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Division 

NIKOS PAPASTERGIAOIS 

On a typical wet winter weekend in Melbourne, just about everyone-young and old, men 

and women, of all races and creeds-gather at 'Aussie Rules' football matches to scream 

and laugh, sing and cry together. For visitors from almost any country this appears to be a 

miracle. How can people manage to watch such a primitive ritual and yet resist the 'tribal' 

call to war? Why are no barriers needed to separate the Ems? It is not hom a lack of passion 

or seriousness-for many nothing is closer to the bone and more prominent in the mind 

than the performance of their team. The centrality of the game in the public imagery is 

reflected in the fact that the Prime Minister had to ensure that the schedule for the 2004 

election did not collide with any of the 'footy' finals. Yet when your team loses, there is no 

malice, no call to war against the enemy fans. 

For years sports writers and cultural commentators have been trying to explain this 

phenomenon in terms of sublimation. Unlike soccer, football is a decisive game-it does 

not hang on the fine line of an off-side decision or a single penalty. Physical contact and 

outright brawling, while not encouraged, are part of the game. The game is a tough 

encounter and a fast scoring spectacle. After the siren has announced the end of time, the 

teams withdraw to their changing rooms. The fans depart from the stadium in an orderly 

way with lighthearted banter being exchanged. There is no need for police escorts, for 

almost everyone is either flattened by defeat or wrapped in a post-coital bliss. All nervous 

energy and tribal rivalry is unwound. But maybe this psychologism is pointing us in the 

wrong direction. Perhaps we should ask instead why this social phenomenon is a unique, 

rather than a normal, part of everyday life? Why are divisions necessary in the rest oflife? 

In all societies there are boundaries, distinctions, and divisions. They help to define the 

integrity of what is contained, differentiate the identity of constituent parts, and establish 

a form that distinguishes it from other societies. If these divisions become too rigid, leaving 

no room for movement, then the social structure is likely to collapse. If they become 

exclusive and block pathways to any external contact point, they will decline. To avoid 

implosion and entropy, all enclosures require flexibility and doors that allow for the vitality 
ofdevelopment and exchange. Divisions are not often thought of in a neutral or productive 

manner. It is more common to associate them with the negative eHeets of exclusion and 

discrimination. 

Divisions have been the key axioms of the sociological imagination. The categories of 

class, race, and gender have been used as the primary indicators of social division. In the 
past there was a tendency to privilege one category above others. For instance, many com

mentators believed that racial boundaries and gender inequality in society were the result 

of antagonistic class formations. It was believed that if the fundamental class barriers were 
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broken down all other forms of social distinction and differentiation would also fade away. 

However, the other social divisions of race and gender have proven to be more persistent 
than previously imagined. More recently it has been argued that the divisions of race and 

gender do not simply originate from within a particular dass~consciousness, but are 

mobilised by cultural ideas that both precede and exist alongside 

their affiliation to a specific social class. This level of social analysis Class-consciousness 

has revealed that social divisions operate in a complex manner. The term used predominantly 
There is no central Of foundational marker that determines the by Marx and Marxists for the 
flows of all subsequent pathways. process whereby different classes 

Australian culture has often been defined as open and dynamic. come to understand themselves 
It has celebrated the myth of a 'fair go', promoted egalitarian as a united whole working in 
values, and scorned elites. These populist myths have helped con- opposition to other classes. 

struct an image of Australia that appears to be distinct from its Egalitarianism 

colonial heritage but at the same time obscures the dominance The belief that all people in a 
and privileges that have become increasingly concentrated in society or nation are intrinsically 
the hands of a powerful minority. Although the myth is that equal and should be treated as 
Australian people are 'easy going', intolerant of 'tall poppies', and such, exemplified in the catch cry, 

'fair go'.loyal to their 'mates', the reality is that the society is structured by 

cultural, sexual, and economic division. 

In the post World War II period, most Western states adopted policies that promoted 

individual rights to overcome social divisions. This was not equivalent to the adoption of 

socialist ideologies demanding the destruction ofall class boundaries and the imposition of 

the 'dictatorship of the proletariat'. Rather than ceding the sovereignty of the ruling class 

to the working class, Western liberal states articulated ideologies that upheld egalitarian 

values, but also grounded them in tefms of individual opportunity. In Australia, there is no 

party that claims to represent an elite. Both the Labor and Liberal Parties claim to protect 

individuals from vested interests that would impose deeper divisions in society. The Labor 

Party promises to defend the rights of the working class against exploitation. The Liberal 

Party was formed to provide a check against the domination of trade unions and balance 

the interests of the ruling class with the rights of the 'forgotten middle class'. Neither 

party openly maintains that social divisions are a natural or beneficial feature of social 

organisation. To the contrary, the populist rhetoric of all mainstream parties is based on 

the opportunity of the individual to compete on a level playing field and thereby overcome 

any inherited disadvantage and pre-existing social divisions. 

Politicians promise to give citizens a 'fair go'. They claim that state sefvices will give 

people the chance to climb out of their given predicament and participate in society as 

equals. This promise has proven to be illusory. We are all still waiting, patiently, like loyal 
fans of a perennially losing 'footy' team, for the time when the playing field 'levels out'. 

The divisions have not disappeared. There are still many boundaries and distinctions that 

exclude and filter social participation. The political rhetoric of equality and merit is now 

matched by a new corporate and commercial hype that promises integration and inclusion. 

All boundaries of time and space seem to have been dissolved. After Benetton, all global 
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companies seem to embrace cultural and sexual differences. For ro invoke the idea that 

divisions are necessary is not only 'politically incorrect', it is considered anathema to the 

liberal principles of 'open society' and the capitalist ethos ofa free market. Yet despite this, 

divisions not only persist, they have mutated in the formation of new exclusive forms of 

communication networks and social alliances. 

Liberalism 
iil!:1 

The system of political thought 
or philosophy that argues that 

1,1' the liberty of the individual IS the 

most 
. 

Important component ot theI~I 'good society'. Emphasising the 
right to own property, equality ofIii 

't d t k ' II opportunl y, an 0 spea one s 
mind, liberalism views equality 

\:1 

"i' before the law, and the dangers of 
tyranny (i,e. violence and coercion 
by unaccountable government to 

its people). as its main social and 

political tasks. 

If we were to accept the political rhetoric of liberalism and 

commercial hype of globalisation, it would be difficult to grasp 
the place and form of social divisions. It is not that they operate 
in covert ways, but rather that they are articulated in a discourse 

f d bl . [).... . .... 
0 ou e negatives. Iscnmmanon agaltlst mmontles IS now 

I d \vr d' I . .. I I' . I out awe . women an raCia mmOrItles are no onger exp lClt y 
. . . 

excluded from posItIons of power, vet thev contltlue to be under
' , 

represented in all the key institutions, because it appears that there 

are other social and cultural ElCcors that either structurally limit 

theif performances, undercut their public achievements, or pro
hibit their own personal sense ofentitlement. No one ever publicly 
states that society needs divisions in order to maintain hegemony. 

On the contrary, social harmony and cohesion is premised 011 the 

possibility that there is the opportunity for mobility. This upward 

and sideways mobility is often presented as if it brings with it no 

cost or damage to the existing social order. The burden of movement, moreover, is placed 

squarely on the will, initiative, and motivation of the individual. The story of the self-made 

entrepreneur frequently resounds in our media. According to the myth, Australia is an open 

society and divisions are never insurmountable. They are seen more like steps, which with 

effort everyone can climb. Yet, this promise is disingenuous. For most people the ladders in 

life seem impossible to scale and the rungs are placed in inaccessible positions. 

Divisions are the result of the conflicting social forces of order and mobility. \X'hoever 

regulates these forces determines the divisions that define society. In conremporary society, 

it is common wisdom that there is no single agent or institution that regulates all social 

flows. No state or ruler is entirely in control of its own activities. Advocates ofglobalisat ion 

claimed that the deregulation of state controls, the break-up of traditional monopolies, and 

the demise of organised labour collectives would liberate new levels of creative potential. 

Parallel to the 'opening up' of the market place was the inflated promise of the benefits 

that would be delivered by new information technology. These new forms of mobility 

were gained at the expense of old social structures. The restructuring of the manuflCturing 

industries destabilised the social order of working class communities. Casualisation of 

labour conditions and growth in the informal sector also disturbed the ideals of a family 

'breadwinner'. Across the world, migrants were on the move and new phobias about 'illegals' 

and terrorists encouraged governments to make border control a military issue. 

One of the most vivid examples of the complex flows and structures of globalisatioll is 

that of air traffic. In the past, air traffic was heavily regulated, with American and European 

national airlines dominating. From the 1980s, a number ofAsian airlines entered the global 
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market and by May 19R4 the number of flights crossing the Pacific exceeded the trans

Atlantic flights. Today over 5 million people travel by air on a daily basis. These flights 

are no longer dominated by national airlines, as many have been forced into new global 

alliances or dosed down by bankruptcies. New low-cost companies like Virgin Blue have 

maximised the advantages of the deregulation of the airline industries. 

Qantas, an airline that started as a service for the most remote parts of Australia, now 

both promotes itself globally as the 'spirit of Australia' and boasts its profit-generating 

capabilities to its share-holders. Qantas has had to change radically. :"Jot only is it more 

aggressive in its international competitiveness, it has been forced ro operate more effectively 

in its local sectors. Afrer the deregulation of the industry, we not only witnessed cheaper fares, 

massive increases in the numbers of flights and diversification in the destinations, but also 

the collapse of job security and other entitlements for staff. As airlines lost their protected 

arrangements, their place in the global markets and their reliance on state intervention 

was made less secure. This was most evident with the collapse of Ansett-the other main 

national carrier--in 2001. Yet Qantas CEO Geoff Dixon is constantly asking the state 

to relax the regulations for employment conditions even further. Despite its commercial 

hype, Dixon knows that the viability of his corporation can no longer be tied to nationalist 

sentiment but is dependent on its global competitiveness. 

In contemporary society, the structure of social divisions has been transformed by the 

acceleration, intensification, and diversification of the forces that drive globalisation. Soci

ety has become more polarised, and yet in some sectors new levels of integration have facili

tated efficiency and heightened interactivity. While the overall gap between rich and poor 

has expanded in the past decade, there has also been rapid growth for new entrepreneurs. 

Mobility has become a powerful 'catchword' for contemporary society. However, it has 

been applied in a selective way. The celebration of the 'freedom to move' is never extended 

ro foreign labourers or asylum seekers. Their mobility is instead represented as a threat to 

national order. The movement of migrants and refugees has been subjected to unparalleled 

levels of militaristic surveillance and media scapegoating. At the present time, both the 

Liberal and Labor parties have promoted punitive policies that not only seek to block the 

mobility of refugees but also to strip them of their human rights. These aggressive policies 

are justified by the rear that the 'invasion' of the 'other' would destroy the Australian way 

of life. 

Vigilance in border protection and fear of global terrorism has highlighted the limits 

of mobility and the elevation of national security in the political landscape. These separate 

and remote issues have twinned to form a new phobia over the disturbing conjunctions and 

dislocations ofglobalisat ion. Cultural values and social systems that were previously far apart 

are now in closer proximity to each other. People not only move around bur also ideas are 

shaken apart. Mobility has not only produced raster and wider patterns ofexchange bur also 

more pernicious and deeper forms of defensiveness. The social divisions that this produces 

are very contradictory. At one level the new divisions are visible, jagged, and brutaL The 

refugee detention camps that are located on remote islands, desert regions, and the fringes 

of the metropolitan centre are regulated by laws that contravene international standards 
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and policed by private security firms. Among the many violent ironies of privarisation it 

needs to be noted that not only do private security agents now exceed the number of state 

police, but the same firm that guards the detention centres also employ the guards that 

patrol cultural venues in Melbourne's newly opened Federation Square. Tn the interest 

of protecting national security, the Australian government has relinquished its monopoly 

on the right to use violence and when confronted by the plight of refugees is prepared to 

disregard international laws on human rights and refugees. These defensive reactions have 

failed to make people feel more secure, for the privatisation of internal security and the 

reneging of international agreements leaves people feeling more vulnerable and exposed. 

Ii Divisions in contemporary society have not disappeared, rather they are rendered fluid and 

Iii are increasingly contingent upon commercial interests. The privatisation of public services 
111 

!.I.,I.. Privatisation,:lj
\ii.\ The selling of government (and 
k: therefore publicly owned) assets 'I, 
'II to private investors/shareholders, 

usually in accordance with 

neoliberal principles of smaller 

govemment and market 

efficiency. 

may have generated substantial income from the sale of assets, but 

it has also created new forms of social division and exacerbated 

existing forms of social polarisation. 

Two examples of the tension between order and mobility 

are the recent changes in the public transport and education 

systems in Australia. The experience of riding on trams, as mllch 

a Melbourne icon as footy, has undergone a transformation. 

Previously conductors, who collected fares, also advised passengers 

of their destination, helped the elderly, and usually had a friendly 

whistle. Few people resented the fare. However, as soon as the role of conductor was 

eliminated, and fare collection was automated, then resentment became collective. Today, 

customer service agents working on the trams-now partly owned by the French company 

Transdev-complain of being pushed, punched, and spat at and dread being stabbed with 

disease-carrying hypodermic needles, all because their job is to apprehend those who have 

failed to purchase a ticket for their journey. Why does the new corporation need to employ 

such punitive agents? Why do citizens, who in the past gladly paid their tares, out of civic 

resistance or with a blase attitude, now persistently avoid purchasing a valid ticket? 

The privatisation of the trams was one consequence of Australia's massive drive to 

sell otT some $85 billion in assets in the 19805 and 1990s. Melbourne led the way in 

this privatising crusade, selling off approximately $30 billion of the state's property and 

resources. As a result of the economic rationalism that has characterized the last years, 

the socio-economic situation in Australia has seen a growing disparity between the 'haves' 

and 'have-nots'. As Australian society has increasingly divided on multiple dimensions, 

creating categories of 'winners' and 'losers', the positions of those in both the centre and 

the margin have become more polarised. The result of this is demonstrated by the 2004 

Australian Senate Report noting that between 2 to 3.5 million Australians live in poverty, 

including 1 million who live in a household where at least one adult works. 

Another example of fluid divisions and mobility can be found by climbing back on 

board the tram. Most of the tramlines in Melbourne that approach the city from its 

southern suburbs terminate at Melbourne University. The university as a public institution 

is undergoing an identity crisis, hovering between being a place of privilege and a great 
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equaJiser. Universities are perceived as places of learning where scholarship and merit are 
meant ro reign supreme. These bastions ofcivic pride, however, have now become complex 
enterprises. The shift ro a 'user pays' education philosophy has seen costs rise at a rate 

173 per cent higher than the increase in the CPl since 1989-90. Where in 1987 the state 
provided 85 per cent of the funds for the tertiary secror it now provides less than half. 

Under Howard's education 'reforms', by 2005 most universities will be increasing HECS 

by a further 25 per cent, with stLIdents and their families paying an extra $1.2 billion over 

4 years to access university education. 

Such divisions are not only seen in the universities. Under the Liberal Government, 
two-thirds of the federal schools budget goes to private schools, which cater for less than 

30 per cent of Australia's stLIdents. The funding model for private schools has furthermore 

meant that on average the non-government schools with the highest resources have received 

the greatest increase in government funding, while the poorest independent schools have 

floundered. The first tramway junction somh of the city is at the doorstop of the elite 

Melbourne Grammar School. Few of the passengers who pass by on a daily basis would be 

aware that behind the steel gates and inside the bluestone cloisters these students are receiv

ing more state support that those who have managed to achieve their way into Melbourne 
University. 

All these divisions mean that in under a decade the culture of education has been radi

cally transformed. At Universities, the new 'knowledge economy' is being driven by com

mercial offshoots, industrial linkages, and revenue from international students. As noted 
in 2004 by the then University of Melbourne Vice Chancellor Alan Gilbert, parallel to the 

decreased level ofgovernment funding to universities has been the growing level of govern
mental direcrion on their management. In this new enterprise culture, does it come as any 

surprise then that there is a gulf between the stories of intellectual adventure and sexual 
experimentation of those who were educated in the 1970s and roday's students' experiences 

of being treated like a commodity? We still have to learn about division. 

1 What have been the major shifts in conceptions of divisions? 


2 How has globalisation created new boundaries? 


3 In what ways do people feel separate from each other? 


4 In what ways are people excluded from social and economic opportunities? 
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