 
without the need to use their thumbs on 
the keyboards. ‘Retro’ is the new fashion. 

This nostalgia is often well-founded. Many of 
the technologies of the past were in fact, for the 
most part, well crafted. Only the need to push 
for the latest had replaced vinyl with digital, 
flip phones with mobile devices, Polaroid with 
digital cameras. Now, ‘hipsters’ are discovering 
old technologies as the new perfect. 

Vinyls are making a comeback as well as 
flip phones and polaroid cameras. It seems 
that being too perfect has its imperfections 
after all, and a few scratches on the old vinyl 
makes music feel more real and unprocessed. 

Now that technology appears to be 
everywhere, the real luxury may be escaping 
it. Some argue that the renewed interest in 
flip phones is in fact a sign that too many 
capabilities on modern phones are not 
only distracting but destructive. ‘Digital 
detox’ has become a catchword. The ability 
to concentrate, instead of being incessantly 
‘pinged’ by the world, is just … perfect!
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We are here, I believe, to think deeply and 
critically about what it is and what it ideally 
would be, then act on what we find out.

The perfect scholar

Dr Deborah Cleland
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Dr Deborah Cleland is a Postdoctoral Fellow 
at the School of Regulation and Global 
Governance (RegNet), ANU College of Asia 
and the Pacific and ANU College of Science. 
She brings her research into social justice, 
inclusion, sustainability to life through writing 
and performance. She is a researcher by day 
and an acrobat whenever her supervisors 
are not looking/anyone else is. Inspired by 
combining her background in sustainable 
development and interest in creative research 
approaches, she has spent much of the last 
10 years designing and developing interactive 
games and shows. In her academic life 
she works on how regulation can improve 
quality of life and citizen engagement in 
our democracy. In her other life she works 
on how play can do the same thing. 

The first paper I ever submitted received 
a review that read: “This [paper] is akin 
to a non-musician trying to play a Bach 
concerto. There are likely to be rough patches 
in the actual implementation”. And if a 
Bach concerto is a perfect piece of music, 
capable of being played perfectly, then 
I, at that moment, never felt further from 
any kind of desirable ideal in my chosen 
course of study: sustainable development. 

It is a relatively small thing, this reviewer’s 
incivility. Pointing out the disparity 
between the newcomer and the expert 
through the clever metaphor of the non-
musician and the virtuoso is of no lasting 
consequence. Certainly, compared with 
the grave global inequalities that are the 
subject of my research, it seems petty to 
harp on about it. Best keep my eyes on the 
prize: contributing through research to that 
utopian vision of sustainable development. 

All struggles for perfection in human 
organisation – think of democracy and 
justice – have thousands of years of failure 
behind them. Sustainable development, as 
a relatively newer idea, only has around 50. 
Is it even possible to study, and write about, 
this imperfect process, perfectly? As scholars 
are we bound up in the flaws of our research 
matter? Are we obliged to interfere, to 
make better what we see as wrong in the 
world – whether peer review processes or the 
unequal distribution of resources? And, if so, 
what principles may guide us in doing so?

Continues on next page 



Leaving aside these existential questions 
about the nature of scholarship, after some 
additional revision and a letter to the editor, 
the paper was published. It is a good example 
of how ‘contributing to knowledge’ – the 
mark of a passable, if not perfect, scholar – 
is always inseparable from the eye of the 
beholder. The judgment is an entanglement: 
of reviewer/examiner, manuscript, editor, 
the vagaries of scholarly trends and untold 
other influences. And so, a perfect scholarly 
performance must also be co-created: the 
right person with the right idea, at the right 
time, in the right place, for the right audience.

I received the comment about being a ‘non-
musician’ just as I was about to embark on my 
doctoral fieldwork in the Philippines. My idea 
was to conduct research on the helpfulness of 
computer models and games in improving the 
management of overfished areas, with hopes 
of improvement for both fish and fishers. At 
the time, the review still plagued me – what 
would it mean to have perfect execution of 
the research equivalent of a Bach concerto? 
Why ‘non-’? Why not ‘amateur’, ‘beginner’ or 
even, to borrow one of the PhD’s favoured 
metaphors, ‘apprentice’? ‘Non’ is stronger: the 
‘non’ is the one attempting something for which 
they neither have raw talent nor training. It is, 
emphatically, a signal of non-belonging. Not 
just imperfection but out-and-out inadequacy. 

Now, if you are a classical musician, as you 
might be (I am not!), you may know that ‘non-
musician’ is a term used by (some) classical 
musicians for musicians who are not classically 
trained. Non-musicians are those who play 
rock, not Bach. Understood in this light, the 
reviewer could have meant someone trained 

in another discipline. Someone whose skills 
and knowledge are ill-suited to the particular 
context of that particular paper, but perhaps 
perfectly skilled in another. This would 
imply that with appropriate training, the 
rough patches would disappear: perfection 
as process, a destination to travel towards. 
Does it follow that a perfect scholar should 
only attempt the required movements, 
flawlessly accomplished? Follow, as it were, 
the written music, not improvise or invent? 

Only musicians are familiar with this equation 
of non-musician equals not classically 
trained. If the reviewer meant it in this way, 
it was an insider comment – designed to be 
impossible to understand for those outside 
a system, and indeed its intended recipient 
(me). In research papers, ‘non-musicians’ 
generally refers to control groups for testing 
the special abilities of musicians (broadly 
defined). Without knowing the reviewer’s 
background, it is impossible to say which was 
intended: niche joke, or wholesale rejection. 

We must also consider that classical musicians 
are likely to know Bach wanted his music 
to be accessible to non-musicians for both 
playing and listening, at least according to my 
classically trained friends. So a non-musician 
would make less of a hash of Bach, say, than 
they would of Tchaikovsky. Accessibility: could 
this actually be an indicator of perfection? 
To be perfectly inaccessible is a negative 
stereotype of the scholar. Surely in these days 
of impact and engagement we are aiming 
for clarity in communicating our research? 

A perfect scholarly performance must also 
be co-created: the right person with the right 
idea, at the right time, in the right place, for the 
right audience.
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This brings us to the idea that the quality 
of a scholar may indeed be judged on 
their acceptance by and accessibility 
to non-scholars, their ability to 
speak outside scholarly boundaries. Maybe 
the perfect scholar in my field would not court 
the approval of reviewers and examiners, 
but those at the front line of sustainable 
development – say, fishers or farmers? 

What would it mean to judge a scholar for 
non-scholarly success in this way? Would 
the idea of transdisciplinarity – across and 
beyond disciplines – then imply movement 
towards perfection, in that sense of whole and 
complete, rather than partial and divided? 

So far, so many questions. As questions are the 
engine of research work, perhaps the perfect 
scholar is the one asking the perfect questions? 

I ended up with a lot of questions that 
had little to do with my original topic 
of fish and fisheries while I was on the 
aforementioned fieldwork in the Philippines. 

Questions like:

1.	 Why were all the local research assistants 
being paid US$4 an hour while the 
foreign ‘consultant’, doing next to 
nothing, earned US$9,000 seemingly 
just for being an old mate of the project 
leader (it seems; it is unseemly)? 

2.	Why did I, an inexperienced student, end 
up doing the work of this ‘consultant’? 

3.	Why were the research activities 
of the local scientists constantly 
interrupted by the visits and demands 
of visiting scholars/‘consultants’? 

4.	 Why were foreigners with inadequate 
language skills even there? 

5.	How could we change all this 
so it was not expected or routine, 
but rather inconceivable? 

These are worthy questions, more important, 
I think, than any that actually got answered 
in my thesis (accepted eventually as 
imperfect, that is, requiring revisions). 
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But perhaps the perfect scholar should 
be one who shapes the world of research. 
This would mean doing more than merely 
contributing papers acceptable to peer 
reviewers, even if they were papers that 
answered curly questions like those posed 
above. Perhaps perfect scholarship would 
mean working to make sure these scenarios 
are not repeated, not just understanding why 
they exist. This is a departure, I know, from 
the traditional view of the neutral academic, 
but it seems to me that our entanglement 
with the world around us means we must 
always be participant as well as observer. 

This shaping work would apply to the scenario 
introduced at the beginning of this piece, 
in which a (classically trained?) reviewer 
felt it acceptable to provide such an uncivil 
comment. It also applies to the more serious 
scenario sketched out above: the uneven 
remuneration; the patchiness of global funding 
that repeatedly results in exceptional ‘third-
world’ scientists rerouting their activities and 
energy to fit in the fly-in-fly-out priorities of 
foreign researchers; and the project-scarred 
landscape where poor people accommodate 
an endless stream of unrelated research 
activities, which manifestly fail to make any 
material difference to their everyday lives. 

Addressing these incivilities and inequalities 
would be the principled work of my perfect 
scholar. Is it possible to sketch some 
kind of road map to guide us in this bold 
dream of working for and not merely in 
sustainable development in a way that is 
ethical, fruitful, creative and hopeful?  

I have three ideas to offer for those looking 
for such pathways. They are informed 
by a decade watching projects reinvent 
themselves time and time again, yet not 
having watched a single small-scale fisher or 
beach gleaner (the ‘end users’ of our research) 
celebrate a transformation in their ability 
to live a safe, good life that looks anything 
like mine. Similarly, I have not witnessed 
anyone like me, with relatively high levels 
of economic, environmental and social 
security, achieve a transformation in their own 
materially and energetically greedy lives. 

What follows is a manifesto for a 
research practise I can live with:

1.	  Offer something.  

2.	  Fail differently.  

3.	  Do not tell a single story.  

Firstly, researchers should offer something to 
participants. In the Philippines it is customary 
to give a gift when visiting or returning from 
a visit. The gift is called pasalubong, and is 
usually small, decorative or consumable 
rather than functional and long-lasting. 
Like other ritual exchanges embedded in 
an evolving culture, pasalubong cannot be 
precisely translated nor pinned down to a 
single meaning. A key aspect, however, is how 
the practice recognises the giver’s luck and 
gratitude – to be able to go visiting, to return 
from visiting – as marks of a blessed life. 

And so for the foreign researcher, who has 
historically taken so much, even under 
continuing assumptions of contribution, 

The ‘fail differently’ principle means: research 
boldly and invite failure on a small and large 
scale, do not timidly attempt micro-variations 
on a rusty theme, and do not compromise your 
values for dollars or academic accolades.
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it is incumbent to make a sincere yet inevitably 
inadequate gesture of acknowledgment: to 
give pasalubong. To attempt to make a material 
offering, yet recognise and commit to repair 
and redress the incommensurate nature of 
the exchange, and remain entirely aware of 
the people to whom we owe gratitude. It is 
not enough, but it is better than nothing. 

Secondly, scholars should encourage deep, 
radical, alternative failing, when attempting 
to create change in our life-worlds and those 
of others. For all but very few researchers, the 
material conditions for life are guaranteed 
in ways that are utterly inaccessible to so 
many others. And so, we must risk more, not 
insist on continuing incremental success in 
grooves that have cemented and rewarded 
inequality on every scale conceivable to 
our species. The ‘fail differently’ principle 
means: research boldly and invite failure on a 
small and large scale, do not timidly attempt 
micro-variations on a rusty theme, and do 
not compromise your values for dollars or 
academic accolades. Be bold. Improvise. 

My final principle for a perfect research 
practice is this: do not tell a single story. 
Novelist Chimamanda Adichie in her speech 
The Danger of a Single Story wrote: “when 
we reject the single story, when we realize 
that there is never a single story about 
any place, we regain a kind of paradise”. 
And what is paradise if not perfection? 

By contrast, it is a core belief of the university-
as-institution that a dissertation – and by 
corollary, the-scholar-in-becoming – needs 
one central argument. I recall having what is 
best described as a tantrum after being told 
for the umpteenth time that I needed to work 
out what mine was. I declared that, at the final 
moment of distilling, my message was exactly 
that: do not tell a single story. Refuse, resist, 
deny until your last breath, the existence of 
a single story. Tell the small and the big, the 
side-paths and the main event, the emotional 
and the cerebral. Tell the contrast and 
confirmation, the confidence and the doubts. 

Through these the principles – offer 
something, fail differently and do not 
tell a single story – we can begin to 
construct an ethical framework for worldly 
engagement with research and beyond. 

I feel thankful to my reviewer, for enabling this 
reflection on the scholarly production process 
(the production of scholars, what scholars 
produce, what scholars should produce). 
We are here, I believe, to think deeply and 
critically about what it is and what it ideally 
would be, then act on what we find out. To 
borrow the reviewer’s words again: “There 
are likely to be rough patches in the actual 
implementation”. But if perfection is indeed 
something to yearn towards, at least these 
principles may put us on the right path. 
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Wayfinding is the practice of voyaging reliant on 
understanding the world around you and your place 
within it: charting your course based on the stars, 
finding your direction based on the temperature 
of the water, the currents, the swell of the sea.

The perfect learning journey

Bianca Hennessy, Aidan Myatt, Oliver Lilford  
and Associate Professor Katerina Teaiwa
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Katerina Teaiwa is Associate Professor in 
Pacific Studies in the School of Culture, 
History and Language, ANU College of 
Asia and the Pacific. She has been teaching 
Pacific Studies since 2003 at ANU and 
the University of Hawai’i at Manoa. She is 
a visual artist, anthropologist, author of 
Consuming Ocean Island: stories of people 
and phosphate from Banaba, Chair of the 
Oceania Working Party for the Australian 
Dictionary of Biography and Vice-President of 
the Australian Association for Pacific Studies.

Bianca Hennessy is a PhD scholar in the School 
of Culture, History and Language, ANU College 
of Asia and the Pacific. She is writing a thesis 
about how the Pacific Studies community 
seeks to re-centre Islander knowledges in 
research, teaching and community-building. 
Her research looks into decolonial theory 
and activism in universities, transformative 
pedagogy and the power of reflexive scholarly 
practice; and sits at the intersection between 
critical humanities and area studies.

Oliver Lilford is a second-year undergraduate 
student undertaking a Bachelor of Philosophy 
with the ANU College of Asia and the 
Pacific. His interests lie primarily with the 
Pacific and its incredibly diverse peoples, 
cultures and environments. Guided by this 
passion, Oliver has travelled to both Samoa and 
Fiji for various field courses and hopes to return 
to the Pacific in 2019 through the University’s 
study abroad program. He is looking to 
spend a semester at the University of the 
South Pacific, Fiji, studying and undertaking 
internships with regional organisations. 

Aidan Myatt is a third-year Bachelor of 
Philosophy (Asia-Pacific) student at ANU, 
where he focuses on Security Studies and 
International Politics. Having started his 
Pacific Studies journey in early 2017, Aidan has 
dived in the Pacific and has since washed up 
on various Pacific islands to study and work. 
From analysing grand strategy, to perfecting 
peace building processes, to grappling with 
climate diplomacy, Aidan’s passion for learning 
has gifted him a diversity of interests. In his 
downtime, he daydreams of one day working in 
a humanitarian aid agency. However, he draws 
the most bliss from spending time appreciating 
fine flowers and gorgeous gardening.

This is a personal story about aiming for 
perfection, failing and learning more than you 
intended. Katerina is an Associate Professor 
in Pacific Studies, and did her PhD at ANU 
in which she researched her ancestral island 
home of Banaba. Bianca is a PhD candidate 
working on a thesis about how people in Pacific 
Studies try to decolonise their work. Aidan and 
Oliver are Bachelor of Philosophy students at 
ANU, majoring in Security Studies and Pacific 
Studies respectively. This essay is borne of 
Aidan and Oliver taking a Pacific Studies course 
taught by Katerina in 2018 (PASI2001) and 
interviewing Bianca for their final assessment. 

Katerina: 
I’ve taught PASI2001 for 10 years at ANU. 
It was first called ‘Learning Oceania’ and 
then transformed into ‘Pacific Studies in a 
Globalising World’ – a core course in the 
Pacific Studies major. A central feature is 
the indigenous Pacific framework of the 
classroom as a metaphorical canoe, an 
approach conceptualised by my late elder 
sister, Associate Professor Teresia Teaiwa. 
This image offers an ethic and philosophy 
for Pacific Studies teaching and learning 
based on the very skilled voyages of Pacific 
ancestors who settled hundreds of islands 
across this large Oceanic space. The idea is 
that a Pacific Studies course is like a voyage 
through Oceania where you gain a strong 
sense of the region’s expanse, diversity 
and complexity but never assume you are 
a master of all things Pacific. If anything, 
you develop an ethic of care and respect for 
the islands and islanders, for the impact of 
colonialism and imperialism, the nature of 
contemporary Pacific agency and resilience, 
and for the individual and collective learning 
journey, as you would on a voyaging 
canoe where one does not sail alone. 

Continues on next page 



Wayfinding is the practice of voyaging 
reliant on understanding the world around 
you and your place within it: charting your 
course based on the stars, finding your 
direction based on the temperature of the 
water, the currents, the swell of the sea. When 
wayfinding, there is no perfect destination or 
route. Instead, there are probable routes and 
potential destinations. The situation dictates 
the path. In my course, wayfinding becomes 
a framework, as articulated by the great 
historian of Australia and Oceania, and one 
of my valued mentors, Professor Greg Dening. 
Like Teresia, his approach encourages 
critical inquiry, flexibility and resilience in 
students, knowing they have a supportive 
and creative learning structure. They grow 
conscious of their position in the world and 
what they bring to the course, feeling they 
are empowered to wayfind through ideas 
about the region as individuals and in teams. 

They come to value the process as much as 
the ‘final destination’ of assessment and 
grades. Wayfinding is also a fitting approach 
for the rather complex ANU Coombs building 
where many PASI2001 students have been 
taught and where most Pacific scholars 
have done their work since the 1960s. 

In 2017 and 2018, PASI2001 students had 
the benefit of wonderful guest lectures 
from Bianca Hennessy who spoke not just 
as a PhD scholar, now well ensconced in 
the Coombs building, but also as a former 
PASI2001 ANU student who had been 
on a journey very similar to theirs...  
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Bianca: 
The ANU Coombs building is the subject 
of books and poems, memes and jokes. It’s 
both beloved and derided for its labyrinthine 
corridors arranged in a baffling hexagonal 
figuration. It’s a place that has inspired a lot of 
soul-searching from its already introspective 
academic inhabitants. I guess if you’re 
constantly asking how to get to where you 
want to go, you’re also urged to ask why 
you’re there at all. It was the power of a great 
mentor (in Katerina) and a set of deeply human 
questions (posed by Pacific Studies) that made 
me stick around, but I wouldn’t say that I 
often feel comfortable in this space, either 
physically or figuratively. I’ve tried to find an 
energy in that discomfort, and allow it to help 
me seek out collaborations and conversations 
in unexpected places – like this essay.

Katerina: 
All the 2018 PASI2001 students selected 
research groups and topics for their final 
assessment and shared their proposals. 
Oliver and Aidan had an excellent and 
ambitious idea to map Pacific Studies at 
ANU through a series of interviews with 
scholars and research students, primarily in 
the Coombs building. This is their story… 

Oliver:
Pacific Studies places an acute emphasis on 
critically evaluating one’s motivations and 
aspirations for undertaking study in, of, with 
and about the Pacific. I felt the question of 
positionality was especially salient. I was 
struggling to reconcile what my place was in 
this community, as a white and middle-class 
Australian and an undergraduate to boot.

Aidan: 
My early university experience fuelled my 
problematic predispositions towards the Pacific. 
First year security courses painted the canvas 
of Australia’s near neighbourhood red and 
black in a silhouette of the ‘arc of instability’. 
On the eve of a year-long sojourn in the 
Pacific, I had a dire need to reconstruct the 
lens through which I saw the region.   

Oliver: 
Through a series of interviews with scholars, 
we wished to illuminate the history of Pacific 
Studies at the ANU, detailing how it came to 
occupy the physical and conceptual spaces 
that it does today. We envisioned these 
stories as the pieces of a documentary and 
the coordinates for a physical map, charting 
the journeys of people and ideas as they 
became part of Pacific Studies. Coombs is the 
beating heart of this academic archipelago, 
and was thus the focus of the project. 

Aidan:
The project was beset with challenges 
from the outset, however, and confusing 
conceptual currents swept us into the 
perfect storm of practical difficulties. 

Oliver:
We thought we knew where we were going. 
It was a fairly straightforward exercise: 
produce a map that would take us from A 
to B. Yet, we had not anticipated the state of 
flux in which we would find Coombs: the 
building on the eve of its renovation, its 
community thus distanced from its home.   

The ANU Coombs building is the subject of 
books and poems, memes and jokes.  
It’s both beloved and derided.

94	 ANU College of Asia & the Pacific

paradigm_shift — Edition 05



Aidan:
Institutional fragmentation, both geographic 
and disciplinary, is captured perfectly 
within the Coombsian maze. And, as we 
tried to rationalise this tangled intersection 
of people, places, funding agendas and 
paradigms, we came face-to-face with 
the complex layers of the Pacific Studies 
community, a community sometimes geared 
more towards research and policy impacts 
than to teaching or student engagement. 

Oliver:
Caught up in the short-sightedness of 
grades alone, we had lost touch with the 
context of our learning, blindly following 
our initial object to ‘learn from experts’. 
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Aidan:
We had attempted to master the corridors, 
chasing the shadows of illustrious academics 
and focused, unwaveringly, on our plan. 
Yet Coombs spat us out and we were left 
scrambling to right the metaphoric canoe 
we had been travelling in, clutching now 
useless charts of projected destinations. 

Oliver:
Convoluted, unduly complicated and 
sometimes contested corridors were so 
much more than a hazard for unsuspecting 
students. Among its twists and turns were 
discoveries to make, not just of worlds 
and people past, but also of ourselves. 

On the day before the presentation, I wandered 
deep into the heart of Coombs: an eclectic mix 
of artefacts here, an empty corridor there, name 
plates and biographies fixed on fronts of doors.

I stopped filming and started taking photos 
instead, seeking to record a little better the 
detail of the world I found myself moving 
through. As I began framing my shots, it 
suddenly dawned on me that I had become 
acutely aware of my position in the space. 

Aidan:
Our obsession with ambition precluded any 
thought of reflection. To truly learn, one has 
to set aside the assumptions that so often 
accompany motivations. It was in the eleventh 
hour we realised that in running after coattails, 
we were in fact following footsteps. As we 
desperately searched for solace in previous 
academics’ experiences of Pacific Studies, we 
realised the importance of wayfinding. 
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Oliver:
Unlike navigation, wayfinding is not 
predicated on transplanting oneself from point 
A to B using instruments and charts. Instead, it 
involves striving toward a set of criteria, ever 
cognisant of signs in the environment through 
which one is moving, so as to understand one’s 
position relative to those criteria. Wayfinding 
is reflective and responsive; it allows one to 
negotiate the constant flux of circumstance.

From the outset we had been navigating. We 
had set course to a single destination – to 
interview Pacific Studies academics – and 
failed to reflect on our own positions in 
the changing context of our journey. 

Aidan: 
For me, wayfinding is not about mastering the 
world beyond one’s control, but about coming 
to terms with oneself and one’s experiences. 
We had ventured into Coombs trying to find a 
conceptualisation of ANU Pacific Studies in its 
stories. Instead, we were forced to look in the 
mirror. What we found was not failure, but a 
firsthand experience of the field of study itself. 

The story of Coombs is exactly about 
being lost. It’s about the storms and the 
rough seas, coming face-to-face with a 
Papua New Guinean mask and backtracking 
with your tail between your legs. Everyone 
gets lost in Coombs, but only if you 
think you know where you are going.
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Bianca: 
Operating in this institution sometimes makes 
you think you need to conform to a rigid idea 
of disciplinary excellence – a perfunctory 
perfected ideal that’s given a skeleton of the 
ways we measure our performance, and a 
lifeblood of anxiety, self‑doubt and scarcity. 
Diving into intellectual vulnerability is 
hard to do in a place that impresses its 
history upon you so relentlessly. There’s an 
insidious odour of coloniality that permeates 
the way we expect expertise in ourselves 
and others, and it makes us hard, brittle 
and risk averse. But just as losing your 
way in Coombs is sometimes inevitable, 
sometimes losing your way in a research 
project is necessary. Sometimes the best 
learning happens when you release control.
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Oliver:
The constant shift of people and paradigms 
within the Pacific Studies community plays 
out in corridors of Coombs. Evidence of 
their impact is captured in the dislocated 
and dissociated ‘artefacts’ hanging on the 
wall, the empty corridors, and in the piles 
of detritus pushed into long-forgotten 
corners. This confluence of items, images 
and their associated imaginaries reminds us 
of the ever-present histories that shape our 
current state of being, and raise important 
questions about the ongoing processes 
of decolonisation and gender equity.

Bianca:
As I grow as a scholar I’ve tried to practice 
a kind of non-complacent ambivalence 
towards academia, towards Coombs, even 
towards Pacific Studies. For all that we love 
and celebrate about this place, we need to 
keep critiquing it and keep alert to what we 
do and the consequences. That’s especially 
important for non-Islanders in Pacific Studies.
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Oliver: 
I was born in Zimbabwe in 1997, the result 
of five generations of white settlement on 
both my mother’s and father’s sides. For 
the first five years of my life, my family and 
I lived on Mvuramachena farm, Guruve. 
My grandmother’s ashes are buried on 
that farm. In 2002 we were dispossessed of 
Mvuramachena and forced to emigrate. We 
chose Australia. I have been back to Zimbabwe 
twice since then, but never to the farm.  

Place is complicated, and I am yet to unpack 
fully what it meant and continues to mean 
to have been both the dispossessed and the 
dispossessor. It is for this reason that I find 
myself so deeply moved by the possibility of 
learning what ‘place’ means for different people, 
of learning new ways to understand ‘place’, 
to see ‘place’, feel ‘place’, and care for it in all 
its cultural, social and physical complexity.
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Bianca:
Maybe wayfinding can help us to think 
through the fact that it’s not just where we’re 
going that matters, but where we come from 
too, and how we orient ourselves to that 
history. The more I read about notions of 
indigeneity and belonging in the Pacific, the 
more I feel dislocated as a white Australian. 
But those Oceanic scholars have also taught 
me that place can’t be separated from people – 
space becomes place when tended to by 
generations of intensely woven-together 
people. Caring for place animates belonging. 

Aidan:
As I continue to open myself to Oceania, this 
experience has rebuilt the lens through 
which I see the region. I will seek to learn, 
deeply, at every opportunity I receive. I will 
delight in being driven off course, towards 
new horizons, towards greater possibilities.
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We’re not living in an ideal world and there are 
no ideal sites, but a bunch of barely adequate 
sites combined with careful analysis and a 
big dollop of humility has taken us far.

The barely adequate site

Dr Jack Fenner
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Dr Jack Fenner is an archaeologist in the 
School of Culture, History and Language, ANU 
College of Asia and the Pacific. Much of his 
current work involves using stable isotope 
analysis of organics from archaeological 
sites to investigate how people used the 
surrounding faunal landscape and to identify 
environmental constraints. He is also 
interested in spatial analysis both as a means 
of documenting sites and for investigating 
spatial aspects of cultures. He has worked 
on archaeological questions from Tonga, 
Mongolia, Indonesia, Timor Leste and Australia. 

Perfect is not a word that comes up very 
often in archaeology. Trying to understand 
people is never easy, and it doesn’t get 
any easier when they lived a long, long 
time ago and all you’ve got to go on is 
some of the more durable rubbish they left 
behind. So you won’t find archaeologists 
claiming perfect understanding, perfect 
analysis or perfect data sets; a search of 
the hundreds of scholarly archaeology 
articles on my computer didn’t turn up 
a single such claim of perfection. 

There is, however, a related claim that turns 
up irritatingly often: the Ideal Site. The 
claim of having the Ideal Site to answer 
some specific archaeological question turns 
up regularly in otherwise restrained and 
scholarly, not to say boring, articles from 
academics who generally would not assert 
anything more definitive than that data 
indicates the sun tends to come up in the east. 

Of course, they don’t really mean Ideal 
in the sense of the dictionary definition: 

“conceived or regarded as perfect or 
supremely excellent in its kind”. No, they 
mean Ideal in the archaeological sense: Barely 
Adequate. Archaeological sites and their 
artefact assemblages always have issues and 
uncertainties. Sometimes they are obvious 
problems of the ‘someone-dug-a-well-
through-it’ sort and sometimes the issues are 
more subtle, such as a lack of the patterning 
needed to distinguish a hunting camp from a 
long-term residence. So when we have a site 
with characteristics suitable for answering an 
archaeological question and with issues and 
uncertainties that don’t seem overwhelming – 
a Barely Adequate site – there’s a tendency 
to get over-excited and call it Ideal. This is 
one of my pet peeves, and I always cross it 
out when doing peer review. Professional 
archaeologists should know better.  

Continues on next page 



So imagine my horror when a search through 
the collection of articles on my computer for 
an Ideal claim to make fun of turned up one 
of my own articles. I couldn’t believe it, but 
there it was: “Therefore it is the ideal site at 
which we can test accepted chronological 
models for South-East Asian – Australian 
cultural contact”. D’oh! It’s an article I 
co‑authored about work a group of us did at a 
site called Anuru Bay A in Northern Australia 
that showed evidence for the presence of 
Macassans (people from the island of Sulawesi 
in modern Indonesia, or thereabouts). 

Anuru Bay A is a nice site with many fine 
qualities, but it isn’t Ideal. We knew that – in 
fact, the article itself lists many issues and 
uncertainties. For instance, to find out when 
a site was occupied, archaeologists can 
sometimes use artefacts like coins with dates 
printed on them or pottery designs that were 
only made for a short, known time period. 
Unfortunately no such artefacts were found 
at Anuru Bay, so the site occupation date must 
be determined using ‘carbon-14 dating’. This 
method relies on the natural decay of carbon 
atoms in once-living things to determine when 
they died. This is a highly reliable technique, 
but is not as precise as the date found on a coin.  

The article also notes other problems. It rains 
a lot during the wet season, which can move 
things around above and below the surface. 
Besides a previous archaeological excavation, 
pigs and other animals probably dug up parts 
of the site. In recent years it has been used 
for recreational boat launches, leading to 
modern rubbish as well as soil disturbance. 

The list goes on. Other issues didn’t come up 
in the article but are common in archaeological 
work. For instance, Anuru Bay A is in Arnhem 
Land, which is a long way from our home 
institution in Canberra. Distance made it 
expensive to excavate and limited how much 
work we could do at the site. Plus it has a 
lot, and I mean a lot, of flies and spiders.

Given all that, you may be wondering why 
we would be at all excited to excavate Anuru 
Bay A, much less wind up calling it ‘Ideal’. 
We were excited because of the site’s good 
qualities. It was relatively undisturbed (nobody 
had built a house or a Bunnings on top of it). 
One of our team members knew many people 
in the local Aboriginal community, and 
they were happy to allow our excavations 
and even to host our campsite. Above all, 
Anuru Bay A was known to have extensive 
artefact evidence of Macassan presence. 
Earlier archaeological work suggested it 
may be one of the first places they visited.  

Its most obviously great feature was a series 
of stone lines that had once been ovens in 
which the Macassans used to boil trepang 
before preserving it in smokehouses and 
shipping it back to Sulawesi or elsewhere. A 
trepang is a marine animal sometimes called 
a sea cucumber. It has a tough skin but cooks 
up into a slippery goo considered a delicacy 
by people with the money and inclination to 
try it. Trepang are, or at least were, abundant 
in Northern Australian bays and inlets. 

Its most obviously great feature was a series of 
stone lines that had once been ovens in which 
the Macassans used to boil trepang before 
preserving it in smokehouses and shipping it 
back to Sulawesi or elsewhere.
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That was why the Macassans came, and 
continued to come, to Australia for centuries. 
The question at hand was how many centuries. 
Some archaeologists and historians argue for 
a relatively short duration with the trepanging 
visits starting in the late eighteenth century. 
Others suggest a long contact model with 
the visits extending back a further 200 
or more years. We hoped our excavations 
and subsequent analyses would help 
resolve which of these two ideas is right.

In the end, we were able to work around 
or minimise the impact of many of Anuru 
Bay A’s issues. We analysed extra carbon-14 
samples and did some fancy statistics on 
the results to minimise the occupation date 
uncertainties. We avoided disturbance 
impacts as much as possible through careful 
sample selection, such as charcoal that was 
wedged between rocks within a trepang oven 
stone line and thus unlikely to have moved 
over time. We argued that other issues do 
not substantially affect our conclusions. For 
instance, we were able to recognise a buried 
shell midden of likely Aboriginal origin and 

exclude it from our assessment. In the end, 
we argued that the longer contact period is 
correct: Macassan trepanging visits to Anuru 
Bay almost certainly began by the 1630s, 
and they may have started in the 1500s.

Thus, Anuru Bay A was not by any means 
Ideal, and we were silly to suggest it was. But, 
in our view, the site was adequate to answer 
the question we were asking. Not everyone 
agrees with us, and that’s okay. A healthy 
scepticism of other peoples’ (and your own) 
analyses is part and parcel of archaeology 
and of scholarly work in general. The social 
sciences and humanities are particularly 
susceptible to erroneous interpretation of 
data because we are rarely able to control 
the circumstances of our work. Researchers 
have nevertheless been able to piece together 
convincing descriptions of the human past 
and of the overall human condition. We’re 
not living in an ideal world and there are no 
ideal sites, but a bunch of barely adequate 
sites combined with careful analysis and a big 
dollop of humility has taken us far. Sometimes 
barely adequate is pretty darn good.

M
al

ar
a 

(A
nu

ru
 B

ay
 A

) a
nd

 o
th

er
 a

rc
ha

eo
lo

gi
ca

l s
it

es
 in

 t
he

 W
el

lin
gt

on
 R

an
ge

, 
A

rn
he

m
 L

an
d 

(m
ap

 p
ro

du
ce

d 
by

 C
ar

to
G

IS
 A

N
U

)

The barely adequate site 105

D
r 

Ja
ck

 F
en

ne
r

Autumn 2019



0 10050

Number of researchers with regional expertise

Insight

Sharing knowledge, exchanging 
ideas and having conversations 
to inform decision‑making.

At ANU College of Asia and 
the Pacific we engage with leaders 
from government, business and 
industry to build enduring, trusting 
and innovative partnerships.

Work with the highest concentration  
of Asia-Pacific experts in the  
Southern Hemisphere.

Training

Delivering masterclasses, workshops 
and education programs for our 
current and future leaders. 

Partnership

Working in partnership to conduct new 
research, design policy solutions and 
achieve better business outcomes.
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Coral Bell School of Asia Pacific Affairs School of Regulation and Global Governance

Nada Jevtovic

Degree

Master of Criminology, Justice and Regulation

“My passion for the fight against crime, 
particularly anti-money laundering, 
has transformed into a lasting 
commitment in which I plan to dedicate 
all of my knowledge and skills.

This program not only equips me with the 
necessary skills for my future academic 
and professional endeavours, it exposes 
me to other academics whose passion 
I continue to be inspired by in my 
pursuit to enrich the research quality of 
criminology, justice and regulation.”

Current Students

Avnav Nayan Pujara

Degree

Master of International Relations

“I came to study International Relations at ANU 
to fulfill a childhood dream. I always knew that 
I wanted to study overseas and the first time 
I saw the ANU campus was such a moment 
of pride. The program has provided the best 
academic expertise and amazing opportunities 
for me to engage in contemporary content 
as a student. I’ve learnt to read extensively, 
compare and cross-compare arguments 
of various scholars, read in between the 
lines, analyse, and form my own opinion 
regarding past and current world events.”
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Kate Hooper

Degree

Master of Environmental 
Management and Development

Position 

At the time of writing – Project Financial 
Analyst at Windlab (an international 
wind farm development company). 
Currently Associate (Programmes and 
Innovation) at the Carbon Trust.

“One of the best things about the program 
was looking at issues from different 
perspectives and considering new ways 
of tackling problems through effective 
policy. Environmental and development 
problems are complex, and multifaceted, 
so we need to employ multi-disciplinary 
perspectives to develop practical solutions.”

Craig Robinson

Degree

Master of Asian and Pacific Studies

Position 

Senior policy officer at the Department 
of Foreign Affairs and Trade.

“The Master of Asian and Pacific Studies 
program provided me with in-depth 
knowledge of the social, economic and 
political backdrop that helped me understand 
where this region came from, where it is 
going, and how we can understand and start 
to address a problem like food insecurity.”

Alumni

Crawford School of Public Policy School of Culture, History and Language
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ANU College of Asia and the Pacific 
is the leading centre for research 
and teaching on the world’s 
most dynamic region.

The College combines disciplinary expertise with regional 
and policy focus to explore, understand and answer the 
challenges facing society now and into the future.

Research and teaching at the College is centred around five key 
themes that are designed to support transformative social change:

ÎÎ Development

ÎÎ Security

ÎÎ Governance

ÎÎ Sustainability and Prosperity

ÎÎ Culture and Identity.

Focusing on Asia and the Pacific ensures the College can provide 
individuals, communities and governments with insight on the 
region that will profoundly reshape the world we live in. 

We encourage you to engage with our community 
and find out more about the consequential work 
of the College of Asia and the Pacific.

 	 asiapacific.anu.edu.au

	 ANUasiapacific

 	 ANUasiapacific

 	 anu_asiapacific

	 ANU College of Asia & the Pacific
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