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Life after A unty
Bureaucrat, broadcaster, zvriter, feminist— 

Wendy McCarthy zvas one of Australia's most 
prominent women of the 80s. After her unsuc

cessful make-or-break bid for the chair of the 
ABC, she’s taking stock. K itty Eggerking spoke 

to her in Sydney.

Wendy McCarthy began her 
working life in the 1960s as a 
teacher. Since then she has been 
a newspaper columnist, film 
consultant, author, and radio 
commentator. She was for six 
years the executive officer of the 
Family Planning Association. 
From 1983 to 1991 she was 
deputy chair of the ABC; she is 
now the executive director of 
the National Trust.

Do you regret announcing that you 
would leave the ABC if they didn't 
make you chair?

No. At least six months before the end 
of my term I'd thought very deeply 
about where 1 wan ted to be in the ABC. 
I decided there were no more challen
ges in being deputy chair. But I also felt 
it would have been churlish of me not 
to put my hat into the ring to be chair 
since I've spent half my life telling 
other women to do that. It wasn't an 
entirely attractive proposition for me 
because I thought, as chair, it would be 
very difficult to make some of the 
changes I would want to make in the 
ABC. But when I decided to apply I 
had already made my own commit
ment to changing other parts of my life 
if I got the job.

The only pain was parting with an 
organisation that I love very dearly, 
like an old friend or lover. There was 
no other regret. If I'd continued as 
deputy there would have been no con
trol of who else was on the board. I’ve 
always had a strong view that the ABC 
board should represent the interests 
not just of the nation that it serves but 
also of the constituencies it serves. The 
ABC has an extraordinary investment

in ideas and the arts, so top people on 
the board should be those with a good 
history in music and the arts and in 
ideas.

In business, they put people in as 
deputy to train them for six to eight 
years. Not only does that give you 
experience, you also get to know the 
culture of the organisation, you get to 
know where the gremlins are and 
where the good fairies are, and you 
find out where the resources are. 
People can't trick you. You have your 
finger on the pulse. I had my finger 
more on the pulse of the ABC than any 
other board I've been on. But that's not 
how appointments happen in the 
public sector.

Is the ABC becoming management- 
heavy, at the expense of bright and 
creative young people?

I'm not sure about that. I said when I 
stopped being a director in June that I 
wouldn't sit and offer advice from the 
sidelines. But my observation in 
general of creative corporate struc
tures like the ABC is that there is a 
tendency to manage the creative 
people and be accountable. I've al
ways taken the view that the ABC at 
its best is in a state of harmonious 
anarchy. Everyone knows what to do 
and how to do it, and you don't need 
a lot of top-heavy management. You 
never have, any more than in a good 
advertising agency. Advertising agen
cies which corporatised in the last five 
years and went for high-paid, high- 
profile managemen t ha ve mostly gone 
broke or have gone back to smaller, 
creative units.

A paper was recently circulated 
within the ABC on the employment 
and promotion of women in broad
casting. It seems to have been hotly

debated in the ABC; some men have 
been saying "we're not back to this 
again are we?"

Well, we are, and they'd better remem
ber it. The greatest contribution that's 
been made to women and broadcast
ing recently is Monica Attard. In the 
first place it was an extraordinary 
achievement for Monica to get to Mos
cow— and Heather Ewart to 
Washington—because they are very 
coveted posts. Neither of those 
women would want to acknowledge 
that it had anything to do with their 
gender. They are extremely com
petent, and it was good that they were 
women. t

I am surprised at the reaction to that 
internal paper, but then I suppose I 
shouldn't be, because what happens 
when one or two women get up into 
positions is that people sit back and 
say, "they've had their turn now". 
What that piece of research shows is 
the insidious sexism at the junior 
levels where people are struggling to 
make a basic wage in an area that they 
love. They're not necessarily trying to 
be the high flyers.

The men are threatened, and rightly 
so, because there are an awful lot of 
extremely talented women who want 
to do things that they could never 
have dreamed of in another life. 
They're going to be better than mostof j 
the men because they're so deter
mined. There's a strong network of 
women in ABC radio and TV now,and 
they won't let too many people walk 
over them.

Perhaps they're not so preoccupied 
with egos and power.

That's right. It's the same with women 
teachers. They were always interested 
in being extremely good in the class- 1 
room, less interested earlier on i# 
being principals, but now of courss 
they can see that the reason for being 
a principal is to make things happen !

Issues like child care and abortioa 
are cropping up again; it makes one 
wonder i f  anything at all has 
changed. Have women made many 
gains over the past few years?
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The changes are twofold. The psychic 
culture has changed so that child care 
is now a legitimate topic to discuss 
and take action on. I resented having 
to keep pushing it for a couple of years 
because I was sick of being the only 
woman doing my bit in all-boy 
gatherings. I felt resentful, too, when 
people thought that was all I could do. 
In a way they used that to denigrate 
my other skills. I found that very ir
ritating and so I gave it a lower 
priority for a year; but I found when I 
ducked it for a year or so the issue 
started to slip away again.

Idedded it was going to happen in the 
ABC, and it has happened in the ABC. 
I decided that I had to pursue it and 
show that it could happen. Otherwise 
1 was going to be seen as another waft 
of hot air, a temporary aberration, that 
came across the scene and changed 
nothing. That's the real challenge for 
women who get put into positions of 
influence. It's very hard because 
you're constantly denigrated for stick
ing up for women.

Does it distress you that in 1991 we 
are once more having an abortion 
debate?

There's no end to this campaign — 
and the approach is much more 
sophisticated this time around be
cause they're just looking to close 
down die private clinics. Most people 
don't have access to the experience of 
South Australia or the ACT, where 
abortions are conducted in public 
hospitals. They don't know how hard 
it is to get a pregnancy terminated in a 
public hospital. Many chief executives 
of public hospitals are very much part 
of the Catholic public service base; 
they're mostly very conservative, 
mostly male and mostly one-industry 
experienced people. They won't make 
things happen in an area that has any
thing to do with philosophy or morals. 
They just want a straight accounting 
equation.

The interesting thing is that they think 
they can wear out a generation like 
mine. But I know my daughter will 
fight independently for those rights 
too and I know she'll march with me 
and be proud to do so. I actually think 
my sons would too. It's a less pas
sionate thing for them but they're 
philosophically on side.

How much do you think young 
people know of the old fights and 
struggles?

I don't think they are greatly aware of 
them, and certainly not aware of the 
passions they aroused. But 1 don't 
think that matters too much; what 
matters is that they recognise when 
the rights that were won for them are 
threatened and when they must stand 
up and defend them. Their fights will 
be different in degree and style. Child 
care is still a very big issue. When I was 
marching in the streets with my first
born, I remember women saying 
"you'll be lucky if you get child care in 
her lifetime". At the time I thought 
they were hopeless pessimists, but it's 
true; she's now 23. It will be a very big 
battle for women her age if they decide 
they want to have children. It hasn't 
become much easier at all.

Do you worry that this generation is 
losing any sense of optimism that it 
might have had?

The interesting thing is that we are 
now parenting for much longer, in 
order to keep that optimism there. 
That's fine for people like me who 
have good jobs and enough money to 
do it, a house and a reasonably secure 
emotional life. But what about the 
parents for whom life is a struggle, 
who are unemployed and so on? The 
mothers are mostly the ones who have 
to manage all that emotional baggage. 
How they cope under that great stress, 
I don't know.

Perhaps one problem in Australian 
society is that people feel powerless?

I grew up believing you couldn't 
change anything, that it was all pre-or
dained; it came as a great surprise to 
me when I wanted to start changing 
things that the changes happened. 
And I've had a great run at being able 
to change the things that I passionate
ly wanted to change. Is it just that I've 
been lucky? Is it harder for other 
people? The first two areas where I 
tried to change something were a 
residents' action movement and abor
tion law reform. And later in 
childbirth education. I suspect that 
people feel not so much powerless as 
over-governed now. That mightbe the 
difference. I certainly still believe I 
can change things.

KITTY EGGERKING works in the 
Centre for Independent Journalism at 
the University of Technology, Sydney.
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Cosm etic Solution
The Beauty Myth, by Naomi Wolf 
(Chatto and Windus, 1990). 
Reviewed by Annette Corrigan.

Naomi Wolf has written this 
book, I suspect, with an inten
tion to shock. If Western women 
were lapsing into complacency 
about the liberation and 
equality they have achieved in 
the past 20 years, Wolf certainly 
provides a jolt of evidence to 
argue that such complacency is 
unwarranted.

She concedes that second wave 
feminism has been an important 
period of social change in which 
women have experienced greater op
portunities to escape the constraints of 
domesticity and redefine their roles as 
more than wives, mothers and 
homemakers. However, she argues 
that women's new freedoms have 
been countered by an even more cruel 
and oppressive form of social control 
that has escalated in the last 20 years— 
die 'beauty myth'.

The beauty myth refers to those cul
tural practices and values which 
designate a woman's appearance as 
the most important criterion by which 
her femininity, her sexuality, and even 
her right to be considered a normal 
and acceptable human being are 
judged. The book exposes the beauty 
myth through a detailed critique of 
those industries whose survival is de
pendent upon the construction and 
maintenance of the myth: that is, those 
industries concerned with fashion and 
cosmetics, dieting, health and fitness, 
cosm etic surgery, advertising, 
women's magazines, and pornog
raphy.

Wolf relendessly documents the statis
tics on eating disorders, the economic 
drain of personal maintenance, the 
degrading effects of pornography, the 
mutilation of cosmetic surgery, the im
agery and propaganda of advertising 
and examples of women's willingness 
to submit themselves to beauty prac
tices which consume precious time,

energy and money. She paints a pic
ture of women's entrapment in an op
pressive and vicious circle of 
self-hatred, anxiety, pain, shame, 
humiliation, hunger, weakness and 
disability. The injustice, she argues, is 
not only that such negative states in 
women are tolerated, considered nor
mal or unproblematic and often even 
applauded, as exemplified by the 
frivolous cliche that Tjeauty knows no 
pain'; it is that the myth promotes the 
notion that women's access to love, 
attention, warmth, security, sexual 
pleasure, social value, social accep
tance and self-esteem is contingent 
upon their conformity to certain 
prescribed standards of femininity. 
While women have to earn their right 
to sexual identity and pleasure, for 
men such things are inalienable rights 
and unquestionable givens.

Wolf claims the beauty myth has 
grown more potent in the last genera
tion because women's self-assertion 
and pursuance of their rights have 
brought the sexes "too dose for the 
comfort of the powerful". By seducing 
women into a way of thinking and 
behaving which focuses their atten
tion on what they look like, the beauty 
myth ultimately reinstates their sub
servience to men and to cultural 
values that limit female freedom. As 
such, the beauty myth is "a violent 
backlash to feminism" and a means by 
which the sex war is sustained. Instead 
of women's homes existing as their 
prisons, now it is their bodies, a more 
difficult place from which to escape.

Wolf does not present a very pretty 
scenario of the position women are in 
right now. She depicts women as vic
tims of the beauty myth and as unwit
ting partidpants in a form of sodal 
control designed to subordinate them. 
She speaks of "beauty addiction" and 
builds a picture of women as helpless
ly and uncontrollably dependent 
upon activities and products which 
offer only false or temporary pleasure 
and fulfilment. The image on the front 
cover is of a naked woman bound in 
shackles—an image which Wolf sus
tains with use of language such as 
entrapm ent, im prisonm ent and
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enslavement to describe women's 
relation to the beauty myth.

This imagery is a problem, however, 
because it assumes that all women are 
on the receiving end of a one-way 
process of oppression, discrimination 
and victimisation. Wolf gives no con
sideration to the ways in which 
women themselves negotiate situa
tions where their bodies have become 
a very significant site of political strag
gle. For example, when she deals with 
die topic of eating disorders, she fails 
to engage with what is now quite a 
substantial fem inist body of 
knowledge about the Resistance and 
rebellion entailed in anorexia nervosa. 
Instead, she likens dieting behaviour 
to the trances and chants of bizarre 
religious cults, suggesting that 
women are brainwashed and in
doctrinated into rituals of bodily 
transformation. In so doing, she 
reduces the complex nature of eating 
disorders to instances of "thought con
trol".

At the outset. Wolf denies that she ii 
suggesting a conspiracy theory; how
ever, throughout the book die give) 
the reader every reason to see con
spiracy. Sometimes the conspirator* 
are men in general—but mostly it is 
the beauty industries, who cleverly 
lull women into a state of severe dis
satisfaction with their bodies. Adver
tising is a major culprit in this state of 
affairs. Wolf daims it leads to obses
sive and irrational responses in other
wise com petent and successful 
women who nevertheless remain 
"painfully receptive" to what their 
magazines tell them. Yet this argu
ment ignores a plethora of work on 
representation and subjectivity 
(feminist and otherwise) which has 
shown this kind of causal oonnectta 
between media images and human be
haviour to be simplistic and deter 
minist. To depict women as passive 
sponges who soak up advertising | 
propaganda is to refuse to allow any 
agency, or power of negotiation to the 
female consumer.

Despite the absences and problematic 
assumptions and conclusions of Ik
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Beauty Myth, Wolf's book is unique 
and therefore valuable for the way in 
which it brings together a host of up
dated statistics, survey findings, 
reports, medical research and other 
evidence of women's engagement 
with the beauty industries. For in
stance, she draws upon a range of 
sources to provide evidence of the ex
tent of eating disorders in America. 
She cites figures suggesting that one 
million American women each year 
become anorexic or bulimic; 150,000 
American women die of anorexia an
nually; on college campuses up to 20% 
of women students are anorexic; 20% 
of college women binge and purge on 
a regular basis; 5-15% of hospitalised 
anorexics die in treatment, giving the 
disease one of the highest fa tality rates 
of a mental illness and 40-50% of 
anorexics never completely recover. 
Until Wolf's book, this type of 
documentation of evidence from mul
tiple and various sources was hard to 
gnd.

Despite the picture of gloom and 
doom she paints in the first seven 
chapters, Wolf ends her book on an 
optimistic note in chapter e igh t 
Called "Beyond the Beauty Myth", 
here she suggests some ways out of 
this horrible prison in which women 
have been interned. The essence of her 
solution is for women to find: "a new 
way to see", to refuse to accept that 
beauty is their passport to confidence, 
sexuality and self-regard and to find 
pleasure in themselves and each other 
by appreciating and celebrating the 
multitude of dimensions of their 
female selves. She does not advocate 
that women abandon beauty al
together but, rather, that they work 
towards "a pro-woman definition of 
beauty". This will happen when the 
high stakes which now rest on physi
cal appearance are removed and that 
practices like adornment simply be
come play—something that doesn't 
matter.

How to get from here to there is not 
dear. Wolf seems to suggest that sub
version will happen when women be
come aware of the myth and can 
consciously fight the ways it operates 
against them. The conclusion seems 
too optimistic from the arguments 
resented in the previous chapters, 
or if women are as successfully 

J duped as she suggests, and given tire 
! relatively small number she will be

able to influence through her book, 
then this feminist subversion is look
ing rather like an uphill battle, if not a 
lost cause already.

The Beauty Myth is aimed at a popular 
audience and is not intended as an 
academic text which, to some extent, 
accounts for its theoretical limitations. 
However, the problem remains that 
feminist attempts to politicise beauty 
still need a more subtle and sophisti
cated analysis of the problem than 
Wolf provides. This does not have to 
mean esoteric and inaccessible 
academic prose. Rather, there needs to

be an exploration of the possible mul
tiple interpretations of women's 
engagements with beauty practices; a 
recognition of the ways in which 
women already negotiate and resist 
their sexual objectification and subor
dination; and a consideration of the 
ambiguities and contradictions in 
women's everyday lives as they ac
tively take part in the construction of 
femininity and its meanings in con
temporary Western culture.

ANNETTE CORRIGAN teaches in 
humanities at Griffith University.

T H E

N A O M I  WO L F
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Trending Down
Fading Loyalties: The 
Australian Labor Party and the 
Working Class, by Andrew Scott 
(Pluto Press, 1991). Reviewed by 
David McKnight

At the 1990 election, as its cen
tenary year approached, the 
ALP received its lowest primary 
vote for 60 years. At the same 
time Labor was undergoing one 
of the most divisive debates of 
the Hawke government: 
whether to privatise a number 
of longstanding public corpora
tions.

Within the party there was a crisi sboth 
of morale and of numbers. Member
ship has dropped to a very low level 
and complaints that branch members 
are ignored are far from confined to 
traditional critics from the Left.

Andrew Scott's valuable book charts 
the measurable dimensions of Labor's 
crisis— the trends in membership and 
sodal composition. The author was 
given access to membership records in 
a number of states, and they form the 
foundation of the book. However, 
while the raw figures tell a tale, there 
is also an important context.

In modem Australia the proportion of 
wage and salary earners within the 
population is greater than ever before. 
But as Scott points out "They have 
been increasingly fragmented along 
the lines of occupation, gender, eth- 
nidty and age. Inequalities within 
their ranks and between them and 
welfare reapients have been visibly 
multiplied." Poverty is now most 
often the consequence of family break
down or age, rather than being a semi
permanent feature of working-class

Yet Labor has been grappling for 
decades with problems that have a 
familiar ring— without success. Even 
Arthur Calwell in the 1960s was 
saying that Labor had to accept "new 
hopes, new tastes and new desires", 
and to understand that "the age of the

The Australian Labor Parly 
Andrew Scott and the Working Class

affluent sodety ...poses a whole new 
range of problems for the Labor 
Party". (Though he went on to state 
that "we view with bewilderment the 
expenditure of vast sums on trivia and 
gim m icks", and to deplore "the 
materialist outlook" which was, "sad 
to say, quite marked among many of 
our young people".)

Yet it's not all bleak. In spite of the 
continued domination of older Anglo 
men, the 1980s saw women for the first 
time voting Labor in the same propor
tion as men, while the 1970s had seen 
Labor cement m ajority support 
among migrants from non-English 
speaking backgrounds.

But these changes are not generally 
reflected in the kind of people who

Ein the ALP. True, women are now a 
gher proportion of members than 

ever before. Yet, as Scott points out, 
this has been connected to a quite 
separate phenomenon: the dispropor
tionately large number of profes
sionals and semi-professionals who 
have joined.

Some migrant groups have joined in 
large numbers, yet often this is con
nected to branch-stacking exerdses 
where family and ethnic community

networks are rolled out to provide 
numbers for one faction or other. Be
cause this is so much a part of the 
traditional Labor culture of patronage 
and favours, it might be argued it is no 
different from the enrolment of blue- 
collar party faithful for the same pur
pose in the 1950s and earlier — but 
somehow I find it more artificial and 
cynical.

In terms of membership participation 
as a whole Scott paints a picture of

Erotraded decline. While population 
as grown steadily and the Labor vote 

has at least grown in absolute terms, 
party membership ha’s been static 
That is to say, in relative terms it has 
fallen drastically.

Scott rightly attributes this in part to a 
decline in the belief that politics and 
parties can make a difference to 
people's lives, and partly in a failure 
on Labor's part to culturally adapt 
The starkest figures are those for 
membership by occupation. (The fol
lowing figures are from NSW, but the 
Victorian figures are comparable.) In 
1961, the proportion of "professional* 
and paraprofessionals" in the ALP 
was roughly equivalent to that in 
sodety as a whole (9% and 7% res pet 
lively). By 1981, however, the same 
group comprised 24% of ALP mem
bership but only 10% of the workforce.
In 1961 plant and machine operators, 
drivers and labourers comprised 23% 
of Labor's membership, and 16% of 
the workforce; in 1981 the respective 1 
figures were 11% and 14%. The 
proportion of tradespeople in Labor 
membership likewise more than 
halved between 1961 and 1981 (23% 
and 10%), while the proportion in the 
workforce fell only marginally (12% to 
10%). At the same time the blue-collar 
membership of the ALP has aged 
steadily.

The pattern among migrant members 
is perhaps less gloomy. In 1961 only ) 
7% of members in NSW sampled had 
recog nisably non Anglo-Celtic sur
names; by 1981 the figure had risen to 
14% in NSW and by 1986 to 22% in 
Victoria. However, as Scott notes* 
"this is less spectacular than the
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change in the electorate at large", 
while "few of the ALP members from 
non-English speaking backgrounds 
were drawn from manual jobs where 
migrant men and women are most 
likely to be found".

The worst possible interpretation of 
these figures is that "trendies" have 
driven "workers" out of the ALP. Yet, 
u Scott's research shows the major 
loss in blue collar membership was in 
the 1950s and 1960s, while the new 
white collar constituency only really 
emerged in the late 1960s with the as

cension of Whitlam, and the rise of the 
anti-Vietnam War movement

Scott draws conclusions from this re
search which I find sensible but some
how inadequate. They include 
opposition to attempts to break the 
union nexus, support for the 
democratisation of structures and the 
creation of special interest branches, 
and a healthy scepticism about large- 
scale union amalgamations. Yet solu
tions will not necessarily be found 
simply by improving the participation 
of Labor's traditional constituencies 
— a point which Scott seems to accept, 
but which he never follows through.

There is a crisis of what Labor stands 
for, as well as of what it means in 
practical political terms to stand for a 
range of progressive values. Part of the 
solution lies in analysing why it is that 
Labor's declining primary vote has 
not simply swung over the conserva
tive parties. Rather it has been ex
pressed in support for independents 
and the Democrats. But teasing out the 
scope of this phenomenon is under
standably beyond the scope of Fading 
Loyalties — as it is of this review.

DA VID McKNIGHT U a researcher for
ABC TV's Four Corners.

Fear of Women
Amongst Women by John Mc- 
Gahern (Faber and Faber 1990). 
Reviewed by Jane Sutton.

Amongst Women, shortlisted for the 
Booker Prize in 1990, is a disturbing 
novel. The opening descriptions of the 
preparations for Monaghan Day at the 
Moran household in Broadmeadow, 
an Irish village, suggest a sweeping 
tale of political and family life, or a 
detailed exploration of Irish village 
life will follow. But Amongst Women is 
actually a telling and claustrophobic 
study of a patriarch and the emotional 
and physical violence he inflicts on his 
family.

John McGahem is a writer interested 
in the dynamics of power and control 
between men and women. Amongst 
Women is at its most powerful and 
disturbing in its exploration of these 
dynamics.

Moran, the central figure, is an Irish 
Republican and had been a figure in 
the IRA. However, the connection be
tween the fierce emotional tensions of 
family life and the Irish situation pro
vide a background but not the sinister 
focus of the book.

The women of the title are Moran's 
new wife, Rose, and his daughters 
Mona, Sheila and Maggie, Moran's 
mood swings and physical violence 
towards his sons keep the women in a 
constant state of fear.

The rituals of the Catholic religion, 
such as the saying of Grace and the 
Rosary at times of the day dictated by 
him are the ways in which Moran ex
erts his control over the women.

The reader is given a disturbing sense 
of the psychic as well as physical space 
in which M oran, his wife and 
daughters live, and the means by 
which Moran makes the house his 
domain. Not only does he create the 
sense of time by which they measure 
their lives by the use of the Catholic 
ritual; he also constructs and controls 
the space in which they live.

Following a fight with Moran, Rose 
retreats to the bedroom and closes the 
door. Moran insists his daughters 
open it. He proceeds to declaim the 
Rosary in his wife's hearing, thus 
negating her separate existence out
side his mental space.

The title, Amongst Women, suggests 
that Moran may only exist inside the 
definition of the group of women

which makes up his family. Moran's 
violence is a response to his fear of 
female power as described through 
his son Michael's first sexual ex
perience. When Michael's girlfriend 
Nell is:

...ready for her own 
pleasure...such was her strength that 
he was frightened. She shouted, 
seized him roughly at the hips and 
forced him to move.

Michael can't "comprehend" Nell's 
behaviour. It is Moran's fear of being 
engulfed by a femaleness he cannot 
comprehend that brings him to his 
hideous use of emotional and physical 
violence within his family.

Amongst Women is a brave and dis
turbing novel. Brave to deal with the 
difficult issue of the dynamics of 
violence and power within a family, 
and disturbing because 1 am not con
vinced the author is aware of the fis
sures in his text which vent this terror 
and fear of women through the ex
ploration of the violence and control 
of the central character of Moran.

JANE SUTTON is a Sydney freelance 
writer.
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Traffic Snarls
Gridlock, by Ben Elton (Mac
donald, 1991). Reviewed by Adam  
Kerezsy.

It was probably the television series 
The Young Ones which first gave 
Australians a taste of Ben Elton's 
humour. Who can forget the episode 
when Neil was sneezing great gobs of 
green goo into plastic garbage bags 
which the others had affixed to his 
head? It was a zany show featuring 
exaggerated characters and more 
blatant, uninhibited one-liners than 
most of us have had sexual inter
course. It was addictive, too, because 
beneath all the over-the-top gags ran 
an undercurrent of truth. We all recog
nised little bits of ourselves in Rik, 
Mike, Vivian and Neil, and those who 
were willing to recognise the most no 
doubt laughed the loudest

Elton's second novel, Gridlock, has, in 
common with all his previous work, 
an uncanny understanding of human 
weaknesses and an ability to wring 
them for all they are worth. It is the 
story of a spastic scientist, a cripple, a 
bum-licking politician, the bigwigs of 
the American auto industry and, in a 
nutshell, it is about cars. Lots of cars.

Anybody who has spent any time in a 
traffic jam will know that the practice

of sitting, alone, in a car, behind count
less other cars all going to roughly the 
same place and burning up kilolitres 
of fossil fuels in the process is an ab
surd way to conduct one's life, and 
Elton pushes the idiotic mentality of 
his fellow humans to hitherto un
known extremes. Geoffrey Peason, the 
spastic scientist—obviously with 
more of a finger on the pulse than the 
rest of the human population—in
vents an engine which runs on 
hydrogen: an engine which could 
change the course of history. The only 
problem with his invention is that 
quite a lot of people—mainly those 
growing fat on the profits of oil, steel 
and all the other bits which make up 
cars—would dearly love to see both 
Geoffrey and his ideas bum eternally 
in hell.

The many sub-plots range from Geof
frey trying unsuccessfully to have it 
off with his crippled friend Deborah, 
to MP Digby Parkhurst's attempts to 
come to term 9 with having his 
homosexuality scrawled all over the 
Sunday papers. Elton has always got 
a lot of mileage out of grotty litde 
people trying to plook each other, and 
Gridlock continues this tradition. In 
other words, don't be put off if you 
don't like the idea of a hilarious book 
about cars—the hilarity has long

enough tentacles to cover pretty well 
everything.

Like every good thriller, Gridlock has 
plenty of murders, weaponry and ac
tion to keep the punters amused. 
Geoffrey's plans change hands many 
times in the 360-page battle The last 
chase scene (which involves an in- 
jured man, a pistol and a mad New 
Yorker in a wheelchair) is played out 
against the backdrop of a huge grid
lock which cripples Londoners, their 
cars and London itself for three days.

Elton's comic wizardry makes 
Gridlock an entertaining read but, as 
with all good humour, it is the 
author's concerns regarding the more 
serious aspects of his subject which 
turn it into cutting satire. Nowadays 
in a position where he oould make a 
fortune sim ply by producing 
autographed toilet rolls, Elton has in
stead chosen to use his powerful im
agination to again produce an 
intricate and thoroughly entertaining 
story. If you read it and find yourself 
scratching your head and thinking, 
"Why the hell are we all such fools? 
or something similar, you're not the 
only one.

ADAM KEREZSY is a Sydney 
petrol-pump attendant
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