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    Shattering the Matrix 
 
 
 
 
I want to take you today to somewhere you haven’t been, to picture places like 
Kazakhstan, Rwanda, Senegal, Mongolia or The Amazon, where people live in a vastly 
different state of modernity, with little comprehension of how we live. I want you to see 
what the view is like outside The Matrix.   
 
I am sure many of you saw the movie, The Matrix, and I think that cyber world sense of 
reality, living inside a ‘bubble’ , ignorant of the bigger forces shaping our world, is, at 
very least, a useful metaphor. 
 
 In most societies, even modern technological ones like our own, we do live in a Matrix 
of self-interest which makes it difficult to know what is going on in a large parts of the 
world despite our seemingly sophisticated mass media. In my view, instantaneous 
transmission of images from foreign places does not equate to transmission of meaning or 
understanding. It is my experience as a journalist that most people live with perceptions 
shaped by culture, history and the projections of the mass media inside our ‘bubble’. This 
is what creates our sense of reality. If we can break out of this self-intererst, if we can 
shatter the Matrix, we get a very different perspective on the world, certainly a much 
bigger picture, and we may begin to understand the truth of where we are heading in this 
New Millennium. 
 
A child born this Christmas might have looked up at the sky and wondered if the world 
had entered a New Dark Ages. There was no visible Star of Bethlehem, only the fading 
vapour trail of warplanes in Afghanistan and smoke from the ashes of destruction in New 
York and Washington. Welcome to the first major war of the New Milennium. 
 
Since September 11th the central nervous system of the entire world has been wired into 
terror. Every one of us has experienced the trauma, watching passenger jets explode and 
an unbearable number of innocent lives buried before our eyes. Many people are still 
afraid to fly. In Washington they brace for the next attack after a warning from Bob 
Woodward in The Washington Post that there is some risk of a terrorist strike on one of 
the nearby nuclear power plants. 
       
September 11 was an awakening for Americans and the rest of us in the developed world. 
Now we all share the fear, we all understand to some degree what hundreds of millions of 
people have been going through in the forty or more conflicts that occur every year.  
While filming with UNICEF in that war-torn West African country, Sierra Leone, a story 
about the exploitation of children as army combatants, I was asked to count up how many 
conflicts I had reported on.  I got past thirty and that was many years ago. In fact, it was 
an early random act of violence that certainly shattered the Matrix for me. When I was in 
my early twenties I arrived in Santiago de Chile as a foreign correspondent for the ABC 
to cover the first rumblings of the army coup against President Salvador Allende. Here 
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was the cameraman I had hired, Leonardo Hendrichson, dead in a wooden box. Leonardo 
had stepped out of a doorway with his camera rolling as troops closed in on the Moneda 
Palace. He filmed the soldiers and the very shots that ended his life.  
 
Now I did not seek out this madness. I have found everyone of the revolutions, coups and 
dirty little wars I have been to as irrational and inhuman as the larger, grinding conflicts, 
like the Eritrean-Ethiopian war that lasted more than four decades. I was not trying to test 
myself with the challenge of going to these dangerous places and I certainly was not 
attracted to the experience of war. I simply felt that, as a journalist, it was my 
responsibility to film the true state of our world, the genocide against indigenous people 
in Central America, the slaughterhouse of Rwanda where the rivers were thick with 
corpses and I saw a schoolhouse stacked with the dead;  and then that ‘Land of the Living 
Mutants’, Kazakhstan, one of the old Soviet republics, where the Russians tested there 
nuclear weapons and hideously irradiated the local villagers. How could I ever forget, 
Birik, the boy with no eyes, whose mother had been told to stand outside her village hut 
as the mushroom cloud rose on the horizon.  
 
When you leave The Matrix you will see that ours is an ‘Age of Violence’. 180-million 
people have been killed in conflict over the past one hundred years, the most violent 
century in human history. The events of September 11th were, in fact, just another spasm 
in this Age of Violence. On September 11th the western world woke up and realised what 
a dangerous world we all live in.  
        
 The hyper-reality of the attacks, the repetition of the terrifying imagery, has burned the 
message deep in our brains but the meaning of the message, the meaning of this 
‘millennium madness’, has not been conveyed clearly by the media. 
 
Since I was a young boy I have tried to understand why humans are so violent and why 
violence erupts in certain places of the world. My father who was in the RAAF took us to 
the island of Penang when our forces were fighting what was then called a “terrorist 
insurgency” along the Malayan Peninsular. I would write stories as a child about what I 
saw, about the beggars who came to our front gate and how my mother fed them. I began 
to understand the connection between human conflict and critically over-stressed parts of 
the world.  I came to see that in vast zones of distress we have been at war with the earth 
itself wearing down the life supporting resources while populations grow, and grow 
angry. There is a connection. Humans are at war with one another and with the earth 
itself. 
 
I once walked far away from our modern world, on a truly unique journey that inspired 
me as much as going to Antarctica or high into the Himalayas. Up near the border of 
Brazil and Suriname I pushed deep into a remote corners of the Amazon jungle to film a 
so called ‘lost tribe’ of Stone Age Indians. They had never seen a white man before. They 
were all naked. The women with their bodies painted red wore a headdress of white 
vulture feathers. The men carried blow-guns and bows and arrows. They looked at me 
like a man from another planet but after the weeks I spent living with these people I could 
see in them ourselves, where we have come from, what we have won and what we have 
lost. I am not romanticising their situation. I found this stone-age tribe incredibly aware 
of their Amazon rainforest environment but totally unprepared for the intrusion of the 
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wider world around them, threats they simply could not comprehend. Did you know that 
of about five million Amazon people when the Portugeuse arrived in that part of the New 
World, all but about two hundred thousand have been wiped out, eerily similar to our 
aboriginal population today. This is a deep pattern I hope you investigate further. It is one 
of those strong global forces I speak of that continues to disolve before our eyes the 
strength of the oldest continuous civilization on earth. One anthropologist has claimed 
that eighty per cent of indigenous people everywhere have been destroyed after 
occupation by the New Arrivals. Understanding the big picture informs us about the 
individual tragedies unfolding. 
 
I became friends in the Amazon with a man named Toru.  As we built up language, one 
word at a time he shared his world with me. Toru was the master of his universe, but   
had absolutely no idea of the danger he and his tiny tribe of 135 were facing. They were 
also contacted by missionaries who along with their bibles and good intentions also 
carried malaria. Toru and his lost tribe reminded me of us, at this very dangerous hour in 
history. Inside our Matrix we can’t really focus on the most important issues humanity 
faces. 
 
  
The clash of cultures is so intense today that we define our human tribes by whom we 
hate. Youthful populations simmering with anger are being conditioned to accept 
irrational death as a rational and even courageous choice. Masked warriors, blinded by 
hate and unable to see that violence offers no solution, now recruit children to throw 
stones and homemade explosives.  Teenagers rehearse for a later role as suicide bombers. 
In all of the major zones of conflict there is a strong chance that a newborn baby boy will 
be radicalised, militarised and sent into battle as an under-aged soldier, cannon-fodder for 
the ever-growing pile of human carnage. 
 
   Religion continues to divide humanity rather than unite us. The friction between Islam 
and Christianity that has persisted for  fourteen hundred years again has exploded into 
conflict from the Middle East to Indonesia. To Australia’s north on the island of Ambon 
they tie different coloured bandannas around foreheads and use home-made pipe-guns to 
blast away faces and  limbs in  warfare as savage as the Crusader clashes with Islam.  
 
 The Harvard political scientist, Samuel Huntington argues that terrorism is now the 
weapon of choice for the militarily weak masses of angry 15 to 25 year old Muslims, who 
genuinely believe that their culture is superior but their real power vastly inferior. Daniel  
Patrick Moynihan, the most prescient politician I ever interviewed in the United States 
and, like Huntington, an eminent scholar of global patterns, suggests a variation of Chaos 
Theory, explaining the intensification of religious and ethnic conflict as the result of the  
break up of states and the breakdown of their ability to preserve order. From my own 
observations of the world of Islam, with a reporter’s eye on the frontlines and flashpoints,  
there is still something important missing in these explanations of the root  
causes of the conflict.  
 
The truth is that most Muslims around the world want peace, and many nations, including 
Indonesia and Turkey, practice a relatively ‘relaxed’ form of this religion, and yet still the 
young and unemployed in too many places are ripe for recruitment to fundamentalist 
jihads, utopian revolutionary organisations and terror squads determined to leave scars on 
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the much-hated West. The interesting fact is that they are often led by educated and 
affluent anarchists like Osama Bin Laden who are products not of poverty but of 
privilege.  
 
 When Osama Bin Laden first went to Afghanistan to support the  
mujahidin struggle against the Russians he had the blessing of  
Saudi Arabia’s ruling elite. He helped the Afghans construct secret  
caves, tunnels and roads to supply their American-financed war,  
inflicting the same humiliation on the Russians the Americans had  
suffered in the Vietnam war. Years later Bin Laden fell out with the  
Saudi Royal family and boasted he would destroy them because  
American troops were invited to stay on bases there after the Gulf  
War.  These infidels defile Islam’s most holy shrines, he says. But he  
forgets to mention that the American troops stayed in force after  
Saddam Hussein’s misguided adventure to try to rule the Middle  
East.  
 
   For a time the world media appeared to be drawn into the  
psychological war between Bin Laden and the White House,  
exaggerating  his individual importance in a web of terrorism that  
has existed in one form or another for decades. As that media-savvy  
storyteller, John Le Carre pointed out, the television camera loves  
Osama. With the camouflage jacket and the rifle as a prop he is like  
an actor on a set. The camera rolls. He puts on a beatific smile and  
drawls doomsday lines, warning us that we are all in his movie,  
FROM HOLY WAR TO HELL. This new star of the terrorist world  
knows that with his spectacular slaughter of so many  lives in one of  
the world’s greatest cities, he already has produced an event  
more astonishing than Hollywood’s wildest fictions. Still I wish the  
media had not got quite so carried away with these bravura  
performances. Remember the epic images of Adolf Hitler, Joseph  
Stalin, Mao Tse Tung, Pol Pot and even Idi Amin? For a time the  
cameras projected these mere mortals so large on the screen that  
the world trembled. Such is the power of propaganda. Eventually  
the truth emerged and they were shown to be human misfits, now  
buried in the most shameful annals of history. 
 
   So what motivates the leader of the al-Qaeda terror campaign? Is it   
dangerous delusion? Does he really believe he can win this war?  
Watching this tall, gangling figure in the white robes sitting with his  
cohorts from the Taliban, there is the age-old vanity of warriors  
determined to stage dramatic battles that cower and confuse  
their enemies. But why does he pursue this theatre of the absurd  
where even many of his trained assassins are not told they are flying  
to their deaths and Bin Laden is shown on video-tape chuckling over  
their ignorance of martyrdom? He tells his followers not to destroy  
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Saudi Arabia’s oil wells because this is the source of Arab power but  
he has no scruples about killing many innocent Muslims in his  
attacks. He has an asymmetrical military strategy to attack  
a technological colossus from within by using the systems of  
globalization including email, illegal money transfers and computer  
training for suicide pilots. But is this a villain of the 21st Century or  
a throwback to the anarchists of past centuries?  
 
 In his Declaration of War, published in 1996, Bin Laden calls on Muslim youth to end 
the corruption of the soul by destroying Capitalism. I hear an echo of the ancient cry of 
the anarchists who believed a spasm of violence could purge the world of injustice.  
 
Bin Laden’s blood lust, his call to drive Americans from the Holy Land and destroy a 
corrupt Arab elite, has its ideological roots in the kingdom of Saudi Arabia, near what is 
today the city of Riyadh. This is where the most fanatical strain of Islam,Wahhabism, 
emerged as a terrifying  cult of violence two centuries ago.  In the late 1700’s Ibn 
Wahhab and his followers were guilty of numerous massacres of ordinary Arabs who 
opposed their extreme beliefs.  
 
     Bin Laden’s hatred of Western culture is a mix of such  
puritanism and paranoia, which is why his death squads are so  
dangerous. Most of the suicide bombers from Saudia Arabia are  
Wahhabis., often with middle class affluence, sometimes educated in  
the west, but all of them feeling impotent and alienated until their  
consumate acts of violence.  
 
   Peaceful Muslims I have met in many countries would like us to  
understand that Osama Bin Laden’s sermon of hate  is not reflected  
in their  sacred book. The Koran tells good Muslims to “fight in the  
manner of Allah”, face to face with the enemy, never to kill women  
and children, never to kill non-combatants. Suicide is specifically  
condemned in the Koran translation that I have read. “Jihad” is  
characterised as a man defending his family on the threshold of his  
home.  
 
    The yearning for peace by Muslims in strife torn areas is lost in  
the pervasive gloom of their pessimism and negativity. Despite so  
much conflict, they seem unable to rid themselves of corrupt  
leaders. No single, all powerful Muslim nation has emerged as a  
natural leader to be spokesman for the rest.  Even the most tolerant  
Islamic clergy have not been able to build an effective bridge to  
Christians, Hindus and Buddhists. then convince the rest of the  
world that the message of their religion truly is about peaceful  
coexistence. 
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So look ahead now to 2025 when Muslims will make up almost one third of the world’s 
population.There is no sign of a magnificent leader like Egypt’s late Anwar Sadat to lead 
the region towards peace. Instead it appears certain that terrorist movements will continue 
to recruit the angry and the alienated in these overpopulated places unless the world finds 
a new road to conflict resolution by addressing the underlying causes. This will be the 
greatest challenge of the 21st Century, for all of us. 
    
  In half a century of travel through many parts of the world I have noted a clear 
connection between humanity’s war against itself and the war on many fronts we are 
waging against the Earth. That radioactive fallout I saw in Kazakhstan is not the only 
man-made poison. Wherever we are in great numbers the earth is scarred.  
It is no coincidence that most of the recent conflicts, including  
Afghanistan, Iraq, Somalia, Burundi, Rwanda, Zimbabwe, Nepal and  
what was Yugoslavia, have occurred where severe overpopulation 
has caused critical stress on badly depleted environments. The  
Middle East and Africa are zones of terrible distress where water  
is drying up and too much of the soil is turning to sand. Already  
over one hundred million people are threatened by desertification  
and over half a billion are subject to chronic water shortages.  
Drive south from the Horn of Africa down through the Sahara and  
you follow great rolling waves of sand. In Senegal I saw whole  
villages buried by the creeping dunes, people trying to dig out their homes every day. 
Sometimes there were three levels of houses and even mosques down beneath our feet. 
Greedy foreign exploitation of undeveloped lands and outrageous corruption by local 
despots can put these countries on the road to ruin, but the disaster they are now facing is 
also linked to unsustainable population growth, depleted soil, failed crops and a cycle of 
war and famine.  
 
  By the time a child born this year is about thirty some calculate that the world 
population will have grown to around ten billion. We may then exceed the available 
supply of fresh water. If we are now seeing another round of the ‘oil wars’ in Afghanistan 
and the Middle East, next we run the risk of the water wars. So while we are mesmerised 
by the current warfare we need to look ahead because conflict over the most basic life 
sustaining resources, water, food and fuel, threatens to dominate our children’s lifetime. 
Any concept of global security now must address the environmental ruin faced by 
hundreds of millions of people. 
 
 SBS has just begun airing a documentary series on the coming water wars. It is an 
attempt to understand the big picture but I guarantee you won’t hear too much about this 
on the nightly news. That great earth scientist, Paul Ehrlich, has said that most of what 
passes as “news” in the media is really trivia and nonsense. We need more attention to 
these important issues to help people understand how inter-connected all of life is in this 
critical hour of human history. If people are to have any hope of knowing the real truth of 
September 11, of understanding this millennium madness, then the media of the world 
has to meet one its greatest challenges in history too.  
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   There have been some glaring errors in the Media’s rush to judgement on the terrorism 
and the so-called War against Terrorism. On September 11th some news reports claimed 
up to fifty thousand people had been buried in the ruins of the World Trade Center. As 
New York’s Mayor so eloquently put it, whatever the number of innocent lives lost, it 
was “more than we could bear”. 
There was no need for senseless speculation and sensationalism. 
 
    Some television reporters seemed to pose in front of the tragedy rather than report it. 
They flew in first class, adopted a studied sincerity and then muttered lines like “words 
can’t describe what I’m seeing here at Ground Zero”. If words can’t describe what has 
happened, then we don’t need these imposters or their words. Get these melodramatic, B-
grade actors out of there and hand the job back to the foreign correspondents.  
 
   There has been excellent reporting by many of Australia’s foreign correspondents 
throughout these events, with far less of the panic, not to mention the shameful retreat by 
some in East Timor. While the real course of war is rarely, if ever, clear at the start, it is 
clear,  that some in the media rushed to judgement about the War on Terrorism, rashly 
predicting with a strange confidence that there would be “ a quagmire in Afghanistan”, 
and indeed some almost gloated about “another Vietnam-like defeat” for the United 
States and its allies like Australia. Plainly some reporters also have a serious ignorance of 
the awesome superiority of western military power. There was a naivete in much of the 
coverage and the US Defence Secretary and the American General now in command 
quite rightly have been irritated that many journalists have written plainly stupid 
predictions. I am not urging journalists to become jingoistic cheerleaders for the allied 
war-makers. I am not saying we should blindly accept the Pentagon’s definition of 
victory. We could spend a week discussing the concept of “victory” after any kind of 
war. But I urge journalists to seek much better assessments of strategy and military 
capabilities. War is not a state of origin football game where everyone is free to be arm-
chair coach and commentator. Journalists should report, not speculate wildly.  
            
   Truth is the first casualty of war, not only because of the journalistic rush to be first 
rather than right, but obviously because government and military censorship comes into 
force in wartime. The Australian Armed Forces have gone to new extremes of secrecy 
about the movement of our Special Forces over there. In a war against terrorism some of 
this is justified but some of it is also about managing the message. The United States does 
not want cameras around to see what cluster bombs do to human beings. That’s how you 
lose the psychological edge in the propaganda war. Even before this latest phase of 
warfare, Afghanistan was already the world’s most heavily mined country.  Now there 
will be more unexploded weapons lying in wait for the feet of children. This is why good 
journalists, must somehow, make their way through war to the frontlines.     
 
   Every year journalists are killed in combat like this, trying to convey to the world the 
truth about war.  When yet another brave Australian cameraman, Harry Burton, was 
buried back home, I heard and read in our media that mindless journalistic muttering, the 
snide comments that “the story wasn’t worth it” and what did this sort of combat footage 
prove anyway. You see I remember the press jackals circling after Neil Davis finally died 
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in that coup attempt in Bangkok. It happened too when one of my ABC colleagues Tony 
Joyce was shot in Africa and when the Balibo Five were murdered in East Timor. Ahh 
the story wasn’t worth it, they say. I have tried to pay homage to these forgotten 
journalists in my book and to stress the value of this gruelling work. Still, the cynics were 
at it again recently, after Paul McGeough’s article appeared in The Age and The Sydney 
Morning Herald.  
 
   Paul McGeough is one of our best foreign correspondents and has delivered months of 
first rate reporting around Afghanistan, carefully examining the pattern of violence that 
led to the exodus of refugees. While covering the war, McGeough’s luck almost ran out.  
Up north near Tajikistan, he narrowly escaped a Taliban ambush. You may have heard 
him on radio, deeply shaken as he described the highly traumatising experience of seeing 
a journalistic colleague, the big German from Stern Magazine, Volker Handoek, shot 
through the head. One minute they were together clinging to the top of a bucking 
armoured machine. The next thing, three journalists were shot dead. McGeough belongs 
to an honourable tradition, a foreign correspondent with a deep sense of history and local 
knowledge of the zones of conflict he reports from. He has admitted, like Neil Davis did, 
that he feels challenged to come through the danger and emerge with a significant story. 
But that is not to say he is addicted to the adrenalin rush or the heightened reality of war 
when life and death is all there before your eyes. In fact, I believe, after bringing in the 
body of a man he liked so much, Paul McGeough will never be quite the same again. He 
will go on, because he is one of the best. 
 
The frontline journalist has to know when to go on and when to turn back, but even the 
best of them, living on instincts, can be cut down by the random savagery and surprise of 
war.  Without their work, however, we would all be completely de-sensitised to the real 
horror of war, without these men and women we would never understand the truth. 
 
With almost six billion mouths today, about one quarter of us live in dismal poverty. As 
bad as it is now, it can get much worse. Yet from what I have seen of this world I still do 
not believe civilisation is coming to an end. When humanity is facing danger on such a 
scale, history suggests we may be galvanised to action. At the Earth Summit in 1992 
many more of the world’s brightest scientists indicated that we still had a splendid 
window of opportunity. But there is a strong consensus that we simply cannot 
comprehend the full consequences of failure. We must act wisely or future generations 
may not exist. It is a clear idea. This is the civilising instinct. 
 
    Enlightened men and women I have met through a great deal of  
world-wandering share my view that the future of any child  
born at the start of this new millennium, is clearly dependent on  
how we manage the global environment. Our real security will  
require an understanding of the big picture, an overview that  
recognises the dangerous pattern of conflict and the deeper,  
underlying causes. The greatest challenge for us all is to begin this  
evolution in thinking, to start behaving like a human community.  
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 It is not enough to dream of a better world. We need to ‘shatter the Matrix”. As a start, 
here are seven ideas…  
 
1. A Religious Summit. As religion continues to be the most  
     profound cultural difference dividing humanity, the world’s  
     religious leaders should meet this year, agree to drop their  
     dogma of exclusivity, and stress the other values shared by all  
     peaceful philosophies. This could help ease the clash of Islam  
     with Christianity. 
 
 
 
2 A Genuine World Council. Although there are one billion  
     Muslims in the world today they have no voice in the United 
     Nations Security Council. If Islam has been incapable of engaging 
     the West, we must engage Islam.  
 
3.  A Population Plan. The world’s richest nations have reneged  
    on most of their promises at the UN Conference on Population in  
     1994. Without the birth control programme we promised them 
     we most certainly will be in worse trouble. 
 
4. Environmental Action. Our greenhouse gases have increased  
    global warming, decreased the ozone shield and increased  
    ultraviolet radiation which attacks marine food chains and crops  
    as well as humans. The American ecologist, Thomas Lovejoy  
    calculates that the six billion tonnes of carbon dioxide we  
    add to the atmosphere every year could be substantially reduced  
    by global reforestation. We must urgently address the water crisis  
    around the world before the last good opportunity dries up. Let  
    us all recognise that what we do now affects everyone and  
    everything else. 
 
5 A Real Health Plan.  If the developed nations were to invest  
     seriously in the health of struggling nations, to combat        
     preventable diseases like malaria and cholera, there would be a  
     great reduction in infant mortality and dangerous levels of  
     poverty. Are we going to just watch as AIDS engulfs countless  
     millions more because the developed world again treats this  
     illness as someone else’s problem? Research into new vaccines  
     should be given priority and drugs subsidised for the poorest  
     nations. Why? Because as the visionary Stephen Hawking has  
     warned, viruses threaten the survival of humanity. Each global  
     plague is humanity’s problem. 
 
6. A Refuge for Refugees.  The twenty million refugees adrift  
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     around the world must be absorbed in a human and tolerant  
     way, with the burden fairly shared by all wealthy nations. The  
     poorer countries now are supporting most of the refugees.  We 
     are all boat people in the New World. If we act with hardened   
     hearts we will not increase our chances of survival but guarantee 
     an unstable and dangerous world for lifetimes to come. 
 
7. No More Fear. It is time to stop being afraid of people we do  
     not understand and to believe that there is more to unite us than  
     divide us. Look how we have survived thanks to humanity’s  
     resilience and better judgement. We have defeated far more  
     powerful tyrants than the madmen of this hour. More than at  
     any other time in history we need men and women leaders with 
     an intellectual understanding of the differences between 
     cultures, and their different states of modernity. My solution :       
     Shatter the Matrix and discover the real world. Out of  
     the darkness of this Age of Violence we can then move together  
     towards the light. 
 
 
      Jeff McMullen. 
 
 
     Lecture at Central Queensland University 
     11th April 2002. 
 
 
 
 
 


