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The study circles have had a chequered history of success throughout
Australia. The one at Manly Community College, representing Pittwater
and the Northern Beaches, is an exception and it has been running
continuously in th;% Flue ribbon Liberal electorate since early 1996.

I grew up on Pittw ‘ fr Peninsular and moved to the city 15 years ago. I
heard about the Reconciliation Study Circles from friends who still lived
in the area and who had been participants in one or more of the groups.
Their motives for 'p'ning, their interactions in the group and the personal
impact of the exp '%nce made for intriguing tales. It seemed to me that
the eight week pril ess had a structure in which one could capture on film
what was an increr ingly vast and diverse national issue, through the

personal journeys of the individuals involved.

With a view to fi ' ing out more about the group and exploring the
logistics of a possible documentary, I became a participant of one of the
study circles in la p997.
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Exacerbating the |differences is the absence of a lecturer or expert
'running the show', This is intentional. The Council has promoted the
study circles as a/non hierarchical model based on democratic principles.
For over a|100 years Study Circles have proven an effective and
practical method of learning and social change. Community
organisatians, trade unions, churches and social justice groups
have used them to empower their members to make choices and
take actionl They are one way that people can come to grips with
important § T’al and political issues, in their own way and their
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own time.




This is all very well in theory. At the first session most of the group are
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icipants have to contend with the fact that some
think the reconciliation process is a waste of time, as
s people - a group of 'whiteys' assuaging their guilt to
ank'. One becomes witness to the contention that

exists between colleagues in the workplace and even within families.

The group goes t

‘qugh a series of complex permutations - unity,

factionalism, fragmentation - sometimes morphing from one to the next
in a matter of minutes. The group itself becomes a kind of character, and

begins to display |a

kind of personality. The area from which the

participants live becomes similarly personified - 'the insular peninsular’.
The disparate characters, the unweildly structure, the dangerous and
sensitive issues that|get raised give the sense of part vérit€, part soap
opera, part disaster film... there is the constant question of who will drop
out or be ejected|from the group - in what order they will die........

....and in between the sessions all kinds of personal dramas rage.




