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Avid WhatsApp users, my family’s latest message comes as I write. It is not the usual snapshots 
of Hakka peasant dishes of their culinary attempts, of a grandchild’s birthday, or a European tour 
to celebrate a wedding anniversary. The COVID19 pandemic has put a stop to overseas travelling, 
so people’s attention turns to what is happening at home. Malaysians, fractured by ethnic 
division and power struggles within the ruling party Barisan Nasional, are being put to the test. 
$VWRQLVKLQJO\��D�NLQG�RI�&29,'�QDWLRQDOLVP�KDV�DULVHQ��D�IHHOLQJ�WKDW�0DOD\VLDQV�DUH�¶LQ�LW�WRJHWKHU·�
as the pandemic does not select its victims along racial lines. In one of the photos, my brother and 
sister and their spouses are waiting for their COVID19 shots at the Malaya University Hospital 
vaccination centre. The waiting hall is sparse and orderly, everyone—Malays, Chinese, Indians
—wear masks and social distancing breaks the usual Third World chaos. My family is proud of 
getting the vaccine. “We have received the shots earlier than you in Sydney,” my sister writes. 
The pandemic has brought out the best in people; ethnic dissension is replaced by a sentiment of 
collective purpose. It has achieved what the state has failed since independence in 1957. COVID-
nationalism is nationalism of amnesia. The ethnic grievances and contentions are for the time 
being forgotten. Perhaps this is an immigrant’s fancy; people in the home country deserve to live in 
SHDFH��<HW�WKH�WUDQTXLOOLW\�DW�WKH�XQLYHUVLW\�FOLQLF�IHHOV�DZNZDUG��OLNH�ZKHQ�\RX�¶MDFN�UDEELW·�UHVWDUW�
your car that has broken down on the highway. You are lucky, but you do well to remember the 
incident, the serenity may not last, the car might stop again.

LIFELINE 
´7KH� 1DWLRQDO� ������ 1HZ� $XVWUDOLDQ� $UW� LV� D� FHOHEUDWLRQ� RI� FRQWHPSRUDU\� $XVWUDOLDQ� DUW�µ� WKH�
exhibition website usefully informs. “The third in a series of biennial survey exhibitions, it showcases 
work being made across the country by artists of different generations and cultural backgrounds.”1 

Thirty-nine artists were commissioned to produce new work that would respond “to the times in 
which they live, presenting observations that are provocative, political and poetic.”2 True to the 
FXUDWRULDO�VWDWHPHQW��WKH�H[KLELWLRQ�ZDV�RYHUZKHOPLQJ�LWV�UDQJH�RI�DUWLVWV�DQG�VXEMHFWV��LW�ZDV�HSLF��
DQG�H[SUHVVO\�SROLWLFDO��7KH�SURJUHVVLYH�DJHQGDV³IURP�VRFLDO�MXVWLFH�WR�GLYHUVLW\��IURP�DQWL�UDFLVP�WR�
addressing the social deprivation of the Aboriginal communities—pulled you in and thumped you 
with their feverish expression. 
 The National�ZDV�ÀUVW�RSHQHG�LQ�������LWV�RULJLQDO�DLPV�ZHUH�WR�FRPPLVVLRQ�QHZ�$XVWUDOLDQ�
art that observes “moments in our collective histories,”3 and would “in some modest way shape the 
conditions of our immediate futures.”4 These aims have not changed. As Matt Cox, of The National 
2021�FXUDWRULDO�WHDP�RSLQHV��´>:@H�ÀQG�LQ�WKLV�WKLUG�LWHUDWLRQ�SUDFWLFHV�WKDW�VKDUH�WLPH�ZLWK�WKH�SDVW�
and remain, despite post-modern and post-truth cynicism, optimistic of the transformative value 
of art.”5 The other curators, evident in their essays, comradely aligned themselves with Cox’s 
sentiment. Much of The National 2021 was an emanation of what it boldly proclaimed. The over-
DPELWLRQ�� WKH� WKHRUHWLFDO� ZURQJ�KHDGHGQHVV�� WKH� VZHHSLQJ� /HIWLVP�� WKH� FRQÀGHQW� IXQFWLRQDOLVP�
�´WKH�WUDQVIRUPDWLYH�YDOXH�RI�DUWµ���WKH\�VWDONHG�HYHU\�VWHS�RI�WKH�FXUDWRULDO�DSSURDFK�WKDW�FKDSHURQHG�
the audience at their viewing. To the overwhelmed audience however, Cox has thrown a lifeline, 
through his essay ‘Sharing time with the past and caring for the future’, but the assuring tone is 
VHOI�XQGHUPLQLQJ��7KH�´SRVW�PRGHUQ�DQG�SRVW�WUXWK�F\QLFLVPµ�DSSHDUV�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SDUDJUDSK��EXW�
WKH�ULQJLQJ�ZRUGV�VRXQG�OLNH�D�UXVK�WR�MXGJHPHQW��3RVW�PRGHUQ�LV�QRW�SRVW�WUXWK��$V�IRU�F\QLFLVP��LW�
belittles the grand philosophic suspicion of postmodernism and post-structuralism which, though 
impoverished in historical materialism, derive their analytical thrust from post-Marxism. In the 
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YDVW�DQG�XQHYHQ�WHUUDLQ��ZH�ÀQG�WRR�WKH�SRVWFRORQLDO�FULWLFV�RI�WKH�VXEDOWHUQ�VWXGLHV��DQG�WKH�ZRUN�
of Edward Said, always a blend of brilliant insight and promiscuous hope for the oppressed. Still, 
GHÀFLHQW�DFDGHPLFLVP�VKRXOG�QRW�KHUH�PDWWHU��DUW�SURIHVVLRQDOV�QHHG�QRW�JHW�LQWR�WKDW�UDFNHW�

PAST AND PRESENT 
In art writing, Cox believes, “there remains a risk of reciting formulaic interpretations of ‘our’ times 
as ‘challenging’, ‘uncertain’ and ‘unprecedented’, with the inference that we stand at the cusp of a 
rupture between present and past.”6 The ‘past in the present’ notion of history is a reminder that 
time’s passing does not brush off the cobwebs of yesteryears. The sentiment evokes the old despairs 
in Australia, the old wound of history festers. The National of 2021, as did that of the previous years, 
IHDWXUHG�SURPLQHQWO\�WKH�GHSULYDWLRQ�RI�,QGLJHQRXV�SHRSOH�VLQFH�%ULWLVK�FRORQL]DWLRQ��7KH�H[SHULHQFH�
persists; it is the language of resilience and adaptation, Cox believes, that denies the truth about its 
real effects. On this issue, The National 2021 called for a radical correction. And that is how it should 
be, what little ‘transformative power’ art can muster should address this issue of national trauma. 
 Yet, The National 2021 is a survey exhibition. It is meant to cover the latest in the Australian 
VRFLHW\�DV�UHÁHFWHG�E\�WKH��YLVXDO��DUWV��7KXV��DQ�HFXPHQLFDO�VODQW�LV�IRUFHG�XSRQ�LW��7KH�,QGLJHQRXV�
peoples’ painful past and present is of national concern—so is multiculturalism, refugees and 
LPPLJUDWLRQ�� LPSDFWV�RI� ODWH�FDSLWDOLVP�DQG�JOREDOL]DWLRQ��The National is pressed to show up the 
virulent effects of these national and global happenings. Clearly though, it does not see itself only as 
a survey. More ambitiously, it wants to submit what it sees as the pulse of the Australian nation as 
it lives through the past and present, in the context of local and transnational forces. All the same, it 
is “the national” that hangs most heavily over the exhibition. “The national” dictates the theme; it 
cannot sidestep the fraught notion of nation and nationalism. Its hands are tied, so to speak, by the 
progressive agendas it proudly proclaims. As it sets down the fault-lines of Australia’s social and 
SROLWLFDO�OLIH��LI�RQO\�WR�OLVW�WKH�ZURQJV�DQG�WKHLU�UHPHGLHV��ZKDW�ÀJXUHV�7KH�1DWLRQ�LV�WKH�FROOHFWLYH�
VWDLQ� RI� KRUURU³OHVV� MR\�� FRQWHQWPHQW� DQG� HYHQ� SDWULRWLVP�� ,W� FRPHV� DFURVV� DOPRVW� DV� DQ� DVLGH��
The National�KDV�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�DQ�LQFRQYHQLHQW�IDFW��7KH�1DWLRQ��DQ\�QDWLRQ��LV�QRW�UHFRJQL]HG�RQO\�E\�
LWV�IUDFWXUHV��LW�LV�PRUH�SRZHUIXOO\�LGHQWLÀHG�E\�WKH�VKDULQJ�RI�FXVWRPDU\�FRPPLWPHQWV�DQG�YDOXHV�
that give a nation a sense of solidity amongst its people. 

MAGICAL COMMUNITY 
7KH�1DWLRQ�LV�XS�WR�LWV�VOHHYH�LQ�WULFNHU\��D�VKLEEROHWK��FRQVWUXFWHG��D�PDGH�XS�MRE��\HW�LW�GHPDQGV�
from us obeyance and loyalty. We are sentimental about our nation, and in the right circumstances, 
will easily set ourselves against our collective enemies. In Imagined Communities (2007), Benedict 
Anderson sets out the social and historical conditions that explain how and why we take The Nation 
for real.7 The book is replete with terms like “dream,” “sleep,” “awakening,” “invention,” “fantasy” 
as it explores the nature of nationalism, particularly in modern Southeast Asia. The idea of The Nation 
is lodged in the cavern of secrets. When allied with the state, nation or nation-state, it comes across 
as something we know, yet it’s true appearance and purposes we can barely latch on to. “Imagined 
Communities” is an enticing title, but a substantial part of the book describes the institutions—the 
state apparatus, the print media and so on—that are at least half the reason why nationalism works. 
The “imagined” of “imagined communities” comes across as somewhat misleading. 
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 Nonetheless, when we give over to the pull of The Nation much of it is experienced in our 
imagination, as a force in our consciousness. The idea of The Nation is invariably associated with 
a certain legerdemain; that is true. As it makes a claim in our mental realm, nationalism delivers a 
VHW�RI�PXQLÀFHQW�IHHOLQJV�ODUJHO\�SRVLWLYH��FROOHFWLYH�LGHQWLÀFDWLRQ��WKH�MR\�RI�FRPPXQDO�EHORQJLQJ��
WKH�YLUWXH�RI� VDFULÀFH� DQG� OR\DOW\��7KH�1DWLRQ�PD\�EH� D� IDQWDV\�� EXW� IRU� LWV� FLWL]HQV� LW� LV� DOVR� UHDO�
DQG�PRUDOO\�DIÀUPLQJ��$QG�WKLV�LV�EHFDXVH�LW�LV�DOZD\V�PDUULHG�WR�D�SDUWLFXODU�KLVWRU\��1DWLRQDOLVP�
invites the notion of a nation’s heroic arising from a momentous event in the past—revolution, war, 
the fall of old regimes, the end of empires, the opening of the country by settlers. The vessel of 
QDWLRQDO�FRQVFLRXVQHVV�LV�ÀOOHG�ZLWK�WKH�VHQVH�RI�KLVWRULFDO�EUHDN��DQ�RSWLPLVP�DQG�D�QHZ�RSSRUWXQLW\�
to achieve social-economic progress. 
 The question is, out of the events and prevalent passions of the past, which ones we would 
FKRRVH�WR�UHPHPEHU��DQG�ZKLFK�RQHV�FDVW�LQWR�REOLYLRQ"�7KLV�LV�UHFRJQL]DEO\�D�TXHVWLRQ�RI�SROLWLFV��
In the selective remembering and forgetting, all kinds of political interests are at play. In the shaping 
of communal memory, the struggle for progress and social improvement would not be the only game 
in town. “If nationalism was the expression of a radically changed form of consciousness,” Anderson 
asks, “should not awareness of that break, and the necessary forgetting of the older consciousness, 
create its own [false] narrative?”8�(YHU\RQH�IDOVLÀHV��VR�LW�VHHPV³WKH�QDWLRQDOLVWV��WKH�FRQVHUYDWLYHV��WKH�
reformers, and the Left.

THE MAGICAL NATION
:LWK�QDWLRQ�DQG�QDWLRQDOLVP��RXU�IHHOLQJ�LV�DOZD\V�KDOI�EDIÁHPHQW��7KH�1DWLRQ�ERWK�RSSUHVVHV�DQG�
LQVSLUHV�� LW�EULQJV�RXW� WKH�EHVW�DQG� WKH�ZRUVW� LQ�SHRSOH³OR\DOW\�� VDFULÀFH�� FROOHFWLYH� LPSXOVH�RYHU�
LQGLYLGXDO�LQWHUHVWV��[HQRSKRELD��WKH��::,,��%OLW]�VSLULW�RI�WKH�%ULWLVK�SHRSOH��7KH�$XVWUDOLDQ�QDWLRQ�
LV�QR�H[FHSWLRQ�� ,W� LV�PDUNHG�E\�FRQVHUYDWLVP�DQG�V\VWHPDWLF� LQHTXDOLW\�DQG�LQMXVWLFHV��DQG�PDQ\�
believe in it as a commonwealth of collective good, the best institutional form to achieve democracy 
DQG� VHFXULW\� IRU� LWV� FLWL]HQV�� ,Q�PDQ\�SHRSOH·V� H\HV�� HDFK� KLJK� DQG� ORZ�RI� 7KH�1DWLRQ� VRPHKRZ�
compensates for the other. 
 But the mystery lingers. Australia is more than what The National has so harrowingly 
GHSLFWHG��QRU�LV�LW�DERXW�WKH�JRRG�OLIH�SHRSOH³QRW�OHDVW�WKH�LPPLJUDQWV�DQG�UHIXJHHV³HQMR\�DQG�DUH�
grateful for. The National�LV�QRWDEOH�IRU�WKH�ZD\�LW�ÁDWWHQV�WKH�XQHYHQ�UHOLHI�RI�WKH�$XVWUDOLDQ�QDWLRQ�DQG�
the ways it is imagined. It is as if the singular aim has been to dust the continent of its inscrutability. 
7KH�FXUDWRUV·�KDELW�RI�DIÀ[LQJ�´$XVWUDOLDµ�WR�LWV�PXOWLSOH�SROLWLFDO�LOOV�DQG�WKHLU�SDVVLRQDWH�DJHQGD�
VHWWLQJ�LQ�ULJKWLQJ�WKH�ZURQJV��WKH\�WHQG�WR�PDNH�WKLV�UXPEOLQJ�GLVFRUG�WKH�GRPLQDQW�IDFH�RI�$XVWUDOLD��
5HPHPEHU�WKH�RQWRORJ\�RI�7KH�1DWLRQ"�,W�LV�FRPPXQDO��LW�LQVSLUHV�OR\DOW\³MXVW�DV�LW�FRQFHDOV�WKH�VWULIH�
and dissension within the social collective. The opposites never manage to reconcile; a terse polarity 
drives The Nation. For The National, no matter how many historical and ideological connections 
it makes with Australia’s past (and present), the viewers retain their curiosities and convictions. 
7KH\�KROG�IDVW�WR�WKHLU�SX]]OHPHQW��$QG�WKLV�PD\�ZHOO�EH�WKH�ELHQQLDO�H[KLELWLRQ·V�GLOHPPD��7KH�5HDO�
in the Australian nation is consolidated by the institutions and perceptions; it is even more so by the 
%\]DQWLQH�SURFHVV�RI�H[HJHVLV�DQG�WKH�PDNLQJ�RI�PHDQLQJ���
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POETICS OF THE REAL   
0\� ÀUVW� HQFRXQWHU� ZLWK� $XVWUDOLD�� DV� D� VL[WHHQ�\HDU�ROG�� ZDV� WKH� GLVFRYHU\� RI� 3DWULFN� :KLWH·V�
novel The Tree of Man (1955) at the British Council Library in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. White’s is 
a harsh, forbidding territory; there are no suburban greens of the quarter acre blocks, no beaches, 
nor the innocence of television’s Skippy the kangaroo. At a farm in the outback, life for the husband 
and wife is a Darwinian struggle for survival. It is a shocking depiction. Decades on, at a Sydney 
8QLYHUVLW\�ÀUVW�\HDU�DQWKURSRORJ\�FODVV��P\�TXL]�RQ�ZKLFK�$XVWUDOLDQ�ZULWHU�ZRQ�WKH�1REOH�3UL]H�IRU�
literature elicited no reply. But the students knew about the more populist Steve Erwin, the 
QDWXUDOLVW�79� HQWHUWDLQHU�ZKR�KDG� MXVW�GURZQHG�DW� VHD��<RX� WDNH�\RXU�SLFN�ZKDW� EHVW� UHSUHVHQWV�
Australia. The Tree of Man is not for everyone. But over the years—as a student, then as a lecturer—I 
have held on to White’s epic novel as a counterpoint to the simple pleasures and generous amenities 
of life ‘down under.’ I have never forgotten the dark abyss in which the book’s protagonists Stan and 
Amy Parker have fallen into, a sign of the other side of ‘The Lucky Country.’9

� 7KHVH�GD\V�HYHQ�PRUH�DJLOH�MXGJHPHQW�LV�GHPDQGHG�RI�PH��$V�DQ�LPPLJUDQW��,�ÀQG�OLWWOH�
UHOHYDQFH�LQ�WKH�DQQXDO�$1=$&�'D\�FHOHEUDWLRQ��ZLWK�LWV�'DZQ�6HUYLFH�IRU�WKH�IDOOHQ�DQG�¶WZR�XS·�
(heads or tails coin) game at the pub afterwards. Coming from an ex-British possession, I, unfairly, 
take the national event as hankering for the post-imperial nostalgia turned emblem of Australian 
QDWLRQDOLVP��<HW�RQH�KROGV�EDFN�WKH�SRVWFRORQLDO�JUXGJH��7KH�PHQ�DQG�ZRPHQ�RQ�WKH�$1=$&�'D\�
march, spirited in their advanced years, have done their duty and served the nation, while we are 
‘guests’ graciously admitted by the host country. Call it good manners. And one is reminded how 
unfair any similar censure can be. Once, spending my sabbatical in a university in Melbourne, 
the vice-Chancellor’s Christmas greeting embraced a multicultural compromise. His email reminded 
the staff to tone down the exuberance of Christmas parties, so as not to upset colleagues of other 
faiths. We, the Buddhists and Koranic worshippers, were made to feel a tad small-minded, like 
VQRZÁDNHV�LQ�WKH�¶FXOWXUH�ZDU·��QRW�ZKDW�WKH�9LFH�&KDQFHOORU�KDG�LQ�PLQG�

DEMOGRAPHICS
Of course, the truth about Australia is a matter of social and economic facts, too. The changing 
population, its age structure, the economic-industrial changes, the pattern of social and economic 
SDULW\��WKH�YROXPH�RI�WKH�DQQXDO�LPPLJUDQW�DQG�UHIXJHH�LQWDNH��WKH\�VSXU�DQG�GHFHOHUDWH�WKH�FKDQJHV�
DQG�KRZ�ZH�WKLQN�DERXW�$XVWUDOLD��7KHQ�WKHUH�LV�WKH�TXHVWLRQ��GR�IDFWV�FRPH�EHIRUH�SHUFHSWLRQ��RU�
does perception decipher and transcribe the meanings of facts? The effects of social and economic 
OLYHV�DUH�XQHYHQ��7KH�FDSLWDOLVW�HFRQRP\�H[SORLWV�DQG�RSSUHVVHV��EXW�WKHUH�DUH�MXVW�HQRXJK�ZLQQHUV�
LQ�LW�WR�PDNH�LW�D�YLDEOH�V\VWHP�IRU�PRVW�SHRSOH��$QG�WR�VD\�D�JRRG�ZRUG�IRU�WKH�LPPLJUDQWV��ZKR�
LV� WR� VD\� WKH�$XVWUDOLDQ�'UHDP�RI�D� MRE�DQG�KRXVH�RZQHUVKLS� LV�D� IDQWDV\� WKH\�KDYH�EHHQ�GXSHG�
into believing? However, social and economic reality and our mode of perception do not lock into 
each other like two pieces of Lego blocks. There is no simple ontology where perception would 
correctly align itself with facts (as we understand them). For where would we leave the hope, the 
RSWLPLVP�� WKH� IXWXUH�DOWHULQJ� SURMHFW� ZH� GUHDP� XS� IRU� RXUVHOYHV� DQG� RXU� IDPLOLHV"� )DFHG� ZLWK�
WKHVH�TXHVWLRQV��WKH�WHPSWDWLRQ�LV�WR�HUHFW�DQ�LURQ�FDJH�LQ�ZKLFK�IDFWV�DUH�ORGJHG�DQG�XQGHUVWRRG��
the method of conventional social science. The facts and their meaning cannot be shifted; they are 
LQQRFHQWO\�WUDQVSDUHQW�DQG�VSHDN�RQO\�IRU�WKHPVHOYHV��,Q�WKH�EDWWOH�DJDLQVW�VRFLDO�LQMXVWLFHV�DQG�FURVV�
generation deprivation, those of the progressive Left should do well to remember the enigma, the 
impenetrability, that clouds table-turning.  
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ART THE REDEEMER 
The National has pitched us a listing of Australia’s ills and art the great redeemer is urged to do its 
MRE��1RW�IRU�LW�WKH�P\VWLÀFDWLRQ��HPRWLRQV�DQG�GUHDPV�WKDW�FRPSOLFDWH�7KH�1DWLRQ��7KH�FODULÀFDWLRQ�
RI� LOOV�DQG�UHPHGLHV� LV�D�PDMRU�PLVVWHS�� LW� IRUJHWV�KRZ�HOXVLYH�WKH�VLWXDWLRQ�LV��KRZ�LQGHWHUPLQDWH�
LV�WKH�KRUL]RQ�RI�WKH�VRFLDO�IDFWV�WKDW�GHÀQH�WKH�H[KLELWLRQ��The National has banished the mystery, 
while in political life as in art we are giddy with colliding realities pressed upon our minds.
2XU��SRVWPRGHUQ��DJH�LV�DQ�DJH�RI�XQFHUWDLQ�VHPDQWLFV�DQG�IUDJPHQWDWLRQ�RI�VLJQLÀFDWLRQV��(YHU\WKLQJ�
is a moving target in the psychic economy that infects the way The Nation is imagined. Only a 
certain kind of philosophic fancy would take the social and the political as having a solid façade, 
innocent of mystery, free from the phantasmagorical. In the terrain of radical metaphysics, what 
appears as social fact is full of epistemological tricks, where outward mien is the child of concealment, 
meaning is actually meaning-making. In any political agenda, even that enunciated by The National, 
VRFLDO�IDFWV�SUHVHQW�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�WUXWK��WKHQ�DV�GLVFRXUVH��DQG�ÀQDOO\�DV�DXWKRULW\�IRU�DFWLRQ��
 Perhaps there is no simple resolution of the epistemological problems of our age. 
The splintering and decoupling of certainties make us question the central structures of social 
forms and values. The National has tried to save us from the confusion and incoherence which 
plagues our thinking on politics and art—and on political art. It is a strange gift, for what aids our 
FRQWHPSODWLRQ�RI� ODWH�FDSLWDOLVP�LV�SUHFLVHO\�WKH�FRQIXVLRQ�DQG�LQFRKHUHQFH�WKDW�ÀUP�XS�ZKDW�ZH�
experience of the world. The clarity and agenda-setting offer, in contrast, poor comfort. For what 
we need is to have one’s face rubbed in the sludge of existential anguish where nothing stands still, 
where “all that is solid melts into air.”10 We need the deep experiences of drowning, the wisdom of 
QHDU�GHDWK�EHIRUH�ZH�FDQ�KDUYHVW�WKH�FRQÀGHQFH�WKDW�WKH�ZRUOG�FDQ�LQGHHG�EH�VDYHG�WKURXJK�DUW·V�
power. 

ALTERNATIVE IMAGININGS
(YHQWXDOO\��LQ�UHJDUGV�WR�SKLORVRSK\�DQG�DUW��ZKDW�ZH�FDQ�KRSH�IRU�LV�WR�À[�7KH�1DWLRQ��WKH�ÁRDWLQJ�
VLJQLÀHU�RI� LWV�ZDYHULQJ�UHIHUHQWV�DQG�DOLJQ� LWV�DJHQGDV�ZLWK�D�VHW�RI�HWKLFDO� VWDQGDUGV��+RZHYHU��
each political interest, each ethnic community, would want to imagine its own version of The Nation. 
Each mode of imagining would massage The Real, and mould it to embrace its own desires and 
preferences. As a process of democracy, it is a dilemma that The National cannot escape absolutely. 
But then through The Nation’s ills it avidly accounts, through the multiple wrongs it aims to undo, 
through the remedial moves invested in the arts, The National��WRR��LV�GHHSO\�LQ�WKH�JDPH�RI�DXWKRUL]LQJ�
The Real. All the curatorial rhetoric is devoted to reinventing the poetics of actuality in the way of 
DGYDQFLQJ�SURJUHVVLYH�FDXVHV��7R� VD\�DJDLQ��SHRSOH� LPDJLQH� WKH� LGHD�RI� ¶WKH�QDWLRQDO·�GLIIHUHQWO\��
they are busily drawing and redrawing the symbolic relief of Australia in order to imprint on it their 
own wishes and propositions. In this enterprise, The National aims to be a participant. It stands out 
E\�LWV�EOXVWHULQJ�VHOI�FRQÀGHQFH��E\�LWV�FRXQWHU�KHJHPRQLF�PLVVLRQ��DQG�E\�WKH�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�LW�LV�
ideologically on the right track. 
 Try as it did to cover a diversity of forms and themes of engagement, this sample of 
FRQWHPSRUDU\� $XVWUDOLDQ� DUW� IHOW� FRQÀQHG�� FDJHG� LQ�� 6RPH� RI� WKH� DUWLVWV� DUH� RI� GLYHUVH� HWKQLF�
backgrounds, each with a particular tie—local born, through marriage, through migration—to 
$XVWUDOLD�� .RUHDQ�� ,QGLDQ�� %DOLQHVH�� 7KDL�� 3DNLVWDQL�� 0DOD\VLDQ�)LOLSLQR�� QRWDEO\�� +RZHYHU�� DV�
¶$XVWUDOLD·�WKH�VLJQLÀHU� FDVWV� LWV� VKDGRZ� RYHU� WKH� DUWZRUN�� WKH� DUWLVWV·� HWKQLF� RULJLQV� DQG� WKHLU�
multiple cultural positions are muted. To me, their unity and coherence felt unsettling. The National/
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‘the national’ is supreme and insoluble in the way of corralling the artwork into a singular frame of 
UHIHUHQFH��EXW�FRPHV�DFURVV�DV�KDOI�DWWHPSWHG��XQÀQLVKHG��,V�LW�IDLU�WR�H[SHFW�IURP�LW�DQ�DSSUHKHQVLRQ��
D�VHOI�SUREOHPDWL]LQJ�RI� WKH�DLPV�DQG�H[HFXWLRQ� LW�VR�SURGLJLRXVO\� ODLG�RXW"�6R�DVVXUHG� LW� LV�RI� LWV�
PLVVLRQ� WKDW�RQH�PD\�DVN��ZKR�DUH� WKH� FXOSULWV�RI�ZURQJ�GRLQJ�DQG� IDOVH� FRQVFLRXVQHVV� WKDW� WKLV�
(three-part) biennial has heroically set out to redeem? At its end, The National comes across as a 
SURMHFW�RI�GRXEOH� LURQ\�� ,I� WKH�YLHZHUV�DQG�WKH�$XVWUDOLDQ�SXEOLF�DUH�YLFWLPV�RI�7KH�5HDO�� LV� LW� WKLV�
that The National has helped to construct and reify? You need a certain kind of Australia to make real 
the ills and their perpetuators. 

DISCOURSE OF HISTORY  
3RZHU�DQG�LWV�HIIHFWV�DUH�REMHFWLYH��FRKHUHQW��LQWHOOLJLEOH��,W�LV�OLWWOH�WURXEOH�WR�NQRZ�ZKHUH�WR�ORRN��DQG�
SRZHU·V�RSSUHVVLRQ�DQG�LQMXVWLFH�SUHVHQWV�QR�P\VWHU\��$�WRWDOL]LQJ�YLVLRQ³D�QDWLRQDO�XQLW\³IRUFHV�
itself through diverse social practices and clumsy desires that constitute Australian culture. This is 
the conceit of The National. After Foucault and de Certeau, we have come to see power as double-
faced; its effects both exacerbate and undermine the potency of oppression. With state power, the 
DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ�RI�MXVWLFH�DQG�VRFLDO�GHOLYHU\�LV�KDOI�WKH�VWRU\��7KH�RWKHU�KDOI�DUH�V\VWHPDWLF�LOOV��WKH�
ZD\�LW�LV�LQ�OHDJXH�ZLWK�7KH�5HDO��KRZ�LWV�VHQVH�RI�DFWXDOLW\�LV�GLVFXUVLYHO\�UDWLÀHG��
 For Roland Barthes, history writes itself (in the manner of ‘facts speak for themselves’). 
$�OLWHUDU\�WKHRULVW��KH�VDZ�KLVWRU\�DV�QDUUDWLYH��RQH�WKDW�NHHSV�FRPSDQ\�ZLWK�ÀFWLRQ��P\WK��DQG�WKH�
ancient epics. History is in every aspect infected by the author’s presence. Barthes urges the reading 
of history as discourse, as literary form packed full of authorial labour and desires. The apparent 
REMHFWLYLW\��WKH�WUDQVSDUHQF\�RI�KLVWRULFDO�GLVFRXUVH�LV�DFKLHYHG�E\�DUWIXO�FRQFHDOPHQW�LQ�WKH�ZULWHU·V�
design and purposes. Barthes shunned this talk of aim and design and achievement, however. 
)RU� WKH� DXWKRULDO� SUHVHQFH� IHDWXUHV� LQ� WUDFHV�� LQ� VKDUGV� RI� VLJQV�� QRW� LQ� IRUPDO�� UHFRJQL]DEOH�
intimations. The reading of history is an onerous task, requiring both a philosophic mind and a 
penetrating eye. Since history conceals, the best approach is to make historical referents stand outside 
the discourse that shapes them. Historical events have to be wrenched out of the womb of discourse, 
VR�WKDW�LW�DSSHDUV�LQ�WKH�ZRUOG�LQQRFHQW��QDNHG��7KLV�IURP�¶7KH�'LVFRXUVH�RI�+LVWRU\·��

Historical discourse supposes, one might say, a double operation, one that is extremely complex. 
,Q�WKH�ÀUVW�SKUDVH��DW�RQH�SRLQW��WKLV�GHFRPSRVLWLRQ�LV��RI�FRXUVH��RQO\�PHWDSKRULFDO���WKH�UHIHUHQW�
is detached from the discourse, it becomes exterior to it, grounds it and is supposed to ground 
LW«�EXW�LQ�D�VHFRQG�SKDVH��LW�LV�WKH�VLJQLÀHG�LWVHOI�ZKLFK�LV�UHSXOVHG��PHUJHG�LQ�WKH�UHIHUHQW��WKH�
UHIHUHQW�HQWHUV�LQWR�GLUHFW�UHODWLRQ�ZLWK�WKH�VLJQLÀHU��DQG�WKH�GLVFRXUVH��PHDQW�RQO\�WR�H[SUHVV�
WKH�UHDO��EHOLHYHV�LW�HOLGHV�WKH�IXQGDPHQWDO�WHUP�RI�LPDJLQDU\�VWUXFWXUHV��ZKLFK�LV�WKH�VLJQLÀHG.11

1RWH� WKH� WZR�VWHS�PDQRHXYUH�� )LUVW� WKH� UHIHUHQW·V� GHWDFKPHQW� IURP�ZKDW� DXWKRUL]HV� LWV�PHDQLQJ�
DQG�VLJQLÀFDWLRQV��1H[W��WKH�UHIHUHQW·V�UHWXUQ�WR�LWV�VLJQLÀHU�QHVWOHG�LQ�WKH�V\VWHP�RI�GLVFRXUVH��DQG�
discourse, lest we forget, is sorely “meant to express the real.”12�7KH�UHVXOW�LV�WKDW�´¶REMHFWLYH·�KLVWRU\��
WKH�¶UHDO·�LV�QHYHU�PRUH�WKDQ�DQ�XQIRUPXODWHG�VLJQLÀHG��VKHOWHULQJ�EHKLQG�WKH�DSSDUHQWO\�DOO�SRZHUIXO�
referent.”13 What chance of understanding history do we stand against discourse’s stunning feat? 
Barthes’ answer is to have us return to the philosophic suspicion of conventional epistemology. 
+H�TXRWHG�1LHW]VFKH�ZKR�VDLG��´7KHUH�DUH�QR�IDFWV� LQ�WKHPVHOYHV�� ,W� LV�DOZD\V�QHFHVVDU\�WR�EHJLQ�
by introducing a meaning in order that there can be a fact.”14 To which Barthes adds, in history as 
discourse, “what is noted derives from the notable… from what is worthy of being noted.”15  So what 
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do we want from The National? As from any art exhibition, to immerse ourselves in its ambivalence 
DQG�FRPSOH[LW\��:H�ZDQW�LW�WR�JXLGH�XV�WKURXJK�WKH�ODE\ULQWK�RI�ZKDW�GHÀQHV�WKH�$XVWUDOLDQ�QDWLRQ�
DQG�OHDYH�XV�WR�ÀQG�RXU�ZD\�RXW��The National took the lid off a troubled world, then smoothed this 
ZRUOG�LQWR�VXPPDWLRQ��7KH�1DWLRQ�LV�LQGHHG�IXOO�RI�JULHYLQJ��ZH�ZDQW�DQ�DUW�SURMHFW�WR�OHW�XV�H[SORUH�
this lament and discover the feasibility of its correction. It is perplexity, less the agenda-setting, that 
ZH�SUL]H��
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