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S
ociety of Pedants
(WA) president Bill
Stickler took a break
from his work for a
moment of indolent
contemplation of a
report on the

apparent spread of the
expression “conversate with” in
American language.

He was fond of the
old-fashioned word “indolent”
and applied it readily to himself
when he wasted time with
pointless musing.

The word nicely conveyed a
sense of lazy self-indulgence and
he believed it warranted more
currency than it was given.

He spent his moment of
indolence on thinking playfully
about the American genius for
creating language follies that
annoyed people in other parts of
the English-speaking world.

He had neither seen
“conversate with” in Australian
print nor heard it on the public
airwaves and hoped he never
would. However, experience
suggested that it was likely to be
imported to Australia, probably
to be used at first as a novelty
and then to spread as a new
strain of language virus.

Mr Stickler forced himself to
end his contemplation and to
concentrate on the testing job at
hand — a note he had promised
to write for the SOP on the
fashionable mistreatment of the
word “ironic” (or “ironical”). 

Word watchers had
complained to the SOP that
“ironic”, formerly a good and
useful word, was being made
meaningless by habitual misuse.

He agreed with them and
thought some people probably
had deleted it from their
vocabularies as being unusable
because it had been burdened
with many false meanings.

It was widely misused with
senses such a “coincidental”,
“unusual”, “surprising”,
“unexpected”, “strange” and so
on, he thought.

His research led him to the
1997 book The King’s English, in
which English novelist Kingsley
Amis made a spirited complaint
about the decline of “ironical”.

Amis wrote: “Recently all
seriousness seems to have
departed from the word. The
slightest and most banal
coincidence or point of
resemblance or even just
perceptible absence of one,
unworthy of a single grunt of
interest, gets called ironical.”

Mr Stickler agreed that the
word had been trivialised and
believed that its misuse had
increased significantly since

Amis made his point.
He thought it was possible

that people were attracted to it
because it sounded impressive
and seemed to carry intellectual
weight. He wondered whether it
was mere coincidence that the
similar-sounding word “iconic”
was similarly debased by
fashionable overuse and misuse.

A part of the problem he faced
was that the true meanings of
“irony” were hard to define. 

Formal definitions tended to
be complex.

He thought those offered by
the Oxford Dictionary online
were the best. The first was:
“The expression of one’s
meaning by using language that
normally signifies the opposite,
typically for humorous or
emphatic effect.” 

Thus an exasperated parent
who said “well done” when a
child spilt milk over the
breakfast table was being
“ironic” under this definition,
though some people probably
would say the exclamation could
also be described as sarcastic,
Mr Stickler thought.

It was sometimes hard to draw
a clear distinction between
irony and sarcasm.

The second definition was: “A
state of affairs or an event that
seems deliberately contrary to
what one expects and is often
wryly amusing as a result.”

When Mr Stickler tried to
think of an example of this type
of irony, he remembered a news
report about a crane that
toppled on to a house.

That prompted him to think of
this hypothetical circumstance:
A cherry picker was sent to a
big house to enable workers to
remove overhanging branches
which might otherwise fall and
damage the roof, but the
machine toppled and smashed
the top of the building.

The house owner probably
would see no humour in this but
many other observers would
recognise its irony.

Mr Stickler could also see
some irony in his struggle, as
the head of the SOP, to pin down
the precise meanings of the
slippery word “irony”.

He acknowledged willingly
that it was easy to detect and
denounce its misuses but hard
to define its proper uses.

His conclusion was that it was
best to avoid the word, which
had been trashed to the point of
being all but meaningless.
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My word, that
would be ironic 

All seriousness
seems to have
departed from the
word.

........................................................................................

OPINION
■ Zoltan Kovacs

L
ike a flock of seagulls
on a lone chip,
cabbies gather in a
manic bunch outside
Vung Tau’s local
greyhound track,
sensing something

out of the ordinary is happening
on an otherwise ordinary day in
the seaside city in southern
Vietnam.

Inside, a curator waters the
track after the previous night’s
racing, occasionally glancing to
the ground known as Lord
Mayor’s Oval, where a bunch of
mainly expat Australians are
playing a very foreign game in
front of a filled grandstand.
Curious young Vietnamese boys
peer over the adjoining
fence-line and a temple
embedded into a commanding
hilltop provides a theatrical
backdrop as Vietnam prepares
to go into battle against
Malaysia.

This is AFL football
Asian-style.

Outgoing AFL chief executive
Andrew Demetriou’s shameless
pursuit of spreading the game’s
footprint in Australia and
beyond during his tenure is
gaining momentum as five
Asian matches play out in some
of the nation’s most significant
wartime hotspots. Even
Pakistan make their
international debut in a match
against Thailand in
Kanchanaburi, near Hellfire
Pass.

Agenda’s trip to the “Anzac
Friendship Match” — in a city
affectionately known as
“Vungers” — was a surreal
experience, watching a decent
standard game played in front of
700 spectators, including official
AFL legend Alex Jesaulenko.
The now-annual match is a
tribute to the games played for
premierships by Australian
servicemen between 1967 and
1971, during the Vietnam War.

Jesaulenko, who was last year
named captain of the AFL’s
Multicultural Team of
Champions, can barely believe
he is in Vietnam and about to
watch a game from the sport

that made him a famous
Australian. “I think it’s played
in 39 or 40 countries now . . . I
never thought it would be played
anywhere else but Australia,”
Jesaulenko says.

“Even in London they’ve got
eight teams and they travel to
play in places like Holland and
Sweden. I told the (Vietnam)
players, not only were they
playing for their team but also
for their country. I told them
they were playing their own
game and helping to keep the
game alive.

“This might not be the AFL,
but that’s not the point. They’re
playing Australian rules — a
game that’s been played for 150
years. And as long as they keep
on playing Australian rules, I’m
happy.”

After the match, Jesaulenko
had an audience of 300 people
spellbound as he revealed
anecdotes from his football
journey as part of his Middleton
Address at a gala dinner at the
plush Imperial Hotel in Vung
Tau. 

He is certain plans are even
being made to soon play an
exhibition AFL match in his
biological Ukraine homeland —
present political ructions
permitting.

But for now Asia is clearly
proving itself to be a new
frontier for the AFL and the
Vietnam Swans are at the heart
of its success.

After attending an emotional
Dawn Service ceremony the
previous morning at the Long
Tan Cross and a later trip to the
former Australian military base
at Nui Dat, the Swans’ game-day
theme continues when former
East Perth footballer Andy
Glendinning, now the proud
coach of the Vietnam Swans,
builds his team into a pre-
match frenzy through his
strict adherence to the Anzac
spirit.

Glendinning sheds tears as a
teammate plays The Last Post in
an otherwise silent setting. A
young Vietnamese boy standing
between the two teams as the
famous bugle call is played is
oblivious to the emotion around
him as he pulls faces while he
tries to work out what is
happening.

He would later join a group of
Vietnamese and Australian

children who preferred to build
sandcastles on the dog track
rather than watch the football
action.

The searing heat seems a
world away as seven girls from
the local orphanage, two of them
HIV-positive, sing a touching
rendition of Vietnam’s national
anthem. Players from both
teams sport black armbands on
both arms in respect to the
fallen from Australia and
Vietnam in the war that ended
in 1975.

Manjimup expat Shane
Lawson, playing for Malaysia,
gives a hint of the hard contest
to come when he says during his
team’s pre-game stretch routine:
“Today is massive, fellas. It will
be the only time all of us boys
will be here together, I
guarantee you.”

Unfortunately, half an hour
later, Malaysia is six goals in
arrears as their dominance over
Vietnam in their previous two
encounters is diminished.
Former AFL boundary umpire
of 19 years Adam McDonald,
who officiated in two Anzac Day
matches between Collingwood
and Essendon, laughs as he
admits the dog track footy oval
is a long way from the MCG in
every sense possible.

A fellow umpire manning the
goals signals scores by waving
Vietnamese national flags at the
end of his sticks.

Despite a lopsided scoreline
that would ultimately mark an

Expats
spread
the AFL
gospel
Demetriou’s dream coming
true as Asians embrace our
love affair with the Sherrin 

I wanted to show
the boys why we
were here today.
Andy Glendinning

■ Steve Butler
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