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Zoë Rodriguez

As this magazine goes to print we have received the 
saddest news – our beloved Rosie Scott died on  
4 May. She was such a champion for the marginalised 
and supportive of colleagues old and young. A Sydney 

PEN life-member, Rosie leaves a 
significant legacy for us to build on. She 
was a PEN person through and through, 
and an example of what compassion, 
intelligence and a willingness to work 
hard can achieve. Her anthologies of 
and about asylum seekers made sure 
this topic was discussed. 

Sadly, this is also a time to pay tribute to 
two other fine women writers who were 
great friends with Rosie, the mother 
and daughter Anne Deveson and 

Georgia Blain who died within days of each other.  I 
knew Anne from over two decades ago when we had a 
lively discussion over dinner about a documentary she 
wanted to make about the Middle East. She wanted 
to interview women politicians from Palestine, Israel, 
Lebanon, etc. and had told me she was going to call it 
‘the politics of peace’. I couldn’t wait to see it screened. 
Sadly September 11 occurred and she told me it was 
no longer a possibility. She continued to write about 
this topic and many others. These were all women 
committed to telling important stories and asking 
questions about society, and the place of women and 
other marginalised groups in contemporary life.

Melissa Lucashenko’s article in this edition alerts 
us to the prevalence of silencing in our community, 
and to the fact that silencing is a tool inflicted on the 
marginalised by those in power. Melissa’s comment on 
the proposed amendments to 18C demonstrates that 
these were not only unnecessary but destructive and 
cynically motivated. Again, they would have been an 
attack on the most marginalised in our community. 

It is an alarming time we live in where a US President 
refers to alternative facts and fake news without 
the faintest sign of shame or embarrassment, and 
wages an unapologetic war on journalists who report 
anything he views as critical of his administration and 
agenda. 

The need for PEN to rally against this assault on 
freedom of expression is obvious. Former Sydney PEN 
President Chip Rolley’s article in this issue makes for 
engaging reading. 

The West is not alone in suppressive administrations 
who work in such public ways to silence their critics – 
Egypt and Turkey are prominent countries to focus PEN 
eyes on.

And of course we continue to advocate against the 
unnecessary and repressive laws of Australia that 
seek to silence journalists and others who want 
to report on asylum seeker policy, and new laws 
allowing unprecedented access by the state to the 
communication of its citizens. No doubt this has a 
chilling effect on storytelling and reporting in Australia. 
Behrouz Boochani continues to languish on Manus 
Island, and we continue to support his case as a writer 
imprisoned under Australian law. It is a national shame.

In more positive news I was delighted to attend the 
PEN International Translation and Linguistic Rights 
Committee meeting and associated conference in 
April. Translation is central to breaking down barriers 
and bringing writers and readers from across cultures 
and countries together. Of course there are politics 
in translation and linguistic rights. PEN supports the 
rights of minority language speakers to maintain, write, 
read and speak their own languages. At this meeting I 
expressed the fragile state of so many of the languages 
of Australia’s Indigenous communities. 

At Sydney PEN we are forming new partnerships 
to amplify our message. With Settlement Services 
International, we are hosting a reverse debate in 
early June about cultural appropriation and whether 
there are limits on who gets to tell particular stories. 
Moderated by Stan Grant, we are expecting a 
stimulating and entertaining event. Members and non-
members are very welcome!

In all we do we aim to give voice to the silenced, and 
to celebrate the cultural diversity of our community 
and region. I’m confident these are things Rosie Scott 
would be pleased to see us doing.
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> Tessa Lunney |            @TessaWynn

Tessa Lunney speaks with Paul Murphy of the 
MEAA for an update on Press Freedom. 

Since our last update, Trump has become President 
of the US. He and his team have called the media ‘the 
opposition party’ and deliberately excluded them 
from briefings, and this has undermined faith in the 
media. Has that had an impact on the Australian 
media environment, particularly on press freedom? 

I think it has. The impact here is that you see every 
politician referring to this idea of ‘fake news’. The idea 
of fake news has moved away from what it actually is, 
which is a deliberate attempt to present, as something 
that’s true and factual, something that’s not. Politicians 
of perhaps lesser repute have turned ‘fake news’ into, 
‘You report my agenda, you report my narrative and my 
ideology, or I’ll reject anything that you report as being 
‘fake’. Really, what they’re doing is accusing mainstream 
media outlets of prosecuting an ideological agenda. 
Normally it’s politicians from the right, but I’ve also 
noticed politicians from the left falling into this lazy use 
of the term “fake news”.’  That’s the immediate impact 
that you notice in Australia.

Remember that in our Asia-Pacific region, last year, 
there were twenty-eight journalists and media workers 
killed. We’ve seen the country that was the leader 
of the free world, the bastion of liberal democracy, 
all of a sudden labelling the media as the enemy, as 
the opposition party, as ‘fake news’. It’s incredibly 
dangerous and makes what’s already a potentially 
deadly situation, in some parts of the world, more so. 

How does the idea of ‘post-truth’ impact on press 
freedom?

Ethical journalism is all about truth. If you’re starting 
from a point where no one accepts what the truth 
is, what facts are, and this idea that you can have 
alternative facts, as President Trump’s advisor coined 
the phrase, it’s incredibly dangerous. It can be 
humorous, you can laugh at it because it’s so ridiculous. 
But if it becomes embedded in our culture and in our 
politics, that there is no respect for truth or for facts, we 
enter into a very dangerous period where everything is 
driven by ideology, by emotion, and you look at a much 
more divided and potentially violent society. 

What is the effect of the Journalist Warrant 
Scheme, of ASIO spying on journalists, on press 
freedom?

The metadata legislation and the range of 
national security measures that we’ve seen come 
through are having a potentially chilling effect on 
investigative journalism. It’s still very hard to get 
data or facts about exactly how many warrants 
might have been issued or applied for. Part of that 
is the under-resourcing by the federal government 
of the body charged with the oversight of our 
security agencies. We do know, of course, of many 
instances where the police have received referrals 
under the Crimes Act to investigate so-called 
unauthorised disclosures, and that can cross over 
into searching through the metadata of journalists 
to try and identify sources. 

It’s getting more complex. The mechanisms that 
governments are looking for are getting more 
invasive. The state is getting more invasive. The 
rights of journalists, in particular their ethical 
obligations to protect sources, is being trampled 
on more and more.

You have a petition on your website to free 
journalists from detention on Manus. Has there 
been any development on press freedom and 
reporting around Manus and Nauru?

The response from the government, from the 
Department of Immigration and Border Protection, 
is to reassert their position that no one is ever 
going to come to Australia from Manus Island. 
It is not surprising as an initial response. We’re 
certainly going to keep the campaign going, we’re 
in constant communication with their advocates to 
try and keep on top of what’s happening to them 
[Behrouz Boochani, Eaten Fish, Mehdi Savari]. We 
know that there are US Homeland Security people 
there on the island, assessing people, under this 
deal between the US and Australia. But these three 
people sought refuge in Australia. As a country we 
have an obligation under international agreements 
to respect that. 

It’s still very difficult for journalists to get access 
to Manus and Nauru. In many ways, we wouldn’t 
know anywhere nearly as much if it wasn’t for the 

We have a right as citizens  
to know
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work of Behrouz Boochani in particular. The legislation, 
the way that the bureaucracy has been set up, has 
been to keep these things out of sight, away from the 
attention of the Australian public. These are things that 
are being done in our name and we have a right, as 
citizens, to know. 

What are the other pressing issues concerning press 
freedom in the Australian and South-East Asian media 
context? 

Our region continues to be a very dangerous one, in 
the world context. The developments in the Philippines 
under Duterte are particularly disturbing. Not just for 
journalists, but journalists are no doubt directly in the 
firing line of that sort of regime. In Australia there’s a 
continuing push towards a heavier national security 
agenda, which always seems to impinge on the privacy 
of citizens and the ability of journalists to bring facts to 
light. 

The criminalising of reporting is a continuing trend that 
we need to be on guard against in Australia. We were 
very concerned about freedom of speech in Australia 
but 18C [of the Racial Discrimination Act] features at 
the bottom of a very long list of concerns that we have.  
The defamation regime in Australia, the increasing 
use of suppression orders by courts – these are things 
that are accessed by powerful and wealthy people and 
corporations to prevent reporting of issues that the 
public deserves to hear about – the legislation that the 
parliament’s introduced, Section 35P of the ASIO Act, 
with its ten-year jail terms, the metadata legislation. We 
said, if you’re going to do anything with [18C], take out 
‘offend and insult’ and replace it with ‘vilify’ to make it 
align with the case law. But why are you looking at this 
and not all these other things? 

What can our members do to support press freedom?

Being vocal in any forum, format, platform you have 
available to you. Our representatives hear people 
talking about freedom of speech but don’t believe that 
it’s a concern amongst the community. People must 
constantly make those concerns known. Be vocal, get 
active. If you want freedom, go out and take it. 

Paul Murphy is the CEO of the Media Entertainment and 
Arts Alliance (MEAA),  the union for Australia’s journalists, 
performers, crew and musicians. Paul recently addressed 
journalists and media executives at the annual Press 
Freedom Australia dinner – jointly presented by the MEAA, 
the International Federation of Journalists Asia-Pacific and 
the Walkley Foundation –  you can read his speech about 
how Australia’s lawmakers ignore press freedom issues on 
the MEAA website, along with its newest report into the 
state of press freedom in Australia, ‘The Chilling Effect’. 

Decline in media freedom
> Michael J. Abramowitz 

Never in the thirty-eight years that Freedom 
House has been monitoring global press 
freedom has the United States figured as much 
in the public debate about the topic as in 2016 
and the first months of 2017.

Press freedom globally has declined to its lowest 
levels in thirteen years, thanks both to new threats to 
journalists and media outlets in major democracies, 
and to further crackdowns on independent media in 
authoritarian countries like Russia and China.

But it is the far-reaching attacks on the news media and 
their place in a democratic society by Donald Trump, 
first as a candidate and now as president of the United 
States, that fuel predictions of further setbacks in the 
years to come.

No US president in recent memory has shown greater 
contempt for the press than Trump in his first months in 
office. He has repeatedly ridiculed reporters as dishonest 
purveyors of ‘fake news’ and corrupt betrayers of the 
national interest. Borrowing a term popularised by 
Soviet leader Joseph Stalin, Trump has labelled the news 
media as ‘enemies of the people.’ His senior White House 
adviser described journalists as ‘the opposition party.’

Such comments suggest a hostility toward the 
fundamental principles and purposes of press freedom, 
especially the news media’s role in holding governments 
to account for their words and actions – as opposed to 
the government holding the media to account. They 
also raise concern that the US president may, in effect, 
be offering a license to political leaders elsewhere who 
have cracked down on the media as part of a larger 
authoritarian playbook.

Still strong, but in decline

The United States remains one of the most press-friendly 
countries in the world. It enjoys lively, aggressive, 
and diverse media and some of the strongest legal 
protections for reporting and expression anywhere 
in the world. With a handful of exceptions in recent 
years, reporters in the United States – in contrast to 
counterparts in some other countries – have been 
able to pursue their profession without fear of physical 
violence.

But press freedom has been on a modest decline in the 
United States, owing to a variety of factors that predate 
the Trump presidency. The rise of the internet weakened 
the financial underpinnings of long-established media 
organisations; the lack of a new, sustainable business 
model has diminished coverage of local news, and made 

> Continued from Page 3
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in-depth investigative reporting harder to support.  
The polarisation of media into outlets that pursue openly 
partisan agendas has accelerated, reducing public trust. 
And the ability of a billionaire (Peter Thiel) to use a privacy 
lawsuit to help bankrupt a media company (Gawker) last 
year made publishers and editors uneasy.

Several recent presidents have sought to limit their 
exposure to reporters, aggressively attempted to bypass 
mainstream news outlets, or made it difficult to access 
government records under the Freedom of Information 
Act. The Obama administration pursued a crackdown 
on federal officials who leaked information to the press, 
while many journalists chafed at what they regarded as 
excessive efforts to control access to the Obama White 
House.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In 2016, Freedom House saw a slight decline in press 
freedom in the United States, due mainly to harassment 
and roughing up of journalists at Trump rallies and a 
campaign of anti-semitic abuse against Jewish journalists 
on Twitter. It is too soon to know whether the president 
will follow through on some of his most extreme 
campaign proposals, such as the threat to pursue more 
restrictive libel laws. Should he continue his attacks on 
the press, it could further erode public confidence in the 
media and set the stage for court or legislative measures 
that would set back freedom.

Rhetoric, however, is different from governance. So 
far, despite President Trump’s fierce denunciations of 
unfavourable but factual stories as ‘fake news,’ there 
is abundant evidence that major news organisations 
remain undeterred, even innovative, in pursuing serious 
investigations of the government and of Trump himself.

Leading by example

Trump’s attacks mirror initial actions in other countries 
where media freedom subsequently suffered far more 
drastic restrictions and interference. In Latin America, 
leaders who publicly criticised independent media and 
journalists followed up with attempts to break apart 
media companies, revoke broadcast licenses, or impose 
onerous regulatory oversight. 

In countries including Turkey and Hungary, ruling 
parties have 
engineered 
more friendly 
media sectors 
through 
opaque or 
coerced 
ownership 
changes.

The United 
States will not necessarily follow the same path; it has 
stronger constitutional guarantees of freedom of the 
press and speech, as well as robust legislative and judicial 
systems that can check executive power. Though these 
institutions may be tested, there is ample reason to hope 
that US press freedom will remain vibrant in the years 
ahead.

A greater danger is that the United States will stop being 
a model and aspirational standard for other countries. 
Protection of press freedom in the United States 
remains vital to the defence and expansion of press 
freedom worldwide; indeed, it is a cornerstone of global 
democracy. When political leaders in the United States 
lambaste the media, it encourages their counterparts 
abroad to do the same. When US leaders step back from 
promoting democracy and press freedom, journalists 
beyond American shores feel the chill.

The sobering alternative model, seen in authoritarian 
countries, is to extinguish press freedom, the better to 
allow a political party, movement, or leader to control 
information – and to use that control to retain power 
indefinitely. Further weakening of press freedom in 
the United States would be a setback for democracy 
everywhere.

Michael J. Abramowitz is president of Freedom House. 
Before joining Freedom House in February 2017, he was 
director of the US Holocaust Memorial Museum, and the 
National Editor and then White House correspondent for the 
Washington Post. 

‘...the US president may, in effect, 
be offering a license to political 
leaders elsewhere who have 
cracked down on the media as 
part of a larger authoritarian 
playbook.’
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Rosie Scott was a critically-acclaimed writer, 
a passionate human rights activist, a creative 
writing mentor, a wife, mother and grandmother.

Born in 1948 in Wellington, New Zealand, her childhood 
was spent freely roaming the crashing, wild ‘edge of the 
world’ with her siblings. She began writing as a child, her 
curiosity and imagination likely inspired by the bohemian 
life she led with her family.

She studied at the University of Auckland and later 
completed a Masters in English at the University of 
Wellington. She married the Australian film director 
and science writer, Danny Vendramini, and in 1987 they 
moved to Brisbane with their two daughters, Bella and 
Josie, later settling in Sydney.

Before becoming a full-time professional writer, she 
worked as a counsellor, a social worker, fruit-picker, actor 
and stand-up comic. It was in 1984 that her first book, a 
poetry collection called Flesh and Blood, was published. 
Four years later saw the publication of another first for 
Rosie, this time her first novel, Glory Days, a depiction 
of the Auckland underclass who exist in the fringes of 
society.

She went on to write and publish six novels in total, the 
last of which was Faith Singer, set in Sydney’s King Cross 
and exploring the passionate, kind, and dangerous lives 
of the people who live there. Faith Singer was listed as 
one of 50 Essential Reads by Living Writers by the Orange 
Prize committee, and was selected as one of the initial 200 
books on the Reading Australia list.

She has been a creative writing teacher and mentor to a 
number of writers, including Anne Deveson and Georgia 
Blain. While she was Chair of the Australian Society of 
Authors (ASA) she helped instigate the ASA mentoring 
program and worked as a professional mentor for over ten 
years. She taught creative writing at UTS and the Faber 
Academy. 

Her life-long interest in politics and social justice led 
her to campaign for various human rights issues. She 
co-edited two books with Tom Keneally, A Country Too 
Far (2004), a collection of fiction, poetry, memoir and 
essays by some of the best Australian writers all exploring 
the treatment of those seeking asylum in Australia, 
and Another Country (2014), a Sydney PEN anthology 
which includes writing by refugees and former asylum 
seekers. In 2015 she co-edited The Intervention with Anita 
Heiss, a response to the 2007 Emergency Response Act 
introduced to the Northern Territory by the Howard 
government that has had a number of damaging effects 
on Northern Territory Indigenous communities.

She has received numerous awards to recognise her 
work as an author and human rights activist.  In 2006, 
she was the inaugural recipient of the Sydney PEN Award 
which recognises the outstanding efforts of members 
in promoting PEN’s core values. She was later awarded a 
Lifetime Membership to PEN.

In 2012 she was selected as one of the 100 most 
influential people in Sydney for her work in teaching 
about asylum seekers.

On Australia Day in 2016, she was awarded Member (AM) 
in the General Division of The Order of Australia Honours 
in recognition of her ‘significant service to literature 
as an author and to human rights and inter-cultural 
understanding.’ Later that year she was the recipient 
of the NSW Premier’s Special Award for her ‘significant 
service to literature as an author.’

Rosie’s compassion, dedication and her shining spirit will 
be sorely missed by her friends from the writing and social 
justice communities.

In memory of Rosie Scott
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> Judith Rodriguez 

It doesn’t lighten the blow that Rosie Scott’s 
friends have known the desperate state of her 
health for many months now. A beautiful and 
generous friend has gone from among us. And 
over the last decade and a half we have grown to 
admire the Rosie Scott who will continue to be 
admired even by those who didn’t have the good 
fortune to know her. 

Rosie is a hero in the fight to give voices to the despised 
and rejected, and to make Australia a more generous and 
right-thinking place than venal politicians have, it seems, 
made it. 

Rosie Scott, with her co-editor Thomas Keneally, edited 
and saw through to publication two collections that reach 
out to one another like those who did the writing: the 
asylum-seekers for whom Rosie fought so unremittingly, 
and the Australian writers who, in the words of reviewer 
Di Cousens, ‘give us back our imagination’ to understand 
suffering and to reject the policies that cause it. Another 
Country and A Country Too Far together record the huge 
disjunct of humanity, the monstrous injustice involved 
in delaying acceptance of refugees, in placing them 
in detention, and in desperately planning alternative 

destinations for them while reneging on our national 
undertakings concerning refugees. 

I remember Rosie, when we still tolerated detention 
centres on our own soil, standing to speak on the dusty 
road in front of the gates of Baxter Detention Centre in 
South Australia. She had gathered together, to launch 
Another Country, activists for child detainees, supporters 
from the writing community including PEN – many came 
from other states – and people from Whyalla who were 
endeavouring to help the detainees. She went on to 
recruit the Australian writers for the second book, and 
continued to publicise them in many cities and venues. 
When eventually the policies of rejection and detention 
are abandoned and condemned, it will be found that 
many were reached, many humanised by Rosie’s work. 
To the dozens of asylum-seekers she published, to the 
writers whose speaking out she facilitated, she gave a 
public voice.

Vale Rosie. You showed, to quote your introduction to  
A Country Too Far, that ‘workable and compassionate 
ideas about this human tragedy are not only possible but 
essential for us as a nation’. 

Giving Voice to the Voiceless
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> Melissa Lucashenko 

My friend works in a Brisbane woman’s refuge. 
For decades she has held the bleeding heads 
of women and children’s broken limbs, called 
ambulances, has stood between violent men 
and their victims. 

She sees a lot of the police. Police who might come 
when called, who might arrest male offenders (and who 
all too often arrest the terrified women forced to defend 
their lives with retaliatory violence). My friend tells 
me that it’s not uncommon for police to sympathise 
with the bashers. ‘Well, she gave him lip, what did she 
expect? She should learn to shut up.’  Is freedom of 
speech a vital and respected component of Australian 
democracy? Yes, of course it is, unless you happen to be 
a bashed woman seeking the routine protection of the 
Australian state. 

Kamunjay Doomadgee died for the little known capital 
offence of singing while black. ‘Who let the dogs out?’ 
he sang at police on Palm Island, and was dead in the 
watch house hours later, with the kinds of internal 
injuries typically found after a car accident. He got ‘too 
cheeky’ and paid the price. In retaliation for his words, 
Doomadgee’s liver had to be cleaved in two by the 
(unpunished) officer Hurley, lest he step out of line and 
sing the wrong song again. Is free speech a vital and 
respected component of Australian democracy? Yes, 
unless you are an Aboriginal man trying to exercise that 
freedom and remain alive to exercise it the next day.  

In 2014, the Minister for Immigration referred ten 
Save The Children workers to the Australian Federal 
Police, after these workers bravely spoke out about 
serious abuses of refugee women and kids on Nauru 
(this referral to police happened just as the very same 
Minister was feeding confidential information about 
Save The Children to a friendly journalist). Is freedom 
of speech a vital and respected component of our 
Australian democracy? Absolutely. Just so long as you’re 
the Minister for Immigration, and not a traumatised 
charity worker trying to spread the word about how we 
Aussies torture refugee women and kids. 

Free speech for one, the threat of jail for the other.
Is it the obvious contempt oozing from the 
reactionaries which stings, I ask myself, or their 
rank hypocrisy? Do they actually believe the 
rubbish they spout about free speech and the 18C 
legislation?

People of colour know that a significant minority of 
other Australians simply wish we didn’t exist, that 
we would fuck off back where we came from, in the 
case of many immigrant communities, or somehow 
dematerialise if we are Indigenous. We know this 
because they tell us. All the time. It’s not rocket 
science. Apparently it’s ‘free speech.’ 

And we need more of it, according to the Prime 
Minister. Being insulted and offended is good 
for us, good for our democracy. The government 
will rush to defend us if we are ‘harassed’ though. 
Excuse me while I throw up.

Free for all
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Writer Ben Law fought back against Turnbull’s 
attempt at watering down 18C. Law, who is 
Chinese-Australian, kicked off a viral twitter 
campaign in March by tweeting about the 
everyday Aussie terrorists who held him 
underwater in a Brisbane swimming pool in the 
Eighties. His point? Racism is real. It affects us, and 
not just in childhood, but every day of our lives. 
Within minutes of the tweet he was deluged by 
yet more hate: ‘Pity they didn’t hold you under 
water a bit longer.’ Lots of free speech for Ben, 
then – provided he is willing to be trolled 24/7 by 
potentially homicidal racists. 

The reactionaries who are determined to strip 
back the small gains of 18C blithely ignore the 
‘principle of harm’ – that the freedoms of one 
individual should and must be curtailed when 
they harm the freedoms of another. There can 
only be two explanations, putting aside actual 
insanity. The first is that the reactionaries honestly 
believe that no real harm comes to Australia 
from everyday racial hate speech. This seems 
likely. Blame the victim has long been Australia’s 
national sport, and the first step in bullying is 
of course to deny any victim exists. (The second 
is to promptly adopt victim status oneself, if 
challenged, as millions of exhausted feminists will 
attest.) We minorities are just pathetic snowflakes. 
Hoping to be offended, in fact, looking for that 
exhilarating rush of power which inevitably 
comes with being called a coon or a terrorist 
by complete strangers. But don’t mention the R 
word, for the love of God. All hell will break loose 
if that offensive term is uttered. (Did I say about 
the hypocrisy?)

The second possible explanation for the attack on 
18C is that the far Right do realise that everyday 
hate speech harms us, and they simply don’t care. 
There are critical One Nation votes at stake, of 
course, and as David Marr has recently shown, 
they are largely the votes of white Australians 
who feel antagonised by the prospect of giving 
the darkies anything like a fair go. The fed don’t 
understand the hungry, goes one old saying. And 
until you have been seared by the poison of hate 
speech repeatedly directed at you or your family, 
you won’t understand it, either. Sometimes you 
can laugh it off, dismiss the ignorant and the 
vicious. But not every time.  

And those times that you can’t, it consumes you, 
steals your energy, your attention, your life. 

Hate speech, like any other form of relentless 
bullying, can literally drive people insane. Still, no 
biggie, according to George Brandis. Australians 
have ‘the right’ to be bigots. 

Blacks and Asians and Muslims and queers, to 
name just a few of the bigots’ favourite targets, 
live in the shadow of the raised fist of hate 
speech, even on the days when that fist doesn’t 
deliver its promised blow. The spectrum starts 
with sniggers and unfunny jokes, escalates 
to being called a half-caste or slope or curry 
muncher (or wearing a yellow star) and ends 
with physical violence. With your head forced 
underwater. Your liver cleaved in two. With 
billions of our tax dollars paid to imprison people 
in Pacific shitholes where they sew their lips 
together to show they have no free speech, no 
voice at all. 

Even with 18C in place there are very few 
consequences for uttering hate speech in 
Australia. I know, because I hear of instances 
of it in my circle on an almost daily basis. Nor 
do I believe that a government which declares 
‘on water’ matters beyond public debate, and 
threatens to jail journalists who poke too hard 
into the nastier holes of Australian refugee policy, 
has any kind of serious commitment to free 
discourse. You can be jailed for writing or printing 
certain facts about offshore detention – I don’t 
hear the IPA squawking too hard about that. And 
if free speech isn’t for everyone in Australia – 
which it very clearly isn’t – then it’s just another 
marketing tool of the far Right. 

Racial minorities will continue to be used as a 
political football by reactionaries, because they 
believe they can do so without penalty. But 
consider this. We all live in an age of global terror. 
Disaffected and deranged people worldwide now 
drive cars into crowds of innocent strangers in 
order to murder them. Anybody who thinks that 
racist hate speech can’t have any wider long-term 
consequences is severely out of touch with my 
Australia. Newton’s Third Law comes to mind.

Melissa Lucashenko is an award-winning Australian 
author and essayist. Melissa is also a Walkley Award 
winner for her non-fiction works, and a founding 
member of the women’s rights organisation, Sisters 
Inside. In 2016, she was awarded the Copyright 
Agency Fellowship to write her next novel, Too Much 
Lip.

This article was made 
possible with support from 
the Copyright Agency’s 
Cultural Fund. 
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Anne Summers |           @ SummersAnne

The last time I saw Anne Deveson and Georgia 
Blain together was in February 2014 at 
Admiralty House where they, like the rest of us, 
stood around on the lawns in uncomfortable 
clumps, clutching glasses as we waited to enter 
the marquee for the farewell dinner to Quentin 
Bryce as she ended her term as Australia’s 
Governor-General. 

Anne was as bright-eyed as she’d been in the forty-
odd years that I’d known her although a bit vague and 
seemingly not quite sure who she was talking with. 
Georgia explained, sotto voce, that her mother was 
showing signs of dementia. We commiserated and soon 
afterwards went to look for our allocated seats in the 
marquee.

In the two-and-half years since that interlude 
overlooking Sydney’s gorgeous harbour with its 
unparalleled view of our national icon, the Sydney 
Opera House, Anne Deveson was officially diagnosed 
with Alzheimer’s, like her mother and her grandmother 
before her, and before long needed care which was 
undertaken daily by her daughter. Then earlier this year 
Georgia herself was struck down by a brain tumour that 
was removed but then returned.

We know how this story ends: daughter and mother 
dying within three days of each other a week ago, a 
stunning coda to a saga of such sadness that is seems 
almost unbearable.

Yet while we contemplate the loss, and grieve the going 
of these two remarkable women, we might also pause 
to acknowledge the rare gift they both gave us.

Every society needs its truth tellers, to help us see what 
was not previously obvious, and Anne Deveson and 
Georgia Blain were among our best.

Mother and daughter both used words to take us to 
often uncomfortable places. Anne was a journalist in 
print, radio and television as well as writing several 
books, including the very tough Tell Me I’m Here (1991) a 
harrowing account of her son Jonathan’s schizophrenia 
and eventual suicide. Georgia wrote fiction and memoir 
to explore hard and often unmentionable areas of 
family life.

They did not write in concert. Sometimes, one was 
upset by what the other wrote. Tell Me I’m Here was 

published seven years after her brother’s death but it 
was too soon for her, Georgia told an interviewer. She 
found it ‘very distressing’. On the other hand, although 
she consulted Anne about her memoir, she did not give 
her mother the rights of veto she allowed some friends 
because ‘she’s a writer herself and she’d written about 
us’.

But, like her mother, she wrote about the once 
unmentionable: her distaste at being pregnant, her 
almost crippling fear of the birth and her inability 
to love her newborn daughter, Odessa. ‘In about six 
months I would begin, tentatively, to fall in love. In a 
year, I would know that love was here to stay,’ she wrote 
in her stellar memoir Births Death Marriages (2008). 
‘By the time Odessa turned two, I would feel, without 
a doubt, that having her was the most miraculous, 
wonderful aspect of my life.

As her mother had made it possible for families to 
acknowledge, and start to deal with, schizophrenic 
children, Georgia spoke for all those women who were 
too ashamed to admit they were imperfect mothers.

Both mother and daughter also had to find ways to 
talk about Ellis Blain, the husband and father – and 
renowned ABC broadcaster – who had made their lives 
misery.

Georgia dealt by writing about listening to the tape 
of an interview her father had done with Germaine 
Greer 30 years earlier. She was embarrassed by his 
sexism. As her mother described it in a 2004 interview: 
‘...he sounded terribly patronising and he’d say things 
like...“Tell me Doctor Greer...do you actually hate 
men?” And she’d say, “What a ridiculous question”...
she said something to him and he said, “Ouch, that’s a 
bit below the belt, isn’t it.”  And she said, “If you think 
I’m the slightest bit interested in what’s pattering 
around beneath your belt, Mr Blain, you’re very much 
mistaken.”’

Georgia said in an interview with Sophie Cunningham 
in 2008 that Greer had ‘run rings around’ her father 
and she seemed pleased. She avoided writing directly 
about the violence of her childhood but her mother, 
aged seventy-four when she spoke for more than 
seven hours to Robin Hughes in 2004 for the Australian 
Biography interview project, was again ready to say the 
once unsayable.

‘He’d get very angry, and you learnt to get out of the 
way,’ she said. ‘There was a kind of war going on...and 

Anne Deveson and  
Georgia Blain’s legacy
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when we did try to get help...I remember we went to...a 
psychiatrist, a father of nine...who ended up telling me that 
“your husband is a very creative man, Mrs Blain, and every 
time he gets into a storm, you must just take the children 
and leave the house.” And I said, ‘Well, what am I going to 
do? What do you mean, leave the house with three small 
children?’ And he said, “Well you can sit by the side of the 
road until it has passed over.’”

Anne Deveson said her husband was angry because she 
had become more famous and she earned more money 
yet the family war was hidden from view. After a storm, 
Blain ‘would then go and be on air and [be] absolutely 
calm and together’ while the perfect family with three 
perfect little kids would feature in the Australian Women’s 
Weekly.

We still find it hard to speak the truth about mental illness, 
motherhood and domestic violence but once it was 
almost impossible.

Thanks to great truth-tellers like Anne Deveson and 
Georgia Blain, who found the courage to talk about their 
families, knowing they would be hurt, it is now easier for 
the rest of us to recognise, and deal with, the pain and 
violence in our own families.

This article was originally published in the Sydney Morning 
Herald on 17 December, 2016.

The Mother and the Daughter

By Judith Rodriguez for Anne Deveson and Georgia 
Blain, who died days before her mother, December 
2016.

Three days, three days I have waited. 
I could not know what stayed me. 
Now you are here.

Three days, three days your voice failed me.
My heart faltered.
All gone now, fear

and confusion. There’s clear dark
ahead. Is that our mark?
Come now, my dear. My dear. 

  Anne Deveson. Photo: Nic Walker
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UNITED STATES

Trump has labelled 
media as ’dishonest,’  ‘fake 
news,’ and the ‘enemy of 

the American people’ but 
remains unclear if he will  

impose restrictions on  
journalists.

EGYPT
President 

Abdel Fattah al-Sisi’s
 regime is attempting to 

assert more direct control 
over the private media and 

suppress criticism of the 
government’s 
performance.

Countries to watch
These countries are among those that may be moving towards important changes in their press freedom conditions – for 
better or worse – in the coming year.
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AUSTRALIA
Journalist Information 

Warrants that allow 
authorities to collect 

journalists’ metadata to 
identify their sources may 
have a chilling effect on

investigative
journalism.

KENYA
Journalists still face 

criminal prosecution 
under security legislation, 
and violent attacks against 
media workers are already 

increasing in the run-up 
to the August 2017 

elections.

MYANMAR
The government will face 
increased pressure after 

stalled legislative reforms, an 
increase in libel cases, 
and attempts to curb 

reporting on corruption 
and human 

rights abuses.

PHILIPPINES
President Rodrigo 

Duterte’s subordinates and 
supporters could act on his 

violent threats against 
journalists who criticise 

abuses linked to the 
government’s war 

on drugs.

UKRAINE
Restrictions on Russian 

outlets and attempts 
to foster ‘patriotic’

reporting raise questions 
about the government’s 
commitment to media 

autonomy.
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Press Freedom in Myanmar

> Tessa Lunney|           @TessaWynn

Tessa Lunney speaks to Jonah Fisher, BBC 
Correspondent for Myanmar, on the current 
state for journalists and freedom of speech in the 
sovereign state. 

What is the situation for journalists, and freedom of 
speech, in Myanmar? 

There’s a couple of things. One is the difficulties of 
reporting and being denied access to where things 
have been happening. Then there’s a separate thing 
which affects journalists and writers here – it’s Criminal 
Defamation Law, called 66(d). 

Explain about Article 66(d) of the Telecommunications 
Law. Is it business leaders or government leaders 
taking journalists to prison as a way of getting around 
censorship, or lack of censorship?

There’s been a lot of progress made here in terms of 
freedom of speech. It used to be that all the newspapers 
were pre-censored by the government and lots of issues 
people simply wouldn’t touch because they were too 
sensitive. That has now changed. People can pretty much 
write whatever they want. There is a big catch though. 
There’s this new law, introduced by the old government 
in 2013 called 66(d), and it means you can be prosecuted 
if you are seen to say anything, either online or in print, 
which negatively impacts the way someone is perceived 
– in effect, defamation. Cases have been brought against 
senior political figures through comments that have been 
made on social media. 

There was a poet [Maung Saungkha] who wrote ‘I have a 
portrait of the president on my penis. It disgusts me’ [or 
‘How disgusted my wife is] and he had to serve jail time 
because that was seen as being an insult to the president. 
Just last week someone was being prosecuted for calling 
their mum a slut on Facebook. This law is now being 
widely used and abused and is restricting the freedom of 
speech which had blossomed here. It’s quite serious. 

The government of Aung Sang Suu Kyi has a big enough 
majority in parliament to change whatever law they want, 
very rapidly, and they’re not changing this law. There’s a 
sense that a step has been taken backwards. 

You said the other problem is restriction – not being 
able to talk to people, not being able to get into parts 
of the country. I assume this is in relation to Rakhine 
State.

Yes. The government has been pushing a narrative for a 
long time that the security forces haven’t been abusing 

the Rohingya Muslim population, despite all the evidence 
from video footage and testimony from people. Under 
the guise of security reasons have kept journalists like 
myself out of the area of northern Rakhine State for the 
last six months or so. They always had to issue permits 
to go to areas like Rakhine State but usually it just took 
a few days. Now they refuse to issue the permits. On the 
one occasion that I did get a permit, I took a boat all the 
way up to the area and the permit has been rescinded. I 
was sent on the boat straight back again. It’s a way they’re 
trying to control the narrative of what’s happening in 
northern Rakhine State and it’s catastrophically backfired 
on them. 

The agenda has been set by the Rohingya themselves, 
especially those who have gone across to Bangladesh.  
No one is willing to listen to what the Burmese 
government is saying. There’s no doubt that awful things 
have been happening in Rakhine State. 75,000 people 
don’t leave their homes and walk across the border to 
another country unless something pretty catastrophic 
has taken place. I’ve seen footage of people with bullet 
injuries in their backs, women who are clearly traumatised 
by what has happened to them. 

You have to remember that, in the past, the Burmese 
military have successfully shut down areas and prevented 
the news of what they’re doing coming out. But in just 
the last few years, things have changed in terms of the 
technology available in Myanmar. Previously there were 
no mobile phone networks. Now people are going out 
there and videoing themselves on their phones. When 
you see video of burnt bodies, that has been verified as 
coming from a particular site, the fact that a journalist 
can’t get in there is obviously annoying, but you’ve got 
some pretty compelling evidence that something awful 
has taken place. 

The Burmese government’s attempts to shut down this 
story hasn’t taken into account the fact that all of these 
Rohingya have a smart phone. They’re conducting the 
story themselves. That’s what’s made a difference this 
time in terms of getting the story out and people finding 
out what’s been happening. 

Is it quite an exciting time to be a journalist or media 
worker in Myanmar?

It’s a frustrating time. From the government now we have 
less communication, less transparency, than under the 
old quasi-military government. Suu Kyi feels under no 
obligation to explain what she’s doing or why, or to give 
regular press conferences, or to put herself under any 
form of scrutiny. Trying to understand where she’s coming 
from is very difficult because she’s so hostile to journalists 
and the media. Then at the same time we’re still dealing 
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‘...There hasn’t been a proper press 
conference here since [Aung Sang 
Suu Kyi]’s election in 2015. That’s 
15–16 months without a chance 
for Burmese journalists to ask her 
questions about what’s going on.’

with the Army. It’s less easy to operate now that it was 
in the couple of years running up to Suu Kyi becoming 
leader of this country. It’s a bit of a sad thing to say.

We expected that she might be prickly with the media 
as we’d seen that in the past. I don’t think we expected 
her to completely write off the media in the way that 
she has. There hasn’t been a proper press conference 
here since her election in 2015. That’s fifteen, sixteen 
months without a chance for Burmese journalists 
to ask her questions about what’s going on. She 
goes abroad and does interviews with international 
broadcasters who are not fully briefed with what’s 
going on here. She’s not interested in engaging with 
Burmese media and talking about the nitty-gritty of 
what’s happened across the country. 

You’ve mentioned before the similarities between 
Suu Kyi and Trump with pushing away the media, 
obfuscating propaganda, and allegations of fake 
news. How do you combat fake news and allegations 
of fake news against yourself?

There was a period during the Rohingya crisis when 
Aung Sang Suu Kyi’s office very aggressively went for 
international journalists who were reporting on the 
Rohingya. The way they did that was to look at the 
story, find out what village the victim had come from, 
go to that village, speak to anyone they could find and 
ask ‘Have you heard about this woman that was raped? 
You did, no you didn’t. OK, that proves that she wasn’t 
raped.’  Then they’d put up big stories saying, ‘Fake 
news! Discredited!’  Since then, in the last month or 
two, they’ve given up a bit on the ‘fake news’ narrative. 
If you look at the way Trump chooses the programs 
and channels that he speaks to in the United States, it’s 
the same thing with Aung Sang Suu Kyi. 
She’s written off entirely talking to Burmese journalists. 
She seems to have a complete disdain for what they 
think. She limits herself to the easy ride interviews. 
She’s more hostile than Trump is to the media. Trump 
at least does some interviews, he tweets, he knows 
what people are saying about him. You don’t get the 
sense with Aung Sang Suu Kyi that she’s even plugged 
in to what people are saying about her. She doesn’t 
do Facebook, she doesn’t do Twitter, she doesn’t even 
really do email. She’s very dependent on the people 
around her for information on what’s being said about 
her and what’s taking place. 

While the rest of the world has undergone this 
technological revolution, Myanmar has only had it in 
the last two, three years. It doesn’t seem like Suu Kyi is 
at the forefront of adopting these new technologies. 
She seems to regard them with suspicion.

You worked in Thailand before Myanmar. As a foreign 
journalist, what are the main differences between 
these two neighbours?

The big difference for working here in Myanmar is that 
there is so much of the country that is, on paper, closed 
or that you need a permit to go there. That’s not the 
case in Thailand. I’ve been here now for three-and-a- 
half years and a lot of that time has simply been spent 
trying to test the limits of a country that still doesn’t 
quite know what the rules are. A lot of my trips have 
been going to areas where journalists haven’t been 
before, just to see what it was like, if we could get 
past that checkpoint. You don’t get that in Thailand. 

The rules have been set up for a long time, there are 
pretty strict rules for the media there as well in terms of 
criticising the government and the royal family in any 
way. But it’s a completely different media environment 
to operate under. 

That’s why it’s been exciting and fun to work here. 
It’s been a journey of discovery to find out what the 
rules are, what’s possible and what’s not – adventure 
journalism. The number of places that haven’t seen a 
camera crew are pretty small. But there are few strange 
little pockets of Myanmar where that still is the case. 

For more information, go to PEN Myanmar at  
www.pen-international.org/pen-myanmar

Jonah Fisher [@JonahFisherBBC] is a correspondent 
for BBC News and its first resident correspondent for 
Myanmar. He is an experienced BBC correspondent and 
during an eventful ten years working for the BBC has been 
based in Eritrea, Sudan, London, South Africa, Nigeria and 
most recently, Thailand and Myanmar. 

This article was made 
possible with support from 
the Copyright Agency’s 
Cultural Fund. 
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> Chip Rolley |            @ChipRolley

They still stand when the president enters. It’s a 
remarkable tradition, one you might not expect 
in the world’s ‘oldest and greatest democracy’.  

The fourth estate, which in the last half century 
has demonstrated its not inconsiderable power by 
forcing one president to resignation and another to 
impeachment, stands when the president enters the 
room, signalling its respect for the office. You’d have to 
imagine it has the effect of rather taking the wind out of 
a reporter’s sails.

Right as you are about to go for the jugular with a 
question about pay for play at Mar-a-Lago, or the 
unconstitutional collection of emoluments from foreign 
governments at the Washington Trump Hotel, you must 
stand in an ancient signal of courtly subjugation.

You might be forgiven for thinking that this quaint 
tradition would change. After a campaign season 
where candidate Donald Trump frequently called for 
supporters to attack the media (which he often had 
corralled in a pen at his rallies). After his repeated 
denigration of the media continued into the first 100 
days of his presidency. After his belligerent press 
conference where he called CNN ‘fake news’. After his 
tweets where he declared the media the ‘enemy of the 
people’. After his press secretary allows press briefings 
to descend routinely into schoolyard petulance – that is 
when he’s not simply reading out verifiably false news.

But still, they stand when the president enters the room.

Things have changed with the election of President 
Trump, but some things remain the same.
For one, the media still takes seriously what the 
president says. All it takes is a scurrilous tweeted 
allegation about President Obama wiretapping Trump 
– something for which Trump provided no evidence – 
and the media feels obliged to cover it, to run the story 
down, to see if there is any way in which the allegation 
might be true. Maybe he was referring to incidental pick 
up of Trump officials in the legal surveillance of foreign 
targets? Maybe he was referring to the monitoring 
of the transactions of a bank that was housed in 
Trump Tower? Maybe he was referring more broadly 
to the intelligence community since everyone (surely 
including Trump!) knows that the president can’t order 
an American citizen to be wiretapped. Never mind. 

It not only occupied the media for over a month, it’s 
now part of the House of Representatives Intelligence 

Committee’s investigation into Russian interference into 
the election.

The same happened with Trump’s assertion that 
Obama National Security Advisor Susan Rice might 
have committed a crime – again with no evidence 
whatsoever.

But the president says it’s ‘one of the big stories of our 
time’, and the press therefore feels it has to follow it. 
And following it doesn’t necessarily mean dismissing 
it until (any) evidence is found. Matt K. Lewis, a writer 
for The Daily Beast and a commentator (ironically?) on 
CNN was willing to give the president the benefit of 
the doubt, saying, ‘I don’t think we should dismiss this 
story. Sometimes what Donald Trump does is, he says 
something is going to come out, and something comes 
out.’

Lewis must not have been paying attention when 
Trump rose to political prominence on the defamatory 
accusation that the nation’s first elected black president 
was not born in the US and was therefore elected 
illegitimately. Nor when he claimed, again with no 
evidence, that three million people had voted illegally 
in the last election. Nor when he boasted that more 
people attended his inauguration than Barack Obama’s. 
Nor when he asserted that he had the biggest electoral 
vote win since Ronald Reagan. Nor when he said the 
murder rate had gone up, that he had created jobs 
announced before he was president, that he had 
predicted Brexit, that...let’s face it. I only have space here 
for a few of the literally hundreds of examples.

Many have struggled to wrap their heads around this. 
How much of this is strategy – creating diversions 
and muddying the waters to change the narrative 
from the scandals (#Russiagate, #TrumpHotelgate, 
#MaraLagogate, #Flynngate, #Emolumentsgate, all 
collectively known as #Trumpgate) – and how much of 
it is the result of ignorance. 

It’s probably a mix of both, but more importantly, it’s 
that what is true or false simply does not matter. Trump 
operates with a complete disregard for what New York 

Trump, the media and  
freedom of expression

‘The media hasn’t declined 
because of the advent of Trump. 
Rather, the advent of Trump 
was made possible – in part – 
by the decline of the media.’ 
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Times White House Correspondent Glenn Thrush has called 
the ‘equities’ of truth and falsehood. Trump’s equities are those 
of a salesman, he says. It’s the sale that matters, not whether 
something is true or false, or right or wrong.

All of which makes journalists like Matt K. Lewis waiting for the 
possibility that something he says might turn out to be true 
seem rather foolish.

This in turn puts the rest of us – the readers and consumers 
of news about what remains the most consequential 
officeholder in the world – in a very troubling predicament.  

How much has disregard for the truth (by Trump himself and 
his press secretary Sean Spicer) undermined the authority of 
the office – with Americans, with enemies, and with allies? 
How much have attacks on ‘fake news’ at CNN and the ‘failing 
New York Times’ devalued the currency of news?

There is no doubt these have taken a toll on our trust in the 
media. But to say the media is in this kind of trouble entirely 
because of Trump is to confuse the cause of this phenomenon 
with its effect. The media hasn’t declined because of the 
advent of Trump. Rather, the advent of Trump was made 
possible – in part – by the decline of the media.

There was some good reporting on Trump during the 
campaign. The Washington Post’s David Fahrenthold almost 
single-handedly revived respect for good old-fashioned 
shoe-leather journalism with his dogged phone calls to every 
conceivable charity to check if Trump was a donor. But there’s 
something terribly wrong when post-election analysis by 
the Shorenstein Centre at Harvard University shows it was 
Hillary Clinton who had the most sustained negative coverage 
throughout the primary and general elections even while 
Politifact shows she was the candidate who was found to have 
lied the least.

We should remember that Trump’s accusations of fake news 
have damaging resonance because there was and is a real 
thing we can call fake news – from allegations Senator Ted 
Cruz’s father was involved in the assassination of JFK to stories 
that Secretary Hillary Clinton sold weapons to ISIS.  

The spread of fake news has been aided and abetted by social 
media technology that we would otherwise be celebrating 
as the liberator of expression from both political interference 
and commercial gate-keeping. We are operating in an 
environment where there are few limits on free expression. 
No less a figure than Mark Latham discovered this recently: 
‘Facebook an amazing technology,’ he tweeted. ‘[I] can 
create free TV shows, no ads, lots of free speech. By-pass 
the elites and confected outrage industry!’ (We still have 
not figured out how to deal with this brave new world that 
rewards tabloid sensation over sober analysis and, with the 
collapse of ‘gatekeeping’, allows a preposterous story about a 
political candidate’s alleged involvement in a paedophile ring 
operating out of a popular washing DC pizza parlour to snake 
its way into our news feeds.)

And we must also remember that Trump’s accusations of a 
‘failing’ media that is the ‘enemy of the people’ might well find 
an audience among a citizenry that remembers all too well 
that financial journalists were missing in action in the lead up 
to the GFC, and political journalists at the most prestigious 
publications in the world were telling us authoritatively 
about the resurrection of Saddam Hussein’s weapons of mass 
destruction program in the lead up to the Second Iraq War.

We have hobbled through recent times with a media 
gradually but relentlessly weakened by a collapsing business 
model, buffeted by social media disruption and lapses in news 
judgment and quality. And in the past, the US has survived 
criminal transgressions by a president – thanks in large part to 
a robust and fearless media.

But what happens when you combine a weakened media with 
a president who seems to run his administration courtesy of a 
handbook from a banana republic dictator?

We are about to find out.

Chip Rolley is a Curator, Editor and Journalist. He was the 2010 
Creative Director of the Sydney Writers’ Festival and former editor 
of the Australian Broadcasting Corporation’s opinion program, 
The Drum.

This article was made 
possible with support from 
the Copyright Agency’s 
Cultural Fund. 
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How you wield a pencil can still lead to 
violent reprisals. Only too often, cartoonists 
pay a high price for their irony and 
impertinence. The threats they receive 
are barometers of free speech, acting as 
indicators of the state of democracy in times 
of trouble.

On the eve of the second anniversary of the Charlie 
Hebdo massacre, Reporters Without Borders 
(RSF), Cartooning for Peace and other cartoonist 
associations pay tribute to all press cartoonists 
who defend media freedom by means of their 
cartoons. They have compiled the following 
profiles of cartoonists who have been dismissed, 
arrested, imprisoned or threatened because of their 
cartoons. 

Zunar  (Malaysia)

Zulkifli Anwar Ulhaque, the cartoonist better 
known as Zunar, 
is a symbol of the 
fight for freedom 
of expression in 
Malaysia and the 
government’s 
bugbear. Because 
of his cartoons 
denouncing the 
corruption in all 
layers of Malaysian 

society, he has been subjected to various kinds 
of persecution for nearly a decade including 
repeated detention, arrests of assistants and 
supporters, a travel ban, the closure of his website, 
the confiscation of his cartoons and a ban on his 
cartoon books. 

When the opening of a Zunar exhibition was 
disrupted by his critics in November, the police 
intervened, confiscated the cartoons and ended 
up taking him into custody. In December, he was 
arrested again when he organised a sale of his 
books to compensate for the financial loss resulting 
from the exhibition’s cancellation. 

As a result, he is now being investigated as a threat 
to parliamentary democracy. He is already facing 
up to forty-three years in prison on nine counts of 
violating the Sedition Act, which violates freedom 
of expression by making it easy to prosecute 
journalists and cartoonists for supposedly ‘seditious’ 
content. The pretext for Zunar’s prosecution was 

nine tweets critical of the government. Last year 
he received the Cartooning for Peace Prize for his 
courage and determination.

 
Rayma (Venezuela)

Rayma Suprani is a Venezuelan cartoonist who 
worked for nearly 
twenty years for 
the Caracas-based 
daily El Universal. 
Her cartoons 
criticised poverty, 
the lack of social 
justice and abuse 
of power under 
President Hugo 
Chavez, and under 
his successors after 

Chavez died in office in 2013. She had often been 
subjected to threats and pressure but in September 
2014 she went ‘too far’ in one of her cartoons. 
It portrayed public healthcare in Venezuela – 
which has been undermined by the crisis in the 
petrodollar economy – as an electrocardiogram 
that began with Chavez’s well-known signature 
and then flatlined. She was immediately fired 
by El Universal, which had just been acquired 
by someone more sympathetic to the Chavista 
government. Deprived of her source of income, she 
fled to the United States, where she continues to 
use her pencil to fight for freedom of expression.

Musa Kart  (Turkey)

During the wave of arrests that followed last July’s 
failed coup in Turkey, the police detained a dozen 

employees of the 
leading opposition 
newspaper 
Cumhuriyet on 
31 October. They 
included editor 
Murat Sabuncu, the 
newspaper’s lawyer, 
and its well-known 
cartoonist, Musa 
Kart. The head of the 
Istanbul prosecutor’s 

office said they were suspected of committing 
crimes on behalf of the Gülen movement (which 
is accused by the government of orchestrating the 
coup attempt). 

Charlie Hebdo two years on: 
cartoonists still persecuted
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‘For years I have tried to transcribe what we live 
through in this country in the form of caricatures and 
today it seems that I have entered one of them,’ Kart 
said at the time. ‘What explanations will they give to 
the rest of the world? I have been taken into police 
custody because I drew cartoons!’

Tahar Djehiche (Algeria)

The Algerian cartoonist Tahar Djehiche posted a 
cartoon on social networks in April 2015 showing 
President Abdelaziz Bouteflika being buried under the 

sand of In Salah, a Saharan 
region where the population 
has been protesting against 
the use of fracking to 
produce shale gas. 

His aim was to draw 
attention to the 
environmental dangers of 
shale gas production by this 
means in Algeria, but he was 
charged with insulting the 

president and ‘inciting a mob.’ 

He was acquitted in May 2015, but was convicted on 
appeal the following November and was sentenced 
to six months in prison and a fine of 500,000 dinars. 
Many international organisations have condemned 
this absurd and incomprehensible decision, especially 
as it is still not known who was responsible for the 
appeal.

Jabeur Mejri (Tunisia)

A 29-year-old Tunisian blogger, Jabeur Mejri was 
prosecuted in March 2012 for posting cartoons 
and satirical texts on social networks at a time of 
continuing tension just over a year after President 

Ben Ali’s removal, when 
anything to do with 
religion was extremely 
sensitive. The cartoons, in 
particular, were deemed to 
have insulted Islam. 

He was sentenced to 
seven-and-a-half years 
in prison and a fine of 
1,200 dinars on charges 

of disrupting public order, causing wrong to others, 
and violating morality. He was strongly defended by 
human rights groups, which regarded him as one of 

the first prisoners of conscience since the fall of the 
Ben Ali regime. 

After two years in prison, he was finally pardoned by 
President Moncef Marzouki and was released in March 
2014. He was arrested again the following month on 
a charge of insulting an official. After a second pardon 
in October 2014, he left Tunisia.

TAKE ACTION! 

Eaten Fish is an Iranian asylum seeker and a prize-
winning cartoonist who has been imprisoned on Manus 
Island since 2013. 

He won the International Award for Courage in Editorial 
Cartooning. The judges said ‘His cartoons will some 
day be recognised as important, world-class chronicles 
of the worst human behaviour since the World War II 
concentration camps.’

This year he was awarded the Voltaire Empty Chair 
Award, a prize given to someone who has made 
immense contribution to free speech but who is unable 
to accept the award in person. 

Earlier this year he undertook a hunger strike for 
nineteen days to protest against imprisonment and to 
draw attention to a series of sexual assaults that have 
occurred while on Manus Island. 

Despite his struggle to overcome mental health issues 
and despair, he continues to post cartoons about his 
ordeal on social media.

DO SOMETHING

1.  Send Eaten Fish messages of support via his   
  Facebook page.
 2.     Write letters to politicians demanding the release of  
  the asylum seekers still in offshore detention. 
3.   Join in the social media campaign by posting   
  pictures of fish with the hashtags #EatenFish and   
  #AddAFish

More information is available on the Sydney PEN 
campaign webpage.
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The Oxfam Novib/PEN Award for Freedom of 
Expression, made in collaboration with PEN 
International Writers in Prison Committee, 
the PEN Emergency Fund, and Oxfam Novib, 
recognises writers who have been persecuted 
for their work and continue working despite 
the consequences. Russian writer Mikhail 
Shiskin delivered this keynote speech at 
the 2017 Oxfam Novib/PEN  Award for Free 
Expression.

Our son is three years old. Some time ago we took 
him to an art museum. We went from room to room, 
searching the canvases of the great masters for 
doggies, kitties, birdies, and horsies. One painting 
depicted a pregnant Virgin Mary. My son asked why 
she had such a big belly. I told him there was a baby 
inside, and that it would soon be born. We walked on. 
Once we had made it through a few more rooms, my 
son ran back to the Virgin – to see whether the baby 
had been born yet.

In 1968, in protest against the incursion of Soviet 
tanks into Prague, several people walked into Red 
Square and unfurled banners that read: ‘For Our 
Freedom and Yours’. They were immediately arrested. 
I was seven years old at the time, and I knew nothing 
of what had happened. But the whole vast country 
knew nothing of it either. These people’s lives were 
ruined; they faced years in prison or the insane 
asylum. After the collapse of the Soviet Union they 
became the subjects of articles, books, and films. 
Their actions came to serve as a symbol of resistance, 
and they were now regarded as heroes in the 
struggle for freedom.

When the KGB archives were briefly opened, it 
turned out that other people in various cities across 
the sprawling empire had also protested in August 
1968 and had also ended up in prisons, but no 
one at all had heard about their protests and their 
ruined lives. Human rights organisations in the 
West knew nothing about them, and nobody had 
demanded their release. They never became the 
subjects of articles, books, or films, never became 
heroes. They received no prizes, and no one raised 
toasts in honour of their courage at international 
PEN conferences. They never attained the glory 
of martyrdom, but were simply tortured to death, 
quietly, out of sight.

For a short time it seemed that these brave people 
had defeated the system, that their sacrifices had not 
been in vain. But their victory was an illusion.

‘On 11 September 2016, the chief of the penal colony, 
Kossiev, came to my cell with three guards. They 
started beating me. They beat me four times that day, 
kicking me when I was down on the floor. After the 
third beating they shoved my head into the toilet. On 
12 September 2016, some guards came to my cell, 
cuffed my hands behind my back, and hung me up 
by the handcuffs. This hurts the wrists terribly, twists 
the elbows, and causes excruciating back pain. I 
hung that way for half an hour. Then they took off my 
underwear and said that, if I didn’t stop my hunger 
strike, they would bring in another inmate to rape 
me.’

This is an excerpt from a letter by Ildar Dadin, a 
political prisoner thrown in jail for walking out in 
front of the Kremlin and protesting, all alone, against 
the war with Ukraine – ‘for our freedom and yours’. 
Once he walked out with a banner that read: ‘Keep 
silent! And when they come for you tomorrow – the 
next person will be silent.’

My country, which had taken a gulp of air in the 
1990s, has again plunged into the swamp of fear and 
silence.

In man, the need for freedom is counterbalanced by 
at least as strong a need for fetters.

To my father’s mind, the dissidents who had fought 
for freedom of speech were not heroes but traitors. At 
seventeen, he himself had volunteered for the front, 
to defend his fatherland. The state had killed his own 
father, my grandfather, as an ‘enemy of the people’. 
In defending their fatherland, slaves were defending 
the state that had enslaved them. Nothing new in 
that. In a play about Ancient Rome, Dürrenmatt put 
the following words in Romulus’ mouth: ‘The state 
always calls itself “fatherland” when it is getting ready 
to slaughter people.’

Those who fight for freedom find themselves in 
opposition not only to the repressive state, but also 
to the majority of its population. They are fighting 
for the freedom of their people, but most of those 
people either believe them to be traitors, or, at 
best, deem their sacrifices meaningless. For those 
who are accustomed to surviving, disquisitions on 
the principles underlying civil society are about 
as relevant as rules of table-setting are for those 
who queue up for free soup. As far as the majority 
is concerned, the very concept of free speech is 
discredited and represents the all-permissiveness of 
evil.

For our freedom and yours



Sydney PEN – June 2017       21

The majority is always convinced of its own 
wisdom and righteousness. The wisdom of the 
majority is the experience of survival, accumulated 
over the course of many generations. This 
survivors’ wisdom is issued like a verdict of guilt: 
To die defending one’s homeland from the enemy, 
or to save a child from a burning building – that 
is heroism – but whom are you saving? Why 
needlessly ruin your life, risk your freedom, lose 
your job and your friends, if you aren’t going to 
change anything anyway? And most importantly, 
by sacrificing yourself, you’re also sacrificing the 
people closest to you! Who gave you the right 
to turn the lives of your loved ones upside 
down? You’re prepared to die for something 
that has no material existence – for words. 
On one side of the scale, you have living, 
breathing human beings, who depend on you. 
On the other – words: freedom of the press, 
civil rights, respect for the constitution. Are 
beautiful words really worth more than your 
loved ones? Only infantile romantics, who 
haven’t developed a sense of responsibility, 
can act this way. 

This willingness to die for beautiful phrases 
is merely prolonged youthful maximalism. 
You are fanatics! You are driven by the energy 
of self-destruction; you haven’t grown up 
enough to build a house, plant a tree, lavish 
your child with love. But those things are 
so important – it’s so important, say, to take 
your son to a museum on Sunday! You reject 
real life in favour of abstract ideals. All you’re 
concerned about is the salvation of your soul! 
Your heroism is simply selfishness turned 
inside out. Isn’t it selfish to save your soul while 
destroying your family? You’re just a biological 
anomaly, a special breed with an underactive 
survival instinct – that’s scientifically proven! 
Some people simply have a pronounced need to 
become victims. 

These people seek sweetness in martyrdom, and 
this all-consuming passion is stronger than any 
drug. Nothing pleases them more than mounting 
the scaffold. Submitting yourself to humiliation, 
you sense your own moral superiority. You feel 
yourself to be the elect, the very best. And don’t 
you dare say you did it for us! No one asked for 
this sacrifice! And above all, you’re simply naive. 
To believe that freedom, honour, and kindness 
will triumph on this sinful planet is to believe in 
miracles. Can you really derail your life for the sake 
of your faith in the word, your belief in miracles?
Fear is a source of life; it’s just as natural as 
breathing or eating. It’s the survival instinct. Those 
who sacrifice themselves for the sake of principles 

pit themselves against nature itself. For them, 
the meaning of life lies not in survival, but in the 
preservation of human dignity.
In the 1930s, Boris Pasternak was asked to sign 
a letter demanding the execution of certain 
‘enemies of the people’, and his pregnant wife 
dropped down at his feet, begging him to sign it – 
for the sake of their child. He said: ‘If I were to sign 
this, I’d be a different man. And the fate of a child 
born to another man doesn’t concern me.’
This isn’t heroism – it’s something different. It’s the 
inability to cease being yourself.

A month before he was killed, Boris Nemtsov 
said in an interview: ‘People must decide for 
themselves whether they’re willing to take the risk 
or not. I can only speak for myself. I’m glad that I’m 
able to tell the truth, be myself, and not kowtow to 
wretched, thieving authorities. Freedom is a very 
dear thing.’

These people aren’t victims. They consciously 
choose freedom, every time. Given countless 
opportunities to reject their sense of themselves, 
they always make their own choice, even if it 
means prison and death. They are the freest 
people of all.

Mikhail Shiskin. Image courtesy of Read Russia.
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> Continued from Page 21

Elias Canetti once wrote: ‘I ask myself whether, among 
those who build their leisurely, secure, dead regular 
academic life on that of a writer who had lived in misery 
and despair, there is one who is ashamed of himself.’

I have a feeling that all of them – those who walked into 
Red Square in 1968, and Anna Politkovskaya, and Boris 
Nemtsov, and Ashraf Fayadh, and Malini Subramaniam, 
and many, many others – ask us: are you not ashamed? 
Their very lives pose that question.

These people are inconvenient, like one’s conscience. 
These people and their fates are a living reproach to each 
and every one of us.

I am ashamed.

Precisely because we cannot express our gratitude and 
acknowledgment to all of them, known and unknown, 
we must express these things to individuals – and by 
extending our acknowledgement, admiration, and 
gratitude to a Palestinian poet and an Indian journalist, 
we also extend them to all those who have walked out 
and will always walk out onto the public square ‘for our 
freedom and yours’, no matter how dangerous it may 
be. This is an expression of gratitude to thousands and 
thousands of wonderfully brave people, even if we never 
learn all their names.

‘Seven people in Red Square are seven reasons why we 
can never hate the Russians,’ one Czech journalist wrote 
about the demonstrators of 1968. In continuing their 
struggle, even without the slightest hope of victory, 
these people – at all times and in all countries – are 
doing very important work: they are preserving the 
honour of their nation and of humanity at large. Through 
their struggle, they justify our existence on this planet. 
They do it in order to prove that the values for which 
they suffer are real. They do it out of love for life. They 
do it so that someone can take a child to a museum on 
Sunday in their place, so that we can believe in miracles.

I think I’ll take my son to the museum again. Who knows? 
Perhaps the child has been born.

Mikhail Pavlovich Shishkin is a Russian writer who openly 
opposes the current Russian government. He was awarded 
the 2000 Russian Booker Prize, a literary award modelled 
after the Man Booker Prize for the best work of fiction 
written in the Russian language.

PEN Prize to Edward Snowden
Edward Snowden recently received the Ossietzky 
Prize for 2016 by President William Nygaard and 
Secretary General Hege Newth Nouri of Norsk 
PEN in Moscow.

On April 21, it had been a year since Edward Snowden 
filed a lawsuit against the Norwegian state together with 
Norwegian PEN. The lawsuit was filed in order to allow 
Snowden to travel to Norway without fear of extradition 
to the US, where he faces decades of imprisonment 
under the Espionage Act. Norwegian courts dismissed 
the case, the final dismissal fell in the Supreme Court in 
November 2016.

As a ‘Plan B’, Norwegian PEN would go to Moscow and 
hand over the prize to Snowden personally. Last week, 
William Nygaard and Hege Newth Nouri travelled to 
Russia and met Edward Snowden. 

He arrived a little late. He explained that the bus was so 
crowded he had to wait for the next. He lives an almost 
normal life in Moscow, but at the same time he has 
isolated himself in the Russian society. He has chosen 
this way of life because he once again hopes to return 
to his native country and be brought to justice in the 
United States in a fair and impartial trial. Snowden will 
be tried under the so-called Espionage Act of 1917, a law 
which is unacceptable according to international human 
rights standards. This First World War law will condemn 
him to life imprisonment without a jury and defence, 
a sentencing he will serve in a high-risk prison under 
extremely severe conditions.

Edward Snowden explained that he spends most 
of his life online, digital communication is both his 
profession and way of life. He teaches via skype at several 
universities and holds speeches all over the world. We 
talked about the drone warfare, international law, the 
protection of whistleblowers, Trump and Putin, love and 
everyday life in Russia, future prospects, but most of all 
we talked about the issues that Snowden has fought for 
for almost four years in involuntary exile: how to secure 
and strengthen individual privacy, whistleblowers, 
journalists and others’ ability to communicate securely. 

Snowden has a leave to stay in Russia until 2020, but his 
future is as uncertain as it was in 2013.
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BORROWED VOICE:
Freedom of Expression VS Cultural Appropriation
Join us as we explore the blurry lines between cultural exchange and cultural appropriation, in an 
event that will tip a traditional debate on its head. 

Sydney PEN International has partnered with Settlement Services International - SSI to hold an event during  
Vivid Sydney with debaters including lawyer Deng Adut, actor Alex Lee, journalist Caroline Marcus writer  
Daisy Cousens and artist Bronwyn Bancroft. Journalist Stan Grant will moderate the event, where debaters will 
question the concepts of identity politics and political correctness through a ‘reversed-debate’ format. 

Wednesday, 7 June 2017,  6pm–8pm  
The Cell Block Theatre, National Art School, Darlinghurst.  
Tickets from $20. Book online now at vividsydney.com

STAN GRANT ALEX LEE CAROLINE MARCUS DENG ADUT ` DAISY COUSENS
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Any true democracy respects and protects freedom of 
expression. Without this, social justice is at risk. 

Yet this freedom is great danger.  Every day, people are 
persecuted simply for speaking out, and governments and others 
in positions of power continue to gag, imprison, murder and 
silence individuals who have the courage and honesty to speak 
and to write about what is happening in the world around them.

By joining Sydney PEN you will be supporting the work of an 
historical Australian organisation, with a focus on advocating for 
these rights in our Asian and Pacific region.

You will be the first to receive invitations to hear our guest 
speakers participate in local letter-writing evenings, and receive 
campaign alerts to take action.

Join today at www.pen.org.au/join

Make a difference, join us

Project is supported by Printing partner

www.pen.org.au


