CSAA welcome to UNAUSTRALIA

by Paul Magee
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If things are 'un-Australian’ it must be because they come from UNAUSTRALIA.
Where is it?

Who lives there?

How does it come to be?

What is its past and what is its future?

As President of the Cultural Studies Association of Australasia, it is my great pleasure
to welcome you to our annual conference for 2006. The association comprises some
300 intellectuals and artists from across Australia, New Zealand and beyond.

While raising some very local questions of critique and desire, the theme is open to
international perspectives and interpretations.

Do other places have their own unplaces? What goes on there?

The topic of this year’s conference is UNAUSTRALIA.

What is this place?



The first thing to say about UNAUSTRALIA is that it does not exist. When I say that
UNAUSTRALIA does not exist, | mean ‘by any reasonable definition.” The point,
and the justification for having a conference on this theme, is that reasonable

definitions are often wrong.

Take the reasonable definition of unemployment that forms the basis of the Australian
Bureau of Statistics’ monthly unemployment rate. At present the figure is %4.7, a 30
year low.! John Quiggan, who sees unemployment as the Howard government’s
‘worst policy failure,” has argued that such figures are quite misleading.2 The fact is
that our statistical measures were introduced in the 1960s when the overwhelming
majority of jobs were full-time. There is no measure to distinguish between full and
part-time work. If you work one hour or more a week, you are counted as employed.
By including a measure of such underemployment in their statistics, the University of
Newcastle’s Centre of Full Employment and Equity gave an August 2006
unemployment rate of 9.45%.% Add disguised unemployment to that figure, taking
into account various forms of benefits and training that provide refuge for people who
would otherwise like to work, and you get something like 3 or 4 times the official
unemployment rate, if not more. In 2004, Quiggan was talking about 20%
unemployment among adult males.* As for the “skills shortage gripping this country,’
I would like to ask, in relation to the large numbers of unemployed young academics
represented by our association, just where is this skills shortage? From our
perspective, it seems entirely the other way round. There’s a jobs shortage afflicting
this country’s academic institutions. We have ample skills. What we lack is

employment.

That’s one UNAUSTRALIA: According to the reasonable definition our politicians
and commentators avail themselves of, there’s very few unemployed people in this
country. And yet there’s a large number in this very room. What’s more, these people
are subject to increasingly brutal measures by a government which believes that there

is no reasonable reason to be unemployed.
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As you’ll hear over the next few days, there are many, many UNAUSTRALIAS.
Another UNAUSTRALIA is as follows. It’s a zone we slip into at different moments

every day, and it’s a much better one.
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UNAUSTRALIA Co mmittee

Freya Bailes, Stephen Barrass, Greg Battye, Kristen Davis, Anita
Fitton, Geoff Hinchcliffe, David Kent, Paul Magee, Belinda Morrissey,
Margaret Russell, Hazel Smith, Bethaney, Turner, Jen Webb, Jordan

Williams, Ann Willis

UNAUSTRALIA Volunteers

Sarah Rice, Mar Khin, Traci Smith, Michael Dieter, Nathaniel Tkacz,

Elliot Cooper, Kaddie Pass, Eva D'ews Thomson, Greg Gould, Sara

Hanley, Grant Heino, Bec McCourtie, Lin Bang Ruan, Lyn Salapatas,
Jodie Vaile, Beth Hall.
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Conference Director

Paul Magee

Conference Managers

Jordan Williams

(alv co-ordination, financial planning, registration and stage management)

Kristen Davis

(general inquiries and stage management)

Volunteers Co-ord in ator

Freya Bailes

Refereeing Manager

Jenni Craik

Catering and Keynote Co-ordi nator

Bethaney Turner

Corpor ate Identity

Creative Director: Anita Fitton (Studio management, project co-ordination,
supervision of students enrolled in the Special Studies in Design and Architecture
Consultancy Project)

Enrolled students working on project:

Phuong Tran, Anne Bellchambers, Stephanie Carruthers, Peta
Stammel, Ryan Clayton
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UNAUSTRALIA On -line Gallery of Creative Works
Director: Stephen Barrass
Website Design: Elvis Richardson

Curatorial panel: Stephen Barrass, Paul Magee, Jordan Williams, Jenn
Webb, Hazel Smith, Francesca Rendle-short

Fashion and Dress in UNAUSTRALIA Workshop
Convenor: Jenni Craik

Support: Jordan Williams

UNAUSTRALIA Website
Design: Geoff Hinchcliffe
Programming: Sam Hinton

Content: Paul Magee

Content Subco mmittee

Paul Magee, Belinda Morrissey, Hazel Smith, Bethaney Turner, Jordan
Williams

Operations Subco mmittee

Freya Bailes, Belinda Morrissey, Bethaney Turner, Jordan Williams

Catering:

http://www.idelic.com.au/index.htm
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Above are the people who brought this conference into being. The experience of
creative collaboration this has involved reminds me that actually most of the things
we do, including most of the things we do in the workplace, have nothing to do with
the maximisation of individual profits. When you are collaboratively working on
something as crazy as a conference on the theme of UNAUSTRALIA which features
a cocktail party in the Australian Parliament House on the last sitting day of
parliament for the year (both houses), you realise that it’s not just about what you can
get out of it. The mirror ball we have virtually pegged to Parliament House on our
website is intended to invoke something of the radical alteration of hierarchies and
consciousnesses that characterises any good dance party. It’s my contention that that
is a truer model of what goes on at a conference, both in the planning and the being of
the event itself, than any market-inspired model of supplies and demands. This is not

a market. It, like so many moments of our everyday, is a communist phenomenon.

I’ve just outlined two different sorts of UNAUSTRALIA, one critical, the other
utopian. The first involves the naming of a wrong, a wrong that undercuts official
rhetorics of nationhood and value. The other UNAUSTRALIA comprises the

revelation of just what’s right, or even just what could be right, about this place.

The reason I've introduced the conference to you in these polar terms is that the 185
odd papers and keynotes we’ve programmed seem quite evenly divided between
critical, and utopian, interpretations of this term UNAUSTRALIA. Such is the
material you’re about to hear and discuss over the next three days at the University of
Canberra, The National Museum of Australia, and Parliament House. These things
can be unravelled dialectically of course and I hope that’s what we will over the next

few days proced to do. But it’s also important to dwell with the tension.

Thank you, and welcome to UNAUSTRALIA.
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! For the October 2006 figures, see the Australian Bureau of Statistics website, at:
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/allprimarymainfeatures/4AD7E0C1E66E
4FB6BCA25723C000ES8E7A?0opendocument . For the still lower November 2006
figures, see the latest update:
http://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/6202.0Main+Features1 Nov%2
02006?0OpenDocument

* “Economic Policy”, John Quiggan, in The Howard Years, Edited by Robert Manne,
Melbourne, Black Inc. Agenda, 2004, p.178.

3 “August 2006 CLMI: Unemployment falls, Underemployment rises - Overall
deterioration”, The Centre of Full Employment and Equity (CofFEE), University of
Newcastle, http://el.newcastle.edu.au/coffee/index.cfm Quoting from the website:
“The latest CLMI for August 2006 shows that the official unemployment rate has
fallen slightly from the May quarter (from 5.0 per cent to 4.7 per cent seasonally
adjusted). However, underemployment has now risen for the first time in more than a
year and is over 3 per cent in hours terms seasonally adjusted. The labour market is
clearly creating part-time hours of work which are not matching the desires of the
workforce. As a result, and despite the slight fall in official unemployment, the
overall CLMI underutilisation measure (CU8) has risen marginally to 9.5 (from 9.4
per cent in May). We expect this deterioration to worsen as the Sydney labour market
continues to contract and the impact of the recent interest rate hikes is yet to be felt.
Click to view the latest Summary CLMI Chart. To access the data, go to the CLMI
page and select options under national indicators. You can then download the data
tables into any normal word or spreadsheet application. The four detailed quarterly
CLMI publications for August 2006 are now available for download: CLMI Total
labour underutilisation ; CLMI underemployment by state and gender ; All CLMI
indicators by gender ; All CLMI indicators by state ; For earlier quarterly reports
consult the CLMI Catalogue “

* Quiggan, ‘Economic Policy’, p.179.
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