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HOW DO YOU DEAL WITH TOMORROW’S PROBLEMS TODAY?

BY USING YESTERDAY’S RUBBISH

Our cement production has reduced 

specific greenhouse gas emissions by 

15% since 1990 and we’ve been using 

alternative fuels such as tyres, waste oil, 

spent solvents and carbon dust to reduce 

the use of non-renewable fuel resources.

We’ve also been busy turning our quarries, 

new and old, into livable environments: for 

koalas, frogs and fish at Petrie Quarry in 

Queensland and to create showcase 

community living at Nelson’s Ridge in 

NSW. In Victoria we convert Melbourne’s 

putrescible waste into “green energy” at 

our landfill in Boral’s Deerpark Quarry.

Turning yesterday’s rubbish into future 

solutions is an integral part of our 

commitment to creating better living. For 

more ideas on sustainable building, visit 

us at www.boral.com.au/buildsustainable

Boral’s commitment to the environment 

means we’re addressing vital issues today 

instead of dealing with the consequences 

tomorrow. We take demolished building 

waste like concrete, bricks, steel, timber 

as well as rubber tyres and asphalt 

pavement and recycle them into 

long-lasting innovative products like 

aggregates, concrete brick and asphalt 

roadbase mixtures, bedding for pipes, low 

noise road surfaces, “green” concrete and 

backfill as landscaping materials which 

dramatically reduces the amount of waste 

poured into landfills.

We’ve developed Evolution, a new 

plywood made from 100% Australian 

plantation timber. Our plantations not only 

absorb tonnes of carbon dioxide but we 

also use any tree waste from our 

operations to produce heat and steam at 

the mills, compost and briquettes.
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THE 1967 REFERENDUM... FOUR DECADES LATER

Australia’s 1967 referendum gave the Commonwealth power 
to make laws specifi cally to benefi t Aboriginal people and 
amended the law which prevented Aboriginal Australians 
being counted as Australians in any census. The referendum 
was carried in all states with a vote of 90.77 per cent in favour. 
To commemorate the fortieth anniversary of this historic vote, 
Jackie Huggins, Co-Chair of Reconciliation Australia and 
Deputy Director of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Research Unit at the University of Queensland, addressed 
The Sydney Institute on Tuesday 22 May 2007. 

Jackie Huggins
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THE 1967 REFERENDUM...
FOUR DECADES LATER

JACKIE HUGGINS

I would like to acknowledge the traditional owners of the land on 
which we are meeting, the Gadigal people, who are one of 29 clan 
groups in the Sydney Metropolitan area referred to collectively as the 
Eora Nation. I pay my respects to elders past and present, and to all 
Aboriginal people within these boundaries.

Thank you Gerard for the opportunity to speak here this evening, 
during a week that means more to me than I’m able to convey. In some 
ways I feel my life has been building up to it for 40 years – the choices 
I’ve made and even the person I’ve become. And it all culminates 
this Sunday when, together with fellow directors from Reconciliation 
Australia, I will be honoured in hosting for a few days in Canberra 
survivors from the campaign that led to the 1967 Referendum - the 
most successful in our nation’s history by a mile.

We’ve had acceptances from 35 of the original campaigners, many 
of them now elderly and frail. We’ve been talking with them about 
the anniversary over eight or nine months, learning more about their 
stories, and hearing new stories of people they campaigned alongside. 
And they have all said the same thing about how the fortieth 
anniversary of this most unusually successful referendum should be 
approached.

But let me come back to this week’s commemorations in a few 
minutes. The opportunity Gerard has offered me to speak about 
the anniversary has had me thinking a great deal about my own life, 
conducting a kind of internal retrospective. I hope you’ll bear with me 
as I share some of my thoughts and memories with you. 

I remember the day of the 1967 referendum well and see it still, in 
many ways, through the eyes of the 11-year-old girl I was at the time. 
And I also remember some of the long lead-up to it. If I was asked to 
make one more toffee or lamington for a fundraising drive (or do the 
hula) or stand on another street corner handing out badges…. My 
father died when I was two and I was raised by a determined mother 
who was politically involved in the early years. The referendum 
campaign became my dear mother’s life, and it shaped mine.
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Those social functions and fundraisers were an opportunity 
to knock on the doors of people who’d never met an Aboriginal 
person before and to let them know we were still here after so many 
different attempts to silence us. We children didn’t quite fathom the 
signifi cance of what happened on 27 May 1967. I do remember the 
shrieks of joy after the result was announced, laughter and a mass of 
tears. Mum told me we would be counted in the census now, along 
with the sheep and cattle. She also said we would be free people at 
last. I never quite knew what she meant, only that this was a big deal.

It’s a time that also gave me my earliest memories of the struggle 
that Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people have fought together, 
recognising that if a group of us is not free in this country, nor are 
the rest of us. It’s the struggle that at some stage we started calling 
reconciliation. Lots of people hate the word, black and white people, 
but it seems to be a word we’re stuck with now. And people have to 
work out for themselves what it means and doesn’t mean. I reckon it’s 
also about your actions and what you do, rather than a label.

As a child, I loved to communicate with people and never felt 
too shy. Mum would take me around on her culture talks and people 
would ask me questions. Sometimes it felt like a challenge to answer 
them but I always tried and it gave me enormous satisfaction. Still 
does. Like my mother, I’ve always wanted to reach non-Aboriginal 
people as well as my own people and I suppose this explains, in part, 
why I was drawn, and keep being drawn, to reconciliation.

I was schooled by the early reconciliationists in this country. I 
think I had reconciliation in my genes. And, to me, like my mother 
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who understood what it meant a long time before the struggle was 
called anything, reconciliation has always encompassed three things: 
recognition, justice and healing.

Recognition that as the First Peoples of this country, we have 
existed here over 70,000 years and are one of the oldest, surviving 
cultures on the planet. That we have maintained and cared for land 
and for people.

Justice is about overcoming all the social disadvantages that can 
be summed up in one stunning statistic which says our children can 
expect to die on average 17 years earlier than the children of other 
Australians. I have absolutely no doubt that we can only meet this 
enormous challenge if we work together as Indigenous and non-
Indigenous people who care about it. That we work together with trust 
and with respect. 

Healing because that is really our fundamental goal as human 
beings. And we will only achieve it in this country if we achieve 
reconciliation. And it ain’t gonna happen if the spiritual side of 
reconciliation gets neglected. You can have so called practical 
reconciliation where you give a Blackfella a house, a car or a job 
but if the symbolic is not addressed then we will never achieve 
Reconciliation in this country. By the symbolic, I mean all the many 
things that have to do with building a respectful relationship. The 
balance needs to be right. 

Many good Australians have nurtured the fl owers of this noble 
cause over the last 40 years, people who understand how much 
better it would be for all of us to live together respectfully, and be 
able to share in this country’s vast opportunity and prosperity. It was 
something Australians understood in 1967, if only for a moment, but it 
has driven and inspired many people since, more and more people all 
the time. And not just a certain type of person, left leaning, religious, 
or just people who like stirring the pot. 

Lots of different kinds of Australians support reconciliation. 
They’re people who understand when something’s not fair and 
know that something should be done about it. People in business, 
in government, in media, all the different professions and political 
persuasions. People you meet in supermarkets. The reason I think 
more and more people are getting involved in reconciliation lately, 
and I’m talking more about whitefellas at the moment, is that 
they’re feeling not only should something be done about Indigenous 
disadvantage, but maybe something can be done about it. They’re 
hearing enough good stuff happening involving Indigenous 
people to think things can be better. Enough to chip away at their 
misconceptions.

But getting there is going to require of us, Indigenous and non-
Indigenous, that we shift out of entrenched positions. We need to 
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see and learn about what’s actually working in improving Indigenous 
people’s lives, and think about how we can reasonably apply it in 
different contexts. We need to be prepared to listen to one another. 

This week’s referendum anniversary is a good thing for 
Australians to hear about and think about because it marks a fi ne 
and decisive choice once made by the people of this nation. And the 
explanation as to why it happened is to be found much earlier than 
those fi nal ten years where we fi nd the stories that tell us more about 
the how. The job may have been fi nished in the parliament and with 
a vice-regal signature but the real work was done in kitchens and 
workplace cafeterias, camps and community halls. 

This didn’t start like any other movement for constitutional 
change, just because a government wanted it to. It started because 
enough of the Australian people wanted it. The stories of the 1967 
referendum go at least as far back as the 1870s, when Louisa Briggs 
stood up against conditions on the Coranderrk Aboriginal station 
in Victoria. She worked as a nurse at Coranderrk to support her 
nine children. Until she protested about starvation level rations and 
demanded cash wages, and was removed from the reserve. The only 
way Louisa could keep her children was to move around. Because she 
didn’t accept government policy like the word of God. 

People who knew Louisa described her as audacious and 
strong-minded. Her place in Australian political history hasn’t been 
recognised, but her story is one of the important ones on the road to 
a referendum that took place 90 years later. It’s one of many worth 
retelling now that we are so much better equipped in so many ways to 
make good on the choice Australians made in 1967. 

I love the story of Hetty Perkins, an Arrendte woman who 
supported her family by working as a nursemaid in Alice Springs 
but changed jobs and started cooking and washing on the reserve 
so she could be near her children. Hetty Perkins didn’t confront 
white authority, she avoided it, making sure her children had the 
benefi t of learning around the campfi res as well as at school. One of 
Hetty’s children was Charles Perkins, the fi rst Aboriginal head of a 
government department – set up as a result of the 1967 referendum. 

Pearl Gibbs’ story takes us right up to the referendum. She was 
from Brewarrina but grew up around Ngunawal people in Yass, at 
the same time politicians were deciding which bit of Ngunawal land 
to take as the site for a national capital. Pearl had three children, 
supporting them by working as a cook in the homes of Sydney’s well-
to-do. Well, Pearl cooked up more than the dinner in those kitchens. 

When she found out that Aboriginal girls working as domestics 
were indentured to the Protection Board, she started a campaign that 
ended the practice. When she found that vegetables delivered to her 
kitchen door were picked by people who could never earn enough to 
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buy them, she organised a strike by pea pickers on the Shoalhaven. 
Pearl drew big crowds in the Domain in the 1930s when she spoke for 
the Aborigines’ Progressive Association. She was one of the organisers 
of the Day of Mourning on 26 January 1938 and belonged to every 
group in New South Wales that was campaigning for Aboriginal 
rights, white and black. 

There are so many wonderful stories that help explain what 
eventually happened in 1967. They show how people can’t help but be 
attracted by courage for good. And the fact that I’ve mentioned three 
women here shouldn’t suggest to you that there were not a whole lot of 
men working for reconciliation, black and white.

Australians need to know about these networks of changemakers 
who brought out the best in us. Because the best is always there 
waiting to be tapped by true leaders in our communities. Pearl Gibbs 
and Faith Bandler are recognised names, prominent players in the 
better known parts of the referendum story. So is Jessie Street who 
worked with Faith in Sydney, complaining when she discovered Faith 
“wasting her time” making curtains for a new home when she should 
have been circulating a draft petition. There was Shirley Andrews 
and Brian Fitzpatrick in Melbourne, Oodgeroo Noonucal and Stan 
McBride in Brisbane, the Duguids and Don Dunstan in Adelaide. 
And less prominent, mighty campaigners like Herb Simms in Sydney 
and Mary Bennett in Kalgoorlie – it’s a great cast of true leaders. And 
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for the names we know, there are many more we don’t. And never will, 
because in 1967 there were just so many Australians who got involved. 

Along with FCAATSI at the national level there were State and 
Territory based Aboriginal rights groups such as OPAL in Brisbane 
and the Victorian Aboriginal Advancement League in Melbourne 
who used their numbers to mobilise around the campaign. People 
who’d heard about the campaign in their churches or women’s groups 
or trades unions. And they’d tell their families and their friends and 
workmates, who then told their neighbours. 

It was many, many conversations that joined in a spirit of 
reconciliation and became a national determination. The kind 
of determination I believe I’m sensing again in Australia. I’m 
proud of how Reconciliation Australia is using this anniversary, to 
commemorate past, great achievements but also to persuade and 
inspire and if necessary entertain people into understanding how 
much they should and can do now. 

I said a few minutes ago that the referendum campaigners who are 
making their way to Canberra later this week all say the same thing 
about what they want from the anniversary. And it’s not praise or 
publicity. They want to convey to young Australians that a lot can be 
achieved when you tap into the best in people. Frankly, they also want 
to give a whole lot of people a kick up the backside and tell them to get 
on with it.

So it’s good timing all round because I’m convinced enough 
Australians are ready now to listen to this stuff. I know because all the 
time I’m seeing unexpected people doing unexpected things. Huge 
mining companies, who in the not so distant past were desecrating 
sacred sights, are learning to respect Indigenous people’s aspirations 
for ourselves and actually supporting us to achieve them. Talking 
directly with people about hard issues and seeing them listen. It makes 
me feel we’re getting somewhere. Seeing my students getting degrees 
and good jobs and making good lives for themselves. Positive news 
stories about my people that make my heart sing. 

Seeing blackfellas and whitefellas working together to make a 
difference – it sounds so clichéd but it’s such a heart warming sight. 
Whitefellas don’t need to do this work like we do. They choose to 
get involved in reconciliation, and in making a difference for us they 
realise they get something special in return. And it makes a difference 
for them too. 

And yet it’s often blackfellas who turn their noses up at the idea 
of reconciliation, whatever they think it means – some kind of sellout 
I suppose. I’ve never felt that, nor did my mother when she was 
criticised for getting involved. My own natural optimism only wavers 
when I experience racism and when I sense the low expectations of my 
people, from others and from ourselves, particularly our young. The 
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escalating violence in the world and in our communities. Inaction 
still by so many, or action that is disrespectful and manipulative, so 
destined to generate more failure. Sad things, and there are many, 
sharpen my conviction that for things to really change in this country, 
whitefellas have to come to terms with the racism too many of them 
will accept and excuse, even if they don’t feel it themselves.

Whitefellas need to look past their whiteness and try to feel what 
it is to “walk a mile in our shoes”. There are no excuses any more for 
ignorance. There are so many opportunities to learn about our history 
through fi lm and art and music, if it isn’t from books or spoken word. 
Australia has a Black History, and the more Australians who learn 
it and take it in, the more who’ll understand how it is for Aboriginal 
people. And who will admire our resilience. 

For blackfellas, what needs to change is being able to accept that 
reconciliation, however they imagine it, but let’s defi ne it as closing 
the life expectancy gap – was always going to be a two way street. 
We have suffered terribly as a people, but in most cases now we have 
opportunities, choices that our parents and grandparents did not have. 
We need to make good choices. 

I also think we can underestimate the amount of goodwill out 
there among whitefellas. From my experience, being able to trust 
white people, people who are worth trusting, developing relationships 
with them and letting them into our lives can be very liberating. I 
would never have said this in my younger days but I have changed too 
in this process.

Being involved in reconciliation has brought me into contact with 
the best of people, both black and white. Which is why my decision to 
retire from my formal role as Co-Chair of Reconciliation Australia at 
the end of the year feels very strange and already quite scary. 

But it’s time for me to do other things, and time for someone else 
to come onto the Board of a top organisation. My mentor and friend 
Fred Chaney helped me to make the call about retiring, and reaching 
50 helped too. I admire the old Murries in my life and I want to live 
long enough to be one of them. I love the idea of growing older and 
wiser. Fred said I should “go out on a high” and this anniversary year 
feels like a high to me. 

It makes me feel that my life has come one full circle from the 
little girl who watched her mother fi ght the battle in the early years. 
I’ve tried to be a leader like she was and I’ve been blessed to have 
been schooled by the best – Charlie Perkins, Capt. Reg Saunders, 
Evelyn Scott and others who continue to inspire me. I hope I’ve 
repaid them. I’ve had so many amazing experiences being involved 
in reconciliation. Most of them have been incredibly joyous. And a 
couple have been cripplingly awful. 
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Like the time in 2000, a few weeks before the Bridge Walk here in 
Sydney, when Evelyn Scott and I went to catch a cab in Pitt St after a 
meeting. People recognised Evelyn, she is always so well dressed. And 
I had a lovely green suit on. A cab came over the hill and pulled up, 
and when the driver got out, he completely ignored Evelyn and me 
even though we were pulling our luggage towards him. He called out 
“Who is going to the airport?” and when we said we were he just kept 
ignoring us as though we weren’t there. 

It isn’t a completely awful memory because a fellow standing in 
the queue challenged the driver about why he wasn’t taking us. In fact 
all the people in the queue seemed horrifi ed as they witness this racist 
act. And another man who’d come from further back in the queue 
asked whether the driver was refusing to take us. I just told him to get 
in because I knew if he didn’t the driver would only drive off and fi nd 
another fare that wasn’t black. 

Another memory I often think about is working on the draft 
Declaration for Reconciliation in 2000 with the author David Malouf 
whom I admire so much. I’m so proud of what we came up even 
though it hasn’t been used as we’d hoped.

And there’s the memory that makes me smile every time I think 
of it - the Bridge Walk in 2000. I’ll never forget Sir Gus Nossal 
saying the day before: “If there isn’t 250,000 people walking, I’ll be 
a monkey’s Uncle.” Well Gus was pretty well spot on according to 
offi cial numbers. I still reckon it was more.

I have relished every minute of my 13 year involvement in 
reconciliation – the highs and the lows, walking three paces forward 
and two back, the magnifi cent and horrible people met along the way. 

It’s been an unforgettable ride. I 
hope I’ve made a good contribution. 
I’ve tried to. I know that I’m a much 
better and wiser person for having 
been involved. I’m looking forward 
to spending more time at home and 
less on planes – although I’m sure I’ll 
even miss that. More time with my 
loved ones who have had to get used 
to my absence over the years. 

My professional plan is to 
concentrate on promoting leadership 
and education for my people. At 
home in Brisbane, I want to give back 
and support others who are striving 
to make a difference. I want to put 
back to my community around the 
lessons learnt in Reconciliation over 
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the years. I need to spend more time at the University of Queensland, 
my actual workplace, and where I was so grateful last year to receive 
an Honorary Doctorate. How I love those guys.

I’ve been described in the past as a cross between a street fi ghter 
and a public intellectual so I want to have the freedom to say things 
I want to say but feel I shouldn’t say as Co-Chair of Reconciliation 
Australia, to take people on who insult my people. That’s how the new 
chapter looks from here, a few months out.

For now though, I am fully focussed on next weekend and seeing 
the campaigners, linking up with people who fought the hard fi ght. 
Didn’t hide their Aboriginality when there really was nothing in it 
for people to identify as being Black. Even some of our own relatives 
criticised us for being involved in the struggle for the referendum. 
And, after 40 years, it’s just so energising to revisit the stories and see 
how far we’ve come – to point out the glimpses of real progress in this 
journey called reconciliation. It is, at its core, a liberation movement, 
reconciliation. Something that gives leaders an opportunity to lead 
and to take people along, as every good leader should. As I hope I’ve 
done.

I will always think of reconciliation as a fi ne and noble cause to be 
involved in. I feel very lucky indeed to have been so closely involved 
with it for such a long, long time. But this is a movement of today and 
the future, just as much as it is of the past. This week’s anniversary 
is the right time for it to be imprinted on the nation’s psyche as 
something we have to do.

Nobody questions whether a strong economy is a good thing. 
Nobody should doubt that reconciliation is in all of our best interests. 
Because it’s right and because it’s absolutely in our grasp.
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DETAINEE 002: THE CASE OF DAVID HICKS

A journalist with the ABC, Leigh Sales spent the past few 
years researching the intriguing case of Australia’s detainee 
at Guantanamo Bay Cuba – David Hicks – who was returned 
to Australia in 2007 to serve out the remaining seven months 
of his sentence for supporting terrorism. The result of Sales’ 
research is the book Detainee 002. According to Leigh Sales, 
David Hicks' case is emblematic of some of the greatest 
challenges facing the world today. To discuss that further, 
Leigh Sales addressed The Sydney Institute on Tuesday 29 
May 2007.

Leigh Sales



THE SYDNEY PAPERS AUTUMN 2007 11

DETAINEE 002: 
THE CASE OF DAVID HICKS

LEIGH SALES

Hello everyone and thank you very much to Gerard and Anne for 
having me.

I had a bit of a reality check today, as the publisher sent me 
through data on all the book sales in Australia. While Detainee 002 
is doing well, I did note that it’s languishing behind the Spiderman 
3 Colouring Book. It’s also selling less than the Brisbane Street 
Directory. I am currently ahead of the Perth Street Directory though, 
so that’s something.

It’s obviously very timely to be talking about David Hicks and the 
bigger picture surrounding his case and what it says about the war 
on terror, given his arrival home a week ago. I happened to be in the 
Adelaide offi ce of his lawyer, David McLeod, the day after the arrival, 
and he brought out a copy of my book and asked me to sign it for him. 
He said to me, you might be interested to know that David Hicks 
read this copy of the book on the plane on his way home to Australia. 
McLeod pointed to a bookmark and said that’s where he’s up to.

Given that I know the book paints a very unfl attering picture of 
Hicks, I said to McLeod, “Oh you’re joking – he must have hated it?” 
and McLeod told me that Hicks had actually found it very interesting 
and was fascinated at what had gone on in Washington and Australia 
while he was locked up, unaware of any of it.

It must be an odd feeling to be reading about yourself in that 
fashion, and I thought it was actually surprising that Hicks responded 
to the material in that manner. As Gerard noted in his recent column, 
Hicks does seem to be behaving quite sensibly at the moment, in 
contrast to his past behaviour. He’s pledging not to tell his story, 
promising to be a model prisoner, apologising to Australians and 
vowing to get on with his life and be a responsible member of society. 
It’ll be fascinating to see if that attitude holds once the media 
chequebooks come out when he’s released from prison.

Tonight I want to do three things. The fi rst is tell you what I 
hoped to achieve with this book and how I set about writing it in 
response to what I considered to be an immature and fruitless debate 
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around the Hicks issue. The second is to debunk some of the myths 
surrounding David Hicks. And the third is to put it in context and 
ask how the policy surrounding Guantanamo Bay and the handling of 
Hicks measure up against the goals of the War on Terror.

David Hicks and I found ourselves in American hands at around 
the same time, in December 2001. US Immigration was stamping my 
visa for a posting as the ABC’s Washington correspondent just as the 
US military was taking custody of Hicks in Afghanistan. Although I 
have reported on Guantanamo Bay since Hicks’s arrival in January 
2002, my deep interest began in 2004, after two trips to the prison. 
My fi rst visit was on a media tour organised by the Pentagon. My 
second trip was to cover the fi rst military commission at which Hicks 
appeared. When he walked into the hearing room, Hicks became a 
real person instead of just a name in the newspaper. But I have always 
been more fascinated by the bigger questions his case raises than by 
Hicks himself.

I went to Guantanamo hoping to form a fi rst-hand opinion about 
whether the prison was really a necessary part of the War on Terror. 
By the time I arrived, the place was already highly controversial, and 
allegations of abuse and mistreatment of the prisoners were widely 
reported. As I walked through the various detention camps under 
military escort in the searing heat, the men in their orange jumpsuits 
behind the razor wire made me feel uncomfortable. My discomfort 
was prompted both by the possibility that I was looking at murderous 
extremists who had helped plot September 11 and by the possibility 
that perhaps I wasn’t. I couldn’t know for sure because nobody 
had produced any evidence against them. During my visit, rather 
than being given any proof that their extraordinary detentions were 
justifi ed, I was asked simply to trust and believe. That was impossible 
for a journalist. The indefi nite nature of the incarceration and the 
suspension of regular legal rights were too much of a departure from 
traditional democratic values for me to accept without question.

At the same time, my own eyes and ears led me to believe that 
Guantanamo wasn’t as barbaric as it was made out to be either. 
None of the detainees came running to the wire, begging for help to 
get out. Some laughed and kicked a soccer ball and seemed quite at 
ease. Not every soldier was a monster. Those I met were sincere and 
thoughtful. Some of them backed Bush; some of them didn’t. Some 
of them supported Guantanamo; some of them questioned it. I could 
not believe that they would all beat and torture the prisoners when 
there were no reporters around, or that every one of them was part of 
a wholesale cover-up. I left Guantanamo Bay believing the issues were 
more nuanced and less black and white than the public believed.

My experiences in Washington contributed to that view. During 
more than fi ve years, I met many of the Bush administration offi cials 
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involved in detainee policy. I spent hours talking to them, trying to 
understand their perspective. I do not believe they are all evil and 
calculating, as they are often portrayed. That is not to justify some of 
the serious mistakes they have made or to excuse their miscalculations. 
But many of them are decent people who believed they had to come 
up with a new way of battling terrorism after September 11. Some 
of them disagreed with the detail of the policy and fought hard from 
within for better processes and rights for the detainees. They chose to 
work inside the Bush administration to exert whatever infl uence they 
could.

To my mind, the polarisation of the debate surrounding Hicks 
has been unconstructive. The debate has been hijacked by two 
conventional versions of the story – either Hicks is a terrorist so who 
cares what happens to him; or Hicks is a victim of the evil Bush 
administration, a lost soul caught in the wrong place at the wrong 
time. Like so many things, the truth and the reality is somewhere in 
the middle. I felt that I had a unique access to people involved in the 
story that would allow me to tell it in a more constructive fashion.

As a journalist, I was drawn to the saga of Hicks and Guantanamo 
Bay because it was a cracking good story. It included an island full of 
accused terrorists, a Caribbean military base, top-secret meetings in 
the White House and Pentagon, an Australian youth who embraces 
militant Islam and then takes the President of the USA to court, an 
earnest marine who became his greatest advocate, and a father who 
fought for a son he loved in spite of everything. Sometimes, when 
I found myself in Guantanamo Bay or at the Pentagon, or walking 
past the White House, I almost needed to remind myself this wasn’t a 
dream or a movie; real lives were at stake.

I see my job as a journalist in very simple terms. My job is to 
tell people the facts, to offer analysis based on the facts, and to keep 
my own personal views, politics and opinions out of my reporting as 
much as possible. I was interested to note that in the fi rst two reviews 
of the book, both done by lawyers with strong opinions in the Hicks 
case, the reviewers criticised me for being “obsessed with balance and 
pragmatism” and “annoyingly fair”. They meant it as a criticism; as a 
journalist, I can’t imagine receiving a higher compliment. As my boss 
remarked to me, “Annoyingly fair”? As opposed to what? “Pleasantly 
prejudiced”? The reviewers were annoyed that I had written a piece 
of journalism, rather than a polemic that backed a particular side 
– in their case, the side that the Bush administration and the Howard 
government were wrong.

But their comments told me that I had achieved what I hoped 
to when I set out to write this book. I attempted to write the most 
clinical, balanced account I could of the Hicks saga. I wanted to assess 
it objectively on the basis of facts and results, not emotion, politics 
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or morality. I have no problem with editorials or opinion journalism 
when they’re declared as such. But I’ve been disturbed by a couple of 
recent trends undermining the centrality of objectivity in journalism. 
One is the rise of so called “‘niche news”, which is news that panders 
to the bias of its audience by unashamedly coming from a particular 
ideological position. The other is “advocacy journalism”, a term I fi rst 
came across at a seminar organised by the New Yorker magazine. Call 
me crazy, but I always thought if you were an advocate, you gave up 
the right to call yourself a journalist.

I know that by discussing objectivity, I’m inviting zealots on 
both the left and right to trawl through my book listing examples 
of bias. And I’m sure they’ll fi nd them, on both sides. We all fail 
because we’re human beings and I do accept that pure objectivity 
is impossible to achieve because we all bring our own subconscious 
biases to our reporting. But I think it’s critical that we don’t stop 
striving for objectivity because there’s such enormous power in it. 
Surely, if a reader can see facts laid out, bare, stark and clear, then 
the conclusions based on those facts are far more compelling than if 
there’s an obvious agenda from the fi rst page. So really that’s what I 
tried very much to do with the book. My central question was to ask, 
have the Guantanamo policy and the handling of David Hicks served 
the goals of the war on terror: to reduce terrorism and to mete out 
swift justice to terrorists? The answer is no and I’ll explain why later.

This book is not going to win fans among either side of the debate 
because it supports neither. It comes down in the middle, fi nding both 
sides have fl aws in their arguments. Let me give you some examples 
by debunking some of the myths that have surrounded the case of 
David Hicks.

Myth number one. The Australian government abandoned Hicks.
This is patently untrue. The Prime Minister certainly made 

a decision early on that Hicks should be left in the hands of the 
Americans. It’s important to understand that decision in the context 
at the time. September 11 was very recent, everybody was extremely 
uncertain about terrorism and fearing another attack, possibly a worse 
one, any moment. David Hicks was the sort of person who could 
have been Australia’s worst nightmare – he was white, Western, with 
no criminal record, not on any sort of watch list, if he had wanted to 
commit an act of terrorism, he would possibly have been able to plan 
it undetected.

From late 2002, the Australian Embassy in Washington was 
anxious that there hadn’t been any forward progress in Hicks’s case. 
By mid 2003, the Ambassador Michael Thawley, was very anxious. 
The Justice Minister, Chris Ellison, came to Washington and met 
with Pentagon offi cials, and they made a deal about the military 
commissions. Thawley then ordered the Embassy to staff to pressure 
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the Pentagon as much as they could to get a trial for Hicks happening 
as soon as possible, along with one for the other Australian there at 
the time, Mamdouh Habib.

But the Australians were extremely frustrated. They simply 
could not get answers out of the Pentagon and there was a total lack 
of transparency about what was going on. In desperation, they went 
to their friends in the State Department and the National Security 
Council to ask them to press the Pentagon on Australia’s behalf. But 
the American offi cials couldn’t get answers either. The Pentagon was 
basically a law unto itself during that period, partly because it had the 
back of the Vice President’s offi ce. It took until mid 2004, two and 
a half years after Hicks was fi rst detained, for the Pentagon to press 
charges and attempt to hold a hearing. But by that stage, there had 
been so much mucking around that defence lawyers for the detainees 
had been able to mount civilian court action and then that paved the 
way for several more years of delay afterwards.

But all through that period, the Australian diplomats in 
Washington were constantly badgering the Pentagon to hurry up and 
sort Hicks out. So whatever one thinks of the Howard government’s 
original policy to leave Hicks to the US, the morality of that or their 
decision to stick by it (and I think there is an argument that they stuck 
by the process beyond the point of utility), the allegation that Hicks 
was abandoned is demonstrably false.

Myth number two. Hicks was tortured at Guantanamo Bay. 
This is also incorrect and there is a simple explanation why. 

Interrogators at Guantanamo Bay never had to use any harsh 
interrogation techniques on Hicks because he sang like a canary 
from the fi rst day he was captured. As one Australian source told 
me, “Hicks talked to the whole lot of them – the FBI, the CIA, the 
AFP, MI5 – anybody who showed up with a hamburger, he’d tell 
them anything they wanted to know.” One of the American military 
prosecutors familiar with the Hicks case described him to me as a 
man of “no personal courage or intellect. He told us everything from 
the fi rst day of his capture – we never had to use any techniques at 
all on him at Guantanamo – there was no need.” Hicks never faced 
some of the questionable techniques which have caused the Bush 
administration so much grief – the dogs, the strobe lights, the sleep 
deprivation, the loud music and so on. Certainly other prisoners at 
Guantanamo did. Hicks did not.

Myth number three. Hicks was not abused while in US custody.
You’ll notice I’m drawing a distinction between torture and abuse. 

Hicks was not tortured. That does not mean he was not abused. He 
was. The extent of his physical abuse is unclear. Offi cials on both 
the pro and anti Hicks side have told me there is evidence to support 
some “rough handling” of Hicks in Afghanistan, in the one month 
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period when he was held there before transfer to Guantanamo Bay. 
Hicks himself has alleged he was roughed up, questioned at rifl e 
point, things of this nature. There is some credence to that, but we 
are not talking about severe physical abuse, such as waterboarding 
or sustained beatings. Hicks certainly was mentally and emotionally 
abused. It is a fact that he was held at Guantanamo Bay for long 
periods in solitary confi nement, which experts believe is a form of 
mental abuse. The Red Cross also believes the open ended nature of 
the detention at Guantanamo Bay was a form of mental duress. On its 
visits to Guantanamo, the Red Cross found a high incidence of mental 
health issues among the detainees because they were being held with 
no end in sight, which led to a “pervasive sense of hopelessness” 
in the camp. There are also anecdotal tales of petty mistreatment 
of Hicks, which come from his camp. One is anything to do with 
“love” in letters to him from his family at home was deleted from 
correspondence. This fi ts with the philosophy of Guantanamo Bay, 
which was to mentally break down the detainees as much as possible 
so they would be more vulnerable to interrogation. Another is that 
Hicks received a phone call from his family in August last year and 
was told by the guard who took him to the phone to pack up all of his 
possessions, leading Hicks to believe he was getting the call to tell him 
he was going home. When Hicks got to the phone, he was very excited 
and expectant and then the family broke it to him that it was just a 
routine call. According to some of them, Hicks could barely speak for 
about twenty minutes, he was so utterly crushed with disappointment. 

Myth number four. The war on terror is a war.
The war on terror is not a war in the traditional sense of what 

we understand a war to be. In 2001 few people asked how the USA’s 
War on Terror fi t the accepted defi nition of war. But in the fi eld of 
international relations, “war” is traditionally understood to be a 
confl ict between two or more political units that takes place either 
internationally or within one nation’s borders. There are many types 
of wars, including civil wars, limited wars, total wars and wars of 
secession, among others. To minimise the damage that wars do, 
the international community has devised rules and laws for their 
conduct, including the Geneva Conventions. There are limits on the 
types of targets and the use of certain weapons, as well as protections 
for civilians and rights for people captured on the battlefi eld. 
Governments or individuals violating the rules can be prosecuted for 
war crimes.

The War on Terror does not fi t the standard defi nition. There 
is no clear enemy, since “terror” is a nebulous term. There is no 
acknowledgment of sovereignty, since terrorists can be pursued 
anywhere. There is no way to determine the end of hostilities. The 
rules of war themselves seem outdated because terrorists do not 
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fi ght by them. As one offi cial in the NSC at the time told me, there 
was no clarity as to what the scope of this “war on terror” was to be. 
This imprecise defi nition proved problematic as the War on Terror 
unfolded and as the Bush administration hastily invented rules as 
it went along, with limited consultation. Without clear parameters, 
the war led to indefi nite detentions at Guantanamo Bay, harsh 
interrogations of prisoners and an invasion of Iraq that fuelled 
terrorism. But immediately after September 11, the sense of urgency 
and threat were so great that the most infl uential Bush administration 
policy-makers largely ignored the diffi culties of adapting the new 
confl ict to a traditional war framework. We now realise, and our own 
Prime Minister has acknowledged, that the war on terror is closer to 
the cold war – a long running ideological confl ict that will occasionally 
fl are up in limited hot wars, such as Iraq and Afghanistan.

Myth number fi ve. Hicks was a lost soul in the wrong place at the 
wrong time.

This is not true. David Hicks made decision after decision to get 
more and more deeply involved with Islamic extremism and military 
and espionage training. We know this from his own admissions 
and from letters to his family. One of the most important pieces 
of evidence against Hicks was an interview he gave to the AFP in 
2002 at Guantanamo Bay. That interview was recorded and it’s 
clear that he voluntarily cooperated. ASIO’s view on Hicks was that 
it beggared belief that somebody could have written home about 
“ending the Western Jewish domination” and then studied bomb 
making, marksmanship and spying techniques without drawing any 
connection. There is a question about whether Hicks was a lost soul 
looking for adventure or whether he was a committed believer. But 
really, if you steal a car, the “I was a lost soul looking for adventure” 
defence doesn’t cut it. The action is all that matters. In the Hicks case, 
there is no doubt he trained with al Qaeda during 2001. That’s not to 
say he deserved fi ve years at Guantanamo Bay without a fair trial. But 
it’s clear he was no innocent either.

Earlier on, I said that with this book, I began by posing the 
question have the Guantanamo policy and the handling of David 
Hicks, when you examine the results, served the goals of the war on 
terror. The answer is a resounding no and here’s why.

Firstly there is the issue of delivering swift justice. That was 
meant to be the goal of bypassing Congress and unilaterally setting 
up military commissions to try terrorists. Instead, after more than 
fi ve chaotic years, only David Hicks has gone through that process. 
The other 385 detainees languish at Guantanamo in limbo. Since 
September 11, the only successfully litigated terrorism prosecutions 
have occurred in conventional courts around the world, including the 
cases of John Walker Lindh, Richard Reid and Zaccharias Moussaoui. 
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This undermines the administration’s argument that civilian courts 
are not up to the task of trying terrorists and that only military 
commissions can handle it. So far, the opposite has proven to be the 
case.

Secondly, there is the issue of reducing terrorism around the world. 
The Bush administration’s failure to establish a legislative basis for its 
detainee policy was matched only by its neglect of public diplomacy. It 
never convinced the world that the Guantanamo detainees were such 
a signifi cant threat that they had to be held beyond the rule of law. 
For years the President was not prepared even to debate the USA’s 
decisions in the War on Terror. “Either you are with us, or you are 
with the terrorists,” Bush announced on 20 September 2001. The 
administration’s supporters dismissed anybody who disagreed with 
its policies as weak on national security. But by failing to consider 
the effect that Guantanamo Bay would have on global opinion, the 
Bush administration inspired new recruits to Islamic extremism. 
According to some experts, Guantanamo now equals the Palestinian 
cause as a rallying call for Islamic fundamentalists. The Council for 
Global Terrorism, an informal international study group of seven 
leading terrorism experts, fi nds that Guantanamo is almost certainly 
accelerating mass Islamic radicalisation.

The latest survey by the Pew Global Attitudes Project fi nds that 
the USA’s image is declining in many parts of the world, particularly 
in Western Europe and predominantly Muslim countries. Outside the 
USA, only two countries continue to show majority support for the 
War on Terror - India and Russia. The Pew survey says support has 
“collapsed” in Spain and Japan, two of the USA’s closest allies in the 
initial phase of the war. At 30 per cent, the United Kingdom has the 
highest level of public confi dence in Bush’s international leadership. 
The USA’s closest Muslim ally, Turkey, has the lowest, at a pitiful 
three per cent.

Although the war in Iraq is primarily responsible for America’s 
image problem, Guantanamo Bay has contributed too. Regardless 
of the USA’s recent efforts to introduce more openness and 
accountability, Guantanamo has become shorthand for every mistake 
in the War on Terror and for the USA’s mistreatment of detainees. 
As Randy Schriver, the former Chief of Staff to Rich Armitage told 
me, “I think it has massively damaged the US image abroad. It’s part 
of a broader story of Guantanamo, Abu Ghraib, unilateralism, Iraq, 
and as President Bush acknowledged himself, the President’s Texas 
style and rhetoric has been too aggressive at times. We will suffer the 
consequences for quite some time in terms of rebuilding trust.”

The administration realised too late that its closed, exclusive 
approach had created more problems than it had prevented. As 
another senior Bush administration offi cial told me, currently serving 
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in a top post, “There’s a saying: it’s better to have people inside the 
tent pissing out, than outside the tent pissing in.”

It is impossible to draw any direct link between the Bush 
administration’s foreign policy and the number of terrorist attacks 
around the world. But if Guantanamo is part of an overall US strategy 
to reduce terrorism since 2001, then the strategy is failing. In 2003 
the State Department calculated the number of global terrorist attacks 
worldwide to be 208. In 2004 that fi gure roughly tripled to 650. 
Following controversy about how these numbers were calculated, 
a newly created National Center for Counterterrorism took over 
responsibility for gathering the data. Using expanded criteria, it 
adjusted the 2004 fi gure to 3192 attacks. Then in 2005, using the 
same guidelines, there were reportedly 11,111 incidents. Despite the 
US-led War on Terror, terrorism is increasing, not decreasing.
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SEARCHING FOR A SHARED ETHICS

Margaret Somerville is a world renowned Australian ethicist 
who founded the centre for Medicine, Ethics and Law at 
McGill University in Montreal, and she is as controversial 
as the fi eld she works in. While hailing many of the scientifi c 
breakthroughs that have opened astounding medical 
possibilities, Professor Somerville argues that some of those 
breakthroughs are setting up dangerous ethical dilemmas 
for society. Margaret Somerville gave Canada’s 2007 Massey 
Lectures, now published as The Ethical Imagination: Journeys 
of the Human Spirit, by MUP. Margaret Somerville addressed 
The Sydney Institute on Monday 4 June, 2007
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SEARCHING FOR 
A SHARED ETHICS - CHALLENGING 

RICHARD DAWKINS’ “THE 
GOD DELUSION”

MARGARET SOMERVILLE

Richard Dawkins has done more than all religious people together 
to put God and religion on the current public agenda. He is on a 
highly publicised, international campaign to convince the world that 
"religion is the root of all evil". I believe he’s seriously misguided, at 
best, and that his campaign is dangerous. In this paper I’ll outline a 
few of the reasons I think that. 

I’ll do so by addressing, briefl y, seven topics that I see as relevant 
in considering Dawkins’ position and arguments. They are: the need 
to fi nd a shared ethics; recognising all of our various human ways of 
knowing; the importance of basic presumptions; the impact of our 
choice of language in debates on societal values; the challenge of 
science to the “human spirit”; atheists’ passion about their disbelief; 
and a proposal that three world views are competing to be the basis 
for a new societal paradigm.

Finding a shared ethics
Richard Dawkins casts the current, great societal-ethical values 

debate as consisting of a series of either/or choices: either them or us; 
either atheism or religion; either reason or emotion and mysticism; 
either science or religion.

I believe we must accommodate all of these realities and, as I 
propose in my book, The Ethical Imagination: Journeys of the Human 
Spirit (MUP, 2007), to help us to do that, we need to search for a 
shared ethics. In particular, Dawkins dismisses religion, emotion and 
mysticism – at least as valid ways of human knowing at anything more 
than the personal, individual level - and advocates solely atheism, 
reason and science. I strongly disagree with him in that and many 
other respects. 

A few years ago, Richard Dawkins and I had an exchange of views 
at a meeting in Oxford at which James Watson, co-discoverer of DNA 
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and Nobel Prize winner, who agrees with Dawkins about religion, was 
also present. At the coffee break just after this exchange, Watson said 
to me, “You know, Margo, the problem with you is that you’re full of 
mystical nonsense.” Mystical nonsense is a real danger that one must 
guard against. But I think that he and Dawkins are mystically tone 
deaf, which is a much more serious danger. 

Reason and science give us access to astonishing - indeed world 
and mind altering – knowledge about our physical universe, including 
ourselves. Spiritual experience (a term which I use in a religiously 
neutral sense, in that it includes, but is not limited to, what people 
experience through religion) gives us access to knowledge of a 
different kind and of a different reality, which cannot be accessed 
through science.

Dawkins critiques religion from the perspective, among many 
others, of the mysteries that religion represents. But he does this 
through the lens of science. That lens tells him there is nothing 
present in religion. His mistake is that it is the wrong lens with which 
to explore metaphysical realities. Just as a religious lens on science 
would not allow nature to unveil its mysteries to the scientist, a 
scientifi c lens on religion gives rise to the analogous outcome. And 
just as not being able to access scientifi c truths through a religious lens 
does not mean there is no reality to those scientifi c truths, the same is 
true for religious truths placed under a scientifi c lens. 

I want to explain here that by “mysteries” I mean that which we do 
not understand or at least fully understand and, in some cases, might 
never be able to understand. In short, mysteries must be distinguished 
from fantasies which are not real. Second, I want to emphasise, that 
by mysteries I do not necessarily mean anything supernatural, or that 
people must believe in the supernatural in order to participate in a 
shared ethics. But neither should people be excluded from a shared 
ethics because they are religious and do believe in religious mysteries. 
The shared ethics approach that I am suggesting must be able to 
accommodate people whether or not they are religious.  In other 
words, the shared ethics we need to fi nd must not be antithetical to 
either people whose values are based in religion or those whose values 
have a secular foundation. 

I propose that contemporary individuals and societies are 
frightened of mysteries – they elicit deep, free-fl oating anxiety and 
fear. It’s a normal human response to fear to try to take control of 
the situation that elicits it. We are doing that, at present, in relation 
to fear-provoking mysteries, by converting them to problems and 
then seeking technological solutions to these problems. Take, for 
instance, our fear of death. We convert the mystery of death, to the 
problem of death and propose a lethal injection – euthanasia – as the 
technological solution to that problem. That gives us an illusion of 
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having control over death which reduces our anxiety and fear – we 
can’t avoid death, but we can set the terms of its timing, place and 
manner.

The proposition that faith and reason are incompatible is at 
the centre of Dawkins’ arguments against religion. But they are 
not incompatible and neither are science and religion. In positing 
these incompatibilities Dawkins, who is a fundamentalist atheist 
(as I discuss later, atheism is a secular religion) and religious 
fundamentalists are similar. They all take an either/or approach to 
everything: my beliefs or yours; religion or science; reason or Faith; 
and so on. They then seek to reconcile what they see as the confl icts 
between the two elements that make up each of these pairings, by 
dropping one or the other of them. Dawkins’ call for the elimination 
of religion demonstrates such a choice on his part. One problem in 
this approach is that proposing that these elements are in confl ict is 
not neutral in terms of its impact on fi nding a shared ethics; it’s very 
harmful to attaining that goal. 

Dawkins would like to reduce religion to nothing more than a 
personal fantasy or superstition. But that’s not a realistic goal. It’s an 
impossible dream on his part. The vast majority of people are unlikely 
to be convinced to abandon religion.

So, at best Dawkins’ prescription for reducing current world 
confl icts will fail, at worst it will do serious harm – it will exacerbate 
the acrimony of values confl icts and make it more likely, not less 
likely, that religion will become a focus of such confl icts. Also, 
because culture and religion are linked, Dawkins’ approach is likely 
to increase the number and intensity of current values clashes even 
within democratic, multicultural, pluralistic Western societies and 
may contribute to culture wars.

Dawkins is correct that religion can be wrongly used; but so can 
science. Take the 9/11 terrorist attacks. Using religion to convince the 
9/11 terrorists to commit mass murder by knocking down the World 
Trade Towers was a profoundly evil use of religion. Using airplanes to 
carry out that evil was a profoundly evil use of aeronautical science. 
However, Dawkins looks only at the evil uses of religion – never the 
good it effects - and only the good uses of science – never the harms 
it does. Religion can be benefi cial for individuals and society, just as 
science can, but people like Richard Dawkins, who hate religion, only 
spell out half of the equation. A balanced ethical approach requires us 
to recognise both the good and harm of both religion and science, and 
to try to stop the evil uses and to promote the good ones of each.

In short, we need to make a distinction – one that Dawkins fails to 
make - between what religion is and how it is used. The same is true 
for science. Both religion and science are forces for good; both religion 
and science can be put to evil use.
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But it’s not enough to reject Dawkins’ proposal that abandoning 
religion is the best way to deal with the divisions among us and the 
confl ict that results. We need an alternative. I believe one of the 
greatest current challenges in terms of leaving a reasonably safe, 
secure and undamaged world for future generations - that is, leaving a 
world in which our descendants, as reasonable people, would want to 
live – is to fi nd a shared ethics that crosses as many as possible of the 
boundaries that divide us, especially the perceived Faith/reason and 
science/religion divides. We need to search for a shared ethics for an 
interdependent world – that is, as British Prime Minister Tony Blair 
has suggested, a world in which a crisis somewhere is necessarily a 
crisis elsewhere and, sometimes, a crisis everywhere. In other words, 
we must try to fi nd those values we hold in common and to imagine 
how we might go about doing so. 

For instance, I suggest that fi nding a shared ethics requires us 
to recognise the importance of stories, myths, poetry, imagination, 
“examined emotions”, intuition — especially moral intuition — and 
the human spirit to human ethics. It’s not that reason, common 
sense, objective facts, and science are unimportant to ethics — on the 
contrary. Rather, the problem is that, as is true of Dawkins, they are 
often assumed to be the only matters important to ethics, as I discuss 
shortly. I adamantly disagree with that exclusionary stance. It is 
essential that we use the full richness of our human ways of knowing 
to fi nd a shared ethics in our contemporary societies. 

Let me explain what I mean by a shared ethics. I do not mean that 
we will have one monolithic, universal ethics. Nor do I mean that we 
will all just accept one another’s ethics — what is called an “ethical 
pluralism”. Nor do I accept moral relativism — that everyone’s 
views on ethics are as good as anyone else’s. Nor do I accept ethical 
cosmopolitanism, if that means that we must be equally concerned for 
and equally bonded to everyone.

Humans have evolved over hundreds of thousands of years to 
bond to special others, such as family and friends or some larger 
group; some special other living beings, such as pets; and special land, 
often a country of birth or homeland. We bond more strongly or in 
a different way inside these parameters than outside them. A shared 
ethics must accommodate those realities. 

In using the term a shared ethics, I am speaking of establishing a 
base or starting point that consists of ethical concepts and values that 
we already share and on which we can build. And note that the word 
“shared” rules out one group imposing its views on other groups. I am 
not speaking of a shared ethics in its totality, nor, even, am I speaking 
of everyone sharing that which in any given circumstances some of us 
fi nd we have in common ethically. The idea is to fi nd in each situation 
what we have in common ethically and, in doing so, identify who the 
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“we” are in relation to just that situation, so that we can experience 
ourselves as belonging to the same moral community. My hope is 
that as such situations multiply we will build up a store of those 
experiences of belonging to the same moral community and that store 
will have a broad impact in establishing a shared ethics.

The benefi ts of engaging in a collective search to fi nd some shared 
ethics include that it is a realistic goal. It is likely to produce greater 
agreement on ethics in general. Also, and probably most importantly, 
it constructs who the “we” are as a fl uid, fl exible group which can 
change in different situations. 

In contrast to the shared ethics approach that I am proposing, 
Dawkins might be looking for universal sharing in relation to values 
and ethics in focusing just on science as valid knowledge and in his 
passionate promotion of atheism. But while fi nding a shared ethics 
in its totality may be a utopian goal, it’s not a realistic one in our 
fragmented world. It is important to have realisable goals in ethics 
and to avoid the disappointments that unrealisable ones create. Such 
disappointments are not neutral in their impact; they are harmful 
because they result in loss of hope and cynicism, even toward 
achievable shared ethics goals. We should always keep clearly in 
mind that hope is the oxygen of the human spirit; with hope we can 
surmount even seemingly insurmountable obstacles, without it our 
human spirit dies. The deliberate destruction of hope is what I’d call a 
major twenty-fi rst century “secular mortal sin”.

A primary function of a shared ethics is to cross the spiritual-
religious/atheist divide and the religion/science one. The goal in doing 
that is to hold as many of us as possible, whatever our beliefs, in a 
structure that allows the tensions between us to become creative – to 
engender what I call “creative tension” – and prevent those tensions 
from converting to destructive ones. 

We should keep in mind in searching for a shared ethics, the 
old legal axiom that “form is no mere formality”. To increase our 
likelihood of success in fi nding a shared ethics, it’s important to start 
from and to focus on some values we can agree on, not, as we most 
often do, on our disagreements, and certainly not just on the latter. 
Starting from agreement sets a different tone for engaging in “ethics 
talk” than starting from disagreement, even though we must move to 
our disagreements.

 Human ways of knowing
I turn now to what I call “human ways of knowing”. Here is where 

Richard Dawkins and I part company most dramatically. I believe 
that our valid and necessary human ways of knowing are multiple and 
diverse, and encompass the mind, body, heart and spirit. John Ralston 
Saul in his book The Unconscious Civilization includes among our ways 
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of knowing, common sense; human memory (history); imagination 
and creativity; intuition (I’d emphasise moral intuition); ethics and 
reason. 

I would expressly add experiential knowledge and underline its 
importance to ethics, because experiential knowledge cuts across all 
of the other ways of knowing used in “doing ethics”. As well, we can 
employ “examined emotions”; intellectual, emotional and spiritual 
curiosity; its necessary companion, doubt; and physical knowledge 
(what we can learn from, as the gym trainers say, “listening to our 
bodies”). 

But a warning: it would be as much a mistake to focus only on, for 
instance, experiential knowledge, or creativity and imagination, as it 
is to focus only on reason and “hard” science methodologies, such as 
quantitative data and statistics. 

What I believe is needed in searching for a shared ethics, for 
example, to govern the new technoscience, is not a disjunctive 
approach to our ways of knowing, but a conjunctive one. We need 
to search for good facts (for instance, through good scientifi c 
methodologies) and, on the other hand, tap into our imagination, 
creativity, moral intuition, examined emotions and experiential 
knowledge, if we are to fi nd good ethics. In short, we need to integrate 
all these ways of knowing into a seamless whole.

And all of these ways of knowing must be held in dynamic 
balance. As important as any one way might be in understanding 
the ethics of a given situation, any one unbalanced by the others is 
likely to lead us astray. So when I speak of the importance of the 
imagination, for instance, in understanding a particular situation, I 
am not putting down reason, or thereby science. 

Reason
An overwhelming focus on reason is at the heart of Richard 

Dawkins’ views. Arguments about the nature, worth and valid role 
of reason are, collectively, often at the centre of strong disagreements 
about ethics (and at the centre of strong disagreements about the value 
and proper role of religion and spirituality in human affairs) and that 
is true with respect to the confl ict between Dawkins’ views and mine. 

I cannot explore the defi nitions and nature of reason, here, but 
I accept theologian Paul Tillich’s distinction between “technical 
reason” (that tells us how to do something) and “ontological reason” 
(the mental faculty we use in seeking answers to questions such as, 
“What am I doing here? What is the purpose and meaning of life?”). 
As Tillich emphasises, we need to distinguish the situations in which 
the use of one or the other form of reason is valid.

Although Tillich did not argue against those who use technical 
reason in the service of limited goals – curing a disease, say, or 
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building a bridge – he did argue against those who use it automatically 
in the service of all goals. That, I propose, is what Richard Dawkins 
does. 

Ontological reason, not technical reason, is what people need 
when exploring what Tillich called “ultimate concerns” (the universal 
and existential problems through which humans explore meaning, 
purpose, and identity). Such ultimate concerns are at the heart of 
ethics and need to be explored through ways of knowing other than 
just technical reason.

I propose that reason is an essential, but secondary, verifi cation 
mechanism. It allows us to check that we have not gone off course 
with using our other ways of knowing. Judges applying the law can 
provide an example in this regard. It’s the “received wisdom” of the 
law, that judges use only legal reasoning in interpreting and applying 
the law in the cases that come before them, and that reason is the only 
valid way of deciding those cases. But are they really using reason 
exclusively, or even primarily? Look at Lord Denning’s judgments: 
In one of his famous decisions his opening words are, “Poor Mrs. 
Brown”. And 50 pages of tight legal reasoning later he fi nds for Mrs. 
Brown. He uses reason to check his gut reaction.

To summarise, the problem is not the use of reason. The problem, 
including as far as “doing ethics” is concerned, is the glorifi cation 
of reason to the exclusion of other ways of knowing. Indeed, a very 
recent article in Nature, “The Moral Brain” (May 2007), gives us 
scientifi c evidence to that effect. People with damage to the parts of 
their brains that process emotions, but who have intact centres for 
rational judgment, made ethically inappropriate decisions. To quote: 
“The study provides evidence that [good] moral decision-making is 
based on emotion as well as rational thought”. 

Finally, in this section, reason and Faith are often posited as 
the two mutually exclusive ways of knowing. Faith is a non-rational 
(but not irrational) way of knowing. But might reason and Faith be 
opposite poles on a spectrum along which the other ways of knowing 
fall? In that case, some of those other ways of knowing might manifest 
several characteristics, some of which traditionally would be seen as 
falling only within reason and others only within Faith. This idea of 
a continuum, rather than a binary approach, might allow us to fi nd 
common territory no matter from which pole we start. And, once 
again, that might help us to fi nd some consensus on ethics – some 
shared ethics.

Basic presumptions
Basic presumptions and the questions we ask - that is, the analytic 

structures we use to decide about ethics in a given situation - can 
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strongly infl uence and often determine the outcome of a debate in 
which there are confl icting views.

Basic presumptions are the foundation stones from which we 
start an ethical analysis, or any other analysis or decision-making 
process. We cannot avoid such a starting point. However, we usually 
take whatever basic presumption we use to ground our ethics analysis 
and decision-making as self-evident - as a given - and most often our 
basic presumptions are not identifi ed. But, in fact, there is a choice to 
be made, and that choice has a far from neutral effect on our ethical 
analysis and, consequently, our decisions. 

Basic presumptions allocate the burden of proof, which means 
that when there is equal doubt about an issue the basic presumption 
prevails. Richard Dawkins’ basic presumption is that there is no God 
and, therefore, that those who believe there is must prove it. But 
the equally valid basic presumption is that there is a God and those 
who don’t believe that must prove it. Because both are tenable basic 
presumptions, and neither can be proved or disproved, both must be 
accommodated in a secular society. 

In contrast to such an approach, and, ironically, where Dawkins 
and religious fundamentalists are ad idem, is that each wants to 
impose their choice between these basic presumptions on everyone 
else. Where they differ is only with respect to their choice of basic 
presumption, each of which is, of course, of opposite content.

I just want to mention, here, a basic presumption which I have 
been working with, lately, to ground the process of ethical analysis: 
That is a basic presumption in favour of nature, the natural and life. 
Such a presumption is refl ected in the foundational doctrines that 
inform many of the world’s great religions.

Essentially, a basic presumption in favour of nature, the natural 
and life, means that people – in particular scientists - who want to 
interfere with nature, the natural or life have the burden of proving 
that what they want to do is ethical. The alternative presumption is 
one in favour of technoscience: That is, we may change our world 
and ourselves with that technoscience until we fi nd that our actions 
involve serious risks and harms. I leave it to you to guess which you 
think Dawkins might choose.

It also merits mentioning that there can be radical differences 
among people as to what should count as a risk that should be 
taken into account and the weight that should be given to any given 
risk. Pure rationalists, such as Dawkins, focus on the physical risks 
presented by the new technoscience; those who place emphasis on a 
broader spectrum of ways of knowing also give serious consideration 
to technoscience’s moral risks.
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Choice of language
Words matter. Language is never neutral in ethics. And in many 

ways, choosing our language is one of our greatest challenges in 
searching for shared ethics in a global world. It can attract or repel, 
reveal or conceal, calm or anger, give or take power, create or destroy 
trust. I have long thought that we will fi nd a shared ethics through 
the language of poetry. I believe the language of poetry is the way in 
which we can best have access to as many as possible of our ways of 
knowing. 

In the past, the arts — including poetry — were closely entwined 
with religion. The great religious texts relied on poetry because, 
like all true art, poetry gives us access to metaphysical and spiritual 
realities. The connection of art and religion can still be true today. 
The celebrated, fi rst neon light language piece, created in 1967 by 
leading American artist Bruce Nauman, blazed “The True Artist 
Helps the World by Revealing Mystic Truths”. 

One problem in our contemporary secular societies is that the 
traditional connection between religion and poetry, and therefore 
between the language of both, can mean that those who reject religion 
also object to a language of ethics they characterise, because of its 
poeticism, as quasi-religious. That is a serious mistake. We need such 
language to access the full spectrum of our human ways of knowing, 
especially moral intuition, imagination, and creativity. In particular, 
we need a language of moral imagination and moral intuition in 
ethics, because it is primarily through imagination and intuition that 
we can deepen the understanding we require to make decisions on 
ethical matters. 

We need, also, to fi nd a respectful common language if we are to 
fi nd some ethics and values we can share. That means that religious 
people must try to explain their values in secular language and secular 
people must stop using a language of dismissal and denigration to 
describe religious people or their values, just because the people 
holding those views are religious.

We can consider Dawkins’ choice of language regarding religion 
and religious people from this perspective. To say the least, it’s 
intensely denigrating, condescending and ridiculing. The same is 
true, with respect to Christopher Hitchens’ language in his book God 
Is Not Great, in which he refers to religious people as mammals.

Finally in relation to language, Dawkins and people with 
fundamentalist religious beliefs are, again ironically, ad idem in 
making an important mistake involving language: they both interpret 
mythos as logos. Picasso said about art, that “art is the lie that tells 
the truth”. The same is true for myth. Myth is not a lie or fantasy, 
it’s a way of speaking about realities that can’t be described in any 
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other way. But if we are to understand myth correctly, we must fi rst 
recognise when we are dealing with it. Dawkins provides a good 
example of a failure both to recognise myth and to understand it.

A major example that Dawkins uses in The God Delusion to decry 
religion as the “root of all evil”, is the story of Abraham and Isaac, in 
which Abraham is going to sacrifi ce his fi rst-born son Isaac to God. 
Dawkins interprets this story literally, as yet another example of the 
evils of God, a belief in Him and religion. He asks, rhetorically, what 
kind of horrifi c God would want fathers to kill their sons in order to 
please him? But a mythos interpretation of this story is exactly the 
opposite. At the time it was written around 4,000 years ago, it was 
common practice of the tribes in the Middle East, including the Jews, 
to sacrifi ce the fi rst-born son. This story of Abraham and Isaac was a 
message to the Jews not to do so. That sacrifi ce was to be replaced by 
a ritualised sacrifi ce - the circumcision of infant males – the procedure 
that God commanded Abraham to implement in its stead. In other 
words, no matter what we think about infant male circumcision (I 
happen to disagree with it and have been at the centre of much public 
controversy for doing so) it’s infi nitely preferable and more humane 
than infant male sacrifi ce. As Terry Eagleton said in reviewing “The 
God Delusion” in the London Review of Books, Richard Dawkins writing 
on religion is like someone writing on science whose sole familiarity 
with science is “The Book of British Birds”.

The challenge of science to the human spirit
Today’s mind-altering, world-altering scientifi c breakthroughs 

are challenging our ancient human philosophical-spiritual heritage 
in unprecedented ways. I use the term human philosophical-spiritual 
heritage in the largest possible sense – as encompassing all of our most 
important shared values, attitudes, principles and beliefs, whatever 
their source. And here again, Dawkins and I part company, this time 
with respect to the nature and proper role of spirituality in our lives. 

I regard spirituality as a natural, inherent characteristic common 
to all humans, which some people express through religious belief and 
practice, and others express in secular ways. We can call our capacity 
to experience that spirituality the “human spirit”, a term I use in a 
religiously neutral sense. It is the intangible, immeasurable, numinous 
reality that all of us need access to in order to fi nd meaning in life and 
to make life worth living; that deeply intuitive sense of relatedness or 
connectedness to all life, especially other people, to the world, and to 
the universe in which we live; the metaphysical – but not necessarily 
supernatural - reality which we need to experience to live fully human 
lives. 

Some people see the new technoscience – for instance, genetics 
– as challenging a belief there is anything more to being human than 
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the physical, in other words, as challenging the existence of the human 
spirit. Whether there is such a challenge depends on how we view that 
science. Science can open up amazement, awe and wonder about what 
we don’t know, rather than showing us, as Dawkins believes, that we 
are nothing more than a physical reality and that our primary purpose 
is to be the carriers of “selfi sh genes” and ensure their passage into the 
next generation – their immortality. 

The universality of the search for morality and ethics by almost 
all people, in all kinds of societies and as far back as we have recorded 
human history suggests a common origin for this uniquely human 
trait. The German philosopher Jurgen Habermas speaks of an “ethics 
of the species” as being innate to being human. I call this same 
characteristic “human ethics” which I believe is embedded in us.

This universality of our search for morality and ethics suggests 
it might have a genetic basis. Indeed, I believe that we are likely to 
discover that spirituality also has a genetic base. But let me be clear, 
here, what I mean by a “genetic base”. In saying this, I’m not – as I 
would assume Dawkins’ is (he seems to say we can fi ght our genes, 
but we are nothing more than our genes) - a genetic reductionist; I do 
not accept the idea we are no more than the functioning of our genes. 
In other words, I reject the “genes R us” view of human beings and 
evolutionary sociobiology’s approach that we are nothing more than 
“gene machines”. 

Jeff Kennett, an Australian politician, in arguing for the 
legalisation of euthanasia, expressed that reductionist view this way: 
When you are past your “best before” or “use by” date you should 
be checked out as quickly, cheaply and effi ciently as possible.” I 
believe that we are more than human products to be checked out of 
a supermarket of life; we are human beings and while the essence of 
that being includes our genes, we are more than them. I see genes that 
give us capacities for certain behaviours or experiences, which might 
perhaps include spirituality, as being like a TV set or radio – they are 
necessary instruments if we want to see or hear a program, but they 
don’t determine the content of the program or what it brings to us in 
terms of our experience of it and what results from that for us. 

To summarise: I am not supporting genetic determinism or 
genetic reductionism — that is, that we and all our experiences are 
nothing more than the functioning of our genes. Rather, I believe our 
genetic makeup might be a necessary substratum that opens up the 
possibility of having a wide variety of experiences of the human spirit 
that, otherwise, might not be available to us.

If I am correct that our full capacity to experience what I am 
calling the human spirit has a genetic base, then that might need to 
be initially turned on by particular kinds of experience. In short, it’s 
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possible that the full capacity to experience spirituality might be an 
epigenetic phenomenon. 

Epigenetics is a new fi eld of study of the interaction of genes 
and environment. In some cases, we need both a gene and an 
environmental trigger to activate that gene (imprint it) to have the 
capacity it gives us. Professor Michael Meaney’s work on nurturing 
behaviour in rats powerfully demonstrates an epigenetic phenomenon. 
He showed that only rats that had both a gene for nurturing behaviour 
and were licked by their mother within a certain critical window 
period after birth, to activate the gene were, as adults, able to nurture 
their own young. If the same kind of phenomenon is true of us and 
with respect to many of our capacities, the new epigenetic knowledge 
will reinforce the complexity and extraordinariness of what and who 
we are.

One response to resolving the challenges of unprecedented 
scientifi c breakthroughs present to our human spirit is to abandon 
the science (religious fundamentalists take this route); the other is 
to abandon the philosophical-spiritual heritage (pure rationalists’ 
chosen path). In other words, the people at each pole adopt the same 
strategy to reconcile what they perceive as a confl ict between science 
and our philosophical-spiritual heritage, although the content of 
what they abandon is the opposite. I believe it is a tragic mistake to 
abandon either body of knowledge and wisdom. Rather, we need a 
new vision that can facilitate the marriage of science and our human 
philosophical-spiritual heritage, and support the continuance of that 
marriage. And one way to fi nd that vision is by searching for a shared 
ethics.

Why are atheists so passionate about their disbelief?
I have long pondered why atheists are so passionate about 

their disbelief. In 1996, Wendy Kaminer, a Public Policy Fellow at 
Radcliffe College published an article in the Globe and Mail, one of 
Canada’s national newspapers, called “The Last Taboo: Why America 
Needs Atheism” (Globe and Mail, Saturday 2 November, 1996, p.D5, 
reprinted from The New Republic). I responded to her arguments in a 
piece published under the headline, “Why are atheists so passionate 
about disbelief?” (The Globe and Mail, 16 November, 1996, D2). Like 
Richard Dawkins, Kaminer is highly critical of religion and along 
the same lines. But why aren’t atheists just indifferent to religion 
and people who are religious? Hate is not the opposite of love – both 
love and hate are similar passions of similar intensity, but of opposite 
content; hate is disappointed love - indifference is the opposite of 
both.

I’ve already proposed that humans’ search for spirituality might 
have a genetic base. If so, it would not be surprising that humans 
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experience an “inner space” that needs to be fi lled and, if not fi lled 
by religion in its traditional mode, then it will need to be fi lled by 
something else that can function in a similar manner. I suggest that 
atheism is a secular religion and atheists’ passion about it could show 
that we have a need for some form of powerful belief (or disbelief) in 
order to fi nd meaning in life. 

Science can also function as a secular religion and does so when 
it becomes scientism. The same is indisputably true of humanism and 
of ethics when the latter becomes moralism. It’s also true, I believe, 
of sport, when it becomes sportsism, especially when that is combined 
with another powerful “ism”, nationalism (I can’t help but think of 
Australia in this regard). In short, we are witnessing the emergence 
of a very large number and range of secular religions. None of these 
“isms” is harmful in itself, but they are harmful to fi nding a shared 
ethics when they are promoted – as Dawkins does with scientism 
(and, indeed, atheism) - to eliminate any space for spirituality and 
traditional religion in the public square and replace it with secularism, 
the encompassing secular religion that functions as a basket holding 
all the others. 

Let me be clear here: We are secular societies and there is rightly 
a separation of Church and State. The question is: What does 
respecting that separation require? People who are adamantly atheistic 
believe it means that religion must have no voice in the public square. 
I strongly disagree.

I believe that religion is one voice among many, including secular 
and atheistic voices, that have a right to participate and be heard in 
societal debates, especially those implicating our most important 
values and ethics. Quite apart from the right of religious people to 
have their voices heard, as I’ve explained already, dismissing religion 
or relegating it to the purely private realm, rather than seeking to 
accommodate it in the global public square, will hinder our fi nding a 
shared ethics. Paradoxically, it’s likely to exacerbate confl ict around 
religion, because those who are religious will not accept its dismissal.

Three “world views” competing as a basis for a new 
societal-cultural paradigm

Science and religion, the relation between them in our 
contemporary societies and the values that they implicate are an 
important part of our societal-cultural paradigm. That paradigm is 
the collection of values, principles, attitudes, beliefs, myths and so 
on, that we use to create the story that we all buy into and tell each 
other in order to create the glue that binds us together as a society. I 
suggest that three views about the proper roles of science and religion 
in creating that paradigm are currently competing strongly with each 
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other. These views are just one expression, although a major one in 
light of the combination of our extraordinary new technoscience and 
the rise of armed confl ict connected to religion, of three very different 
“world views”, any one of which could inform a new societal-cultural 
paradigm. I have called them the “pure science” view; the “pure 
mystery” view; and the “science-spirit” view.

Proponents of the “pure science” view believe that we are highly 
complex biological machines – “gene machines” – and our rational, 
logical, cognitive capacities are our most valued features. This view 
is intensely individualistic, liberal, post-modern and personal rights 
based. It is uncomfortable with uncertainty and seeks certainty 
through science – proponents of this view believe everything can be 
explained eventually by science. Its adherents seek a sense of control 
and have no room for mystery.

The “pure mystery” view is often associated with fundamentalist 
religious beliefs whether, for example, Islamic or Christian. People 
who espouse this view tend to be conservative, traditional and 
protective of community. They often adopt a literal (logos) reading 
of symbolic discourse (mythos). Like “pure science” view people, 
they also are uncomfortable with uncertainty, but they seek certainty 
through religion. They also seek a sense of control, but unlike those 
advocating a “pure science” view, who see science as offering control, 
people adopting a “pure” mystery view often have no room for science. 
This may represent not so much a rejection of science as a rejection of 
modernity, which science strongly represents. (Karen Armstrong, in 
The Battle for God, proposes, however, that the powerful rejection of 
modernity by the fundamentalists that we’ve witnessed in recent years 
is really a struggle to accommodate it.)

To summarise, there are similarities in approach and process 
between the “pure science” (gene machine) and the “pure mystery” 
views, but they have opposite substantive content. 

The third view, the “science-spirit” view contrasts with both 
the other two views and, interestingly, in each case in the same way. 
Adherents of the “science-spirit” view are excited by the new science, 
experiencing it as increasing our sense of wonder and awe. They 
believe there is “more” to humans than their genes – that we also have 
a human spirit dimension. “Science-spirit” people are comfortable 
with uncertainty and recognise that it can require them to draw lines 
in “grey areas” in dealing with ethics. They accept there is much we 
cannot control. And they make room for science and mystery and can 
accommodate both in creative tension.

This approach results in experiencing science as deepening our 
sense of wonder and awe. It recognises that we have a “space for 
spirit” that requires protection, including through a concept of the 
“secular sacred”. It enhances the idea that there is a mystery in human 
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life and death - even if it is only a human mystery – and a “mystery of 
the Unknown”.

Conclusion
The burning question the “science-spirit” view raises is, can 

we fi nd the moral will, political consensus and courage to adopt a 
stance that recognises that to preserve some of the moral, ethical 
and values realities that are essential to living a fully human life, in 
some circumstances we have to have the courage to say “no”, even at 
personal cost to ourselves and others in failure to relieve suffering; at 
the cost of less rapid “progress” in science; at economic cost and at 
political cost.

The courage to say “no” translates to the courage to exercise “wise 
ethical restraint”. In working out what that requires one of the most 
important fundamental questions we must constantly ask ourselves is: 
Can the future trust us?
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IN DEFENCE OF POLITICS

The Hon Tony Abbott was appointed Minister for Health and 
Ageing on the 7 October 2003. After two decades in politics, 
Tony Abbott is a seasoned political fi gure. He won the federal 
seat of Warringah at a by-election in March 1994 after three 
years as press secretary and political advisor to the Leader 
of the Opposition, Dr John Hewson. In a previous career he 
wrote as a feature writer for The Bulletin and The Australian. 
During an election year with opinion polls pointing to a 
defeat for the Howard Government, Tony Abbott addressed 
The Sydney Institute on Tuesday 5 June 2007 to discuss the 
political landscape and what the polls might mean.

Tony Abbott
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IN DEFENCE OF 
POLITICS

TONY ABBOTT

By all reasonable standards, Australia has had a good government 
since 1996. Total household wealth has more than doubled from 
$2047 billion to $4632 billion. Australia’s standard of living 
(measured in GDP per head) has risen from thirteenth to eighteenth 
in the world. Unemployment has dropped from 8.2 to 4.4 per cent, 
a 32 year low. Infl ation has fallen from 5.2 to 2.5 per cent. Mortgage 
rates have fallen from 12.75 to 7.17 per cent. Government debt has 
fallen from $96 billion to negative $5 billion. 

In just a decade, life expectancy has risen three years for males 
and two years for females. The rich have grown richer but so have 
the poor; the income gap between the top and bottom deciles is 
not widening; and income growth has been fastest for families with 
children. The war in Iraq hangs in the balance but the US alliance is 
stronger than ever. There has been no formal apology but indigenous 
people are taking more responsibility for their lives. The government 
has treated climate change as an economic as well as an environmental 
challenge but is on track to deliver Australia’s Kyoto targets. 

Of course, the professional Howard-haters have maintained their 
rage. Less predictable is the apparent unhappiness of average voters. 
There’s now been a succession of opinion polls that, if refl ected in a 
real vote, would have the government defeated, some by a landslide. 
The only poll that really counts is the election, of course, but opinion 
polls put politicians under pressure and can become self-fulfi lling if 
governments lose their nerve and discipline. This address then, like 
Bernard Crick's celebrated study In Defence of Politics, is occasioned 
"by the disorders of the present time". It tries to probe what’s 
happening between voters and the Howard Government that threatens 
to deprive it of the usual reward for being good at its job. 

For the past six months, Kevin Rudd has been more like the new 
star in a soap opera than a normal politician. Labor's double standard 
on employment contracts was even spun into a saga of contemporary 
family life. Abolishing overtime and other award conditions for just 
45 cents an hour became a modern drama of two successful spouses 
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juggling their professional lives, despite its old-fashioned outcome. 
Perhaps for the Rudds, but certainly for their handlers, it was a 
calculated exercise in political management. It left the most political 
of politicians looking like the most humane of husbands. 

The PR team that saved the Iemma Government in NSW now 
runs Rudd and the federal Opposition. A former Bob Carr press 
secretary now works for Rudd. The NSW ALP General Secretary 
has joined the federal Labor team as a senate candidate and putative 
Graham Richardson in a Rudd Government. The tactic is pretty 
obvious: assimilate virtually all the government’s policies while 
blaming the government for every conceivable grievance. Hence, 
Labor is against the war in Iraq but wouldn’t pull out all Australian 
troops. Labor would abolish Australian Workplace Agreements 
but allow business to use individual contracts. Labor wants to 
tackle climate change by setting targets 43 years hence. The state 
governments aren’t managing public hospitals well; that's the federal 
government's fault for not showing enough leadership. Chronic 
disease is a growing problem so the federal government hasn't done 
enough even though it’s done far more than any of its predecessors. 

In his gripping but somewhat deranged memoir, former leader 
Mark Latham perfectly described the way modern Labor works: 
“The…culture is scab-lifting – see an issue, a public sore, and try to 
lift the scab without offering your own remedy”. This approach sees 
“policy as a vehicle to achieve power, not as a reform tool for a better 
society”. For the Sussex Street machine, he said, “the methodology 
is simple: use opinion polls and focus groups to fi nd out what the 
public thinks and then tell them we think the same way. Attack the 
government, avoid creative or controversial policies and make the 
Party a small target in the media”. 

Consider Latham’s verdict on Rudd: “A terrible piece of work, 
addicted to the media and leaking: a junior minister in government at 
best…He only holds his frontbench position because of his…standing 
among people who have never actually met him”. Even so, the 
politics of scab-lifting seems to be working for Rudd in ways it didn’t 
for Latham or Kim Beazley. Rudd looks new and unthreatening, 
notwithstanding the Truman Show confections of his political life. 
Because he has a bland political personality and has risen almost 
without trace, Rudd is the perfect candidate for Labor’s marketing 
men to work on: a more articulate and intelligent version of Morris 
Iemma. 

Australians have rarely had all that much time for politicians. 
A Rudd victory would not just restore the hard men of the union 
movement. It would reward the most unscrupulous machine 
in Australian politics. It would vindicate the NSW Labor right 
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and enshrine in Canberra the political morality of the Iemma 
Government. 

By contrast, under the Howard Government, politicians’ “ethics 
and honesty” rating, as measured by the Morgan poll, has actually 
risen from 9 per cent in 1996 to 20 per cent in 2004, although it’s 
since dropped back to 16 per cent. Labor keeps calling the Prime 
Minister a clever politician, presumably because its focus groups 
dislike politicians and are bored by politics. For the government, 
which can’t credibly pretend not to be political, the challenge is 
to remind the public how the political process really works: how 
money spent on one important priority is not available for another; 
how one person’s right to receive some entitlement must be matched 
by another’s responsibility to provide it; and how much of politics 
involves making hard choices between unpalatable alternatives. 

This is what the Prime Minister was doing on Sydney radio 
last Friday morning: discussing the relationship between Coles and 
Woolworths and their small business suppliers, patiently taking a 
determined critic through all the competing interests and values that 
governments have to juggle. An arrogant politician would not expose 
himself to the relentless public scrutiny that John Howard never shirks 
even after 11 years as prime minister.

It is an extraordinary honour to serve the Australian people in 
a leadership capacity yet they are demanding masters. They expect 
their MPs to be celebrities and, at the same time, just like them; to 
be content with a fraction of the earnings of corporate high-fl yers 
while working seven days a week in a hyper-responsible job; to be 
accountable for climate change, petrol prices and children’s diet, as 
well as economic policy, public administration and the safety of the 
realm, the things politicians are normally responsible for. Nothing 
but the best is good enough from Australian politicians and, the 
better it becomes, the more zealously voters reserve the right to raise 
their expectations. And why shouldn’t they? After all, it helps to keep 
politicians on their toes.

Why should today's SMH front page, rightly lionising a group 
of volunteer doctors restoring indigenous people's sight, also 
have mentioned that this work is being supported by the federal 
government? Politicians should not expect recognition for the good 
they do; it's their job to do good. Still, it's the thankless grind that 
makes politics “a bugger of a life”, as Jackie Kelly recently put it in 
a retirement interview. It’s a particularly demanding form of public 
service which is why it has always appealed to the most idealistic and 
committed as well as to the most ambitious and tough-minded of 
potential leaders. 

Politics can certainly be intimidating to the uninitiated, even to 
those who are otherwise well informed about it. It's not necessary to 
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share Pru Goward's recent judgment on the NSW parliament that "it's 
all just theatre" to wonder why most parliamentary speeches are ever 
made. It can't be a complete "waste of space", however, or Goward 
herself would hardly have run for it. Still, if a former press gallery 
reporter, senior public servant and prime ministerial biographer is 
dismayed by the parliamentary culture, where does that leave the 
general public? 

Consider Goward's experience since putting her hand up. First, 
there was a bruising preselection defeat (prior to gaining a winnable 
seat); then a political near-death experience at the hands of a populist 
independent; and, most recently, headlines about speeding (which 
only shows she's human). It’s not much of an advertisement for 
politics. Still, in the absence of a benevolent despotism, someone has 
to run for parliament and the better the standard of candidate, the 
better the quality of parliament and the higher the performance of 
government. 

Politics matters because politicians make a difference. For 
instance, my maiden speech in 1994 observed that middle income 
families with children had become Australia's new poor. Since 1996, 
I’m pleased to say, the real disposable income of an average one 
income family with children has increased 41.5 per cent, compared 
to a 15.8 per cent increase for a single person on average weekly 
earnings. Good outcomes like this don't happen by serendipity. 

The Opposition says that our current prosperity is all due to 
booming mineral demand in China. In fact, Australia can take 
advantage of Chinese and Indian growth because the government 
has created a less taxed, less regulated economy where it’s harder 
for unions to disrupt production and supply. Undeniably, some of 
the economic success of the past 11 years rests on the reforms of 
the former Labor government but, unlike Labor now, the Coalition 
supported those reforms from opposition. 

In an essay for The Monthly last November, Rudd described 
contemporary Australia as a "Brutopia" of "unchecked market forces". 
There are two fundamental problems with this. The real Australia 
- where states, courts, the media, unions, independent-minded 
backbenchers and the government's own creations such as the ACCC 
and the Fair Pay Commission constrain market power - is almost 
unrecognisable in Rudd's narrative. If Australia really were a Brutopia, 
why the distinct "me too" fl avour of the Opposition economic policy? 
Since then, under the infl uence of his minders, the Opposition Leader 
has segued from being “an old-fashioned Christian socialist”, to a 
born-again "fi scal conservative". However genuine, this looks like a 
fl ip-fl op and feeds the popular impression that most politicians are 
essentially fakes.



THE SYDNEY PAPERS AUTUMN 2007 41

So, how might the standing of politicians and respect for the 
vocation of politics increase? It’s not realistic to expect politicians to 
forego partisan attacks on their opponents. Still, the fi rst requirement 
of a better polity is for the people who understand politics and who 
explain it to the public to give more credit where it’s due. Too much 
public commentary is about whether “scab-lifting” is effective politics 
rather than whether it is justifi ed on the facts. 

There is a tendency for journalists to report what they assume has 
happened or to write to a standard script. Laurie Oakes suggested last 
week that the government had planted the Therese Rein story when it 
was entirely the work of persistent journalists. Sue Dunlevy suggested 
that "political pressure" had forced Rein to give up her business 
even though any pressure came entirely from the media and Labor 
tacticians. When ABC weatherman Mike Bailey recently announced 
that he was contesting a federal seat for Labor, Bailey's news director 
lamented that "he's chosen to trade-in a…clean job for a dirtier world". 
Perhaps this comment was aimed at the ALP, but I doubt it, coming 
from the ABC! Above all, there's the tendency to assume the moral 
equivalence of both sides of politics without any very careful study of 
the evidence.

Perhaps it’s only fair that the public views journalists as no better 
than politicians (according to the Morgan poll). A typical example 
of journalistic cant is the SMH editorial last year which commented 
“of course we are being lied to. It is what politicians do”. On this 
reckoning, only the paper that never has to print a retraction is 
entitled to cast stones. In a column last year, Michelle Grattan 
observed that politicians can’t “expect the high moral ground to be a 
path to the political escalator” before concluding that “politics ends 
up having such a bad name that many good people…don’t want a bar 
of it”. This seems a classic case of journalists lamenting the problem 
they have helped to create.

The most egregious recent example of a cheap shot was the 
proposal of Julian Burnside that it should be made illegal for 
politicians to lie. The government’s new position on climate change, 
he said, was not evidence that ministers had changed their minds 
but that “they have been lying up to now”. Senior barristers, of all 
people, should know that one man’s lie is another’s judgment call. 
On Burnside’s logic, the lawyers for every losing litigant are liars: 
something not even a politician would be silly enough to claim.

Of course, ambition is a part of nearly all politicians' make-up 
but it can be ambition "for the higher things" rather than ambition 
for the next job in the pecking order. Although it takes considerable 
self-confi dence to represent 90,000 people in a federal electorate, 
successful politicians quickly learn that listening beats lecturing when 
it comes to staying in offi ce. Although colleagues quickly remind 
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political idealists that "only the impotent are pure", clear and well-
argued convictions run like a golden thread through the public life of 
nearly all successful politicians.

Second, political parties should remember that voters are rarely 
attracted to incestuous insiders’ clubs. It’s hard to interest good people 
in politics if they think that success requires half-a-lifetime of branch 
stacking and lobbying. The more that political parties are taken over 
by people for whom politics has been a job, not an interest, the less 
they will appeal to a broader public. 

Although the Coalition has its share of MPs for whom politics 
has been more-or-less their whole professional life, it has not yet been 
taken over by career apparatchiks with a blinkered view of the world. 
As Katherine Betts pointed out in her 2004 survey of the views of 
voters and candidates, “not only are Labor candidates’ values very 
different from those of the electorate in general, they are even further 
removed from (those of) the traditional working class”. 

Only a handful of Labor Members of the House of Representatives 
were not union organisers, party offi cials or public sector employees 
before entering parliament. Seventy per cent of Labor’s current front 
bench comprises former union offi cials including two former ACTU 
presidents. New candidates for seats Labor currently holds comprise 
four union offi cials (including the ACTU secretary and assistant 
secretary) and two political staffers as well as two lawyers. Labor 
has certainly attracted some celebrity candidates this time but party 
insiders still monopolise the seats it’s confi dent of winning.

Third, political parties need to be clear about where they stand 
and what they value. John Howard is often accused of being poll-
driven but his positions on privatisation, workplace relations reform, 
GST, Iraq, the monarchy and nuclear power have been anything but 
superfi cially popular. Howard has always respected public opinion 
but he’s often tried to change it rather than just refl ect it. By contrast, 
Kevin Rudd has never picked a fi ght he wasn’t sure to win. If Rudd 
had ever fought for a principle behind closed doors, the image makers 
would surely have contrived to let people know. Expelling Dean 
Mighell but keeping his policy and his union’s money is not evidence 
of mental toughness. Allowing more uranium mines but not uranium-
fuelled power stations is moral vanity, not leadership. 

It’s hard to see how replacing Howard with Rudd anytime soon 
would be change for the better rather than change for change’s 
sake. Of course, voters have every right to live dangerously. It’s just 
that they’ve never shown any inclination to do so in the past. Scare 
campaigns without substance, a vague feeling of boredom with 
incumbents, or inattention to the real issues have never fi nally swayed 
voters in the past and are unlikely to do so in the future. 
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There is no conclusive explanation for the government’s poor 
run in the opinion polls: except, perhaps, that polls send a message 
to government; elections determine the fate of the country. Still, the 
polls do mean something. Only in Soviet-era Eastern Europe could 
governments throw out the electorate rather than the other way 
round. 

In a democracy, said the American journalist Hunter Thompson, 
“people usually get the government they deserve and they deserve 
what they get”. If that’s right, the Australian people and media will 
be on their mettle at the coming election almost as much as the Prime 
Minister, the Opposition Leader and their parties.
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DOES THE LEFT NEED A SENSE OF HUMOUR?

Tony Moore, commissioning editor of Pluto Press and on 
the executive of the Fabian Society, is also the author of a 
slim book on the two “Barry McKenzie” movies, the okker 
Australian created by Barry Humphries. Moore believes that 
social commentary through the “larrikin carnivalesque” of 
the Bazza fi lms has a lot to offer an industry that seems these 
days to prefer escapism. To discuss all this and the plight of 
Australian humour generally, Tony Moore addressed The 
Sydney Institute on Tuesday 12 June 2007

Tony Moore
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DOES THE LEFT NEED
 A SENSE OF HUMOUR? HUMOUR 

AND SATIRE DOWN UNDER
TONY MOORE 

Does the left need a sense of humour? I was moved to ask this 
question after being named and shamed in The New Statesman by 
left agony aunt John Pilger in an otherwise thoughtful article about 
Aboriginal deaths at the hands of white justice, “Mourning a Secret 
Australia”. My crime? An Australia Day feature on the vexed issue of 
our national character had quoted my belief - 

… that any Australian patriotism should be, fi rst and foremost, based 
on taking the piss, on laughing, not just at oneself but at the powerful, 
whether upper-class Brits or the PM himself. 

Pilger took me to task for these remarks and advised me that “until 
we Whites give back to Black Australians their nationhood, we can 
never claim our own”. There is a place for serious condemnation of 
wrongs in the Pilger style, but I remembered that in 1999 the satirical 
Strewth! magazine that I coedited made him a fi nalist for “Australia’s 
Most Earnest”.

 Pilger prefers to mourn victims, but in reply I asked him to 
consider “the role of satire and … humour … as a way of commenting 
on, and indeed changing society” and put my contention “that from 
the convicts onward humour, irony, the send up has been one small 
weapon in the armory of the oppressed, the outcast, or those simply 
fed up with cultural uniformity”. Rather than merely presenting 
Aborigines as victims, Pilger might “give thought to their use of wry 
and ironic humour against authorities as a form of resistance”. It’s “no 
accident,” I concluded “that our current government is an especially 
humourless lot, and I believe the progressive forces here do better to 
join with the many ordinary Australians, spanning many ethnicities, 
in taking the piss out of them”.

Pilger’s holier than thou sanctimony has its fans, but to me 
he seems more like one of Manning Clark’s “straighteners”, the 
puritanical punishers who came not just from the right, but also from 
the left. Means shape ends and if you can’t laugh I don’t want to be 
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part of your revolution. Has political correctness cruelled comedy 
on the left? Happily in this country there has been a long and cheeky 
dalliance between progressive types - those whom Clark called the 
Improvers - and humour. But at its best this comedy is not left-wing 
agitprop, the message by numbers satire beloved of undergraduate 
revue, street theatre and cartoonists in the Trot street rags. 

In taking a look at satire and humour down under, I want to 
consider its political implications, not so much to the standard 
left/right spectrum, but as a more anarchic agent of subversion and 
social catharsis – a space where rabble rousing lefties meet a style of 
libertarianism that can also be associated with right wing satirists, 
notably Barry Humphries. This home grown comedic tradition, 
which I call the larrikin carnivalesque, had its climax in the Fosters 
guzzling, all-chundering, Barry McKenzie movies of the early 1970s, 
but it stretches back into colonial Australia, and is alive and cheeky in 
Howard’s Australia, as the popularity of the Chaser testifi es.

Commissioned by the satirical 
UK Private Eye magazine in the 
early 1960s to write a comic strip 
about Australians in Britain, Barry 
Humphries, came up with a young, 
uncouth innocent abroad – Barry 
McKenzie. “Bazza” was vulgar and 
irrepressible, perpetually sucking on 
“ice cold tubes of Fosters”, trying 
unsuccessfully to get “a sheila into 
a game of sink the sausage”, and 
“chundering” at will on unfortunate 
“poms” who crossed his inebriated 
path. McKenzie the innocent abroad 
goes forth amongst the British, 
oblivious to his surroundings, 
immutable in his larrikinism. The 
character allowed Humphries to have 
a spray at everything he disliked about Australia and England. Banned 
back home, the strip became a cult hit in Britain, running from 1964 
to 1971 and against the odds, and with the help of director Bruce 
Beresford and producer Philip Adams, was made into one of the fi rst 
fi lms of the Australian cinema revival of the early 1970s.

More than just ribald farce the movie was important because 
it reinvents a local comedy tradition to interrogate key tensions in 
Australian culture in the early 1970s, between the province and the 
British metropolitan centre, the artist and the working class, the 
wowser and the libertine, authority and unruliness, cosmopolitanism 
and white Australia. As brought to life by Barry Crocker, McKenzie 

Barry McKenzie arrives in Earls Court. 

(Photo courtesy of Phillip Adams, 

National Film and Sound Archive.)
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is a foil against condescension and cant whether practised overtly by 
the English ruling class or, more subtly, by the counter-culture, media 
professionals and offi cious state functionaries. In the sequel, Barry 
McKenzie Holds His Own, a more overtly political edge is refl ected in 
its pursuit of authority fi gures from police to ambassadors to dictators, 
but also in the mockery of fads obsessing the young cosmopolitan 
middle classes, the old and new left, and sustained satire of “The 
Australian Cultural Renaissance” of Gough Whitlam, who is sport 
enough to appear in the fi lm, to Dame Edna Everage. 

On one reading of the fi lm Barry McKenzie is a boorish oaf used 
by Humphries to show his disdain for working class Australians. But 
seeing this movie as a teenager in working class Dapto we rooted 
for Bazza as he gave snobs and poseurs an earful or an eyeful. Barry 
McKenzie remains funny not just because so many of the cows are still 
grazing in our cultural paddock, but because the stand-off between 
an arrogant, complacent elitism, and an uncontrollable, democratic 
larrikinism are perennials in Australia’s creative and political life. In 
this struggle I’m unashamedly on the side of Bazza and his mates, 
and believe the fi lm’s hostility to power and position makes it a radical 
and life affi rming fi lm, rather than the conservative misanthropy that 
Humphries’ left wing detractors fi nd in much of his work.1

This form of dissent has deep roots in Australia’s folk memory 
where it’s often referred to as our “larrikin streak”. In translating 
Barry McKenzie to the screen, the producer Philip Adams says they 
were conscious that “Australian cinema has a larrikin tradition dating 
back to The Sentimental Bloke, to the early fi lms of George Wallace, 
to the Dad and Dave series”2. The original larrikins were working 
class delinquent youths who disturbed the peace of city streets from 
1870s into the early decades of the twentieth century. While becoming 
the focus of a conservative moral panic, larrikinism also came to be 
admired by artistic and political libertines in the 1880s and 1890s as a 
marker for non-conformity, earthy humour and disdain for authority. 
The larrikin streak was found in the journalism, bush ballads, jokes 
and cartoons of the early Bulletin, especially its discoveries Henry 
Lawson and Norman Lindsay, and shapes both the Ned Kelly and the 
ANZAC legends. Between the wars larrikinism typifi ed the big city 
tabloid sensationalism of Smith’s Weekly and the comedy of humourists 
Lennie Lower and especially performer Roy Rene. A larrikin 
libertarianism was strong in the two bohemian subcultures of the late 
1950s and 1960s through which the young Humphries and Beresford 
moved, the Melbourne Drift and the Sydney Push. An exaggerated 
larrikinism became an integral part of the expatriate bohemianism in 
London. Humphries, Beresford and Adams caught an emerging mood 
in their generation of artists in the 1970s. Suddenly Ocker humour 
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was everywhere, from Williamson’s Stork and Don’s Party to Tim 
Burstall’s Alvin Purple to Paul Hogan to the ABC’s Aunty Jack. 

The term “carnivalesque” was coined by Soviet literary academic 
Mikhail Bakhtin to refer to a topsy-turvy spirit of riotous festivity, 
famously unleashed in the carnivals of Europe in the fi fteenth and 
sixteenth centuries, in which the lower orders deployed misrule, 
play, humour and vulgarity to subvert authority – if only temporarily. 
While it was more safety valve than revolution, Bakhtin argued that 
carnival nevertheless had the potential to make the rulers squirm with 
discomfort by ridiculing the mystique of power.3 He must have been 
on to something because Stalin exiled him to Kazakstan. 

I’d like to stop off at a few high points in the tradition of the 
larrikin carnivalesque. One of Australia’s great colonial satirists was 
immigrant journalist and writer Marcus Clarke. A celebrated wit, 
he drank, gambled, argued, scandalised and ate his way through 
Melbourne in the 1870s, setting up a string of bohemian clubs, 
outraging respectable society, and keeping one step ahead of the 
creditors. Dead at 35 in 1880, Clarke came to prominence in his 
twenties as a columnist in the conservative newspaper The Argus. 
Scalpel in one hand and rapier in the other, young Marcus carved 
out a journalistic niche for himself as the “Peripatetic Philosopher”, 
a slightly bemused, cynical observer of the (mock) heroic goings on 
of Melbourne society, producing sketches that anticipate Humphries’ 
character monologues a century later. His targets included 
sharebrokers, “new chums”, “our boys”, the working man, politicians, 
squatters, art connoisseurs, journalists, sporting men, Victorian ladies 
and larrikins, all accompanied by their own peculiar slang or jargon. 

The politics of the time was dominated by the “Parochial 
Committee Man” who “is intensely respectable, and intensely narrow-
minded” ...:

He is solemn-looking, and it is only when he begins to speak that you 
fi nd out his intellectual incapacity... he is always proposing economical 
tricks... He is bland, pious, and is known in political circles by some 
"Honest" - prefi xed abbreviation of his baptismal name...

Sound like a Prime Minister we all know? Clarke had little time 
for zealous radicals either. He condemned colonial republicans as 
“‘kid glove democrats” who “profess to admire Cromwell... talk 
about liberty of the soul, equality of honest men, but would disdain 
to nod to their tailor if they met him in the street.” Reminds me of 
an ex Prime Minister we all know. In a mock pamphlet The Future 
Australian Race, sending up the latest racial theories he predicted that 
by 1977 Queensland and all “hot” areas above a certain line would be 
authoritarian potentates like those found in Latin America and the 
Orient, while the South will be a Greek democracy: “The intellectual 
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capital of this Republic will 
be Melbourne”. However “the 
fashionable and luxurious 
capital” will be “on the shores 
of Sydney Harbour... The 
present custom of drinking 
alcohol to excess... will 
continue.”

Originally a Tory, Clarke 
despised colonial materialism 
and became an unlikely 
crusader for the poor, for Tasmania’s Aborigines, for liberal secular 
humanism, and most famously, convicts. Yet Clarke’s modus operandi 
was less the polemic and the whinge than the jape and the stunt. He 
had a musical satirising the Berry Government banned, fought the 
Anglican Bishop of Melbourne over the relevance of God, and fell foul 
of The Argus for contriving a hoax broadcast of the Melbourne Cup 
to its offi ce via a great optical eye suspended in the sky. Ultimately 
Clarke picked one fi ght too many and was frozen out by the 
Melbourne establishment and fell far and hard.

It was with the Bulletin, founded in 1880, that a radical, more 
democratic, grass roots Australian style of humour began to fl ourish. 
The Bulletin’s editor J. F. Archibald made a virtue of tapping 
the energies of bush and urban workers as a market but also as 
contributors, and from this interactive community emerged larger-
than life writers as diverse as Henry Lawson, C. J. Dennis, Steele 
Rudd, Banjo Patterson, Joseph Furphy and the cartoonist Norman 
Lindsay. Favourite targets were the capitalist fat man, politicians, 
parsons, wowsers, blue-stockings, and especially other media. Despite 
a strain of sexism and racism in its humour, the Bulletin of the 1880s 
and 1890s was radical in its political championing of the bushman and 
causes like one man one vote, republicanism, unions, the new Labor 
Party and even female suffrage. But as Sylvia Lawson has argued, it 
is in the magazine’s carnivalesque disruption of expectation and its 
topsy-turvy mockery of authority, blending of genres, the interplay of 
short comic pars with cartoons, its parody of competitor publications 
and blurring of readership and contributors that the Bulletin was most 
subversive. 

The Ern Malley hoax of 1944 built on Sydney literary bohemia’s 
love of japes and stunts, and was a perfectly executed satire of the 
serious young zealots of the burgeoning modernist movement, 
centred on the Angry Penguins journal. In April 1944, Penguin-in-
chief Max Harris received a manuscript of unpublished surrealist 
poems penned by an unheard of poet and mechanic, named Ern 
Malley, who had recently died and left his oeuvre for his sister, Ethel, 

Cover from comic book collection.
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to fi nd. Convinced they had discovered an Australian modernist 
genius Harris and patron John Reed published the poems in Angry 
Penguins magazine to great fanfare, simultaneously in Melbourne 
and New York. But a few months later the poems were revealed to be 
hoax, concocted by the two solider poets James McAuley and Harold 
Stewart, supposedly in an afternoon at Victoria Barracks. They told 
the press:

[w]e opened books at random, choosing a word or phrase haphazardly. 

We made lists of these and wove them into non-sensical sentences.

McAuley and Stewart were fi ne poets, and their mock modernism 
can today be appreciated as accomplished parody and performance 
art. Their invention of the prim and philistine Ethel Malley anticipates 
Edna Everage by a decade. 

Barry Humphries, the 1950s university student, was neither a 
romantic nor a political radical. He combined the dadaist desire to 
shock and subvert, with the dandy’s ease of superiority and social 
climbing. As a student performance artist he would throw up fake 
vomit on tram stops or pretend to be a hapless blind man on trains just 
to see people’s reaction, to disrupt the Brack-like commuter trance. 
His fascination with the grotesque was evident in his art sculpture 
Pus in boots, and his fi rst published work, Bizarre. Paradoxically, 
Humphries was fond of the Aestheticism of the late nineteenth 
century, which emphasised a refi ned and distancing taste, and had 
its apeothis in Oscar Wilde. Just as Wilde used theatre to observe the 
manners and class idiosyncrasies of his time so Humphries honed 
his writing and acting skills to picking on the suburban middle and 
working classes. A performer like Humphries allows the Elizabeth Bay 
dowager or Carlton academic to cross–over class and other barriers 
like good taste, if only for one “Nice Night’s Entrainment”. 

Edna Everage, Humphries’ revenge on the smug and philistine 
suburban middle class, fi rst appeared in 1956 as an Olympic hostess, 
driving an offi cial to apopolexy as she primly rejected all nationalities 
offered as billets for her Moonee Ponds home. But by 1965 the left 
and arts types were also in his sights, courtesy of Lance Boyle, the 
trade unionist, Martin Agrippa, the avant-garde fi lm-maker and 
Neil Singleton, the beatnik bearded left-wing academic. Humphries 
observed:

… until the mid sixties, Neil’s class of puritan, querulous, turtle-

necked, elbow-patched, pipe smoking, wife-cheating, wine-buffi ng, 

abstract-art digging highbrow had been my most enthusiastic fans, eager 

for a chuckle at the middle-class effusions of Edna, Sandy and other 

Australians they never met at their own parties.
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Humphries imagines that once bitten the left were shy of him, but 
I don’t think that was so as the reception of Barry McKenzie would 
show.

In 1964 Oz magazine landed like a meteorite on the media 
landscape. Its editors Richard Neville, Richard Walsh and Martin 
Sharpe had been infl uenced by student newspapers, rebel pop stars, 
the British satire boom and the permissive sick humour from the 
US typifi ed by the rude, lewd Lenny Bruce. Broadly to the left, Oz 
spoke for anarchic libertine youth rather than the old men who ran 
the ALP. Oz was amusingly critical of the institutions that spoke for 
a conservative idea of nation, such as state and federal governments, 
the courts, police and army, the RSL and service clubs. Satire 
and absurdity marked the magazine out from the broadsheets and 
worthy avant-garde publications, and had more in common with 
university and Philip Street revues and the new television sketch 
comedy, The Mavis Bramston Show.4 Not since the Bulletin had an 
Australian publication had so much fun mocking the mass media that 
surrounded it. 

The limits of freedom to satirise were tested when NSW police 
twice charged Oz’s editors for publishing obscenity. The 1965 
court fi nding that Oz had literary merit was a signifi cant victory, 
encouraging to others working in journalism, theatre, fi lm and fi ction 
– as well as to mainstream media - to eschew the customary self-
censorship. Oz continued under Richard Walsh until 1969, eventually 
collapsing into a new project, Nation Review, while Neville and Sharp 
took the Oz franchise to “Swinging” London, where it provoked 
another obscenity trial. 

Neville’s Play Power published in 1971 makes it clear that his 
brand of counter-cultural satire was not just hostile to the right, but 
also to the left, for being too formal, puritan and elitist in its politics 
and too dismissive of the revolutionary possibilities of pop culture.5 
His concept of Play Power was mediated by Guy Debord’s situationist 
international - one of the more interesting forms of dissent to emerge 
from May 1968. The Situationists favoured Dada inspired stunts 
that held mainstream institutions – both capitalist and public - up 
for ridicule in order that freedom could be won amidst the cracks, 
confusion and chaos. Debord advocated using the media’s power and 
needs against itself, ju-jitsu like.6

A synthesis of satire and criticism of Australian realities developed 
in many places in the late 1960s - on TV with innovations like 
This Day Tonight, in print with Nation Review and the Australian 
Performance Group at the La Mama Theatre in Carlton that 
included Tim and Betty Burstall, David Williamson, Jane Clifton, 
Graeme Blundell, Helen Garner, Max Gilles and Greg Pickhaver. 
In its 1969 Williamson play The Coming of Stork, the intellectual 
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pretensions of their own bohemia were exposed by the loud mouth, 
anarchistic eponymous character, a university drop out unfi t for 
either the working class or bourgeois. Don’s Party satirised ageing 
radicals dispirited and bitter in the mire of suburban compromise, 
disorientated by the individual freedom promised by the new counter-
culture. Geoffrey Serle noted that this generation of theatrical 
activists brought to theatre a freedom and spontaneity not seen since 
nineteenth century theatre “at its most popular and least respectable”, 
by writing “comic, colloquial, anti-authoritarian, satirical and 
sometimes savage plays, often in free, highly informal shape”7 APG. 
Director Tim Burstall argued that:

One of the best ways of getting an Australian audience to accept itself, 
one of the things we’re fondest of, is the send up. We’re prepared to look 
at life and laugh at in a way that we’re not prepared to look at our life and 
be serious about it.8 

Once the Gorton Government relaxed censorship with the R 
certifi cate and turned on funding for feature fi lm making, the hustle 
began to reimagine these theatrical innovations as movies, bringing 
bohemians and the burbs together for a laugh and perve. The Ocker 
comedies had arrived. Humphries and Beresford, but also Williamson 
and other artists, looked on the disappearing Australian workingman 
with both satire and nostalgia to say things about a culture emerging 
from isolation. Bazza is badged as a relic from a bygone era by his 
double-breasted suit and especially his hat and set lose amongst the 
foreigners, artists, hippies, ad men and women’s libbers that make up 

a changing world.9

In Barry Mckenzie Holds His 
Own tinnies are hurled at grant-
laden artists, philistine politicians, 
blow-hard bureaucrats, zealous 
radicals and especially smug 
trendies. “The government’s 
shelling out piles of bloody moolah 
on any prick who reckons he can 
paint pitchers, write pomes or make 
fl aming fi llums,” Barry tells Col the 
Frog, explaining how drunken fi lm 
critic Paddy “copped $20,000 to 
come over here to go to the fl icks”. 
“Back in Australia,” Bazza tells a 
sceptical Col, “we’ve got culture up 
to our arseholes.” Cosmopolitanism 
happens in “the contemporary 

Virgin Barry McKenzie and Caroline 

Thights (Maria O’Brien). (Photo 

courtesy of Phillip Adams, National Film 

and Sound Archive.)
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Australian-Spanish style” and European culture is to be found at the 
Munich beer festival. 

Bazza’s “Pommy Bastards” t-shirt of the fi rst fi lm is now replaced 
with one emblazoned “Commie Bastards”! This contempt is rammed 
home in Holds His Own where the communist leaders of Eastern 
Europe are vampires sucking their countries dry (literally). Given 
what we now know about Ceaucescu and his grisly end this portrayal 
was not too wide of the mark. Humphries slides his critique of Marxist 
regimes into easy put downs of the broader Australian left and the 
Labor Party. An English diplomat grumbles about the ridiculous 
detente between the Australian government and the Soviet Bloc. 
When Bazza and his mates parachute into Transylvania they pretend 
to be students from the Bondi Organisation for Radical Education 
(BORE). The government offi cials who preside as judges of the 
Immigration game show at Australia House are caricatures of the fat, 
middle-aged blokes who run the NSW ALP’s Sussex Street version of 
Tammany Hall. 

But the Barry McKenzie fi lms also go after condescending 
English toffs and racist yobbos in lynch mob scenes reminiscent of 
the Cronulla riot. Barry McKenzie Holds His Own shows a bunch of 
white blokes terribly anxious about other races. Despite having come 
from a country in the throes of a massive immigration program and 
a government pledged to land rights and a racial discrimination act, 
Bazza and his mates don’t care much for “abos”, “heathen chinee”, 
“yellerens”, “frogs”, “wogs” and “dagoes”. 

 Humphries' and Beresford’s ockers play with the language of 
the streets and playground rather than the sanitised language of 
government tolerance programs. Holds His Own makes clear that 
the old prejudices were dying hard when it has Australian High 
Commissioner Sir Alec say to a Transylvanian communist who’d like 
to immigrate to become a Sydney taxi-driver:

We don’t want types like you undermining our wonderful institutions 
and unique life-style, crawlin’ like termites through the fabric of our 
nation-hood. We got too many chink lovers as it is.

Humphries was never a racist, but he was astute enough to know 
that many in the Australia of the 1950s and 1960s were. Rather than 
ignore or despair at it, Humphries picks at the scab of Australian 
racism, ventilating this running sore.

A conservative contrarian while many in his generation 
were moving left, Humphries nevertheless retained a delight in 
transgression and enjoys the misrule of the great unwashed.10 Due 
to the infl uence of protestant moralism and petit bourgeois derision 
of the modern art that Humphries held dear, the Australian political 
right – except for free-thinkers like Peter Coleman and McAuley,  
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who launched the Bazza comics when they were unbanned - never 
appreciated the Bazza movies, which were attacked for their vulgarity 
in parliament by the Snedden opposition, although the fi rst fi lm was 
funded under Gorton.11 

Traditionally, the Australian ruling class was uncomfortable with 
larrikinism, associating it with Irishness and working class unruliness. 
The Bazza movies ironically found their biggest fans among lefties, 
the students and ALP types they mocked. The left of centre historian 
Manning Clark congratulated Humphries for “catching a type 
Australians recognise and are really proud of, and so barrack for 
him as they would for one of their football heroes, or Ned Kelly… 
I loved it”.12 This left-wing spirit of the brand was strengthened by 
association with Phillip Adams who was a well-known fellow traveller 
and occasional publicist for the ALP. Bazza’s pommy-baiting played 
up to a strong anti-English sentiment among some sections of Labor, 
and, following the Dismissal, a growing number of republicans. While 
Humphries cared little for the “It's Time Euphoria”, Holds His Own is 
umbilically tied to this mythic period in Labor’s history.

Humphries promotion of the carnivalesque in Australian life was 
a natural fi t with Labor – then the home of wags, mateship and the 
long lunch. In the same year as Bazza held his own, Labor nailed 
its larrikin colours to the mast at the Terrigal National Conference 
among a frenzy of Hawaiian shirts and bikini clad research assistants 
that would have brought a throb to Sir Les Patterson’s trousers.13 Less 
than a decade after Gough’s fi lm cameo Australia elected as Prime 
Minister a larrikin character reminiscent of Barry McKenzie. Bob 
Hawke was funny, ocker and held the Guinness record for sculling 
beer. He swore off the grog before his election victory, counting on 
Australians’ love of a reformed larrikin, and in his new statesman-
like mode was dubbed “The Silver Bodgie”. The street-talking 
Irish Catholic Keating was another larrikin in the lodge, famous 
for translating complex economic concepts into slang, and for his 
amusingly cutting use of the vernacular as a parliamentary weapon. 
He described the Opposition as “dogs returning to their vomit”, 
lampooned their free–marketeer leader as a “ferral abacus”, and 
caused a McKenzie-esque furore in England when he dared to touch 
the Queen’s back. And larrikinism made a brief come back in 2003 
when Whitlam’s protégé, the ocker maverick Mark Latham became 
Federal leader. Media and voters anaesthetised by the quiet of the 
Howard years were fi rst inspired, then alarmed, at the prospect of a 
larrikin in the lodge. 

Today faction-controlled preselections sift out the colourful, the 
larrikin, the eccentrics for the party hacks and machine men on both 
sides of parliament. We live in an age where bureaucrats are drafted as 
politicians, where managerialism, focus groups and gaffe-spotting take 
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the place of wit, passion and ideas. Nevertheless I take from an era 
which made possible a celluloid encounter between a Prime Minister 
and Bazza the passionate belief that an authentic Australian leader 
– especially a Labor one - should be a bit of a larrikin, to smuggle a 
sense of the carnivalesque – what Keating called “Vaudeville” - into 
our otherwise materialistic politics.

But has the political correctness that also emerged in the Keating 
era killed off the larrikin carnivalesque? Edna and Sir Les remain 
incorrigible, but the ear for accent and social nuance has passed to a 
younger generation. The ocker mask has been worn with style since 
the mid 1980s by philosophical sports jesters Rampaging Roy Slaven 
and H.G. Nelson. When the Working Dog team pitted a family of 
lovable “bogans” against the big end of town in the fi lm The Castle, 
they struck a chord in the Australian suburbs and attracted huge 
commercial audiences.14 The Anglo-Celts lost their monopoly on 
larrikinism in the 1990s as “wog humour” emerged from the suburbs 
with another popular movie where the naïve but vulgar innocent 
triumphs in Nick Giannopoulos’ Wog Boy. Kath and Kim have 
confi rmed Edna’s secret that women indeed rule the child-like men 
of the suburbs, and they now do so not by shushing male pleasures 
but by out-ockering them. Pizza, like Bazza back in the 1970s, has 
the power to offend and shock. Today a show about rude, vulgar, 
sexually explicit, hip hopping homeboys of Mediterranean or Middle 
Eastern appearance outrages middle class good taste - especially when 
they make Australianness itself ridiculous. What of Humphries’ gift 
for dark, ironic social observations? That crown has now passed to 
Chris Lilley, whose We Can Be Heroes and Summer Heights High dare 
to puncture they myth of Australian goodness cherished by right and 
left.

How has satire faired under the new PC, the “patriotic 
correctness” of the Coalition, where dissent might be labelled 
unAustralian? The Howard years of culture wars and ministerial 
double-talk have been good for left of centre satirists – think 
John Clarke and Brian Dawe, Alston’s favourite, The Glass House, 
The Wharf Review, Rundle and Gillies’ You’re Dreaming and the 
hagiographic hit Keating the Musical.

But it is the Chaser team who today channel the subversive 
elements of the larrikin carnivalesque - anarchic anti-
authoritarianism, dada-esque stunts, the parody of other media, and 
fl irtation with obscenity and offences against good taste. When I asked 
Charles Firth if they were left wing he said they were “cynicalists”, 
meaning they apply the bullshit detector to the powerful whatever 
their political persuasion or ideology. Given that the Coalition is in 
power federally conservatives will cop their fair share, but so does the 
Opposition. But like Humphries and Oz, the Chaser are interested in 
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the abuse of power and hypocrisy wherever they lurk: in corporations, 
public service, the media, celebrity culture, religion, unions. It was 
left to the Chaser to expose the “she’ll be right” chinks in the NSW 
Government’s APEC security armour - surely a national service. 
What makes the Chaser fresh satire for our time is its exposure of the 
spin, managerial gobblygook, and corporate humbug that annoys 
everyone. They are equal opportunity satirists as likely to go after 
Hilaly as Pell, the ABC’s Jay TV as Today Tonight, Rudd as Howard. 
Pollies who come out best are those who laugh along, like Costello and 
Gillard. That’s the point of their style of guerrilla humour – to catch 
the powerful unawares and knock off the public mask. While they 
eschew state issues, I still live in hope that they’ll direct their talents to 
the ALP Sussex Street machine - it can be called Westy Wing.

Like the underground rags of the 1960s and 1970s, today’s 
guerrilla satire is driven by the new technologies of digital cameras 
and internet distribution via podcasts, You-tube and My space, but 
the big difference is that the interactivity of these mediums allow a 
participation by consumers not seen in this country since the hey days 
of the Bulletin. Perhaps we can all be satirists now? These new media 
lend themselves to identity play and have led to a boon in hoaxing 
or culture jamming, worthy of Ern Malley. For proof go no further 
then Charles Firth’s book America Hoax - political satire much more 
revealing of American malaise than Mike Moore’s polemics.

In this country, defamation laws remain a risk, as the ABC 
discovered when it broadcast the Pauline Pantsdown parody of the 
member for Oxley. Despite a tightening of censorship under the 
Coalition, obscenity and blasphemy have remained favourites for 
local satirists, but a question mark hangs over sedition. The Attorney 
General Philip Ruddock says satirists have nothing to fear from 
the new sedition laws, but artists (and publishers) are weighing up 
whether to self-censor or push the envelope as far as possible. Lawyers 
are being consulted. But out in the campuses, the “burbs” and the 
blogs, funny young people are busy devising extreme comedy to shock 
us all. To do otherwise would be unAustralian.
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to be unlocked by a woman and an interview with a back yard abortionist. 
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THE SADNESS EPIDEMIC AND THE SLANDERING OF FREEDOM

Cassandra Wilkinson is president of FBi Radio, Sydney's 
Australian music, arts and culture radio station and the 
author of Don’t Panic – Nearly everything is better than you 
think (Pluto Press). She also has a new take on the stressed 
out society. In her view, “It is in the interests of both the 
extreme Right and the extreme Left to pretend our values are 
in crisis. Crisis suits extremists of all persuasions because an 
impending calamity suggests you must adopt new behaviours 
immediately to avoid annihilation.” To elaborate on her thesis 
about anxiety and its effect on individual freedom, Cassandra 
Wilkinson addressed The Sydney Institute on Tuesday 19 
June 2007.

Cassandra Wilkinson
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THE SADNESS 
EPIDEMIC AND THE 

SLANDERING OF FREEDOM
CASSANDRA WILKINSON

Anxiety, depression and sadness are tendered as evidence that 
freedom is not all it is cracked up to be. In a 2004 discussion paper, 
The Disappointment of Liberalism, Australia Institute executive director 
Clive Hamilton declared that "the disappointments of money and 
freedom must be seen as a profound challenge to liberalism".

University of NSW sociologist Michael Pusey, in The Experience of 
Middle Australia: the Dark Side of Economic Reform claims "economic 
reform has been imposed on people in the face of international 
evidence showing that economic engineering reduces happiness and 
causes depression".

Clive Hamilton goes as far as to claim, “The disappointments 
of money and freedom must be seen as a profound challenge to 
liberalism.”

In an article headlined "Living it up gets us down", The Sydney 
Morning Herald 's economics commentator Ross Gittins asked, "Why, 
now we're so much wealthier than we were, do we have more trouble, 
rather than less, with divorce, drugs, crime, depression and suicide? 
Why? What's causing this deterioration in the quality of our lives? Is 
it happening because of, or in spite of, our obsession with economic 
growth?"

But what seems to be happening is in fact not happening. The 
2006 edition of the Australian Bureau of Statistics' Measures of 
Australia's Progress quotes the ABS 2001 National Health Survey, 
which found that 76 per cent of the population was "delighted", 
"pleased" or "mostly satisfi ed" with their lives. A phoney crisis of 
national happiness is being manufactured to "prove" that economic 
liberalism causes depression, divorce, child abuse, environmental 
chaos, terrorism and bad manners.

In researching my new book, Don't Panic - Nearly Everything Is 
Better Than You Think (Pluto Press), I read a report, Happiness and the 
Human Development Index: The Paradox of Australia, by the American-
British academic team of David Blanchfl ower and Andrew Oswald, 
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which argued that the relatively poor well being of Australians was a 
clear rebuttal of the rhetoric of prosperity. I subsequently discovered 
that this paper was challenged by Australian-American academic duo 
Andrew Leigh and Justin Wolfers, who concluded that there was no 
paradox and that Australians were not only happy, but happier than 
most other people in the world. Leigh and Wolfers, in Happiness and 
the Human Development Index: Australia Is Not a Paradox, found high 
levels of happiness were a consistent theme in Australia since the fi rst 
signifi cant cross-national happiness surveys were conducted in the 
1940s. 

The disconnect between the public debate and the facts is starkest 
in relation to children. Melbourne's Age newspaper, a keen peddler 
of the "sadness epidemic", ran a piece by journalist Simon Castles 
on "the suicide generation". "It is surely not a coincidence," he wrote, 
"that the countries that most fervently embraced individualistic, neo-
liberal, market-dominated doctrines - Britain, the US, New Zealand, 
Australia - are the same countries that have faced crises of youth 
depression." Yet the very state of childhood as we know it is a result of 
prosperity, not its victim. Previously, thousands of children lived and 
often died in workhouses, orphanages and factories, "kept essentially 
as slave labour ... Children as young as fi ve years worked 16 hours a 
day, wore leg-irons and were beaten".

As for the argument that the relentless demands of a deregulated 
economy have a bearing on child neglect, it should be noted that child 
abuse is most serious in societies with poor economic growth.

The history of happiness
When scientists and psychologists began studying happiness, 

or what they call subjective well being, early studies showed that 
happy people were most likely young, healthy, educated, well-paid, 
extroverted, optimistic, relaxed, religious, married. Which raised a lot 
of chicken-and-egg questions. Was happiness an outcome or the basic 
temperament that allowed them to negotiate all the rest with ease? 
When surveys show married people being happier, for example, is this 
because marriage leads to happiness or because happy people are more 
likely to get married and stay that way?

New research is leaning to temperament being a more signifi cant 
factor than circumstance, explaining why happiness levels don't 
change much between countries or tax brackets. Wealth matters up 
to the point of a reasonable living standard, after which diminishing 
returns set in. Which is to say, if you are hungry and you get 
something to eat it makes you very, very happy. If you have eaten six 
courses and are offered "a wafer, monsieur" you're as likely to need a 
bucket as a napkin.
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So, if we're born with a basic predisposition to happiness, how 
is it that we instinctively feel that our life experience determines our 
happiness? Part of the answer is in our brains. The human brain 
devotes large capacity to recognising people, keeping score of debts, 
evaluating trustworthiness and forming alliances. This is integral to 
human success and thus rewarded in evolutionary terms.

Reciprocity is as essential to our genetic success as self-
preservation because we have mutual interest in living in big 
communities where we can, through specialisation, increase 
exponentially the resources available to all. This was as true 5,000 
years ago when humans made tools and hunted as it is now in highly 
mechanised production. Nobody can fully prosper making their own 
clothes, killing their own food and defending their own territory but 
if we form a group and each do one thing well we can have more of 
everything than we need. We can even start worrying whether we have 
too much.

Since reciprocity is vital to our survival, it's not surprising that 
humans are concerned about networks of trust and fearful of their 
erosion. Our brains are well designed to detect cheating; in fact, we 
identify it much faster and more effectively than we detect altruism 
or goodness. We are on the lookout for cheaters, liars and charlatans 
because they undermine the social survival contract we have made to 
co-operate with people beyond our immediate gene pool.

Anxiety is real but it isn't new. Evolutionary behaviouralists 
suggest we are programmed to seek the better campsites, richer 
hunting fi elds and superior tools. When scientists monitor serotonin 
and dopamine responses, it's clear the human brain believes the chase 
is in fact better than the kill. Which goes some way to explaining why 
the possibility of sex with a new partner is usually more exciting than 
the certainty of sex with an existing partner. Or why we eat beyond 
the point of pleasure. Or why we sometimes buy dresses that are never 
worn. Dissatisfaction with the status quo and a desire to improve our 
circumstances is wired into our neural pathways.

For all the theorising that the mouse wheel is a plot by capitalism 
to keep us working, it appears more likely to be a plot by our DNA 
to keep us living. Evolutionary biology teaches that fear is ingrained 
into our survival behaviours because it serves to help us assess risk 
and respond to threats. We survive today because thousands of our 
ancestors knew to run from the sabre-tooth tiger, not eat the strange 
berries, and get under cover at the sound of thunder.

The sensibly fearful bore our DNA through countless mortal 
perils and emerged to breed. Generations of reinforcing behaviour 
have left us intelligently scared of infection, injury, starvation, physical 
assault, removal from our group, freezing, burning, drowning and 
multiple other perils, chief among them the fear of death itself.
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Anyone who has held their child at night explaining in vain there 
are no monsters in the shadows has seen our inner caveman at work. 
A small child, though carefully preserved from commercial television, 
junk food, pedophiles, famine, weapons of mass destruction and the 
lash will nonetheless wake in fright, vigilantly alert for danger. 

Our instinct for fear plays easily into the hands of social 
manipulators. People scare each other to gain political support, get 
funding for scientifi c research, make headlines, raise money for causes 
or sell books. In a crowded society everybody's trying to get an edge 
on the competition for attention and resources and many of them are 
turning up the volume of their doomsaying to get a little love.

It is in the interests of both the extreme Right and the extreme 
Left to pretend our values are in crisis. Crisis suits extremists of all 
persuasions because an impending calamity suggests you must adopt 
new behaviours immediately to avoid annihilation. Go to church 
immediately! Abolish the World Trade Organisation immediately! 
Have more/fewer/happier children immediately! What they all have in 
common is the desire to restrict our freedom. Which is a pity because 
the weight of research on happiness suggests we are programmed for 
Jefferson's pursuit of happiness rather than its attainment, that the 
quest itself constitutes a kind of satisfaction.

Prosperity provides opportunities to explore the self-actualising 
behaviours and social engagement that improves our wellbeing. 
In addition, prosperity and the availability of a wider variety of 
experiences increase opportunities for sensory pleasure such as better 
food and more stimulating recreation that, although it isn't happiness, 
certainly helps the winter nights fl y.

Freedom is not the enemy of morality, decency or human 
happiness. Freedom is the precondition for happiness to fl ourish. 
In the face of regressive and totalitarian challenges, it’s a word 
and a goal that needs to be unburdened of its association with that 
particular brand of simplistic American patriotism that makes the rest 
of the world feel slightly embarrassed. The real riposte to violence, 
fundamentalism and poverty is to spread freedom far and wide.

This is most profoundly clear when genuinely free markets are 
made available to poor communities.

Lessons from micro-credit
Declaring 2005 the Year of Micro-credit, the United Nations 

identifi ed it as a major tool for achieving the Millennium Development 
Goals. Among the successes the UN has attributed to micro-credit 
are:

• 98 of all loans issued by Opportunity International were paid 
back on time or within 30 days creating more than 1.2 million 
jobs
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• Bolivian micro-credit loan clients doubled their income in two 
years

• in Bangladesh, 48 per cent of households with micro-credit 
loans rose above the poverty line 

• Bank Rakyat borrowers on Lombok increased their incomes 
by 112 per cent and 90 per cent of borrower households moved 
out of poverty

• access to credit reduced the demand for child labour
And crucially, it spurred positive changes to society.

• 68 per cent of women micro-credit borrowers in a Nepalese 
study were taking a greater role in decision-making regarding 
property, marriage, family planning and educating their 
daughters

• Freedom from Hunger studies in Bolivia and Ghana show 
micro-credit participants increase their activism in community 
life including politics

Western socialists who resent socialism’s defeat in our developed 
societies clutch at the idea that poverty is a consequence of capitalism. 
But self-determination, independence and dignity are direct 
consequences of putting development into the hands of citizens. As 
Grameen Mobile’s Iqbal Quadir says the future of the developing 
world lies in the hands and minds of its citizens.

Power to the people
Putting more cultural and economic power into the hands of 

citizens is vital to creating a freer and happier future. When Chris 
Anderson's “Long Tail” theory took off as a way of explaining internet 
commerce, it made immediate sense to business people like the folks 
at Google and Amazon, who have been mining the tail with great 
success. But it has not been properly discussed by people interested in 
civil society.

The great lesson of the Long Tail is that, freed from the limits of 
terrestrial production, storage and distribution costs, an economics of 
abundance is emerging. Low-cost producers are creating an avalanche 
of content and products. In turn, consumers have shown themselves 
to have wider vistas of interest and taste than ever suspected. The 
Long Tail suggests that, given a similar explosion in choice, political 
values would also be revealed as less “mass” than they appear.

Given that mass taste in culture can now be seen as much as a 
function of limited choice as of group dynamics it stands to reason 
that mass politics is as susceptible to Long Tail change as the 
recording, publishing and entertainment industries.

If politics were a fi eld with low costs, widespread participation, 
cheap communications, clear product differentiation and independent 
review and referral mechanisms we would see that, just as people have 
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more interesting taste in books than we ever suspected, so too do 
people have more interesting ideas, opinions and goals in politics than 
we ever suspected. 

As it happens, these conditions are emerging right now. Back at 
the dawn of the internet, people like Al Gore were evangelising the 
democratic potential of getting online. Along with all the porn and 
shopping, that fi rst leap online delivered a plethora of socially useful 
web sites and blogs and drove much of the organising muscle behind 
the decade's citizen activism movements, particularly the anti-WTO 
phenomenon.

Since then, the internet has given voice to journalists in 
Iran, punk rockers in Algeria, Christians in China, and created 
communities of interest and support for the previously alienated, 
isolated and persecuted the world over. While there has been a gob-
smacking amount of rubbish generated, it pales in comparison to the 
enfranchisement created.

But it's with the emergence of the new software that drives Web 
2.0 that we are seeing the beginning of a genuinely mass participatory 
opportunity. If it's true that there is wisdom in crowds, then the 
potential of “crowd-sourcing” is phenomenal. At the end of 2006, 
Time Magazine declared that its annual Person of the Year was “You”. 

You, with your surfi ng and blogging and mashing and scrobbling 
and uploading and downloading and creating the information future 
in your own image. More accurately, it was the year of “Us”, for none 
of the Web 2.0 websites would be any good at all if they weren't full 
of other people. YouTube only works because millions of people make 
and watch videos. MySpace works because millions of people are 
creating and sharing content. 

Amazon prospers because we generate the reviews, 
recommendations, lists and information relationships which make 
it the premier book-buying site. Web 2.0 has been described as the 
second coming of the Internet. It refers to the new web services 
designed for “social networking” like Friendster, Flickr, MySpace, 
YouTube and collaborative information mining and management 
projects like Google and Wikipedia. It also refers to the collaborative 
design of coding systems themselves, building on the Linux legacy, 
which challenge the global dominance of proprietary systems like 
Windows. 

Web 2.0 replaces the global but ultimately linear communications 
of email and static webpages with technology that mines collectively 
generated data for relationships on which to build social networks, 
collective decisions and collaborative authorship. Many of the key 
books emerging in the fi eld, including Wikinomics, Smart Mobs and 
The Long Tail itself, are based on blogs which encouraged ongoing 
peer review during their gestation.
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The fi rst fl ush of this new participation is being played out in 
sites built for entertainment, social interaction and hobby sharing. 
However, the potential is being swiftly explored by business. Google 
has picked up YouTube and Rupert Murdoch has picked up MySpace. 
“Wikinomics” is the hottest buzzword in business but there is a 
pittance of debate about its potential for improving civil governance.

Recognising the signifi cance of the Long Tail for politics, in July 
last year Wikipedia's Jimmy Wales launched Campaigns Wikia writing 
in his opening blog, “If broadcast media brought us broadcast politics, 
then participatory media will bring us participatory politics.” How? 
Wales isn't sure — but he is sure that the answer lies in the collective 
intelligence of the global citizenry he is empowering to connect 
through this political networking site. 

My dozen years in public service have convinced me that while it's 
not possible for one person to solve all the problems of a country of 20 
million people, it's likely that inside 20 million brains are the answers 
for one community. Which brings us to the fundamental question: 
do we trust the citizens to make the future? Will millions of ordinary 
people create better policy than a few experts, special interests and 
politicians? And what rules do we need to ensure we get the best 
results out of this opportunity?

Many people currently making decisions about how we should 
live believe that government is too important to be handled by average 
citizens. It is argued the average person is ill-informed, self-interested 
and too full of popular myth and superstition to make sensible choices 
about public policy. They believe that an open process would put 
the lunatics in charge of the asylum. Evidence from a range of fi elds 
suggests otherwise. There are compelling scientifi c, economic and 
sociological arguments that networked or group decision-making is 
something humans not only do instinctively but do well.

There is growing evidence from the deliberative budgeting 
movement afoot in Latin America that citizens can be generous, 
far-sighted and innovative when put in charge of their own public 
expenditure priorities. This process, which empowers citizens to 
determine as a community where and how a portion of their taxes are 
spent, has been extremely successful. Deliberative budgeting is now 
supported by the World Bank, which has found it a powerful tool for 
creating consensus around necessary reforms and has been introduced 
as part of the Bank's reform work in Africa.

It's also important to realise that keeping out prejudice, ignorance 
and zealotry is not a good reason to exclude average citizens. Those 
barbarians are already well and truly inside the gates — in the form 
of not only elected politicians but also self-appointed leaders, NGOs, 
lobbyists, unions, peak bodies, victims' groups and other professional 
advocates. 
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The single issue crusaders and self-interested cliques are already 
inside the tent. It's the voter/citizens who are not being enfranchised 
under the current system. For as long as we have had politics, there 
has been debate about the merits of direct versus representative 
democracy. Deliberative budgeting works because it injects a degree 
of Athenian directness into representative democracy. That change 
has reinvigorated citizens, including children, by making their 
participation more meaningful and rewarding.

Thus far, deliberative processes have been mostly undertaken in 
mass meetings. This poses limits to participation for those with family 
commitments or travel diffi culties or whose work schedules confl ict. 
The technology of Web 2.0, however, means that not only can those 
barriers to participation be removed but that information can be 
processed in new ways to create deeper understanding and more 
productive co-operation.

The rise of the citizen and the inevitable erosion of the mass Party 
system instinctively bodes well for small Parties and independents but 
they in turn should beware that as the mass invades the periphery, 
the politics of oppositionism and professional dissent will be forced to 
change as well.

It is not the political fringe dwellers who will inherit the Earth but 
rather a more complex, informed and activist mainstream. The centre 
will reveal itself not as the butt of elitist and fringe derision but as the 
dynamic and diverse rightful core of our democracy.
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TO STABILISE AND PROTECT: LITTLE CHILDREN ARE SACRED

In June, the Australian government announced it would 
pass emergency legislation to take control of Aboriginal 
communities in the Northern Territory from the Territory 
government. Such were the entrenched problems of alcohol 
and child abuse, the Prime Minister believed the federal 
government had no other options. Taking this decision as 
his theme, on Monday 25 June 2007, Prime Minister John 
Howard addressed The Sydney Institute and outlined how his 
government would seek to make an impact on communities 
where children were “living out a Hobbesian nightmare of 
violence, abuse and neglect”.

Prime Minister John Howard
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TO STABILISE AND 
PROTECT – LITTLE 

CHILDREN ARE SACRED
JOHN HOWARD

Well thank you very much Gerard, ladies and gentlemen. I thank 
The Sydney Institute for the opportunity of this platform to speak on 
the subject of the government’s response to the challenges facing the 
indigenous communities of the Northern Territory. I do welcome the 
fact that The Sydney Institute continues to provide for people of all 
political persuasions a forum for signifi cant thoughtful addresses and 
as a result makes a very big contribution to public policy debate in our 
country.

Tonight, in our rich and beautiful country, there are children 
living out a Hobbesian nightmare of violence, abuse and neglect. 
Many are in remote indigenous communities in the Northern 
Territory. To recognise this is not racist. It’s simply an empirical fact. 
If anything, our duty of care is greater because of who and where they 
are. We can debate root causes until the proverbial cows come home. 
Governments and NGOs at all levels can consult and search for a 
cherished consensus on what to do and the order in which to do it. 
We could all declare with abject timidity that by 2020 indigenous and 
other Australians should all be equal. 

Frankly, that would be the easiest thing in the world to do.
We can do all this in the sure knowledge that, without urgent 

action to restore social order, the nightmare will go on – more grog, 
more violence, more pornography and more sexual abuse – as the 
generation we’re supposed to save sinks further into the abyss. Even 
worse, believing that what is happening to them is quite normal. 
There comes a point where the obligations of national governments 
take over. Action cannot be delayed by concerns that it’s not 
“culturally appropriate”. No culture – and certainly no indigenous 
culture – believes child abuse is appropriate.

This is not an Aboriginal problem or a Northern Territory 
problem. It’s an Australian problem that calls for national leadership. 
I believe the Australian government’s obligation to the vulnerable 
indigenous children of the Northern Territory is clear, compelling 
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and paramount. Where possible, it’s to give them the chance of a 
childhood and some hope for the future.

My purpose tonight is to further outline the Australian 
government’s response to the Little Children Are Sacred report, 
to explain why we believe it warrants the description of a national 
emergency, to answer some of the questions and concerns that have 
arisen in recent days, and to assure all Australians that the full power 
and resources of the Commonwealth will be directed to making 
lasting change, where we can, in the daily lives and future prospects of 
the most vulnerable fellow citizens in our nation.

The emergency response plan I announced last Thursday with the 
Minister for Families, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, 
Mal Brough, is radical, comprehensive and highly interventionist. 
This is not laissez-faire liberalism or light-touch government by any 
means. It represents a sweeping assumption of power and a necessary 
assumption of responsibility. It follows what can only be described as 
a horrifying portrayal of life for many indigenous children in the heart 
of our nation. The report by Rex Wild QC and Pat Anderson that 
was handed to the Northern Territory government eight weeks ago 
documents in sickening detail the human misery and dysfunction in 
many remote Aboriginal communities.

It catalogues a litany of abuse and neglect, with cases reported to 
the inquiry of young men raping and abusing children as young as six 
months and six year olds acting out sexual behaviour in groups. The 
inquiry was told of one community living in fear and shame because of 
their inability to prevent a 17-year-old boy from showing pornographic 
videos to younger children and making them act out scenes. He was 
described as running a “little empire”, but the community felt helpless 
to prevent it.

This social malaise cannot and should not be seen as just a 
failure of government. The primary responsibility for the care and 
upbringing of children must rest with parents and we should be honest 
and mature enough as a society to recognise this fact.

Still there is no escaping the patent inadequacy of the old 
approach where immediate government responsibility for these 
matters rests with the states and territories. Many Australians, myself 
included, looked aghast at the failure of the American federal system 
of government to cope adequately with Hurricane Katrina and the 
human misery and lawlessness that engulfed New Orleans in 2005. 

We should have been more humble. We have our Katrina, here 
and now. That it has unfolded more slowly and absent of the hand of 
God should make us humbler still. It’s largely been hidden from the 
public – in part by a permit system in the NT that kept communities 
out of view and out of mind.
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Now many indigenous people – men and women – are speaking 
out. And so we are determined to change course. At least in the 
near term, I believe the level of extreme social breakdown in some 
communities demands a highly prescriptive approach centred, in the 
fi rst place, on restoring law and order. Freedoms and rights, especially 
for women and children, are little more than cruel fi ctions without the 
rule of law and some semblance of social order imposed by legitimate 
authority. 

We will have additional police on the ground in the Northern 
Territory within ten days and I welcome the promise from New South 
Wales and Victoria of more of their police resources. This immediate 
increase in policing levels will be paid for by the Commonwealth and 
additional resources devoted to establishing an Australian government 
sexual abuse desk.

This issue will be formally referred to the Intergovernmental 
Committee on the Australian Crime Commission (ACC) meeting 
this Thursday, allowing it to identify and locate perpetrators of sexual 
abuse of indigenous children in other areas of Australia.

In terms of the broader response, a team of offi cials including 
from Centrelink, the Departments of Employment and Workplace 
Relations, Health and other Commonwealth offi cers are at this 
moment preparing to go out to the fi rst identifi ed communities in the 
course of this week. The key task will be to assure communities about 
our purpose and to provide an initial report on conditions to Mal 
Brough. In addition, the government will move swiftly to put in place 
a series of measures and controls relating to alcohol consumption, 
health care, welfare payments, school attendance and pornography. 
They include:

• widespread alcohol restrictions on NT Aboriginal land 
initially but not limited to six months, with the expectation 
that the NT government during that time will develop a 
comprehensive plan to tackle what the Wild-Anderson report 
described as the “rivers of grog”;

• compulsory health checks on all indigenous children in 
Aboriginal communities, with provision of necessary follow-
up medical care;

• quarantining of 50 per cent of welfare payments to stem the 
fl ow of cash going toward alcohol and other substance abuse 
and to ensure that funds meant to be used for children’s 
welfare are actually used for that purpose;

• enforcing attendance at school by linking income support and 
family assistance payments to school attendance; and 

• a ban on possession of X-rated pornography in prescribed 
areas, together with checks for pornography on all publicly 
funded computers.
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Simultaneously, we will begin the task of cleaning up the towns 
and bringing some normalcy to the environments in which people are 
living. This is the recovery phase. It will stabilise the situation. It will 
bring law, order and protection. Then we will start the rebuilding.

The Commonwealth will take control of townships through 
fi ve-year leases to ensure that property and public housing can be 
improved. This will include payment of just terms of compensation. 
Coupled to this will be intensive on-ground cleanup and repair of 
communities, including the marshalling of local workforces through 
Work-for-the-Dole-type arrangements. All able-bodied, working age 
community members who receive Newstart, that’s the unemployment 
benefi t, will be required to participate.

We will aim to improve governance by appointing managers 
of government business in the relevant communities. The permit 
system for common areas, road corridors and airstrips for prescribed 
communities on Aboriginal land will be scrapped. Private residences 
and sacred sites will continue to be protected. If required, a special 
sitting in the winter parliamentary break will consider legislation to 
implement these measures.

I’ve been greatly heartened, as have my colleagues, by the support 
we have received in recent days right across the spectrum of Australian 
society, including from many in the indigenous communities. Mal 
Brough is assembling a talented group of eminent Australians to 
oversee the plan’s operation. I want to record my personal appreciation 
to the Western Australian Magistrate Sue Gordon, chair of the 
National Indigenous Council and author of the 2002 Gordon Report 
into Aboriginal child abuse in Western Australia, for agreeing to take 
a leadership role on the Taskforce. Others on the Taskforce are:

• Shane Castles, who led the AFP operation in the Solomon 
Islands

• Dr Bill Glasson, the former federal president of the Australian 
Medical Association

• John Reeves QC, a practising barrister, Chair of the NT Red 
Cross and the former ALP member for the Northern Territory

• Roger Corbett, Member of the Reserve Bank Board and 
former Chief Executive of Woolworths Ltd

• Miriam Rose Baumann, Principal of St Francis Xavier 
Catholic School at Daly River and member of the National 
Indigenous Council.

In addition to these people, both the Secretary of my Department, 
Dr Peter Shergold, and the Chief Executive of the Northern Territory 
Department of the Chief Minister, Paul Tyrrell, will be members of 
the Taskforce. That will ensure the coordination of support from both 
the Commonwealth and NT governments. It is anticipated that the 
Taskforce will operate for at least 12 months and will be supported 
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by full-time administrative and fi eld staff. I thank them all for their 
willingness to service in this important role.

I can announce tonight that, together with Mal Brough, I will 
attend the fi rst meeting of the Taskforce to be held this coming 
Saturday in Brisbane. I also want to make special mention of the 
moral courage, the intellectual rigour and historical perspective which 
Noel Pearson has brought to the challenges of indigenous dysfunction 
in recent years. No Australian can be other than impressed by his 
personal crusade to overcome the social problems of his beloved 
people.

It goes without saying that Mal Brough and I take full 
responsibility for the success or failure of this plan. We are under 
no illusion that it will take time to show results and that it will have 
painful consequences for some people. We will make mistakes along 
the way. Yet we believe the overriding responsibility and duty of care 
we have for the young of this country justifi es the scale, breadth and 
urgency of our response.

Let me now seek to explain and answer some of the questions and 
concerns that have arisen in some quarters since Mr Brough and I 
announced the emergency response. First, aren’t we just picking on 
one group when this problem exists across our society? Yes, abuse 
does occur in mainstream society, but not on this scale and not 
in these appalling, virtually inescapable, circumstances. This has 
nothing to do with race. It has everything to do with recognising a 
need to counter a tragic deterioration in social norms and responsible 
behaviour, often aided and abetted by the worst excesses of modern 
Western culture.

We believe this is as much a breakdown of traditional customs 
and laws as it is of “white man’s law”. There is nothing intrinsic to 
indigenous culture that makes neglect of children or sexual abuse any 
less of an affront to indigenous Australians. We recognise too that 
the abuse of Aboriginal children is in no way confi ned to Aboriginal 
offenders. The alcohol, the drugs, the petrol and the pornography 
have fl owed just as readily through white as well as black hands. The 
Secretary of my Department will meet next week with the Minerals 
Council of Australia to discuss what support our mining industry can 
lend, focusing on their own employees.

Second, why just in the Northern Territory and why only now? 
Answer: because we can, given our constitutional powers, but also 
because the scale of the law and order crisis is particularly apparent in 
the Territory. 

In Galiwin’ku, for example, an area with a population of more 
than 2,000, the Northern Territory government has only recently 
agreed to provide a police presence following concerted pressure 
from the Commonwealth and the provision of more than $7 million 
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for a police station and offi cer accommodation. In Mutitjulu, the 
Commonwealth again paid for a police station and agreed with the 
NT on a permanent manned presence, only to have this result in a 
sporadic presence of Aboriginal community police offi cers who do not 
have full policing powers.

I want to reaffi rm tonight the Commonwealth’s desire to work 
with the NT government to ensure we best meet the needs of 
indigenous people in these communities. This Thursday, I will meet 
with the Chief Minister, Clare Martin, in Queensland to ensure the 
necessary follow up on the ground is forthcoming.

As to the problems in Queensland, New South Wales and 
Western Australia, the simple fact is that we do not have the power 
and authority in those jurisdictions to act in the same way. The core 
of the problem – law and order – is the exclusive responsibility of 
the states under our constitution. It’s true that for a long time the 
Commonwealth persisted in the hope that all states and territories 
would discharge these responsibilities appropriately. 

Almost four years ago, I convened a Roundtable on family 
violence and child abuse in indigenous communities. After that in 
a series of steps, we committed more than $150 million to family 
violence and substance abuse programs and to legal aid services. In 
the end, however, it took Mal Brough’s energy and determination 
to provide the necessary focus on law and order that is at the heart 
of this issue. He was criticised by some for doing so and tomorrow 
will mark exactly a year since he convened a National Summit on 
Violence and Child Abuse in Indigenous Communities. This in turn 
saw the Commonwealth commit a further $130 million for police 
infrastructure, drug and alcohol treatment, health checks and other 
services.

The simple truth, however, is that you cannot make lasting 
changes in areas like health, education and housing while ever women 
and children are petrifi ed of violence and sexual molestation. Without 
physical security no amount of extra resources will give these people a 
genuine future. I continue to urge state governments to increase their 
policing presence on the ground and to deliver a similar response to 
abuse and neglect where it is occurring in their jurisdictions.

Why now? Because if we had held back after the release of the 
Wild-Anderson report, we would have stood condemned, and rightly 
so. If people want to interpret what we have done as a political act so 
be it. I’ll cop those accusations if it galvanises all governments and 
responsible authorities into action.

Third, why are we taking a blanket approach to the quarantining 
of welfare and family payments and why aren’t we extending this 
action across the community? 



THE SYDNEY PAPERS AUTUMN 2007 75

In the fi rst stage, the overriding objective is to reduce the amount 
of money fi nding its way towards alcohol and drugs in indigenous 
communities. As well as providing a clear signal to the communities, 
we hope to avoid situations where responsible adults fi nd themselves 
intimidated and threatened physically because they are easy targets. 
Mal Brough has highlighted the case of an elderly woman in Wadeye, 
a responsible carer for her grandchild, who faces intimidation and 
threats of violence from intoxicated young men if she does not go to 
an automatic teller and hand over money. She could get Centrelink to 
quarantine money voluntarily now, but fear for her own safety prevents 
her from doing so. To minimise this practice known as “humbugging” 
in the Northern Territory, we believe that, at least initially, there needs 
to be an across-the-board move towards quarantining.

As to the wider Australian community, Federal Cabinet will at 
our next meeting consider a proposal from Mal Brough to extend 
the quarantining of welfare payments in certain circumstances to 
the wider community where individuals are abusing their children or 
failing to fulfi l their parental responsibilities. Again, this issue has got 
nothing to do with race. It has got everything to do with the parental 
responsibility that accompanies their right to welfare support.

We need to ensure that welfare payments provided by government 
for the care and support of children are used for that purpose. And 
from there, we must do everything possible to encourage school 
attendance on the basis that education offers the only lasting path out 
of welfare dependency and despair.

Finally, isn’t this emergency plan an admission that nothing seems 
to work in indigenous affairs? I say to that not at all. Parallel to these 
communities in crisis there are stories of extraordinary achievement 
by indigenous Australians, overcoming adversity and taking advantage 
of all this country has to offer. We should not lose sight of progress 
that is being made, slow and uneven as it is. More indigenous 
Australians are participating in our prosperous economy. The 
unemployment rate for indigenous adults has fallen from 30 per cent 
in 1994 to 13 per cent in 2004-05. In the 12 months to the end of May 
2007, Job Network placed into employment some 46,100 indigenous 
job seekers, an increase of 13 per cent over the previous 12 months. 
More indigenous students are staying at school and then going on to 
higher education. Forty per cent of indigenous students progressed to 
Year 12 in 2005, up from 29 per cent in 1996. Still not enough, but a 
steady improvement.

A little known fact is that employment rates and starting salaries 
for indigenous graduates are higher than for other Australians. And 
more indigenous Australians are going on to own their own homes. 
So there is good news and in our desire for radical change to many 
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deep-seated problems we should also remember that progress is being 
made.

Conclusion
Just a month ago, our nation recognised the generation of patriots 

who pricked our national conscience 40 years ago and inspired the 
most resoundingly successful referendum ever in Australia. I said 
then that the right of an Aboriginal Australian to live on remote 
communal land is no right at all if accompanied by grinding poverty, 
overcrowding, poor health, community violence and alienation from 
mainstream society.

A truly colour blind society must recognise that Reconciliation has 
little meaning in a narrative of separateness from that society. A truly 
colour blind society must recognise that we are dealing in this crisis 
with a group of young Australians for whom the concept of childhood 
innocence has never been present.

And on that basis, a truly colour blind society must take 
exceptional measures to deal with an exceptionally tragic situation.
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EU FOREIGN POLICY: MYTH OR REALITY?

The European Commissioner for External Relations and 
European Neighbourhood Policy, Benita Ferrero-Waldner, 
addressed The Sydney Institute on Tuesday 26 June 2007 
during a visit to Australia. The Commissioner spoke of the 
European Union’s desire to be a global player, saying, “What 
we need is a partnership for security – in the Asia-Pacifi c 
region; in the wider world; in the economy – where we need 
a clear international framework enabling all to focus on jobs 
and growth; and in the environment – where energy and 
climate security are twin challenges we face.”

Benita Ferrero-Waldner
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EU FOREIGN POLICY: 
MYTH OR REALITY?

BENITA FERRERO-WALDNER

Let me start by thanking The Sydney Institute, and in particular 
Gerard and Anne Henderson, for the kind invitation to speak to you 
this evening.

I am very pleased to be here on my fi rst trip as European 
Commissioner for External Relations. Earlier I had the pleasure of a 
trip around Sydney Harbour, such an impressively beautiful setting. It 
showcases some of what makes Australia so special: the combination 
of modernity, culture, immense natural beauty, and a very special 
quality of life. No wonder so many Europeans fall in love with your 
country when they visit. Of course Austrians like me who have served 
abroad have a special affi nity with Australia – having been delivered 
to the Australian Embassy rather than the Austrian Embassy many a 
time!

The purpose of my visit is to demonstrate the strength of Europe’s 
commitment to its relations with Australia, and to broaden and 
deepen our partnership. In my meetings with Prime Minister Howard 
and Minister Downer yesterday we agreed we need an upgrade of our 
relationship, which we would like to see take effect by next year. 

We are keenly aware of the importance of this partnership. In 
this globalised world the challenges and opportunities we face are 
increasingly diffi cult to deal with on a national or even regional level. 
That is why the EU wants to consolidate its relationships with those, 
like Australia, with whom it shares values and interests. What we 
need is a partnership for security – in the Asia-Pacifi c region; in the 
wider world; in the economy – where we need a clear international 
framework enabling all to focus on jobs and growth; and in the 
environment – where energy and climate security are twin challenges 
we face.

Some might question whether the EU is the right partner for 
Australia in tackling these issues. It’s true that in the past our political 
weight on the international stage did not match our economic clout. 
But that has changed. And that’s why there’s a clear answer to the 
question in tonight’s debate “EU foreign policy: myth or reality?”.
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You could of course be forgiven for the myth analogy, after all, 
our very name is rooted in mythology – Europa being a beautiful 
maiden carried off by the God Zeus in the guise of a bull. But today’s 
Europe, beautiful though she may be, is no longer that kind of girl. 
Following our most recent enlargement at the beginning of this year 
our population has grown to 495 million and 27 Member States. This 
bigger market means we have a quarter of the world’s spending power 
and one-third of the world’s GDP. The euro is strong and economic 
growth has resumed. 

We are now the world’s largest importer of agricultural products 
and trade-distorting support has been signifi cantly reduced. We are 
undertaking successive waves of reform to the CAP, including during 
the Doha World Trade Organisation negotiations. 

That brings me to another element of the myth-making - the view 
that we are a protectionist power, obsessed with bureaucracy and 
reluctant to engage with the world beyond our immediate borders. 
That’s a perception which, if it ever was true, is certainly outdated 
today. The European Union today is acutely conscious that our future 
lies in being an open power – open to one another internally, and open 
to the rest of the world. But the EU is not just an economic power. We 
are increasingly a political player on the world stage. Last weekend our 
heads of state showed that Europe is united not only on some of the 
more introspective questions that have taxed us recently, but crucially 
we are united on the kind of role we want to develop with our partners 
around the globe. 

For friends like Australia, the key decisions this weekend were the 
ones which strengthened our foreign policy. This is an area where we 
are progressively maturing in our ability to act as one, and the steps 
approved at the European Council will allow us to further raise our 
game as a Union. The changes will include appointing a new High 
Representative for Foreign Affairs and Security Policy, which will 
make it easier to operate more effectively at the international level. 

Let me debunk one of the least convincing myths about the EU 
– namely that we are unable to make a difference where it counts 
in the world. In recent years we have been making major progress 
in developing our crisis management and peace keeping operations 
- 60,000 European peacekeepers are serving across the globe. It’s a 
little known fact that we are also the world’s largest donor – we give 
over half the development and humanitarian assistance in the world. 
We promote human rights and good governance in every corner of the 
globe, including through our Election Observation Missions. 

Another myth about the EU is that our foreign policy ambitions 
only extend to our immediate neighbourhood. That is simply not 
true – our interests are global. Naturally we take a particularly close 
interest in our neighbours. Successive enlargements as well as our 
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policies towards the Western Balkans have demonstrated the EU’s 
ability to promote stability and prosperity in its own region. The 
benefi ts of membership – economic prosperity, democracy, freedom of 
movement, the protection of human rights and the rule of law - have 
proven a powerful force for change. More recently we have launched a 
major new initiative to extent this area of security and prosperity to a 
wider circle of states close to the EU - the European Neighbourhood 
Policy. 

We are making a unique contribution in the Middle East, as 
a member of the Quartet, and as a major donor. The Temporary 
International Mechanism that the European commission set up, 
has given a lifeline to the most vulnerable Palestinians over the last 
year and will continue. Now the EU is offering President Abbas full 
support for his new emergency government. I discussed yesterday 
with Foreign Minister Downer our shared hope that Israel and the 
Palestinians can move towards a resolution of their confl ict, and I look 
forward to hearing news of his visit to the region. 

Like Australia, the EU has an indispensable partnership with 
the United States. Like you, we share with the US a common basis 
of interests and values, which will always win out over passing 
disagreements. In Afghanistan the EU works closely with the US and 
Australia to tackle the enormous challenges of this deeply troubled 
country. We have just launched new missions to rebuild the Afghan 
police and justice sectors. We are playing our part in the fi ght against 
narcotics, and the spread of basic services like education and health. 
EU and Australian troops are making a major contribution to the 
NATO-led International Security Assistance Force. The EU has also 
been at the forefront of international efforts to resolve the stand-off 
with Iran over its nuclear plans. My colleague, Javier Solana met again 
with the Iranian negotiator Ali Larijani last weekend and plans to do 
so again in a few weeks’ time. 

It is not always appreciated that we are also active in securing 
a stable Asia-Pacifi c region. The EU has been heavily involved in 
Indonesia where we have played an important role in establishing, 
and now maintaining peace in Aceh. We continue our support to East 
Timor, and an EU election observation mission is currently on the 
ground in anticipation of Saturday’s parliamentary elections.

We have been closely involved in seeking a peaceful end to the 
crisis in Fiji, and are hopeful the interim government will live up to 
the commitments it undertook with us in April this year. We welcome 
the lifting of the state of emergency as a positive step on the road back 
to democracy, and will continue to support this process. The interim 
government should be under no illusion:  the international community 
is united in its approach. Around the globe the EU is working 
actively with its partners to tackle global challenges: terrorism, the 
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proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, and AIDS. There are 
also the challenges of energy security and climate change as well as 
international migration. 

My discussions here over the past couple of days have revealed 
how far immigration is a common concern for both Australia and the 
EU. We in Europe have absorbed a sizeable new population as we 
have enlarged our membership. Now, we face a challenge Australia 
knows well, that of absorbing migrants from beyond our borders. Our 
aim is to work towards a common migration and asylum policy for the 
EU. For now these are still matters for individual Member States to 
decide. As we develop as a Union in this fi eld, we have much to learn 
from Australia's experience and expertise in managing migration and 
working for harmonious integration of diverse cultures.

The other global challenge I would like to focus on in particular 
is climate change and energy security. Europe has put these at the 
top of our political agenda, and we have set ourselves some ambitious 
targets. In March we committed ourselves to reducing our own 
greenhouse gas emissions by 20 per cent by 2020. We signalled that 
we will go even further – cutting our emissions by 30 per cent - if 
other industrialised countries join in. Our ultimate objective is to cut 
global greenhouse gas emissions by at least 50 per cent by 2050. 

We believe that co-ordinated international action is needed.  We 
welcome the increased recognition on the part of the Australian 
government of the need for action to tackle climate change, and hope 
that we will be able to work together in the run-up to the UN meeting 
in Bali later this year.  As countless reports have shown, taking action 
will not be cost-free, but it will certainly be considerably cheaper than 
doing nothing. 

Clearly we can only succeed if we also bring China, India and 
other developing countries on board, and we need to work with them 
to help them adopt the policies and the technology which can reduce 
emissions without stifl ing growth.  For example, the EU is promoting 
near zero emissions coal technology in China, and we hope that this 
kind of initiative can bring signifi cant results.  

We welcome the Australian government’s recent announcement on 
developing a cap and trade emissions trading scheme. Market based 
mechanisms can make an important contribution to reducing harmful 
emissions. We look forward to cooperating with your government to 
develop a global carbon market. Given Australia’s importance as an 
energy supplier there is scope for deepening our dialogue on issues 
such as energy effi ciency, energy security, research and development 
and so on and yesterday Foreign Minister Downer and I agreed that 
we will make this a regular theme in EU Australia relations.   

As you can see, the EU is engaged in a huge range of issues across 
the globe. We are an effective global player, not just economically but 
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also politically. As we look back in this, the EU’s fi ftieth birthday year, 
we can be proud of how far we have come and how much we are now 
able to achieve.

I hope we are laying to rest the myths about the EU’s foreign 
policy once and for all. With apologies to any journalists in the 
audience, it is well known that they never like to let facts get in the way 
of a good story. But we shouldn’t let myths get in the way of a good 
working partnership. So to that end I am looking forward to putting 
into practical effect the very positive discussions I had yesterday 
with Prime Minister Howard and Minister Downer on building an 
increasingly close and fruitful relationship.
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LABOR’S BROADBAND POLICY

Shadow Minister Senator Stephen Conroy addressed The 
Sydney Institute on Tuesday 3 July 2007 at The Sydney 
Institute at a time of increasing debate over Australia’s need 
for better Broadband technology and service. As Senator 
Conroy explained it, “Labor has championed broadband as 
a critical policy issue for Australia because it is infrastructure 
that is essential to ensuring the nation’s future prosperity. 
In the modern economy, world class information and 
communications technology infrastructure is a critical 
foundation for continued productivity growth.”

Senator Stephen Conroy
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LABOR’S BROADBAND
 POLICY

STEPHEN CONROY 

Thank you for the invitation to address The Sydney Institute. The 
Sydney Institute has a long and enviable reputation as a forum for 
debate and discussion of current affairs in Australia.

Labor has set the agenda in the communications policy debate for 
the past two years. Labor has led the policy debate on issues as varied 
as:

• the establishment of a national do not call register;
• the importance of internet fi ltering;
• measures to cut back regulatory red tape in the 

telecommunications   sector; and more recently
• procedures to ensure the independence of the ABC; and
• the need for a massive investment to bring Australia’s internet 

infrastructure up to scratch.
In many of these areas, like the establishment of a national do 

not call register, the government has adopted Labor policy almost 
wholesale. In other areas, like internet fi ltering, the government has 
followed Labor’s lead in recognising the importance of the issue, but 
has failed to implement the policy measures necessary to adequately 
address the problem. In other areas still, the government has 
stubbornly refused to adopt sensible policy prescriptions advocated by 
Labor.

A prime example of this is the government’s refusal to 
consider Labor’s recently announced policy to ensure ABC board 
independence. While the government’s response to these issues has 
varied, these issues have one thing in common – it has been Labor 
who has been setting the agenda with new policy ideas for the nation’s 
future.

The communications portfolio symbolises the current contrast 
between the government and Labor. It symbolises the contrast 
between a government that has been in power for too long and has 
grown complacent about the nation’s future prospects; and a hungry 
opposition with the policies and vision to ensure Australia’s prosperity 
over the next decade.
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Broadband
Nowhere is Labor’s policy leadership in the communications 

portfolio clearer than in the area of broadband. Without Labor’s 
efforts to champion this issue over the past two years, broadband 
would have never received the level of political signifi cance it now 
enjoys. As I have said in many other forums, Labor has taken 
broadband from the IT pages of Australia’s newspapers to the front 
pages.

Labor has championed broadband as a critical policy issue for 
Australia because it is infrastructure that is essential to ensuring 
the nation’s future prosperity. In the modern economy, world class 
information and communications technology infrastructure is a 
critical foundation for continued productivity growth. A range of 
economic studies have found that in the modern economy ICT 
innovation forms a major component of productivity growth. 
Broadband infrastructure is an essential foundation for this 
productivity driving ICT innovation. This is the most important thing 
to understand in the broadband debate.

Facilitating broadband investment is not just necessary for the 
ICT sector, it is also crucial for the health of the broader economy. It 
is obviously true that broadband is a crucial tool for the delivery of IT 
services and the commercialisation of Australian intellectual property 
and content. Broadband is the super-highway that IT and digital 
content companies use to deliver their products to the international 
market place.

However, broadband is much more than merely an infrastructure 
for the IT industry. Broadband is not simply a toy for tech geeks. It’s 
not just faster internet. Broadband is an enabling infrastructure for 
the economy as a whole. It’s infrastructure that enables productivity 
gains, creates new markets, fosters new businesses and creates new 
jobs. It’s not, as an editorial of the Australian Financial Review recently 
put it, simply about “Mainlining movies, UN reports, pop songs and 
porn into our homes”. Instead, broadband is the foundation for the 
productivity driving applications that will revolutionise almost every 
sector of the economy over the coming years. It is sometimes diffi cult 
for observers who are not exposed to these applications every day to 
appreciate the potential of this infrastructure.

For those outside the ICT sector, the best way to view the 
importance of broadband is as the twenty-fi rst century equivalent 
of the railway or the electric grid. Each of these infrastructures 
transformed every sector of the economy in ways beyond the 
imagination of those fi rst rolling out the infrastructure. The electric 
grid was constructed to allow for the lighting of homes. The linesmen 
rolling of the fi rst power cables could have never anticipated that the 
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infrastructure they were rolling out would change every aspect of 
day to day life through “‘applications” like refrigeration, television, 
computers.

In the same way, by allowing the exchange of previously 
unthinkable amounts of data, broadband infrastructure creates new 
business models and opens up completely new ways of doing things. 
For instance, broadband enables the export of services in previously 
impossible ways. A great example of this is a radiography application 
I have seen that enables Australian radiographers to treat US patients, 
and earn US dollars while working the US night-shift from Australia.

Broadband also enables real time collaboration between people 
and data sets. An excellent example of the potential of this is a 
broadband reliant, real time topographical and metrological data 
modelling program that enables fi re fi ghters to predict the behaviour 
of bushfi res and respond accordingly. The productivity gains from 
these broadband enabled applications are real and they exist in every 
sector of the economy. In fact, there are many reports that measure 
the economic benefi ts of broadband infrastructure in the tens of 
billions of dollars.

Economic modelling by Victoria's Department of Infrastructure 
shows that by 2015, an IT industry with twenty-fi rst century 
broadband has the potential to add $15 billion to the Victorian 
economy and create 153,000 new jobs. Allen Consulting has found 
that true broadband in Queensland would boost the state economy 
by $4 billion and create 1,200 new jobs. A similar report found that 
a state wide broadband network in NSW would boost the state’s 
economy by $1.4 billion a year, increase employment by 3,400 jobs 
after 10 years and raise exports by $400 million over its fi rst decade. 
The Australian Local Government Association 2006-07 State of the 
Regions Report highlighted high speed broadband as a key economic 
driver in regional communities. The report estimated that the failure 
to address inferior quality internet access could cost regions up to $2.7 
billion in foregone gross products and up to 30,000 jobs in 2006. 

Internationally, a recent study at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology found that “The assumed (and oft-touted) economic 
impacts of broadband are real and measurable”. The study concluded 
that “Broadband does matter to the economy. Broadband is clearly 
related to economic well-being and is thus a critical component of our 
national communications infrastructure”.

Australia’s current broadband performance
Unfortunately, despite this overwhelming evidence of the 

economic signifi cance of broadband, Australia’s broadband 
infrastructure lags the world.
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Consider just a few of the international reports that confi rm 
Australia’s status as a broadband backwater: The 2007 CEDA/IMD 
World Competitiveness Yearbook, ranked Australia just:

• 21st for the quality of our technological infrastructure; and
• 36th on the ability of the nation’s communications 

infrastructure to meet business needs.
Overall, CEDA ranked Australia just sixteenth in the world for 

the quality of its economic infrastructure. A subsequent survey of 
CEDA members further ranked the quality of Australia’s broadband 
infrastructure as one of the top 6 “hindrances to development”.

The International Telecommunications Union’s recent “World 
Information Society Report” recently ranked Australia only twenty-
second in its “Digital Opportunity Index”. Finally, the OECD 
rankings of entry level broadband take up showed Australia moving 
up just one place to 16th out of 30 surveyed countries.

The government’s complacency
Despite the importance of broadband infrastructure to the 

Australian economy and in the face of a chorus of international 
reports spelling out the nation’s poor performance, the government 
has spent the last two years steadfastly defending the status quo.

Senator Coonan denied there was any need for government action 
on broadband, telling the 7:30 Report that “no one is complaining about 
broadband speeds in metropolitan areas”. The Minister insisted that 
the existing telecommunications regulatory regime could facilitate 
adequate investment in broadband infrastructure stating as recently 
as March this year that: “The regulatory environment that is currently 
provided is suffi ciently fl exible to deal with the issues that have been 
brought to government both by Telstra and by the current G9 
proposals”. And she denied that there was any need for reform of 
the Universal Service Obligation, a key component of the fi bre to the 
node debate stating on 7th August 2006 that “The government will 
not be changing the USO. It was reviewed recently and will not be 
changed.” This was the government’s position for the past two years 
– a backwards looking defence of a status quo that had left Australia 
trailing the world.

Labor’s broadband policy
In contrast, Labor believed that urgent policy action was needed 

to turn around Australia’s lagging broadband performance. That’s 
why, earlier this year, Labor unveiled its plans to facilitate the roll 
out of a Fibre to the Node, National Broadband Network. Labor’s 
policy combined a commitment to regulatory reform with a nation 
building government investment to ensure the network is rolled out 
on a national basis. Labor’s policy tackled the regulatory grid-lock in 
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the sector head on, creating a circuit breaker in the form of a holistic 
competitive assessment process to evaluate proposals for FTTN 
investments and their competing claims for reform.

Labor also detailed a framework for this process outlining 
two fundamental principles for regulatory reform in the sector: 1) 
Genuine open access to ensure healthy competition in the sector; and 
2) Upfront investment certainty so that investors know the regulation 
they will face, especially in relation to price terms, before they invest. 
Labor further stated that genuine open access would require: 1) 
Equivalence of access charges; and 2) Full scope for access seekers 
to differentiate their product offerings by allowing customisations of 
access speeds, quality of services and contention ratios.

Upfront investment certainty would require a prospective 
agreement to regulate access prices at a level that ensured that the 
investment’s costs can be recovered and a commercial return can be 
made. Consistent with these fundamental principles, Labor’s policy 
created a competitive process in which rival claims for regulatory 
reform could be publicly tested. In parallel with this road map for 
regulatory reform, Labor also called on those interested in investing 
in a national FTTN network to detail how they could use up to $4.7 
billion in public equity to ensure 98 per cent of Australian homes and 
businesses receive access to a minimum of 12mbps.

Labor’s costings for this commitment were based on the only 
detailed assessment of the infrastructure requirements for a national 
network of this kind. The costs of a network build of this kind are not 
able to be determined through simple extrapolation.

These costs must be determined on the basis of detailed, line 
by line assessments of infrastructure needs across the country. To 
date, Telstra is the only organisation to have conducted such an 
assessment. Given that Telstra does not have a reputation in the 
telecommunications sector for underestimating their costs, a reliance 
on these fi gures is more than reasonable. In contrast, Senator Coonan 
seems to believe that the network costs for such a national FTTN 
network can be calculated simply by extrapolating from the costs 
of Telstra’s recently publicised fi ve mainland capital city proposal. 
Unfortunately, this extrapolation reveals more about the ignorance 
of the Minister than the legitimacy of Labor’s costings. Telstra’s 
estimate of a $4billion price tag on its fi ve capital city FTTN roll 
out is based on the cost of rolling out a 20mbps minimum network 
relying on VDSL2+ technology. Such a network would require nodes 
to be located within 900m of homes rather than the 1.5kms required 
for a 12mbps minimum network. This would obviously require the 
construction of many more nodes, signifi cantly increasing costs. 
As such, the Minister’s suggestion that Labor’s policy is not fully 
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costed on the basis of an extrapolation from these fi gures is either 
technologically ignorant or intentionally misleading.

The government’s “Australia Connected” policy
Cynical political game playing of this kind is unfortunately 

symbolic of the Howard government’s approach to broadband. After 
having stubbornly denied broadband was a problem for the last two 
years, in the shadows of an election the government back fl ipped yet 
again by announcing its “Australia Connected” policy earlier this 
month.

Put simply, the “Australia Connected” announcement represents 
the triumph of politics over policy in an election year. The policy is a 
hastily cobbled together, billion dollar broadband bandaid designed to 
neutralise the issue before the election.

Taken as a whole, “Australia Connected” is the strongest evidence 
yet that the Howard government has set its sights no further than 
the next federal election. While there are numerous aspects of the 
“Connected Australia” policy that demonstrate this point, I’d like to 
highlight two aspects of the announcement today in particular: the 
government’s technology decisions and its blatant political focus.

The Opel wireless Broadband network
The feature of the Australia Connected policy that has received 

the most media attention in the past weeks has been the government’s 
decision to allocate $958 million in public money to a consortium to 
roll out a wireless broadband network across Australia. Labor believes 
that this was an extremely poor decision. Labor believes that wireless 
broadband is a useful and valuable technology. However, Labor sees 
its role as being complimentary to fi xed line broadband rather than as 
a substitute for this service.

As the Minister herself has said: “obviously in metropolitan 
areas fi bre has some superior capabilities” to wireless broadband. 
Labor does not believe that it is acceptable to allow fi ve mainland 
capital cities to have access to fi bre broadband while making the 
rest of the nation make do with a patchwork of lesser technologies. 
Labor believes that the government’s approach will create two 
tiers of telecommunications service in Australia – one for the fi ve 
mainland capitals and another for the rest of the country. This service 
disparity is compounded by the fact that the government has selected 
an obsolete technology standard for this wireless network that will 
increase end users costs and limit the performance of the network.

Even worse, because the Opel consortium does not own 
appropriate spectrum licences, the network will be forced to use 
public shared spectrum, creating further cost and performance 
issues and raising additional interference problems. In fact, the Opel 
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wireless broadband network will be sharing this public spectrum with 
domestic household appliances like microwave ovens, garage door 
openers and baby monitors.

Further, like any wireless network, the Opel network will suffer 
from a range of technical limitations such as declining performance 
with distance, bad weather, hilly geography and the number of people 
using the service at any one time. The combined impact of the issues 
I have just raised is that there is little prospect that the speed and 
coverage claims the Minister has made with respect to this network 
will be realised, let alone that the network could provide a service 
comparable to a fi bre network. The absurdity of this decision is 
compounded by the fact that the Opel consortium’s network largely 
duplicates the coverage of the existing Telstra 3G wireless broadband 
network without extending coverage in any meaningful way.

A political decision rather than a policy decision
Why then has the government taken this approach? The answer is 

simple: politics. The government needed a quick-fi x political bandaid 
to neutralise broadband as an issue in the lead up to the election 
and it has chosen the cheapest and simplest way to achieve this goal. 
The fi ngerprints of political cynicism are all over this policy. When 
originally announced, the government had intended to spend “up to 
$600 million” in this broadband policy.

Just months after the release of Labor’s policy and shortly before 
the fi nalisation of the tender process for this policy, the government 
increased this fi gure by over 50 per cent. Documents leaked from the 
Minister’s offi ce indicate that in the weeks before the announcement, 
public servants were tasked with preparing coverage maps for the 
winning tenderer's network on an electorate by electorate basis. 
These maps were then considered by the government when the policy 
was taken to cabinet. As if electoral boundaries were relevant to 
telecommunications network architecture. Even worse, these public 
servants were directed to prioritise 40 electorates for this process - all 
of which were marginal, Coalition held seats.

These actions demonstrate the real motivations of the Howard 
government on broadband. They don’t understand the importance 
of broadband to Australia’s economic prosperity. They don’t have a 
vision for the future prosperity of the country.

They have their eyes set fi rmly on the next election. Labor 
believes Australia deserves better than this cynical politics of the past. 
Labor has a policy vision for Australia and we will continue to play a 
leadership role in the communications debate.
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REMEMBERING HEINZ AND RUTH ARNDT

Heinz Wolfgang Arndt was born in Germany in 1915. When 
his long-buried Jewish background led his academic father to 
lose his chair in chemistry and fl ee to Oxford, Heinz followed. 
Later, after being interned behind barbed wire in Canada 
he wrote the historical classic - The Economic Lessons of the 
Nineteen-Thirties and then took up a job offer in Sydney. In 
a long career as an Australian writer and academic, Heinz 
Arndt left many admirers in his wake. On Monday 9 July 
2007, Bettina Arndt, well known writer and contributor to 
Arndt’s Story: the life of an Australian economist, addressed The 
Sydney Institute to recall something of her remarkable parents 
and the intellectual life they created in Australia.

Bettina Arndt
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REMEMBERING HEINZ 
AND RUTH ARNDT

BETTINA ARNDT

On 6 May 2002, news programs around Australia carried the 
news of the death of an Australian economist, H.W. Arndt. It was the 
circumstances of his death that grabbed the media attention. The 87 
year old was driving through the Australian National University when 
he appeared to suffer a blackout, his car accelerated and hit a tree on 
the corner of the building where he had worked for much of his 50 
year history at the university. 

It was an extraordinary end to an extraordinary life. The news 
led to a fl ood of tributes to the man described by former World Bank 
President, James Wolfensohn as “Australian’s leading scholar of 
Asian economic development for over 30 years.” Heinz Arndt was 
certainly that but he was also a prodigiously productive and infl uential 
academic economist, an inspiring teacher and researcher and one of 
this country’s truly remarkable public intellectuals. And he was my 
wonderful father. As I said at his funeral, to grow up adored by such 
a man – so elegant, charming, intelligent and fun-loving, was all any 
girl could wish for.

Heinz Wolfgang Arndt was born in Breslau, in what was then 
Germany but is now Poland, in 1915 – not a good year for a German 
boy to be born. His country was soon to be defeated in a great war, his 
school years shadowed by the rise of Hitler. Yet he had an extremely 
comfortable, cultured upbringing as the son of Fritz Arndt, a brilliant 
organic chemist.

Heinz showed rare good sense from a very early age. At age four 
he refused to get onto a bus for a family excursion to the zoo. It was 
only when they all got home that they realised the problem. He had a 
toy bus where all the wooden passengers were attached to their seats 
with large wooden spikes. He realised this was defi nitely a trip to pass 
up.

Heinz was raised in the Lutheran faith so it came as a shock when 
Fritz Arndt was dismissed from his academic post at the University of 
Breslau because he had a Jewish grandfather. Fritz moved to Oxford 
and Heinz followed. Unlike the many people whose lives were ruined 
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during the Nazi era, Heinz always saw himself as benefi ciary of these 
historical events. As Heinz put it, the calamity of Hitler’s rise to power 
led him to “the incredible good fortune of an Oxford education and a 
life spent in England and Australia.”

Heinz studied "modern greats" in fi ve years at Oxford, with 
primary emphasis on political science, which was taken further in 
graduate work at the London School of Economics. It was there 
an event occurred which was to greatly enhance his life. He went 
to a party and met the striking, tall young German woman – Ruth 
Strohsahl – who became my mother. I plan to tell you quite a lot about 
Ruth – not only because she was the woman behind the man but she 
was a very interesting person in her own right. 

Ruth Arndt was a formidable woman. That was always part of the 
attraction for my father. He met her in 1939, when she’d just landed 
on her feet, fi nishing off her social work training after completing her 
London School of Economics degree. The young woman had escaped 
from her small fi shing town in Germany after running into trouble 
with the authorities through writing a paper critical of the Nazi 
regime in her fi nal school exams.

The family was already at risk. Her parents were dedicated social 
democrats and her father, a newspaper editor, had immediately lost 
his job when the Nazis arrived at their small fi shing town. Her mother 
lost her position as a member of the local municipal council and the 
family regularly endured midnight searches of their home. On one 
such occasion, the family was lined up in their nightclothes when a 
storm trooper pointed at the picture on the wall and asked, “Who is 
that?” Ruth’s mother had a quick answer: “That is our Grandfather.” 
It was Karl Marx. 

After her provocative school essay, Ruth’s teachers decided she 
needed to get away. They smuggled her onto a shipping boat to 
England where she arrived with ten shillings in her pocket, knowing 
nobody. After some dreadful years working for English families who 
preferred foreign au pairs because they “were cheap and could not 
answer back,” she found a kind family who helped her pursue her 
education, culminating in a scholarship to the LSE .When she met 
fellow student Heinz her initial reactions weren’t too enthusiastic. 
Perhaps unsurprisingly, she had no interest in getting involved with 
anyone from Germany. Heinz, who was then working on his PhD at 
the LSD, was persistent and when he returned from a harrowing six 
months interned as a foreign alien in Canada, they were married. 

The marriage, which was to last over 50 years, was remarkable. 
They became quite a team – the elegant, rather stiff young academic 
with his warm, forthright, immensely capable wife. Within six years 
they were in Australia, with Heinz having accepted a lectureship at 
Sydney University when it became clear that despite making a splash 
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with his fi rst book 
– The Economic Lessons 
of the Nineteen Thirties 
- it would be diffi cult 
for a German academic 
to further his academic 
career in Britain. 

But it still wasn’t 
e a s y .  E c o n o m i s t 
Noel Butlin had to 
pretend the couple was 
Danish, to persuade 
their landlady to allow 
the Arndts into their 

shared accommodation. The young couple never spoke German to 
each other. They were keen to distance themselves from their origins 
and in years to come would often express irritation at aspects of the 
German character. (“I don’t know why German politicians always 
have to shout!” Heinz once grumbled to my brother, Nick.) 

Heinz plunged launched with great enthusiasm into his academic 
career. He set up a series of Oxbridge style tutorials as complements 
to lectures and placed considerable value on essay length assignments, 
carefully marking and discussing them with students as members of 
his Sydney classes, such as William McMahon, were to remember 
years later. Throughout his career, Heinz was well known for his 
meticulous correcting of his student’s papers which were always 
returned very promptly covered in his tiny, red-pen comments and 
corrections. He started adding to his growing list of publications with 
papers on monetary policy and foreign investment and immigration.

With Noel Butlin, he founded the Fabian Society of New South 
Wales and produced its fi rst pamphlet, supporting nationalisation. Ben 
Chifl ey, the Prime Minister, wasn’t an enthusiast for nationalisation 
but found the policy expedient to teach the trading banks a lesson for 
attempting to upset his banking legislation in the Courts. He bought 
40,000 copies, putting the Fabian society on the map and throwing 
Heinz Arndt into the deep end of Labor politics.

Heinz was determined to avoid being the typical academic 
economist who confi ned himself to teaching undergraduates and 
conducting esoteric research that lacked practical application. 
Appalled by the lack of interest in and ignorance about public affairs 
in general and international affairs in particular, he embarked on 
a one-man crusade to repair this defi ciency. He wrote articles and 
letters for local newspapers, gave talks all over the country and 
presented regular radio news commentaries – as well as public talks 
through the WEA (Worker’s Education Association) 

Heinz and Ruth Arndt at Cambridge
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While Heinz settled easily into his busy professional life, it was 
Ruth who had the harder task of creating a new home for her family 
in a community that was far from welcoming. From the beginning 
it was a very modern marriage. Heinz – who often appeared formal 
and reserved, was a very involved husband and father “He did all the 
washing up! That was unheard of,” said Joan Butlin. “And he was a 
wonderful father. Unashamedly demonstrative which was quite rare in 
those days,” she adds. Joan Butlin vividly remembers Ruth’s decision 
to return to Europe to see her parents in 1949. She hadn’t seen them 
since her escape sixteen years earlier and had been saving every penny 
to pay for the trip. When she discovered she was pregnant, the couple 
decided she should go ahead. It was Heinz’s attitude that astonished 
the Butlins: “He supported her going off by herself. He didn’t say, 
`over my dead body,’ as many men of that time would have done,” 
Joan comments.

The result was I was born in England, with my pregnant mother 
travelling on her own with her two young sons and returning six 
months later with the three children, including a six weeks old baby. 
Despite caring for two young boys, on a ship crowded with Australians 
many of whom were far from friendly to a young mum with a foreign 
accent, she wrote to Heinz almost every day of that diffi cult journey 
– twice on the day I was born.

Just over a year later, the family moved to Canberra, where Heinz 
took up his new post as a professor at Canberra University College 
which was to become the Australian National University. There he 
joined his colleagues - Manning Clark, A.D.Hope and Fin Crisp - all 
men who were to become national fi gures. His appointment led to 
some controversy when his former student Billy McMahon, then an 
MP, questioned Prime Minister Menzies in parliament about Heinz 
Arndt’s politics. In fact, it was only after this that Heinz declared his 
political allegiance by joining the Labor Party and going on to become 
an ALP candidate winning a seat on the ACT Advisory Council. 

It was in Canberra that Ruth really came into her own. She was 
asked by a migrant education organisation if she’d be willing to give 
English lessons. So that’s what she did – fi rstly knocking on doors to 
fi nd her future students and then bringing them into our home for 
her lively lessons. She started off with two classes a week. There’d be 
20-30 people crammed into our tiny living rooms – Dutch, Germans, 
Poles, Latvians, Italians. Few of them were able to talk to each other 
but they had Ruth as conduit, with her remarkable capacity to connect 
with people, even if she couldn’t speak their language. Ruth became 
the unoffi cial social worker and confi dant to the entire community. 
And Heinz would drive our tiny Ford Anglia car – one of the fi rst cars 
in the area – ferrying pregnant women to hospital and accompanying 
bewildered migrants to deal with government bureaucracies. 



THE SYDNEY PAPERS AUTUMN 2007 97

At the time the Ruth and Heinz and their three young children 
were living in a fi bro prefab with no electric appliances, only wood 
chip water heaters, and a fuel stove. Running such a household was 
hard work but their home was always fi lled to the brim with people, 
and alive with sing-songs around the piano, led by Ruth belting out 
everything from hymns to nursery rhymes to encourage her students 
to practice their stumbling English.

And so it was that Heinz was dragged far from his cultured, 
academic background, into the real world. Yet he remained very 
much the cultured European, making strenuous efforts to keep up his 
knowledge of languages After he died we found in his wallet a hand-
drawn graph giving a rigorous self-assessment of his competency in 
reading, comprehension, speaking and writing in English, German, 
French, Italian, Indonesian, Latin, Dutch and Spanish. He added a 
post-script noting some knowledge of Chinese, Polish, Turkish and 
Japanese but sadly too little for formal rating.

But he always retained his distinctive English accent. Anne 
Booth met Heinz when she arrived in Canberra in 1971, back from a 
spell in London to become a research student in Heinz’ department. 
“I thought at the time (and the thought was to strike me on many 
occasions in Australia and South East Asia over the next three 
decades) that there was very little in Heinz’s manners, speech or style 
of dress to suggest that he had ever spent a week in Australia, let alone 
most of his working life,” she says, mentioning the line in My Fair 
Lady “his English is too good which clearly shows that he is foreign”.

The man was rarely seen without his coat and tie – even on 
the beach or at picnics, which he always greatly enjoyed. He loved 
Canberra, delighting in the surrounding countryside and particularly 
the birdlife. He was a skilled landscape painter and had a great love 

Heinz and Ruth Arndt with their children at the beach
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of music, with very distinct tastes. A friend vividly remembers him 
complaining: “One forgets how vulgar Beethoven can be!” 

He was above all, a civilised man, a man of intellect, following 
ideas to their logical and extreme conclusions in his writings and in 
political discussion and always treating with respect an adversary 
who was making a good case for his position. There’s a fascinating 
exchange in Heinz’s biography – Arndt’s Story (Asia Pacifi c Press) 
-  between Heinz and B A Santamaria. Santamaria wrote a critical 
response to Heinz’s important 1956 Chifl ey lecture in which Heinz 
attacked the Labor leadership for failing to think out new economic 
policies. With great courtesy, Heinz wrote back challenging the role 
of the Catholic Church in Australian political life. There began a 
prolonged correspondence which ended up with Heinz being invited 
to share spaghetti with the intense Melburnian.

Heinz spent his fi rst years at the ANU specialising in 
macroeconomics, particularly monetary economics, publishing his 
infl uential book The Australian Trading Banks, in 1957. But in the late 
1950s he became interested in development economics, working for 
some time in India, prior to his appointment in 1963 as head of the 
Department of Economics in the Research School of Pacifi c Studies. 
There he took the bold step which was to lead to his reputation 
as the Grand Old Man of Asian Economics. In 1966, just after 
the Sukarno coup, he determined the time had come to study the 
Indonesian economy. It took all his charm and persistence to persuade 
the Indonesians to open their doors to him. The result was a world 
leading centre of Indonesian economics which greatly contributed to 
the development of modern Indonesia.

There’s a nice story from the days when Heinz had launched his 
Bulletin of Indonesian Economic Studies which required regular trips to 
Indonesia to pull together material for the regular survey on recent 
developments. Heinz had to dig very hard to fi nd suitable data in a 
country which at the time had very few trained professionals. The 
distinguished economist Peter Timmer tells of working as part of the 
Harvard group in Indonesia and being warned that since Heinz was 
about to visit they should hide all documents and data while he was in 
their offi ces because “Heinz was very good at extracting them when 
you weren’t looking.”

One of his former students and past Deputy Chair of the Reserve 
Bank Stephen Grenville talked at Heinz’s funeral of what Heinz 
achieved: “To go to Indonesia in 1966, immediately after the Year 
of Living Dangerously and expect Indonesia to sup with the devil, 
to cooperate with a neocom economist, to study the Indonesian 
economy – this is a degree of audacity that would still amaze us if we 
didn’t know how successful the result was. He pushed us students 
into Indonesian institutions which probably didn’t want us to be there 
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but who were unable to resist the force of his character. In doing this 
he not only opened the doors for us, his students, to new and mind-
enlarging experiences that we would not have been brave enough to 
undertake without him but as well he made us a bit braver and a bit 
more ready to push at those doors by ourselves.” 

Grenville went on: “I don’t doubt that this was the achievement 
Heinz was most proud of – not the shelf load of books he’s written 
(although he certainly loved those) but rather the people who had 
been emboldened to try just a little bit harder to make the world a 
better place.”

As a result of the shift in Heinz’s interests, new faces joined the 
Arndt Sunday lunches. These were famous, as visiting academics 
and students were entertained over the Arndt roast and apfelstrudel. 
Lively conversation was a critical component in the Arndt home 
entertainment, with Heinz always delighting in holding forth to a 
captive audience but Ruth adding cheerfully to the mix. She remained, 
all her life, a staunch social democrat committed to bettering the lives 
of the underdog. This meant she was singularly unimpressed by pomp 
and circumstance, by honours and titles.

A few years before Heinz’s death, someone came to me and asked, 
“Why hasn’t Heinz a gong?” The question had come up many times. 
It did seem odd that my father hadn’t received an honour at any time 
in his distinguished career. So a group of people decided to put his 
name up. Eminent people lined up to be referees. Former heads of 
Foreign Affairs, government ministers, and prominent academics 
– the list was impressive. Nothing happened. Finally he confessed to 
me that he’d had an offer but had turned it down. What’s more he 
mentioned he’d had an even more salubrious gong proposed by the 
Fraser government many years earlier but had said no to that as well. 
The reason? Ruth didn’t approve of such baubles.

But the lively conversations in the Arndt household became rather 
a minefi eld as Heinz started to shift in his political beliefs. The two 
of them had started their marriage as political allies, both democratic 
socialists. Ruth never wavered in her left-wing political beliefs. So 
how then did she react when her equally pink husband did an about-
turn and shifted his political allegiance? Let me tell you, it wasn’t 
pretty. She never forgave him for resigning from the Labor Party over 
Whitlam’s uncritical support of China. She wasn’t happy about his 
involvement with Quadrant magazine, which he co-edited with Peter 
Coleman in the 1980s. Politics became an increasing source of tension 
between them.

For a man who adored leaping into the fray and participating 
in public debate, this wasn’t easy for Heinz. Whenever some major 
public issue was in the news that Heinz felt strongly about, he’d yearn 
to toss off a letter to the editor, or write a newspaper opinion piece. 
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Sometimes he wouldn’t be able to resist and would whip something 
off, put it in the mail and then spend days in agony, knowing he was 
going to be in the doghouse when it was published. 

Margaret Easton, his secretary of 35 years, remembers one such 
occasion, when he was longing to express an opinion on some issue 
which was bound to annoy Ruth. After days of agonising, the letter 
appeared – published under Margaret Easton’s name. He’d persuaded 
her to sign it.

In their last few years together, Ruth was increasingly immobilised 
due to various ailments. Her steady stream of visitors were often 
subjected to lectures on a variety of topics from Heinz – who so 
hankered after an audience. As they left, Heinz would show them 
out and a carefully chosen few would receive a brown paper bag 
containing a copy of Quadrant including one of his articles, discreetly 
delivered just outside the front door.

I vividly remember one occasion when I took him to task for 
allowing her to constrain him from indulging in his favoured role as 
public intellectual. He was indignant. “That’s what I love about her. 
Her strength, the passion of her convictions,” he said. This professor’s 
wife was undaunted by even the most intimidating of circumstances. 
Heinz would often come home from dinner parties shaking his head in 
amazement at the confi dences she’d managed to extract from eminent 
dinner partners over the course of the evening.

She had quite a reputation for getting people to tell all, and the 
confi dences naturally included a fair share of spicy sexual tales. Ruth 
was far from a shrinking violet about such matters. In fact, back in 
the 1950s when Australian censorship authorities were busy banning 
novels they deemed pornographic, Ruth would organise to have 
someone smuggle them into the country Peyton Place, The Group 
– there they all were, discretely covered in brown paper – a great help 
to the growing Arndt children seeking interesting reading material.

It was hardly surprising that Ruth reacted remarkably well when 
her daughter suddenly burst into the public eye as one of Australia’s 
fi rst sex therapists. Having originally trained as a clinical psychologist, 
I’d ended up specialising in sexual problems and then joining the 
adult sex education magazine, Forum as consultant editor. The Arndts 
suddenly found themselves having to deal with the shocked reaction of 
some of their friends at the explicit nature of the material. Mostly they 
took it in their stride. 

Economist Graham Dorrance remembered trailing around Perth 
with Heinz, as he went from newsagent, to newsagent, trying to fi nd 
a copy of Forum to show off to him. After having spent my early life 
being asked if I was Heinz Arndt’s daughter, Heinz was now bemused 
to fi nd he was being asked if he was Bettina Arndt’s father. He coped 
well, although he did like to grumble about the fact that speaking 
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publicly about sex was so much more profi table than talking about 
economics. 

Ruth died on 20 March 2001, on the morning of her eighty-sixth 
birthday from medical complications following a fall. Her funeral 
presented diffi culties. She’d left us a note with instructions for her 
funeral - “No religion, no speeches.” The latter we ignored. At the 
memorial service Heinz quoted the American writer H.L Menken 
writing about his marriage: “I can recall no single moment during our 
years together when I ever had the slightest doubt of our marriage, or 
wished that it had never been.”

After recovering from the shock, Heinz regained much of his usual 
good cheer. “Heinz’s happy spirit was unquenchable,” comments 
Maree Tait, who was involved in publishing journals with Heinz for 
over 30 years. In his fi nal years, his morning routine always started 
with a visit to Maree and the APEL staff who worked on his journal. 
Concerned about his health, Ruth had tried to keep him from dashing 
off to the offi ce fi rst thing in the morning. Once he was living alone, 
he revelled in his new freedom and set off at the crack of dawn to his 
offi ce and then to check in with Maree and her staff, often carrying 
roses or sweet peas from his garden. 

Increasingly frail but mentally alert, the 87 year old greatly 
enjoyed one last visit to Indonesia where he was feted by old friends 
and colleagues. On a visit just prior to his death, Ross Garnaut noticed 
a French language book on the side table – “I need to brush up on my 
French,” Heinz told him.

The death of his close friend, Leslie Melville came as a great 
blow. Three days later, on the morning of 6 May 2002, he made his 
usual visit round of ANU visits and then, set off in his car to deliver 
Leslie’s eulogy. That’s when he had his accident. The shocking news 
of his death led to a fl ood of tributes - from the Prime Minister and 
numerous of his parliamentary colleagues, academics, ambassadors 
and business leaders around the country. And from overseas – glowing 
eulogies from former students now high ranking offi cials and political 
leaders across Asia, and eminent academics and other heavy hitters 
from across the world. Heinz would have been tickled pink.
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THE ECONOMICS OF SOCIAL INCLUSION

As the opinion polls continued to show Labor as the party 
favoured to win the 2007 federal election, Julia Gillard 
MP, Deputy Labor Leader and Shadow Minister for 
Employment, Industrial Relations and Social Inclusion 
addressed The Sydney Institute on Thursday 12 July 2007. 
Julia Gillard explained how Labor planned to invest in people 
for maximum social benefi t, saying, “At a time of record 
prosperity there is no excuse for failing to act to narrow the 
gap in opportunities and wealth that’s opening up between 
individuals and communities.”

Julia Gillard
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THE ECONOMICS OF 
SOCIAL INCLUSION

JULIA GILLARD

It’s great to be back at The Sydney Institute. I know there is 
gathering competition from a number of think tanks across the 
political spectrum but the Institute remains Australia’s premier 
forum for political discussion. I don’t agree with everything Gerard 
says and writes, but I want to congratulate him, Anne and everyone 
else involved for showing a continuing commitment to the liberal 
principles of free speech.

It is only seven months since Kevin Rudd became Leader of the 
federal parliamentary Labor Party and I became Deputy Leader. In 
that time, most attention – in fact nearly all – has focussed on my role 
as Shadow Minister for Industrial Relations, which is understandable 
given that workplace laws are a key election issue. But I view my 
other shadow portfolio – Shadow Minister for Social Inclusion – as 
just as important. And, I believe, so should you. This is because the 
adoption of social inclusion as an objective and organising principle 
of the nation’s social – and therefore economic – policy will have far-
reaching implications for what sort of nation we become.

The concept of social inclusion in essence means replacing 
a welfarist approach to helping the underprivileged with one of 
investing in them and their communities to bring them into the 
mainstream market economy. It’s a modern and fresh approach 
that views everyone as a potential wealth creator and invests in their 
human capital. My reason for adopting such an approach is simple: 
at a time when Australia needs more skilled people and has an ageing 
population, we simply can’t afford to have one in ten or more of our 
people out of the workforce due to unemployment, low skills or the 
effects of chronic poverty. Social inclusion is an economic imperative.

And at a time of record prosperity there is no excuse for failing 
to act to narrow the gap in opportunities and wealth that’s opening 
up between individuals and communities. Including everyone in the 
economic, wealth-creating life of the nation is today the best way for 
Labor to meet its twin goals of raising national prosperity and creating 
a fair and decent society.
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This is a recognised policy ambition of social democratic parties 
around the world today. And I regard it as signifi cant that in his recent 
farewell essay in The Economist, Tony Blair named social inclusion as 
one of the six important domestic priorities for any government. Here 
is what he said:

From 1979 to 1997 the incomes of the richest 20 per cent in Britain 
grew faster than the incomes of the poorest 20 per cent. That has been 
reversed. Since 1997 the incomes of the poorest have risen faster than 
the richest. However, this masks a tail of under-achievers, the socially 
excluded. The rising tide does not lift their ships. 

This issue of social exclusion is common throughout Western 
nations. Including here. Fairer workplace laws that encourage 
enterprise bargaining and cooperation will help create a fairer and 
wealthier society, but on their own they are not enough. We need a 
new approach to social and economic policy too. And social inclusion 
is it.

A wealthier but divided nation
I want to talk about disadvantage and hardship, but I haven’t come 

here to foretell doom and gloom. After all, we’ve experienced a decade 
and a half of economic growth made possible by the economic reforms 
of Labor governments in the 1980s and 1990s. But I do want to argue 
that how our prosperity is generated and managed is just as important 
a topic for public discussion as the extent of our prosperity. We’ve 
stopped asking the age-old question: cui bono? Who benefi ts? It’s an 
important moral question. It’s also an important practical question 
because unless people believe that our economy is working for all of 
us, support for necessary economic and social reforms will wither.

We are constantly being told that we’ve never been wealthier. And 
many of us are. On average we all are. But that’s just the problem 
– no one is average. In fact, the Prime Minister boasts that Australian 
working families “have never had it so good”. It’s a claim that grates 
with many people because while the economy is booming, and people 
like us here tonight are probably better off, a lot of people feel that for 
them it actually was better in the past. And many believe they are now 
doing worse than their neighbours.

This is a raw nerve in the community – because while many have 
benefi ted from economic growth – something we celebrate – a lot have 
started to struggle. Tony Blair is right. We’ve developed a long tail, 
and it is starting to make its political impact felt.

People want to see economic growth translated into benefi ts for 
ordinary people. This general feeling of disquiet has a strong basis 
in economic reality. A number of recent reports have painted a stark 
picture of social disadvantage in Australia, the plight of working 
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families and how the community sector is managing with demand for 
services. One of these was Tony Vinson’s Dropping off the Edge report 
which mapped Australia to reveal that low family incomes, a high 
prevalence of incarceration, long-term unemployment and high rates 
of disability and sickness tend to be concentrated in a discrete number 
of neighbourhoods and communities. Sadly, despite our increasing 
prosperity, the situation for these communities is not improving. 
Seventy per cent of the localities ranked by Vinson as disadvantaged 
in this year’s report also appeared in his 2004 rankings.

Clearly a growing economy hasn’t brought the benefi ts of enough 
employment to these communities. What is most striking about 
Vinson’s analysis is the enduring poverty of the communities he fi nds 
are disadvantaged. The diffi culties are now passed from parent to 
child. We know the last two decades have seen a decline in male and 
an increase in female labour force participation and an increase in 
non-standard forms of employment. In 2005-2006 the Productivity 
Commission found 2.2 million men were outside the labour force 
– neither working nor looking for work. The Commission found that, 
in contrast to women, male disengagement from the labour force has 
increased four-fold over the last century, rising particularly rapidly 
over the last 50 years. Men over the age of 55 in regional Australia 
are particularly affected by these changes, while women that age 
constitute much of the growing number of unpaid carers – either for 
parents or for grandchildren.

This falling male participation in full-time employment has 
serious implications for the pattern of social disadvantage in Australia, 
because we know that full-time employment is the most effective 
weapon to guard against poverty and disadvantage. Too many young 
Australians are also feeling the marginalisation of life without work. 
The How Young People are Faring 2006 Report by the Dusseldorp 
Skills Forum found 540,000 young Australians were not in full 
time learning or work. Of these, approximately 330,000 were either 
unemployed, working part-time but wanting more work, or were 
not in the labour force but wanting to work. And exclusion from 
the benefi ts of work can be intergenerational. Worryingly, a recent 
UNICEF scorecard on children’s wellbeing in OECD nations revealed 
that Australia has the second highest rate of working-age households 
with children without an employed parent. Australia was only above 
Hungary in this ranking. But the social inclusion agenda doesn’t start 
or end with Tony Vinson’s postcodes or lack of work.

Social exclusion can also result from racism or discrimination 
on the basis of disability or religion – which can occur even in the 
wealthiest communities. The early analyses of the 2006 CENSUS 
also tell us what’s happening to Australia’s famed reputation for 
social equality and point to some of the reasons. People are getting 
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older, with more than half a million extra people over 65 compared 
to ten years ago. For those without good superannuation and home 
ownership, retirement can be a time of hardship. The proportion of 
one-parent families has also grown, from 14.5 per cent to 15.8 per 
cent in the last decade. This brings the number of children living with 
only one parent to 1 million. And we know that children from single 
parent families can face greater risks all round. 

And then there is the problem of housing affordability for many 
is destroying the Australian dream of home ownership. Families in 
Australia’s capital cities today need an income of $115,777, to service 
a mortgage on a median priced home. This is more than double that 
required in 1996, when the income requirement to afford a median 
priced home was $46,693. Australians – even at current mortgage 
interest rates – are using a record share of their incomes to cover 
their record size mortgages. As a result of all this, the census tells us 
that fewer people actually own their home and more young people 
are staying at home longer. We have to add to this the rising cost of 
everyday expenditure items.

The ABS Household Expenditure Survey confi rms that the cost 
of living outpaced CPI over the period from 1998–99 to 2003–04 by 
8 per cent. The biggest contributors to this increased cost of living 
have been the basics – housing, food and transport costs, health and 
education – particularly access to GPs and specialists, school fees, 
energy bills, health insurance and child care. Just yesterday, Labor 
Leader Kevin Rudd announced our response to the increasing cost 
of basic food items at the supermarket. Many of these items have 
outstripped the rise in general infl ation and we believe there is a 
role for the ACCC to monitor supermarket prices and to conduct a 
National Grocery Pricing Inquiry. And today, we have seen media 
reports of the massive increase in the number of families suffering 
mortgage stress – that is, losing more than 30 per cent of their income 
to mortgage repayments. For example, in the fi ve years to 2006, 
mortgage stress has risen by 97 per cent in metropolitan Sydney, from 
64,510 households with mortgages in 2001 to 127,384 in 2006.

In summary, Australian families are paying more to buy their 
homes, paying more as a proportion of their income and doing it 
with less disposable income. Now combine all this with one other big 
factor and that is the effect of Work Choices on people’s income and 
fi nancial and job security. Remember that penalty rates and overtime 
often make up a signifi cant portion of the lowly-paid’s weekly wage 
and this has been able to be stripped away by Work Choices.

If economists want to know why ordinary people can’t see the 
economic logic of Work Choices, look no further. Australian families 
expect to work hard and understand it is always a struggle to buy a 
home. But many Australian families are dealing with these cumulative 
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new pressures, the new interest rate reality, unaffordable housing 
stock, the rising cost of living and insecurity at work, in new housing 
estates where services run behind growth and there is no developed 
sense of community and connection.

And for some fi nancial disaster does come. New data released just 
last week shows personal insolvencies have jumped sharply in 2006/07, 
hitting their highest national level on record as fi nancial pressures 
continue to mount. The data released last week by Insolvency and 
Trustee Service Australia shows, in the 2006/07 fi nancial year:

• There were 31,964 personal insolvencies across Australia, up 
17 per cent from 2005/06 to the highest level on record.

• Personal insolvencies in New South Wales rose 26 per cent 
from 2005/06 to their highest level on record.

• Personal insolvencies in Victoria rose 22 per cent from 
2005/06 to their highest level on record.

If you look at the last two years, personal insolvencies have risen 
by more than 50 per cent in New South Wales and 35 per cent in 
Victoria. What these statistics tell us is that there isn’t a hard edge 
between being socially included or excluded. In Australia, the border 
is porous: we have enduring disadvantage and a precarious section of 
the socially included Australians, who can quickly be sucked down by 
fi nancial quicksand.

Federal Labor’s social inclusion agenda
In the past, economists have argued that the cost of leaving the 

socially disadvantaged out of the workforce was too hard to quantify. 
And this became an excuse for not acting. But today this is not a valid 
excuse. We can quantify that cost in terms of productivity growth 
and civic engagement. And we cannot afford to have anyone excluded 
from our economy or our society.

Direct and targeted intervention is needed to “lift the ships” that 
Tony Blair talked about. Universal welfare and sustained economic 
growth is not enough. So what are we to do?

On previous occasions I have talked about fi ve important steps 
that would need to be taken to make social inclusion meaningful. 
First, we must defi ne social inclusion and exclusion. The concept of 
social exclusion is now starting to make it into mainstream public 
debates, helped along by the forthright advocacy of organisations 
like the Brotherhood of St Laurence, the St Vincent de Paul Society 
and others. Second, we must fi nd a new way of governing, a new 
approach to building partnerships to set goals and targets and meet 
them. Third we must ensure that core government programs improve 
social inclusion so that chronic health and low educational attainment 
doesn’t hold anyone back. Fourth we need to maximise employment 
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for the socially excluded. And fi nally we must enter into accountable 
social inclusion partnerships with state and local governments, the 
private sector and the community sector.

This approach has proved successful in countries that have 
adopted the social inclusion agenda. Tony Blair is the obvious 
example. Canada has also tried it – an experiment which is currently 
being unpicked by a Howard Government-inspired counter-revolution 
in social policy, which is meeting with huge public resistance. But 
State Labor governments are also adopting it. In Victoria John 
Thwaites and Peter Batchelor have driven a social inclusion agenda 
that has blazed the way for others across the country. In my home 
state of SA, Premier Mike Rann has appointed Monsignor Cappo as

Commissioner for Social Inclusion and chair of the Social 
Inclusion Board to lead a government-wide assault on social exclusion. 
The NSW Government has had the Strengthening Communities Unit 
in the Premiers’ Department for ten years and has done much of the 
foundation work that has stimulated the Bracks, Rann and Beattie 
Government's initiatives. 

There is little hope for success without this sort of direction 
and drive. The nature of social inclusion is such that it cuts across 
portfolios, policy areas and departmental structures.

National leadership – through a new Social Inclusion 
Board

I intend to be a driver for social inclusion under a Rudd Labor 
Government, and Kevin intends for this agenda to have a coordinating 
offi ce in the Prime Minister’s Department. 

With this focus and centrality I believe the social inclusion agenda 
can be mainstreamed and integrated into the everyday workings 
of policy development and Cabinet’s deliberations. As part of this 
process, a Social Inclusion Board will be appointed, representing 
many national leaders and achievers. The Board members will consult 
widely and provide views and advice on various aspects of social 
inclusion, including:

• how to engage local communities
• who to target
• and what is and isn’t working.
I believe that Premier Rann’s Social Inclusion Board provides 

a Rudd Labor Government with a strong model in both operation 
and membership. If you look at that board, chaired by Monsignor 
Cappo, it brings together community leaders from across their State, 
all with signifi cant networks, experience and knowledge. They are all 
champions of their own communities and networks, with the ability 
to work together and to work with all spheres of government. It is also 
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a statement that the answers are not to be found within the walls of 
government – whether they be in Adelaide or Canberra – but within 
the walls of community groups, businesses, schools and homes.

A Rudd Labor Government’s Social Inclusion Board will provide 
leadership in government but it will also provide leadership across 
government. And the experience of South Australia has shown that 
the strongest outcomes are harnessing the leadership of government 
in key social inclusion policy portfolios but also ensuring the social 
inclusion is integrated in to the government’s broader agenda. For 
example, a Rudd Labor government will have its sights fi rmly set on 
implementing its education revolution. Board members will ensure 
that communities with low rates of preschool education, literacy and 
numeracy, school engagement and school retention will be part of the 
revolution, benefi ting from innovative, targeted community based 
programs.

A Rudd Labor government will also have its sights fi rmly set 
on rolling out its high speed broadband. Board members here 
too will drive access to computers in disadvantaged communities 
through targeted community-based programs that teach skills and 
take computers into those homes that lack them. While clout in the 
Cabinet room and in high-level advisory bodies will be crucial, social 
inclusion also needs champions at the community level. This Board 
and this broader agenda must be focused on real people, real issues 
and real places.

It will not work if it becomes separated from the challenges of 
our nation’s households and neighbourhoods and communities. And 
it can’t be allowed to become a memorial to good intentions, lost on 
an island of bureaucracy in Canberra. To ensure this connection, 
the Board will not meet in Canberra. It will meet in the places where 
our agenda will and must make a difference. And Canberra based 
public servants will be asked to do stints with service providers in 
socially excluded communities to understand what service delivery 
on the ground is all about. This geographic focus must be on the 
likes of those neighbourhoods and communities that Tony Vinson has 
mapped.

But just as we need to harness the networks and communities 
and compassion of the Board and its members, we also need to base 
our work on the evidence and data and hard analysis of our public 
service’s brightest. Soft hearts need to be matched with hard heads.

Economic rigour
Driving change will need more than fi rm leadership. It will 

need hard edged, rigorous analysis of what works. Currently, those 
dealing at the coalface with social exclusion, Australia’s community 
sector faces a paradox: we are donating more, we are giving more of 
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our time, but need in the community still grows and goes unmet. 
According to ACOSS, the community sector is being forced to turn 
away one in every 16 people who are actually eligible to access a 
service, with the highest turn-away rates being in housing, disability, 
supported accommodation and community legal centres. Gifts and 
donations are rising. Volunteering rates are showing similar patterns. 
In 2006, over 5 million Australians had volunteered, up from under 
3.2 million in 1995. Today almost nine out of ten Australians belong 
to at least one third sector organisation; more than four out of ten 
volunteer for them and nine out of ten donate to them.

All of which is combining to build badly needed social capital. 
But while our community life is benefi ting from volunteerism and 
activism, the macro political landscape appears to be suffering 
from large scale disengagement. Too many people no longer think 
that government works for them or the community’s benefi t. This 
sort of volunteer engagement or active citizenship, juxtaposed with 
disengagement at the political level demonstrates that more so than 
ever government must do things with people rather than to people.

In education, this means enabling investment in the areas that 
a school believes will expand opportunities for its students. For 
example, an independent school community may recognise some 
disengagement with young boys and may see Kevin Rudd’s Trade in 
School investment as an opportunity to apply for equipment which 
will keep this group at school and absorbed in the gift of learning.

In health, this means enabling a system which empowers patients, 
clients, to manage their illness or their wellness without needing 
to resort to emergency care as a last resort. This is similar to the 
preventative health model discussed by Kevin Rudd in recent weeks, 
which makes proactive management of chronic disease accessible to 
those in rural and outer suburban communities, not just those with 
private health insurance in the inner cities. 

But beyond these traditional areas, what role is there for Federal 
Labor in building social capital from the bottom up, from the ground 
up, doing things with people rather than to people? I believe there is a 
role for government in matching community willingness to donate 
and help with the not-for-profi t sector’s evolving needs. This is one of 
the big differences between our approach and that of conservatives. 
Proponents of laissez faire simply want to replace government 
investment and action with philanthropic activity.

Our approach is different and better. We want to use government 
to help individuals multiply the state’s efforts. We want to be an 
enabling government, not one that vacates the fi eld. Put simply, we 
need to make it easier for people to give and get involved, and we need 
to make it simpler for community organisations to deliver their core 
business more effectively and effi ciently.
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To do this we will form new partnerships with the community 
sector. We see community organizations as major service providers 
and economic drivers rather than as recipients or distributors of 
charity, and coordinators of volunteers. Today they constitute what’s 
referred to as “the social economy”. Current Howard Government 
initiatives in these areas are not working and are based on out-dated 
thinking. Labor wants to modernise the thinking by a preparedness 
to work in partnership: across government, with tiers of government, 
with the private sector and particularly with the Third Sector.

And we must be fearless in looking at what works and how it 
should be measured. There won’t be any room in Labor’s structure 
for well-meaning but soft-headed advice. It’s got to be about building 
social inclusion through hard economics, not soft options. In fact, 
investing in people and communities in this way is regarded by many 
as promising some of the highest long-term returns on investment that 
nations can make.

This human capital theory that underpins thinking about social 
inclusion has been attracting world-leading economic hard heads for 
the better part of two decades. I’m talking here about Nobel laureates 
like James Heckman. The human face of social exclusion will be our 
continual reminder of the importance of our agenda, but we have a 
broader responsibility to ensure the effective use of resources, the 
accurate measure of costs, and the economic – as well as the social 
and environmental – impact of our policies.

A Rudd Labor government will harness the policy expertise 
and capacity of government in pursuing this agenda. Through the 
support of the Prime Minister’s own department, the engagement of 
Treasury as well as the involvement of the likes of the Productivity 
Commission, we will be able to better manage and target resources. 
We will be asking the Productivity Commission to construct a new 
tool to measure the contribution of third-sector organizations to our 
economy as the starting point for maximising the sector’s contribution 
to social inclusion, employment and economic growth. And why? It’s 
because this isn’t about spending; it’s about investment – from which 
we will expect a measurable return to the nation.

Conclusion
These measures may at fi rst seem small. But they are of potentially 

huge signifi cance. As our economy faces up to potential labour 
shortages due to our ageing population and as it moves to a new level 
of sophistication to compete with the rest of the world, we’re going 
to need every Australian on board pulling their weight, rejoining 
the workforce, gaining new skills. Writing off individuals and 
communities suffering from poverty just creates a dead weight for our 
economy to drag along. And as the Howard Government is fi nding, 
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it’s making people angry that they’ve been forgotten. But we can bring 
the objectives of increased prosperity and a fairer society together.

In fact, it’s my fi rm belief that lifting individuals and communities 
out of poverty is the only way to maximise economic growth. We now 
have the economic tools and understanding needed to bring our moral 
and our economic priorities together as the basis for better national 
economic policy. That means our system of social support must 
change. The old days of passive welfare for those able to contribute 
are gone. So are the old days when governments – like the Howard 
Government – could ignore the need to invest in people to ensure they 
can contribute.

We need to change the way government works – the way it works 
with other governments, with community leaders and individuals – to 
lift everyone up. And it’s through this new human capital and social 
inclusion agenda that a Rudd Labor government will make it happen.
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WHOSE SCHOOL IS IT ANYWAY?

Joanna Mendelssohn is Associate Professor at the School 
of Art History and author of Which School – Beyond Public 
vs Private (Pluto Press). In her study of current education 
problems, Joanna Mendelssohn has put the question of why 
parents are now paying for a quality education that earlier 
generations could experience as a right of citizenship in 
the State system. In an address to The Sydney Institute 
on Monday 16 July 2007, Joanna Mendelssohn argued 
that national priorities should be reconsidered to focus on 
children, training and teaching quality, extra curricula value, 
fl exibility and accountability.

Joanna Mendelssohn
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WHOSE SCHOOL IS IT 
ANYWAY?

JOANNA MENDELSSOHN

I know the name of my book is Which School?, but that isn’t 
really the fi rst question that comes to mind in any examination of 
how schools work. I’d rather ask, “Whose school?” - as in “for whose 
benefi t do schools exist?”- because from that question comes the more 
fruitful debate on the actual purpose of formal education.

It is worth asking why we even have schools in the fi rst place. 
Why is it that most cultures have collected their young in groups 
to be taught by wise elders? The general purpose of any education 
comes from the never ending contract between generations; 
an understanding that started long before any formal methods 
of instruction, and it is one that spreads across all cultures, all 
civilisations. This is the recognition that each generation of humanity 
is responsible for ensuring that the next generation receives both a 
body of knowledge and intellectual tools to enable it to reason. Over 
the centuries different civilisations have created many models for 
conveying that essential body of knowledge - at least for elite males 
- but in the nineteenth century, in Western cultures there came a 
recognition that it was desirable for all children to have some degree of 
formal instruction in those institutions we call schools. But the nature 
of those schools and what kind of education children receive continues 
to be hotly debated.

I’d have to say that some aspects of the schools debate are 
positively archaic. The ideology expressed by some of the people who 
defi ne themselves as “progressive” is so hostile to any ideas that do not 
fi t their particular template (or come from their club) it is like stepping 
into a time warp to relive nineteenth century sectarian debates that I 
thought were all done and dusted. Most people seem to fi nd it easy to 
argue about the funding of education on purely tribal grounds without 
recognising the complexity and fl uidity of the educational landscape 
and how this has affected, and will continue to affect the way parents 
and students regard schools and teachers. The well-known tribes line 
up as “public versus private” or more accurately “state versus non-
state”. It’s my team against yours, with the biggest, loudest gang of 
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bullies winning the argument. Just like a game of football, with one 
side complaining that the ref hates their guts and the playing fi eld isn’t 
level. 

The reality is that the education game isn’t based on football, it’s 
golf. We’re not on a muddy fi eld but in a mock eighteenth century 
English landscape garden, complete with hills, valleys and trees. Other 
than the fact that golf courses are more aesthetically pleasing than 
football fi elds, the essence of golf is that it is played by individuals not 
teams; the hazards are great and the unwary or unlucky can end up 
stuck in a sand trap or drown. And who are these people who must 
tee off, alone, in the hope of making it through to the 18th hole? They 
aren’t governments, administrators, or teachers. They’re not the 
Church, they’re not unions, nor are they parents. They are children. 

We create schools for the benefi t of the next generation, not the 
present one. That being so, the debate on education should not be 
reduced to cheap political shots about parents who honestly (and 
sometimes fearfully) search to make those choices on behalf of their 
children. Too many people leave school too young, disillusioned with 
formal learning, hating all in authority over them. They often have 
good reason for their fear and loathing, sometimes it is bullying by 
fellow students. Sometimes bullying by teachers and principals. In 
addition, as most parents know, each child is different. Even within 
the same family every child has different experiences, and different 
needs. What follows from this is not rocket science. If children are 
different, then it follows that they may benefi t from going to different 
kinds of schools. The kind of tightly structured school where one 
child fl ourishes, could well stifl e another. The most important thing I 
think you can say about the nature of schools and children is that one 
size does not fi t all.

Which is why my book is subtitled Beyond public versus private? 
Because the needs of children come ahead of any ideology. What does 
matter is that parents look for the kind of school that responds to their 
own children’s specifi c needs. This is certainly known to members of 
the state school lobby - that strange tribe of teachers, former teachers 
and their extended families - when they are looking at schools for their 
own children. That is why some of the most vehement advocates of 
state education, people who make a career out of sneering at parents 
who send their children to private schools, make sure that their 
own children go to the best equipped state schools in the leafi est of 
suburbs, often with a harbour view. Those are the schools whose 
parents can afford to pay for supplementary teachers and extra 
equipment, the private school you have while staying pure and public. 
There’s nothing like the rich stench of hypocrisy in an ideological 
debate. 
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With the ongoing well established drift away from state schools 
(Campbell, Craig 2003 p 583) some state schools in NSW, especially 
those in middle class areas are dressing in the apparent gloss of 
what some think are private school clothes. So we have the constant 
propaganda of soft focus marketing campaigns, the aggressive 
trumpeting of achievements, the increasingly frenetic attempts to 
control the narrative on the nature of school education. Yet the 
advocates for state schools are missing the one strategic advantage that 
private schools actually have - the size of the administration and the 
ability to deal with the person at the top. 

My belief in the effectiveness of small operational units comes 
from my observation of arts organisations. Any administrative unit 
that operates on a human scale, with a clearly defi ned clientele, is 
more easily responsive than a large hierarchical corporation.

The one single advantage independent schools have over the 
overlarge centralised state system is that they are discrete entities. 
The administration is an easily identifi ed chain of command. Parents 
and children know where to go if they have a problem. Each school 
employs its own staff and is also free to foster the professional 
development of their staff, and promote them when they excel. It is far 
easier to achieve a continuity and a sense of community than a school 
which is a relatively powerless sub-set of a large department with a 
sludge of middle management. Size does matter. 

I’m not suggesting that no private schools have problems or that 
all state schools are models of Stalinist imperfection, but when there 
are problems in a non-systemic school it is easier to discover lines 
of communication. I should here point out the bleeding obvious. 
There is no necessary connection between state provided education 
and large self-referential bureaucracies. Indeed New Zealand, only a 
stone’s throw across the Tasman has a situation where schools have 
the kind of autonomy that would be regarded as total heresy in New 
South Wales. State schools in New Zealand not only directly employ 
teachers, but are controlled by boards of Trustees dominated by 
parents and community members. Their teachers are encouraged to 
see themselves in partnership with parents for the benefi t of children. 
So why is the Australian bureaucratic tradition so different? And why 
is the tribe of the state education bureaucracy so utterly defensive of 
their territory?

When I was researching my book (and I should point out that the 
fi rst draft was 55,000 words, with all the beautiful statistics ditched 
in the fi nal cull) I uncovered the different histories of Australia’s 
government educational bureaucracies and those of other similar 
countries. Elsewhere public education systems tend to be run by 
county or local government authorities. Australian education systems 
were always based on the sparsely populated six states (Logan, Greg 
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and Clarke, Eddie, State Education in Queensland: A brief history 1984). 
Indeed the NSW Department of Education and Training is one of the 
largest individual education bureaucracies, and is proud of this. To 
be fair, in recent years there have been attempts to break it down into 
digestible bites, and the campaign by school principals to have some 
say over the staff coming into their schools is at last bearing fruit, but 
the cultural legacy of the monolithic state is still dominant. There 
is a particular conformist mindset, an ease with which problems 
can be fobbed off in any large bureaucracy, that makes it hard for 
small people, outsiders like parents and children without kinship 
connections. 

Australia of course does share some common education legacies 
with the rest of the Anglosphere. One of these is that early childhood 
education is not as highly regarded as high school, or indeed 
university. In the nineteenth century hapless pupil teachers - bright 
compliant schoolgirls - were given the job of teaching the little ones. 
They were paid less than “real” teachers, but if they were good 
enough they were rewarded with a short stint at a Teachers Training 
college. Even in the 1920s it was possible for a girl to get a Teachers 
Training scholarship without completing high school and of course 
two year trained primary teachers were the norm until the late 1960s. 
It was an interesting status we used to give to student teachers. They 
were treated as apprentices rather than students, and paid apprentice 
wages. So school teaching was a trade. And seen in that light it was a 
fair deal. The state systems took bright working class kids and gave 
them an education in return for their bonded labour. By the 1930s, 
when the Great Depression encouraged otherwise unemployed 
children to stay at school, all teacher trainees had at least completed 
high school. Some of the people who later became this country’s 
educated elite were given their start this way - including Bernard 
Smith the great Australian art historian.

The system of bonded scholarships for teachers was expanded 
after World War II when education became our national priority. 
Most of those who received these scholarships, including the 
scholarships that sent them to university, were the fi rst members of 
their families to undertake tertiary study. They were enthusiastic 
about the benefi ts given to them by this project, and so encouraged 
other bright students to follow in their footsteps. These teachers, who 
had themselves been helped to an education, assisted in creating the 
culture of mass education that so enriched this country in the mid 
twentieth century. I would argue that Australia is still feasting on the 
results of this investment by governments and communities. But there 
was a downside to this. Teaching in state schools, with such an easy 
narrow progression from compliant pupil to trainee and straight back 
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to the classroom, encouraged a narrow collectivism, a culture of self-
righteousness, and a belief in the supremacy of the tribe. 

There are of course other cultures at play in the education 
landscape. One of the most infl uential has been that of Catholic 
parochial schools. For many years Catholic schools were run by 
the clergy - nuns and brothers paid nothing more than their keep 
- dedicated to bringing the Catholic underclass into mainstream 
Australia, and in this they were spectacularly successful, even though 
sometimes you’d have to describe their methods as rough justice 
administered under high stress.

But in the 1960s with the winds of change in the Church, many 
clergy left even as the schools fi lled to overfl owing and there was a 
shortage of qualifi ed teachers. The elite private schools, the schools 
that for many years had been able to ensure that their students 
matriculated to university because there was no competition, never 
had to worry too much about qualifi cations. Teaching attracted 
oddballs, sometimes brilliant as well as those whose lifestyle fi tted 
in with the schools’ ethos. Geelong Grammar was able to employ 
both the young Manning Clark and (during World War II) Ludwig 
Hirschfeld Mack, the great Bauhaus artist. Most private schools paid 
their staff signifi cantly less than state schools, a situation which is 
certainly not the case now. Girls’ schools were the principal employers 
of women university graduates, as we were hardly a country that gave 
many career opportunities for women. What was interesting here is 
that many of these educated women who became teachers were also 
(understandably) feminists. And they added the fl avour of their faith 
in women to the girls they taught. For many years you would have 
to say that both the salaries paid in private schools and the general 
quality of teaching was less than that in state schools (Kelly, Gwen 
19). In the last three decades all that has changed. So how did that 
happen?

What I discovered was a tale of unexpected consequences. In 
1974 when tertiary education became free in this country, this was 
seen to be a good thing. Suddenly there were no more university 
fees, the barriers were down. At the same time the baby boom was 
ending, and instead of being frantically short of teachers as more 
and more children stayed at school, there was a glut. Some of the 
surplus was mopped up as casual teachers, but by the mid-1970s there 
were more teachers than jobs. So when the Australian Education 
Union accelerated what I can only describe as an incredibly stupid 
campaign to eliminate bonded scholarships, the state governments 
couldn’t believe their luck. Within a remarkably short time bonds 
were abolished, and so was the obligation to employ newly graduated 
teachers. 
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So where did they go, those bright, young, rejected teachers? 
Many entered either the Catholic system or independent schools. 
Some of course did both. This cross fertilisation of ideologies was 
a huge boost for the quality of school education in this country. In 
these schools the young teachers found traditions of pastoral care, of 
mutual responsibility and, in the independent schools in particular, 
administrative structures were receptive to talent and prepared to 
reward it. It is not surprising some of the best people in leadership 
positions today in private schools were once unemployed state school 
teachers. They also brought an expectation that they would be paid 
reasonably well, and thanks to the Independent Education Union, 
the union for teachers in this sector (http://www.ieu.org.au/ accessed 
07/07/07) over the years they negotiated salary and conditions that are 
now superior to those in state schools.

Meanwhile, by the late 1970s, state schools began what can only be 
described as a slow slide in working conditions, salaries and morale. 
There is the research that shows the decline in admission scores 
into teacher education throughout the 1980s and 1990s (Preston, 
Barbara 2002), and also how education degrees were spectacularly 
unsuccessful in adding quality to the students who attended them 
(Leigh &#). But I would argue that there is more to the story than 
this. 

Without those bright young teachers coming into staffrooms with 
their fresh approach, it was too easy for state hierarchies to become 
set in their ways, and no one was moving much up the food chain 
anyway. In this stagnant pool, morale sank. The 1980s saw a further 
change in this country’s educational priorities - degrees in commercial 
law and fi nance (careers once mocked as only being suited to nerds) 
were seen as more fun than teaching. And by the 1980s women had 
more career choices than at any other time in human history. So it 
is no surprise that teachers discouraged their bright students from 
joining them in the staff room. When people and institutions are 
under threat they tend to become defensive, insular. So some of the 
belligerent behaviour of state teachers and education authorities can 
be understood, although it is best described as counterproductive.

There is another consequence of the education revolution of the 
mid twentieth century. When we came to be parents in the 1980s and 
beyond, my generation had rather different expectations of our local 
state schools than our parents. So why was this? 

My parents didn’t even have their Intermediate Certifi cates. 
They were children of the great Depression and World War II. It 
was a heritage of underprivilege that I shared with my classmates 
at Hurstville primary. Working-class people were aware of the 
disadvantages of their lack of formal education, so our parents were 
respectfully wary of teachers on the rare occasions they met. 
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But now parents approach teachers as their intellectual equals, and 
this is not an unreasonable assumption. From my observation many 
of the complaints by teachers about parents come down to a failure 
by that old hierarchical culture to accept that parents are no longer 
supplicants. Teachers now need to be as accountable and available as 
other professionals, and parents are often in the position of being their 
child’s advocate. Those schools and systems which will not or cannot 
make this adjustment are, not surprisingly, losing students to those 
who can.

Rather than getting bogged down in an unproductive brawl 
about private schools poaching students, it is probably time school 
administrations started to reassess how to relate to their students 
and the families of students. Despite the huge shift in parents’ 
educational levels, the system still fi nds it easy to brush aside their 
legitimate concerns. There is still a tendency to assume that education 
is something that happens to children, rather than with them. So if 
schools are for the benefi t of children what we need to put into place 
are systems to encourage families and schools to work in partnership 
for the benefi t of the child. This is hardly radical stuff. Indeed it is 
standard practice in New Zealand government schools (http://www.
minedu.govt.nz/ accessed 7/07/07). Bearing in mind that this is the 
culture that gave us circle sentencing as a way of resolving criminal 
activity, maybe we can learn from them in terms of education 
management. 

Most states now have different forms of parent and community 
representation. But many of these are confi ned to form rather 
than substance. The bureaucracy is usually able to ensure its own 
survival. How then do parents and students cope when they have 
serious problems with their local school? Each state has different 
offi cial procedures that pay some degree of lip service to complaints 
about schools. However, as the recent case of Ben Cox’s mother’s 
long and heroic fi ght on her son’s behalf against the NSW Education 
Department shows (Lamont, Leonie “He was bullied at school - now 
he'll walk away with $1 million”, Sydney Morning Herald, 15/05/07) 
the bureaucracy will fi ght to the bitter end to avoid accepting 
responsibility. 

The classroom photograph for the fi ve year old Cox, as published 
in the Sydney Morning Herald, shows how badly the school dealt with 
the problem of bullying. Behind the group of fi ve year olds was a 
message board with a poster saying “If I hit a bully it makes ME a 
bully”. That is a classic cop-out, typical of a system adept at blaming 
the victim. That child’s mother was told bullying was good for him. 
Other parents (and children) have similar stories. The authorities, 
who have a duty of care for the child, tend to put responsibility back 
onto the victim, because they can. Ben Cox’s mother ultimately sued 
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on her son’s behalf and the amount awarded stands as an indictment 
of the system that allowed this. Incidentally I recently had an apologist 
for the NSW Department of Education tell me that Cox’s mother had 
to take her son’s trauma to court because the education department 
believed in open government and would not hide behind a court 
settlement. It’s amazing what spin can do.

Rather than running court cases which take money that ordinary 
people don’t have as well as causing unendurable stress to the children 
concerned, we’d all be better off if there was in our schools an open 
and transparent system of confl ict resolution. 

The university sector, where I work, has undergone a social 
revolution as great as any other in the last 50 years. In the middle 
of constantly being asked to do more with less, including achieving 
higher standards with fewer resources, we have also revolutionised our 
approach to students. When I was an undergraduate in the late 1960s 
no one ever even saw a course outline. Our classes were small (my 
fi rst tutorial only had nine students), and it was rare to see a lecturer 
outside of class. Now students are in constant contact by email, course 
outlines are not only compulsory but every single course outline at 
my university contains details of the grievance procedure, including 
the name and contact details of the school’s grievance offi cer. Oddly 
enough once this information became public, complaints were 
reduced. 

There is no reason why schools cannot take a similar approach in 
informing students and parents of their rights. Some schools, notably 
those in the once troubled Catholic system, have a very open policy 
on dealing with complaints. Other independent schools work hard to 
create a community with their parents. They are only too aware that 
if complaints are not dealt with in an open and equitable manner, 
parents will resort to a combination of legal action and damaging 
publicity.

In addition to an open and transparent complaints process, 
university courses are assessed for student feedback, and teaching 
staff are expected to reconsider their approach to teaching in line with 
student needs (http://www.unsw.edu.au/learning/pve/catei.html Accessed 
7/07/07)

One private school, SCEGGS Darlinghurst, regularly surveys its 
senior students on the quality of their teaching. The school doesn’t 
assume that the students are necessarily right, but their opinions are 
taken into account. Listening to students is a part of the process of 
mutual respect. 

For years there have been complaints on quality control in schools 
and now governments are beginning to act - but they seem to have 
lost the notion of “mutual respect” along the way. Last year NSW 
Parliament passed the Education Legislation Amendment (Staff) 



THE SYDNEY PAPERS AUTUMN 2007 123

Bill that enables the state to “let go” those teachers who chronically 
under perform. In recent months Federal minister for Education, 
Julie Bishop, has come out with tough talk on performance pay where 
“under performing” teachers will be fi nancially penalised in an 
education free for all. This dog-eat-dog approach to teachers’ rewards 
was reinforced in the federal budget where a lucky few will be able to 
complete further professional development, and be paid for it. Even 
the Prime Minister has put his two cents worth into the mix declaring 
a fatwa on bullying. Bearing in mind that the fi rst step in ending a 
culture of bullying is for those at the top to decline the use of coercive 
power, I doubt if anyone closely associated with federal politics has 
much chance of success there. 

It is often under performing teachers who benefi t most from 
professional development, not the high fl yers. If governments were 
serious about supporting teacher quality, all teachers would be fully 
supported in paid professional development, and those who prove not 
capable of benefi ting could then be let go. There would be less need 
for intensive remedial professional development of teachers if young 
teachers were properly supported fi rst in their studies, and later in 
the early years of their careers. Some state systems have instituted 
half-hearted scholarships where students are paid a pittance while 
they study. Western Australia pays a generous allowance for fi nal year 
teaching students prepared to travel to rural and remote areas, but 
then their remote areas are seriously distant(http://www.det.wa.edu.
au/education/teaching/scholarships.html Accessed 07/07/07). The level 
of support offered to students in teaching is contrasted with the funds 
lavished on those who join the ADF. The Department of Defence is 
currently offering university students a stipend of over $31,000 plus 
HECS and a generous allowance in return for their immortal souls 
(http://www.defencejobs.gov.au/default.asp?initMedia=1&media=flash
&bounceBack=/default.asp&p=127 Accessed 07/07/07). If it is good 
enough to properly support those being trained to fi ght, then it should 
be good enough to properly support those dedicated to ensuring that 
the country is worth fi ghting for. 

Now that would be a revolution in education.
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FRESH IDEAS FOR THE FUTURE ECONOMY

Kevin Rudd MP was elected Leader of the federal Labor 
Opposition on 4 December 2006. As Leader, he immediately 
gave Labor a record winning margin in political opinion polls 
as it entered election year 2007. In an address to The Sydney 
Institute on Wednesday 18 July 2007, Kevin Rudd argued 
that the good economic times Australia was enjoying were 
not the result of good government policy and that “the role 
of a prudent government (just like a prudent family) is how 
you best prepare for a future when external conditions are not 
nearly so kind”.

Kevin Rudd MP
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FRESH IDEAS FOR THE 
FUTURE ECONOMY

KEVIN RUDD 

I am always pleased to speak at The Sydney Institute and I’d like 
to thank Gerard and Anne for inviting me along. The Institute has 
long been an indispensable part of Australian public life. Just about 
every debate of consequence is aired in this place at some stage: some 
are generated here, some are elevated in the general discourse and 
some – like the subject I will address tonight - take on new shapes.

There is no older subject of political debate, but in the present 
context it’s just beginning. A hundred years ago it might have been 
called the “the condition of the people”. I mean such mundane 
seeming things as the cost of groceries and fuel. I also mean the 
demands of work relative to the needs of families – of young children 
and ageing parents. The cost of education; the quality of that 
education; the yields of education. I mean wages, relative to all the 
costs that Australian working families have to bear; and the time put 
into work and the stresses of that work relative to wages. I mean the 
security of jobs. The cost of mortgages and loans. The availability of 
houses. The cost of childcare, and the quality of childcare and the 
availability of childcare.

The Liberal Party’s principal philosopher in residence, Tony 
Abbott, concluded recently that in Australia today: “there are two 
parallel universes”. One universe in which the government appears to 
be travelling very badly. And then, according to Tony Abbott, there’s 
the other universe, the real universe: “the universe of the substance 
of government where we have been extremely good”. One of the nice 
things about Tony Abbott is his predisposition for understatement: his 
core proposition being that the country has no real problems, we are 
blessed with a fi rst class government and the only real problem is that 
working families just don’t get it.

The political arrogance of this view of the world is breathtaking - 
and the economic triumphalism which underpins it even more so. But 
the level of disconnect which now exists between the universe which 
the government inhabits and the universe which working families 
inhabit has now become so wide that in fact it’s the government that 
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just doesn’t get it. The truth is after 11 years in offi ce this government 
has now lost touch with working families. It is led by a Prime Minister 
who only a few months ago said, “Working families in Australia have 
never been better off”. And by inference that they should be grateful 
for what this “extremely good” government has given them.

Unfortunately for the government, working families no longer 
believe them – for the simple reason that the statistical averages 
don’t refl ect the day to day realities that so many families face. The 
Australian people are remarkably well informed. They follow much 
more of what goes on in Australian political life than most politicians 
give them credit for. When it comes to the government’s grandiose 
claims about economic management, the Australian people have 
reached three basic conclusions: 

• First, that the government has grossly exaggerated its own role 
in creating the conditions for Australia’s current prosperity;

• Second, that the government glosses over a number of core 
defi ciencies in our nation’s overall economic performance; and

• Third, that the government conveniently ignores the fact that 
while the national economy continues to grow, the household 
economy is characterised by the realities of declining housing 
affordability and mounting cost of living pressures – both 
exacerbated by the government’s unfair industrial relations 
laws.

How, for example, can we expect to maintain long-term public 
support for the continuing project of economic reform when policies 
like John Howard’s industrial relations laws shift the economy’s 
adjustment costs on to those who can least afford them?

The reform agenda of Hawke and Keating was not about taking 
things away from working families. They increased opportunities 
for a generation of young Australians – by reducing prices through 
tariff reform; by increasing the skills of the workforce by lifting 
school retention rates; by fostering greater security for Australians 
in retirement through superannuation; by building new industries 
and new business opportunities by internationalising the economy. 
In short, they laid the foundations for a stronger future both for 
the nation, and for the nation’s families. After 16 years of economic 
growth it is right to ask ourselves, why is it now harder and harder 
for a family on average wages to buy a normal family home in a major 
city? Why are working families struggling with the escalating cost of 
groceries? Why is quality childcare less accessible and less affordable 
than a decade ago?

And what’s the purpose of prosperity when you fi nd yourself less 
and less able to spend time with the kids through their growing years? 
John Howard has forgotten the link between the macro picture and 
the micro experience of working families. The reason we engage in 
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economic reform is both to build the nation and to better working 
people’s lives.

The foundations of today’s prosperity
Let me now turn to the foundations of Australia’s current 

prosperity. In Tony Abbott’s parallel universe, the Australian 
economy was a basket case until the Liberal Party was elected in 1996. 
Unfortunately for Tony Abbott, this analysis simply is not believed 
outside of Liberal Party circles. Whether you read former Reserve 
Bank Governor Ian Macfarlane’s Boyer Lectures from last year, or 
you read the reports of the Productivity Commission, the published 
analyses of the Treasury, the message is clear that the economic 
reforms of the Hawke and Keating years laid the foundations for the 
resurgence of the modern Australian economy.

This reality is neither understood nor acknowledged by John 
Howard and Peter Costello. Or more disturbingly, it is understood 
and then denied. The other problem with the Liberal Party’s parallel 
universe is that it seeks to deny the central role of external economic 
factors in driving much of Australia’s prosperity in recent years.

The Australian community gets that we are in the middle of a 
global economic boom, that Australia is located in the epicentre of 
that boom with the rise of China and of India, and that the world at 
present has an insatiable demand for Australian commodities. The 
world economy is in its strongest growth patch in over three decades 
– with fi ve consecutive years of global growth above fi ve per cent. 
Australia is in the fi fth year of a mining boom that has taken our terms 
of trade to the highest levels recorded since those records began.

The Howard Government has tried to play down the scale of this 
boom, preferring to claim credit themselves for every good thing that 
has happened to Australia. But the facts speak for themselves. As the 
Reserve Bank’s Bulletin noted in April, the past century has only 
seen two booms comparable to the current mining boom – during 
the 1930s and 1970s. The Reserve Bank Governor, Glenn Stevens, 
recently noted that the terms of trade boom is delivering an economic 
bonanza to Australia worth eight per cent of the value of our national 
income this year alone, or around $80 billion.

For federal government revenues, the effect of the revenue boom 
is staggering. The Howard Government has been the great benefi ciary 
of the tax windfall from the mining boom for several years. ANZ 
Bank Chief Economist, Saul Eslake, estimates that some $398 billion 
has been added to budget bottom line in the period since the mining 
boom began in 2003, and stretching out to the end of Budget forward 
estimates period in 2010-11.

The other part of Australia’s current economic reality which is 
well understood by the Australian community is that all commodities 
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booms eventually come to an end. Just as they understand that the 
role of a prudent government (just like a prudent family) is how you 
best prepare for a future when external conditions are not nearly so 
kind. Saul Eslake’s analysis indicates that just eight per cent of the 
revenue windfall from the mining boom will be spent on education 
and innovation. Just six per cent on roads infrastructure. His 
conclusion: “I have to confess that I genuinely struggle to think of 
anything of lasting value that has been done with it”.

In other words, too little priority has been given to the long term 
investments that will drive future growth and prosperity once the 
mining boom is over. And for Labor, as the alternate government of 
Australia, this represents the core economic challenge for the future 
– and represents the central organising principle of Labor’s economic 
platform for government.

Defi ciencies in Australia’s current economic 
performance

The truth is Australia’s economic performance is not as rosy as 
John Howard makes out. Take for example Australian interest rates. 
We’ve had eight back to back interest rate rises over the past fi ve years. 
We have had four such rises since John Howard promised at the last 
election to keep interest rates at record lows. We now see, under John 
Howard, Australia with the second highest home mortgage rates 
amongst advanced economies. We all know that it’s not John Howard’s 
call. It is the Reserve Bank’s call. And, in politically intervening in this 
way, John Howard is in effect undermining the independence of the 
Reserve Bank – for which he has been criticised by the former Bank 
Governor, Ian Macfarlane. The impact of these four interest rate rises 
during John Howard’s last term alone have added some $2,916 more 
to interest repayments per year for an average loan on a median priced 
home – or $72,000 to the overall cost of a mortgage.

Then there is the Prime Minister who proclaims his success in 
creating jobs. It is worth noting that average annual employment 
growth under the Liberal Party has been only 2.0 per cent, lower than 
the 2.2 per cent when Labor was in power. Australia also today has 
a further half a million people who are underemployed (they work 
for less than full time hours per work and would like to work more 
hours) equating to an underemployment rate of 5 per cent. When 
added to our unemployed, what the ABS defi nes as our labour force 
underutilisation rate is 9.3 per cent. Then there is the skills shortage 
that is holding back economic growth. A chronic skills shortage across 
much of the economy. If ever there was evidence of policy failure 
it is here. For its part, the Reserve Bank has been warning of the 
consequences of skills shortages for a decade or so.
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But the record demonstrates that these warnings have fallen on 
deaf ears. Since 1997, the Reserve Bank of Australia has repeatedly 
said to the Howard Government that the chronic skills shortage is 
a major capacity constraint in the economy that would adversely 
affect our economic growth and prosperity. The Government’s own 
estimates show Australia facing a shortage of more than 200,000 
skilled workers over the next fi ve years.

While the government has been in power, the TAFE system has 
turned away over 325,000 people from its gates. To skills shortages 
we should add infrastructure defi ciencies. The government’s response 
is to blame the states. A bit diffi cult when broadband is a uniquely 
federal responsibility and according to the OECD report earlier this 
week, we have the second slowest and one of the most expensive 
broadband networks in the developed world.

Unfortunately this is another part of Tony Abbott’s parallel 
universe that the Australian community gets as well. Another source 
of unease in the mind of the broader community and a number of 
commentators is why in the face of global commodities boom, we 
are continuing to generate trade defi cits, very large current account 
defi cits, and ballooning foreign debt. All under the decade-long 
stewardship of these self-proclaimed fi rst class economic managers.

Despite the best trading conditions in more than half a century, 
we’ve had more than fi ve years of monthly trade defi cits – a record. 
Our current account defi cit is entering its fi fth year above fi ve per cent 
of GDP – resulting in an enormous surge in foreign debt which now 
totals $532 billion in contrast to the $180 billion that John Howard 
promised to reduce in 1996. Finally, we’ve also seen a structural 
decline in Australia’s productivity growth – the outcome that more 
than anything else determines long term living standards.

Over the fi ve year productivity cycle from 1993-94, market sector 
labour productivity grew at an average annual rate of 3.3 per cent. But 
in the fi ve years from 1998-99, productivity growth slumped to just 2.1 
per cent a year. According to the National Accounts data, productivity 
growth also appears to have deteriorated further since then, averaging 
just one per cent in the fi rst three years of the current productivity 
cycle. And in the year to March 2007, productivity growth registered 
only 0.9 per cent. In economy-wide terms, the projections contained 
in Peter Costello’s Intergenerational Report expected productivity to 
fall below its long term average this decade to 1.5 per cent per year.

As RBA Governor Glenn Stevens has said, this decline is not 
explained away by the drought, the mining boom, employment growth 
or anything else. Which is why institutions like the Reserve Bank, the 
Productivity Commission and business groups like the BCA and the 
Australian Industry Group, have been raising productivity growth as a 
critical challenge for Australia over a long period of time.
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Out of touch with cost of living pressures for working 
families

Returning then to Tony Abbott’s parallel universe, John Howard 
and Peter Costello are saying that because we are in the midst of a 
once in a generation mining boom, a budget surplus and low levels 
of formal unemployment the anxieties felt in working families are 
misplaced. Their argument is that the government’s record is much 
misunderstood. Our argument is that the government’s record is 
in fact very well understood by working families. The fi gures that 
make Howard and Costello swagger are not the same fi gures that are 
making working families worry day and night about the cost of living.

The fi gures that make working families worry are fi gures like this:
• One in four households with a mortgage are now offi cially 

categorised as being in mortgage stress.
• A 53 per cent increase in petrol prices over the past fi ve years;
• A 25 per cent increase in bread prices;
• Increases of between 20 and 60 per cent for butter; and
• Increases of 35 per cent for fruit and vegetables.
Increases in general health, hospital and medical services costs 

have averaged close to six per cent a year during John Howard’s time 
in offi ce – two times the offi cial rate of infl ation. Preschool, primary 
and high school education costs under Mr Howard have increased at 
an average of seven per cent per year – two and a half times the rate of 
infl ation. Since 1996, the average mortgage repayment to income ratio 
for a typical fi rst home buyer has risen from 17.9 per cent to 30.7 per 
cent and fully two per cent more than when interest rates peaked in 
1989.

Indeed the eight back to back interest rates rises under John 
Howard have left Australia with the higher mortgage rates than only 
one other advanced economy. And of course as house prices have 
risen, so have rents. Meanwhile, many Australians are seeing the 
prosperity for people at the top end of our society, but wondering why 
they seem to have been cut out from it. 

There is something almost perverse about the government’s 
willingness to boast about the nation’s economic performance while 
trying to grind down the conditions of average Australian workers and 
their families. Bear in mind that for all the government’s insistence 
that our economic success depends on their WorkChoices laws, not 
one in ten Australian workers has yet been placed on a WorkChoices 
contract. For those who are, the consequences were revealed in the 
government’s own data in May 2006 – and it is easy to see why since 
then the statistics have been choked off.

• 100 per cent of all AWAs took away at least one protected 
Award condition;
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• 63 per cent of all agreements removed penalty rates;
• 52 per cent removed shift work loading; and
• 46 per cent cut public holiday payments.
Yet all John Howard can say is that “Australian working families 

have never been better off”. This statement of itself suggests that 
the parallel universe in which John Howard is living is increasingly 
disconnected from the challenges found by working families – from 
the challenges that must be faced by the household economy.

The economic debate
The government’s response to these challenges to their economic 

credentials is increasingly driven by hubris rather than reality. They 
refuse to acknowledge the reformist legacy they inherited. They refuse 
to acknowledge the impact of positive global and regional economic 
factors. They refuse to acknowledge the defi ciencies in their own 
performance on skills, infrastructure, productivity and the external 
account. And they refuse to acknowledge anything other than 
“working families have never been better off”.

In fact it is diffi cult to engage a government in serious policy 
debate when its over-riding principle is one of absolute self 
congratulation. Australia needs a debate on how to best secure 
long-term prosperity for Australia once the mining boom is over 
– and without throwing the fair go out the back door. Of course 
sound economic management starts with the right framework for 
macroeconomic policy. But let’s not have a false debate about this. 
On fi scal and monetary policies, the reality is that there’s a broad 
bipartisan consensus – as the former Reserve Bank Governor Ian 
Macfarlane argued so clearly in his Boyer lectures on the “Search for 
Stability” last year: “These days the macro-economic policy proposals 
of the two major parties are almost identical…” You could scarcely 
fi nd a more credible source on this than the public servant who ran 
monetary policy for ten years under the Howard Government.

The truth is, both major parties are committed to the 2-3 per cent 
infl ation target and an independent Reserve Bank, the framework 
set up under Labor in the early 1990s and formalised by this 
Government in 1996. Both parties are also committed to sustaining 
Budget surpluses over the economic cycle. Labor’s Budget Rules 
also make the commitment that we won’t raise taxation as a share of 
GDP; and we will reprioritise government spending to offset Labor 
commitments.

Where we differ is on our priorities in addressing Australia’s 
future challenges. That’s why we’ve been focusing on how we can 
restore strong productivity growth to Australia and lift participation 
rates – the key components of what Dr Ken Henry describes as the 
“three Ps” (population, participation and productivity), the long term 
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determinants of economic growth and improved living standards. 
This is why we have been laying out a new productivity growth 
agenda, including:

• Human capital investment – through an Education 
Revolution;

• Infrastructure investment – starting with a comprehensive 
national audit by Infrastructure Australia and investing in a 
national high-speed broadband network;

• Promoting innovation – by building a culture of research and 
innovation;

• Ensuring that we encourage enterprise by rolling back the tide 
of excessive business regulation; and

• Preparing for the global shift to a more carbon effi cient 
economy.

Childcare – It’s about participation and the cost of 
living

With an ageing population, as described in the government’s own 
Intergenerational Reports, much of Australia’s growth potential rests 
on boosting both productivity and participation. Participation in 
the workforce in an important means to maximise personal income, 
realise aspiration, and maximise the economic growth potential of 
the economy. When you analyse the data, three cohorts stand out in 
terms of the need to boost participation: 1) our teenagers who neither 
study nor work; 2) women who take time out of the workforce to have 
children; and 3) older Australians who still have much to contribute 
towards the wealth generation of our economy and as mentors to many 
in the workforce. It’s why I have already engaged so heavily in the 
Education Revolution – to lift retention rates – by giving our young 
kids new pathways, particularly through the trades, to participate in 
study and work. I am haunted by the fi gure that 540,000 16–24 year 
olds are neither in full time study, training or work. What a waste. 
Another key component of the participation equation is women’s 
engagement with the workforce.

Women’s workforce participation has increased steadily over the 
last 25 years with the proportion of those aged 15 years and over 
rising from 40 per cent in 1979 to 53 per cent in 2004. Much of the 
increase has been in part time work as women attempt to balance 
careers with family commitments. Full time employment of women 
of child bearing age, that is aged 25-34, has also increased markedly 
from 29 per cent in 1979 to 44 per cent in 2004. In large part this 
quite dramatic shift in women’s workforce participation comes from 
the trend towards later ages for marriage and the birth of the fi rst 
child, and more women with formal qualifi cations pursuing careers. 
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This participation was underpinned by Labor’s education funding 
opening up access to university for a whole generation of Australian 
women. And it is clear that improvements in participation have also 
been facilitated by Labor childcare reforms.

The Whitlam Government introduced Commonwealth funding 
for childcare in 1972, the Keating Government introduced the Child 
Care Rebate in 1994 and by 1995/96 childcare expenditure as a 
proportion of GDP doubled. But decisions about balancing work and 
career with the vital task of raising children are ultimately ones best 
made by parents, not governments.

I respect the individual decisions parents make to stay at home full 
time to care for a child. But that does not remove the responsibility 
of government to facilitate the work and home careers of Australian 
parents. For many mothers, returning to work is a choice, but for 
many others it is a fi nancial necessity. In so many families, both 
Mum and Dad have to go to work to pay the mortgage. It’s a tough 
decision, but to pay the mortgage, you have to pay for childcare. Both 
costs – mortgages and childcare – are rising. In this way families fi nd 
themselves stuck on a seemingly unending fi nancial treadmill. Parents 
feel frustrated and often guilty because they have less time with their 
children, and less time with each other – and when they have the 
time they’re tired. This is the reality of modern working life, and of a 
great many modern working families. Furthermore, traditional family 
support structures are not as accessible as they once were. Though 
these days many grandparents are making the sacrifi ces to be close to 
their grandchildren; to help their own children cope with the constant 
juggle between work and family life.

Grandparents have always been providers of childcare. But over 
the last 11 years, Australia’s grandmothers and grandfathers have 
been called upon to take an even greater role because of the fi nancial 
pressures placed on their children. We know this to be a fact as the 
2006 census shows that more than 511,000 Australians over the age of 
55 are proving unpaid childcare for children other than their own.

For many, many Australians, childcare is a critical variable 
in making the decision to re-enter the formal workforce in some 
capacity. With childcare a critical part of the work-family decision, the 
three critical concerns that our families have are: First, is childcare 
available? Second, can I afford it? Third, will my son or daughter 
get quality care when in childcare? Accessibility to childcare is 
raised by families right across this country. It’s hard to fi nd the right 
information of where places are available; when they are available; 
and how good is the care provided? Yet, the Minister for Family and 
Community Services is often heard to deny both the problems of 
supply and affordability of childcare. This jars with the experience 
of families everywhere. Indeed, Minister Brough told the Federal 
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Parliament recently that “there is no shortage of childcare for the zero 
to two age group, preschool age or any other age.”

Tell that to the parents across this country struggling to fi nd a 
childcare place for their son or daughter – one that is easily accessible 
to them; one which they have confi dence in; one which is fl exible 
enough to meet their employment needs. I have a simple practical 
challenge for John Howard: Provide parents with reliable location 
information on the type of care available; by location; the number of 
places currently available in the local area; the cost; and the length of 
any waiting list. Only the Federal Government has access to this sort 
of comprehensive data. At present only limited local data is provided 
by the government through the Childcare Access line. And unless 
the government publicly provides comprehensive national data, their 
claim that there is no shortage of affordable places in the country will 
be treated with contempt. Some leading private providers of childcare 
are doing this within their own networks. And some local authorities 
are doing the same. But we need a solution for all of our nation’s 
families.

Affordability
Knowing whether there are childcare places available for their 

children is one thing, affording it is another. It’s all too often the 
highest hurdle for families to overcome; it’s too often the hurdle which 
means that workforce participation is not maximised; it’s increasingly 
a signifi cant part of the cost of living pressures that families face. At 
the household level the equation is simple. What is my take home pay 
after tax and childcare costs are deducted? Parents aren’t mugs. They 
want to work but they won’t work for free. The fi nancial burden of 
childcare has been rising and been affected by two factors:

One, the rising costs of childcare itself. For each of the last four 
years, childcare out of pocket costs have increased by more than 12 
per cent each year. Over the life of the current government, parents’ 
out of pocket childcare costs have doubled. - this represents increases 
of nearly fi ve times the rate of infl ation.

Two, the higher use of childcare by families – as they struggle 
to keep with the demands of workplaces and the growing mortgage 
and general cost of living expenses. The proportion of families with 
children under twelve who now purchase formal childcare each week 
has risen sharply – by over 65 per cent since 1996. And the average 
amount of time individual children spend in care each week has also 
increased. They use it more and it costs more - all adds up to a rising 
burden for families.
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Government policy
One of the greatest shortcomings of the government’s approach 

to childcare has been its refusal to understand the role that childcare 
plays in the lives of families and the broader economy. It’s highlighted 
by their reluctance to move beyond the demand-side of the equation. 
The Child Care Benefi t provides an important supplement to working 
families to assist in the purchase of childcare. The more recent 
addition of a Child Care Tax Rebate which allows families to claim 
up to $4,000 in childcare out-of-pocket costs each fi nancial year 
is also of valuable assistance to parents. However, these measures 
alone have failed to adequately address the twin problems of supply 
and affordability. And the failure to act on both fronts is clear. The 
government’s decision to give a one off increase in the rate of Child 
Care Benefi t to parents, with no reforms to address the supply of 
childcare has, in some cases, already been swallowed up by price 
increases.

In my home state of Queensland it was recently reported that 
some centres were increasing fees by 25 per cent, with the rates 
charged for babies up from $52 to $65 per day. A centre in suburban 
Brisbane wrote to parents recently to explain their decision to apply a 
10 per cent fee increase from the fi rst of July and directly referenced 
the childcare benefi t increase in their decision. This is what happens 
when the government fails to understand how its policies really should 
be about making the market work to meet the needs of families.

Labor’s approach 
Federal Labor has a different approach to childcare. Labor 

pioneered the use of demand side fee relief, but we have also embraced 
supply-side responses as well - particularly when that investment 
leverages the dividend of higher workforce participation. Labor has 
plans to develop up to 260 new childcare centres on school sites to 
provide convenient childcare places in areas where there are shortages 
is a practical measure to address parent’s concerns about the double 
drop-off, reduce waiting lists and put some downwards pressure on 
fees. Labor’s policy of universal pre-school for all four year olds will 
signifi cantly increase the available places for four year olds and the 
educational quality of the care they receive.

Moreover, to further improve the quality of childcare, I have 
announced plans to invest in providing more qualifi ed teachers in 
both private and community-based centres - recognising the fact that 
passing on the cost of improving the quality of education and care for 
our 250,000 four olds to operators would only increase fees. Labor’s 
plan for universal preschool will ensure that the platform delivers for 
both working and non-working parents. What this means are those 
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children who typically spend a day in long day care will have on-site 
access to a structured preschool program within that day.

Non-working parents will have the choice of accessing a stand 
alone preschool or to utilise a long day care centre for the preschool 
class. To deal with skills shortages in the area, as part of our $450 
million commitment to universal preschool, I have announced an 
extra 1,500 university places each year for early childhood educators, 
and to get these educators working in areas of specifi c need a Labor 
government will pay half the HECS repayments of 10,000 early 
childhood graduates who work in areas of need. More broadly, Labor 
wants to lift the qualifi cation levels of the childcare workforce and will 
pay the TAFE fees for diploma level childcare professionals. Such a 
workforce package will help get the quality staff needed to provide 
high quality care.

Today I announce another practical step in both our childcare 
platform and for a fairer deal for families – one which I touched on 
earlier. A Rudd Labor government will create an Offi ce of Work 
and Family within the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet. 
I believe a Prime Minister should have direct involvement in the 
formulation of policies to get the balance right between work and 
family life for Australians. If elected Prime Minister, I want to take a 
central role in helping Australians get the balance right between time 
at work and time at home with their children. It was John Howard who 
said four years ago that work/family balance was the barbeque stopper 
of the nation. Since then, it’s become worse. I have news for the Prime 
Minister. It’s no longer a barbeque stopper. These days families don’t 
even have the time together to have a barbeque.

A central focus for us in government will be examining ways to 
reduce fi nancial pressures on Australian families – such as housing 
affordability, the rising cost of groceries, petrol and childcare. As a 
fi rst step, the Offi ce of Work and Family will drive a comprehensive 
response to Australia’s childcare crisis for working families. The 
Offi ce of Work and Family will work with the States and Territories 
and childcare providers to: 

• Provide parents with reliable information on local childcare 
fees, vacancy data and parental reviews so parents are better 
informed about quality and price;

• publish breaches by childcare providers of the quality and 
accreditation standards;

• require childcare providers to give at least two months notice 
to parents of childcare fee increases; and

• examine options to improve childcare affordability including 
increasing workplace-based childcare so that parents can be 
closer to their children.
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Together with our supply side measures, the aim of the Offi ce of 
Work and Family will be to help keep downward pressure on fees.

Further options
While these proposals represent both a serious fi nancial 

commitment and an investment aimed at improving the supply of 
affordable, quality childcare, I do not pretend that it is enough. It is 
the time to begin a serious national debate on the range of childcare 
options for the future.

Let me share with you three areas often raised with me in 
discussions on childcare which the nation now needs to properly 
debate. First, a new expanded model for outside school hours care. 
Our universal preschool initiative recognises that in the future, 
education and childcare will not be considered as separate systems 
given the potential for children to learn in a variety of formal and 
informal settings.

To my mind we must give some consideration to whether outside 
school hours care remains a childcare program or if it is not better 
considered an addition to the functions of our schools – particularly 
given that around 76 per cent of before and after school hours care 
programs are co-located on school sites. In other words, should 
outside school hours care be integrated with after school homework 
clubs; individualised literacy and numeracy intervention for children 
identifi ed and having diffi culties in diagnostic tests; as well as 
supervised after school sports programs to tackle childhood obesity? 
Could outside school hours care be extended to junior secondary 
school? In other words has the time come to think beyond the square 
on how we better use school facilities between 3pm and 6pm not 
just for childcare but for further expanding our children’s education 
opportunities?

Second, work-based childcare. Many argue that more needs to be 
done to encourage greater work-based childcare and for businesses to 
take a greater interest in the childcare needs of their workers. It’s not 
surprising that this debate emerges given that many working parents 
actively seek childcare near their place of work because it affords them 
the opportunity to visit their child during breaks. And of course, 
particularly given a tight labour market, employers may seek to 
consider how best to retain workers by considering childcare.

In the current situation, unless childcare is provided on business 
premises, for children under the age of six, an employer is liable 
to pay fringe benefi ts tax – at 46.5 cents - on every dollar spent on 
childcare. This means in practice that only the larger employers can 
comply with FBT exemptions, because opening a licensed centre for 
infants requires signifi cant land or lease holdings, and a large number 
of employees who have children under six. The question arises as to 
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whether the tax system, particularly, FBT, can play a greater role in 
encouraging work-based childcare or work-sponsored childcare placed 
in nearby centres where employers may not be large enough to build 
or operate purpose-built centres.

My challenge to Peter Costello is to throw open the books and to 
make his Treasury offi cials available to cost and analyse options such 
as these. While on this topic, more broadly, John Howard should make 
Treasury offi cials available to us on a confi dential basis to analyse and 
cost our initiatives so that we can have a more fruitful discussion on 
the policy alternatives.

Third, many parents raise the effi cacy and adequacy of the 
two benefi ts – childcare benefi t and the childcare tax rebate – that 
they receive. In particularly we should be looking at how they assist 
families with cost of living pressures and enable them to balance their 
parenting responsibilities on the one hand and their careers on the 
other.

Conclusion
As we approach the coming election, it’s time we had a real debate 

about the nation’s long-term economic future. John Howard and Peter 
Costello want to keep the debate in their parallel universe. They want 
to have a bogus debate based on an interest rate scare campaign about 
1989 – neglecting the fact that it is meaningless to talk about 17 per 
cent interest rates 18 years ago just as it is meaningless to highlight 
the 22 per cent interest rates when John Howard was last Treasurer 25 
years ago.

John Howard wants to have a bogus debate about the unions 
– forgetting the fact that the most far-reaching economic reforms that 
this country has ever seen were engineered under the government of 
Bob Hawke, one of the country’s longest serving leaders of the union 
movement.

Labor, on the other hand, is calling for a much broader economic 
debate. A debate about where our future prosperity is going to come 
from. The political purpose behind John Howard’s bogus debate is 
plain to see. These are designed as fear campaigns to defl ect from 
the debate that John Howard does not want to have on the drivers of 
our long-term prosperity. A debate he doesn’t want to have on why 
today’s prosperity still leaves so many working families struggling 
with ballooning mortgages, cost of living pressures and the impact of 
WorkChoices – the industrial relations law that now dares not speak 
its name. 

The truth is there are not parallel universes in Australia. There is 
one. It is the one occupied by Australia’s hardworking families. John 
Howard has lost touch with it. And we intend to give it voice.
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KEVIN RUDD

Labor’s Kevin Rudd took over as Labor leader in December 
2006. He immediately raised Labor’s popularity in public 
opinion polls in an election year and went on to record the 
highest approval ratings ever for an opposition leader. As 
a latecomer to politics, Rudd’s story fascinated journalist 
Nicholas Stuart who, within months of Rudd’s election as 
Labor leader, worked quickly to publish Kevin Rudd: An 
Unauthorised Political Biography (Scribe) in 2007. Nicholas 
Stuart worked as an ABC journalist from 1985 and He 
went on to research the factors infl uencing ABC News for a 
PhD, and taught broadcast journalism at the University of 
Canberra. He is now a regular columnist for the Canberra 
Times. Nicholas Stuart addressed The Sydney Institute on 
Tuesday 24 July 2007

Nicholas Stuart
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KEVIN RUDD
NICHOLAS STUART

I fi rst became interested in writing political biographies after I 
got to know Mark Latham. I'd met him in 1988 and I thought him a 
very unusual character. His life seemed to make an interesting story. 
Unfortunately for me, by the time he became the leader of the Labor 
Party, a number of other writers had realised exactly the same thing, 
but they acted a bit faster than I did. So I was determined that this 
time, as soon as Kevin Rudd looked like getting the leadership, I was 
not going to be beaten. I made sure that I was standing outside that 
caucus meeting when he was elected, because I knew he was going to 
win. 

As Rudd walked out of caucus that day and down the long white 
corridor back to his offi ce, I said, “Kevin, I want to write your story.” 
And he smiled, and waved, and nodded, and moved on. I thought, oh 
well, that’s okay, he just hasn't really taken it in. Because, you know, 
who could possibly resist the opportunity of having their biography 
written by Nick Stuart. Yet, and this surprised me no end, Kevin 
seemed quite prepared to forgo the honour. Perhaps he hadn’t heard, 
I thought. There was the press of other people and other issues 
crowding in on him. He had to start running from the word go. I 
understood; he was a busy man, he had far better things to do than to 
talk to little Nick Stuart. 

About three days later, I was invited to his press gallery Christmas 
Drinks. Rudd was late, mainly because he was voting alongside the 
Prime Minister at that time. Both were united against stem cell 
research. Eventually, the bill got through when a broad coalition 
of Liberal and Labor members voted for it. But not Kevin Rudd. 
He sat beside Peter Garrett, alongside John Howard and with Tony 
Abbott. And I thought that this revealed something about Kevin 
Rudd; the fact that he wasn't just a simple person you could put in a 
box and dismiss as some sort of incarnation of Gough Whitlam. As 
Labor leader, he represented something very different emerging onto 
the Australian political scene. I decided my book had to attempt to 
capture this phenomenon.

I did get to meet Rudd later that evening because he eventually 
did attend his own drinks, rather late. And he saw me and said, “Hi.” 
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He registered who I was as he saw me, so he'd obviously come across 
my proposition to write his biography. It seemed it hadn't quite lodged 
properly. He said, “Now you're Nick Stuart aren't you?” And I replied, 
“Yes, and I wanted to be your biographer.” He just said, “Oohh yes,” 
gave me a lovely, warm slap on the back - nothing vicious about it - 
and responded “Yeh! Absolutely mate!” But then he quickly moved off 
to talk to another group of journalists. They were from The Australian 
and obviously far more important than a mere scribe like me from the 
Canberra Times. I began to think writing the biography might turn out 
to be a bit more diffi cult than I’d thought. Nevertheless, I was certain 
it would be fi ne in the long run, because after all everyone in the 
Canberra Press Gallery knew that Kevin Rudd was basically a harlot 
when it came to gathering publicity. He would do anything to appear 
in the media. 

I continued to press Rudd for the opportunity to write his 
biography, but there was no simple yes or no. Once I approached his 
daughter. I even went to Church - which just shows what miracles the 
Lord is working. Two of my uncles had been Presbyterian ministers 
and after sitting through their sermons it would take quite great deal 
to get me back into church. Every time I bumped into Rudd I would 
get these warm phrases. “Yes, no worries, we'll put it on the agenda.” 
Unfortunately the agenda didn't fi t me in prior to my beginning to 
write the book. So I decided that I was going to write it, anyway. 
My wife, Catherine McGrath, helped me come to that decision. She 
told me gently that I had been taking the opportunity not to do the 
washing up and other things around the house for ages, while I was 
talking about writing and dreaming about composing it. Failure to 
write was, apparently, not an option I would be advised to consider. 
So I wrote. 

Since the book's come out, I've noticed a couple of things. Firstly, 
people tend to fl ip to the end. At fi rst I wondered why. Now I realise 
they want to fi nd out how it’s going to turn out and who will win. 
Unfortunately, the answer isn’t there, and the “Rudd Project” (which 
is what his friends call the push to install Kevin in the lodge) really 
requires an understanding of the man. This is a very complex task.

I asked my publisher in Melbourne a little while ago how well 
the book was selling. He said, “Oh well, Nick, it's selling, we're 
way outselling the competition, so that's good.” But he added that 
I shouldn’t spend my royalty cheques just yet. He was beginning to 
suspect that people may have already made up their minds about 
Kevin Rudd and had decided they didn’t need to read a book about 
him to know more. This is quite a remarkable phenomenon in 
Australian politics, if it's true. It’s almost as if people aren't examining 
Rudd himself, or Labor’s program. Instead, voters are treating 
Rudd as a fl ask and they're pouring their own hopes and desires into 
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their image of him. Of course, the fl ask is translucent so they are 
seeing their own hopes and desires refl ected back. It’s an interesting 
thing about the “Rudd Project”, or the invention of Kevin Rudd 
the politician. People are taking out of his life story the ingredients 
they are searching for; they are reading things in to the narrative to 
construct a dialogue. 

I’d argue, instead, that Rudd cannot be understood (as a person) 
without emphasising three critical elements that have made him 
the way he is today. Kevin Rudd’s background is as a small “c” 
conservative and that is where he stands politically. This doesn't mean 
he's not true Labor, but it gives us an idea of where he's coming from.

The fi rst is obviously his childhood and the dramatic effect of the 
death of his dad when he was only eleven. We have had numerous 
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twists and turns in this story about, for example, exactly how his 
father died, and whose fault it was. It seems to me that, to some 
extent, this doesn't really matter. Was Bert Rudd, Kevin’s dad, drunk 
when he drove off the road or was he not drunk? Was his treatment 
in hospital partially responsible for the death and, by implication, the 
state government? It doesn't matter, because the effect on the child 
is what really counts. In the book I do traverse in some detail the 
question marks over whether or not there was medical malpractice in 
the Queensland health system or not. But what matters is the effect 
that it's had on Kevin Rudd. This is what we have to understand when 
we look at Rudd today. 

With this, incidentally, comes another part of the story. It's 
impossible for me to know how important or relevant it is. Rudd says 
it’s not particularly signifi cant. But it's interesting to note that Bert 
Rudd, Kevin's dad, was one of six boys growing up in a little town in 
southern NSW in 1939 before he joined up for the Second World War. 
His was a poor family – even by the standards of the time. Kevin's 
mother, Margaret, was a member of the De Veer family. Now the De 
Veer family was not poor. Kevin's maternal grandfather owned the pub 
in Nambour. Burt Rudd, however, was poor, working as an itinerant 
cane-cutter after he came back from the war. Their marriage was 
not necessarily a cross-cultural marriage (although the fact she was a 
Catholic and he was a Protestant was still relatively signifi cant in those 
days), but the point is that there may have been another dynamic at 
work in the relationship. And it led to Kevin Rudd growing up in a 
family environment which felt threats coming from outside. The word 
threat is perhaps too strong, but it was always other people who had 
the money, other people; like Uncle Eddie De Veer. 

Kevin's uncle had been the National Party Shire President of the 
area so I was interested to fi nd out more. I thought Nambour might 
have a couple of records of Eddie De Veer. I wandered down to the 
Town Hall, to fi nd the Shire offi ces, and there, emblazoned across the 
top of the biggest building in the town was the impressive title “Eddie 
De Veer Building”. Kevin’s uncle was obviously quite a man about 
town in those days; he had been a signifi cant mover and shaker. Now, 
this is where you get into the real intricacies of Queensland politics. To 
become the National Party Shire President, Eddie De Veer had to take 
over from whoever was Shire President before him. This happened to 
be David Low. David Low is the name writ large when you drive past 
the David Low bypass, the David Low bridge, the David Low oval. 
In other words, everything in Nambour was named after David Low, 
before it was called after Eddie De Veer. These two people marked 
out the town, etching their names into the landscape. David Low was 
also the National State MP. Eddie, Kevin's uncle, quickly ripped the 
Shire presidency away from him and David Low lost his State seat in 
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parliament as well. Low died later of cirrhosis of the liver. The Low 
family apparently had a bit of a grudge against the De Veer family. 

It so happened that Aubrey Low, David Low's cousin, owned 
the farm on which Kevin Rudd grew up. So, even before Bert Rudd 
died, there was probably little love left between to two families. This 
is of course complete speculation on my part – but it is possible. 
Time ran very slowly in Queensland, so when Bert died there may 
not have been a lot of goodwill left over for the family. You had tight 
knit communities. When I was up there, talking about these events to 
people, I thought, “you can't be serious, it’s sounding like the Deep 
South, perhaps Alabama or somewhere like that, not like modern 
Queensland in the 1950s”. The locals looked at me as if I was from 
another planet, and I was told this is the way things worked. Indeed, 
when I spoke to a number of people who were there at that time, that's 
what kept coming back to me, in a small country town, it’s the little 
things that make a big difference. 

It doesn't take a great deal of imagination to realise that this must 
have all had a fairly signifi cant effect on Kevin Rudd as an eleven 
year old. He and his mother were booted off the farm where they'd 
been living a tranquil existence, and all because of the death of his 
dad. It didn't matter whether they were booted off two weeks later or 
six months later, they were told to leave. And by a relation of the old 
National Party MP. 

Attending Nambour High School, Kevin was a very good student. 
“I remember him, he used to be sitting up the front, while I was 
sitting way down the back not paying attention,” a fellow student said. 
Kevin was a very good, studious boy. Indeed Philip Clarke, a Sydney 
radio announcer, identifi ed this aspect of his personality. “Oh come 
on Kevin, you wouldn't expect a young kid to spend two hours in their 
room studying every night,” Clarke asked. But Rudd just looked back 
at Philip and immediately responded, “Why not? After all, I did.” He 
has got where he has by hard work and he sees nothing wrong with it. 
His remarkable application and determination can be traced back to 
these early times. It will probably not surprise Gerard to know that 
the teachers at Nambour High used to rent large buses to go down 
to Brisbane to join in demonstrations against the Bjelke Petersen 
government. There is no record of Kevin Rudd ever doing this, but 
while at school and under the infl uence of the teachers he did become 
very involved with the Labor party.

Another person who was two years ahead of Kevin Rudd at 
school didn't get involved with Labor during that time. He was more 
interested in going surfi ng and hanging out with girls. But this person, 
Wayne Swan, did become involved in politics later on when he went to 
university. And I think this is a big difference between the two men. 
Swan’s politicisation came from university days and it was very strong 
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from then on. Kevin Rudd basically dropped his interest in politics 
after school - particularly when he went up to the ANU - and he 
really didn't seem to follow up this interest in Labor till much later. 
What can we take out of this? Something very important I believe. It 
goes to the nexus of his political project. Rudd is not a Labor person 
in either the old fashioned union, or the green inner-city sense. He 
is probably rather more of a small “c” conservative. Looking at his 
political formation, on the one hand you have a young kid at the age of 
eleven who gets booted off his family farm by the big National Party 
family and that would not endear him to the National Party. On the 
other hand, Uncle Eddie lives in the big house on the hill towering 
over Wayne Swan's little place. Swan and about four other families 
happened to live down the bottom of the hill at Bli Bli and there was 
a dirt track going down to their place. But there was a bitumen road, 
straight past them and up to the top of the hill, all the way to Eddie 
De Veer's place. Eddie looked after the family, and looked after Kevin 
Rudd. But the young Rudd must have thought, (perhaps a bit like 
Swan) how come Uncle Eddie's very rich, he's got everything, whereas 
we don't have very much at all. As well as that there were the teachers 
encouraging him to think about things, and also pointing him in a 
Labor direction. It would make any child begin to think.

There is a second key formative aspect I’d like to highlight. This 
is Rudd’s period with the Goss government. Here he found out how 
to develop policies and turn them into something that would make 
a difference. He was behind a couple of projects in particular, but 
naturally the one that we are all aware of now are the educational 
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initiatives. These came very much from the brain of Kevin Rudd. 
He wanted to do two things. Firstly to equip young kids, particularly 
boys, who might have otherwise not been able to read or had learning 
diffi culties. Rudd really got behind this project very early on. Long 
before learning recovery programs had become institutionalised, 
Rudd pushed them in Queensland. The second thing he did was push 
the learning of Asian languages. He saw that Australia's future was 
with Asia and he believed that Australians needed to speak something 
of their Asian neighbours’ languages in order to engage with Asia. He 
pushed both these policies. Ironically it was actually the NSW right 
wing of the Labor Party which fought bitterly against the attempt to 
introduce foreign languages into schools. So you see that Rudd’s ideas 
don't necessarily fi t into the normal paradigm of a left right divide. 
We keep trying to push him in to one spot but he won't necessarily go 
there. 

The fi nal element that I want to highlight is the focus and drive 
that you see from Kevin Rudd. Right from the fi rst time I met him 
– in 1999 – I realised he was interesting. I was following up the 
intellectual debates going on within the Labor Party over our future 
engagement with Indonesia, particularly at a time when East Timor 
was becoming a big issue for Labor. Shortly after he entered politics, 
Rudd and I had a fantastic theoretical discussion on this and by 
the end of it I thought he was a quite remarkable backbencher, and 
certainly going a long way. As he was showing me out, I noticed 
a number of Chinese scrolls on the wall. I'd spent a little while in 
China, and these looked to me like quite good examples of a style 
called “running calligraphy”. The expression of the brushstrokes was 
very musical. I commented to him that they were nice pieces and he 
immediately changed and became a very ordinary Australian; shy of 
admitting learning and appearing completely un-intellectual. He said, 
“Oh yeah! I can barely remember that night in Taipei. A bloke was 
knocking these scrolls, I was on the tiles, and I thought, oh wow, that's 
really good, I'll get one of those.” For me the interesting thing was the 
way Rudd changed into a completely different person. Not that there's 
anything of a chameleon about him, because I knew the same person 
was engaged in both the high intellectual political conversation and 
the admiring comment about the scrolls. But he’d compartmentalised 
issues completely. It showed just how complex a person Kevin Rudd 
is, with all these different facets coming together in the one man.

After we'd had the long discussion and then the quick chat about 
the scrolls, it fi nally occurred to me that he was ambitious. I put this 
to him. He just looked at me and said, “Of course, it is my interest to 
serve the party in whatever capacity the party needs me.” I thought, “I 
think I've heard that somewhere before.” It’s the meaningless phrase 
used to camoufl age ambition. He was forthright and quite correct and 
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supportative of the shadow minister at the time Laurie Brereton, but I 
knew then how ambitious he was. I hadn't thought there were degrees 
of ambition, but he was thinking far beyond me. He was already 
interested in the main game. Not simply from a desirous, personal 
point of view, seeking power (although that might have been some of 
it), but he wanted to do something for Australia, to change Australia. I 
immediately thought this is a bloke to watch. So I've watched him 

The biography I’d started to write isn’t the one I eventually 
submitted to the publisher. I’d hoped for cooperation. I didn’t get 
it – although Rudd didn’t hinder me, either. In the end his attitude 
assisted me, forcing me to work harder. I had to draw the image of 
Kevin Rudd from a number of other people and this threw new, 
surprising and distinct lights on what I was seeing. I had begun with 
one vision of Kevin Rudd, just as I have one vision of myself when I 
look in a mirror. But other people who knew him much better gave me 
vastly different viewpoints. It was very good to be forced to go round 
to as many people as I could and see what I could get from them about 
Kevin Rudd.

Rudd's offi ce, I was told at the time, advised some people not to 
speak to me. I later spoke to Kevin and he looked me straight in the 
eye and told me absolutely fi rmly that he never told anyone not to 
speak to me, so I can only assume that to be true. I don't think he'd 
lie. On the other hand, it's also worth mentioning that I had a long 
conversation about Rudd with one person in the ALP who would 
only speak to me off the record. There was nothing negative he said 
about the leader, but let’s allow my source to remain nameless anyway. 
About two weeks later he phoned me back and said, “Oh mate, you 
know that stuff we talked about off the record, well it's on the record 
now.” So I think there may have been a time when Rudd and his 
backers realised that there was no point in trying to restrain people 
from speaking to me, and they opened it up. I think it’s worked . . . for 
both of us. 

The fi nal thing that I would like to point out is that the former 
Labor MP Bob Catley (who wrote the Triumph of Liberalism) said, 
“Oh look, there is no place beyond left and right; Australian politics is 
left and right and what we see is the triumph of liberalism.” In other 
words, the economy has determined our political outcomes. David 
McKnight, who wrote Beyond Right and Left, doesn't believe that 
of course. Someone might be over here on the right in terms of the 
American alliance but they might be on the left in terms of education. 
So you need to look at politics from a very dynamic perspective. 
Where does Rudd fi t in to this? I think he's managing to articulate a 
new place within the Australian political debating ground. This space 
is not defi ned from on high - as it may have been in the old days. 
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What we are now seeing is something quite different. Rudd has very 
determined ideas of his own. 

The Liberal Party have tried to posit Rudd as an ingénue, 
surrounded by nasty, dark unions and others telling him what to do 
– that’s completely wrong. Anyone who believes that obviously has 
never met Kevin Rudd, because Kevin Rudd won't do what anyone 
tells him to do. On the other hand, that doesn't mean that we have 
the program with a capital P. What we have, instead, is a fi rm series 
of principles that come. Things like his Christianity, his relationship 
with Asia, and his carving out a different way of looking at the 
world. This is very interesting because we can see the direction, the 
objective, but nothing has indicated how we are going to get there. 
Politically, this is a very astute move and it’s one that the Australian 
people are happy with at the moment. Rudd represents a glass full of 
our hopes and ideals.

Kevin Rudd says good politics anticipates the future and I think 
that's what we're seeing in Australia today. There’s a real desire on his 
part to position Labor as a party that is looking towards the future, 
not defending the past from previous threats. That framework is very 
solidly grounded in an understanding of who Rudd is and how he’s 
evolved from his past.
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CITIZENSHIP: COMMITTING TO A WAY OF LIFE

In 2007, the Howard Government introduced a Citizenship 
Test for people who wish to take out Australian citizenship. 
Amidst some controversy surrounding the test, The Hon 
Kevin Andrews, Minister for Immigration and Citizenship 
addressed The Sydney Institute on Tuesday 31 July 2007. The 
Minister explained the government’s reasons for introducing 
the Citizenship Test saying, “It is not unreasonable to 
expect that people who come to this country have a level of 
understanding and commitment to Australia. Equally it is 
important that we remain in control of what we are doing.”

The Hon Kevin Andrews
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CITIZENSHIP – 
COMMITTING TO A WAY OF LIFE

 KEVIN ANDREWS

Thank you to The Sydney Institute, in particular Gerard and 
Anne Henderson for the invitation to speak this evening on the topic 
of citizenship.

May I begin by putting the initiatives the government is taking 
on citizenship in a broader context? There is a tendency to think 
about each challenge we face in this area in isolation. However, 
from my point of view there are inter-related threads and common 
objectives, regardless of whether we are talking about our economic 
progress, border security, labour shortages, international education 
or the increasing number of countries from which people emigrate 
to Australia. These issues refl ect a fundamentally different global 
dynamic which has emerged over the last 20 years.

The era of ideology that crumbled with the Berlin wall has not 
been replaced with nothing. In this new era, identity — whether race, 
religion or nation — is what divides. It also can be what unites us. I 
shall return to this issue later. There have been other developments 
also. Travel became easier and with that the number of economic 
migrants and political refugees has increased dramatically. 

The economic migrants are taking advantage of a third factor. 
The impact of a 30 year decline in the birth rate in Western countries 
is fi nally being felt. As a consequence, the ageing of the population 
and increasing international competition, not just for goods and 
services, but also for workers, means that immigration will remain a 
critical tenet of our national prosperity. Finally, changes in culture 
and identity, or, at the least, perceptions of changes in culture and 
identity, are driving some in Western countries to seek new pastures.

It is important that we get our responses to these challenges 
right. The contribution that migrants have made to Australia extends 
well beyond pizzas, kebabs and spring rolls. It is hard to imagine, 
for example, how one of our iconic post-War projects, the Snowy 
Mountains Hydro-electric Scheme, could have come to fruition 
without the contribution of migrants. It is equally hard to imagine 
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how our nation will continue to prosper without adequate levels of 
immigration.

Migration has been a great success story despite the fact that 
there always has been a section of the community who have been 
nervous about the potential for migration to impact detrimentally 
on them. One reason for this success is that our migration programs 
have been balanced, taking into account this sensitivity. Another is 
that successive waves of migrants have integrated successfully into the 
community.

We need to bear these lessons in mind as we face a future in 
which our need for migrants is as great as it ever has been. It is 
against this background that the government has decided to introduce 
a citizenship test and a values statement for people applying for 
permanent residency visas. The central principle behind such 
a test and statement is to ensure that those people who wish to 
become Australian citizens do so by way of demonstrating a level of 
understanding and commitment to Australia and our way of life. This 
way of life is infl uenced by a history that includes the Judeo Christian 
beliefs and traditions brought by the British settlers.  Also present 
were the values and institutions that form the basis of a free and open 
democratic society, particularly our British political heritage, and the 
spirit of the European Enlightenment.

The principles upon which our success as a nation have been 
built remain critical to this very day. These include the rule of law, 
religious freedom, parliamentary democracy and equality among men 
and women. Not only are these values and principles unexceptional in 
the West, but they also have been the foundation of our stability and 
cohesion and our social and economic development. The Australian 
way of life is therefore something to be rightly proud of and it is a 
shining example of what is good about western liberal democracies.

Not all values are equal. As Francis Fukuyama has observed: 

The civilisation of the European Enlightenment, of which contemporary 
liberal democracy is the heir, cannot be culturally neutral, since liberal 
societies have their own values regarding the equal worth and dignity of 
individuals.

As a staunch admirer and defender of our heritage, I also am 
reminded of the words of Ronald Reagan who remarked that: 

I’ve often wondered about the shyness of some of us in the West about 
standing for these ideals that have done so much to ease the plight of 
man and the hardships of an imperfect world.

Our Australian way of life is also about having a confi dence in our 
future as a nation and committing to its ongoing stability and success. 
Never has there been a more prescient time for Australia, as one of the 
world’s most stable democracies, to protect and secure its future by 
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redoubling its commitment to the traditions, values and institutions 
that have made this nation what it is today. This is especially so when, 
as I said earlier, we are now welcoming migrants who have not been 
exposed to these values and heritage, who may not have experienced 
them in their past and who may not have thought about how intrinsic 
they are to the Australian way of life they seek to enjoy.

These civic values are fundamental to the successful existence of a 
liberal democracy and we should never forget that they are principles 
to be cherished and protected. As Dwight D Eisenhower said, “A 
people that values its privileges above its principles soon loses both.” 

A citizenship test that is about our values, beliefs, culture 
and history should not be seen as precluding some migrants from 
becoming citizens. In fact, it is to the contrary, a citizenship test is 
specifi cally about being inclusive. To ensure that this is so, some 
people will not be required to sit the citizenship test. They include 
people under the age of 18 or over 60 and those with a permanent 
physical or mental incapacity. Likewise, a new values statement 
requires people seeking permanent and selected temporary visas 
where there is potential for long term stay, to commit to abiding 
by Australian laws and respecting the Australian way of life. It is a 
commitment to a way of life that is in many ways unique, that includes 
an embrace and tolerance of people from a multitude of different 
ethnic and cultural backgrounds.  That is one of the key strengths of 
the Australian way of life.

In defending Western culture, we should be unapologetic in 
requiring migrants to make a commitment to our way of life. This 
should include having a knowledge and appreciation of the events 
that have shaped this country and the values and institutions that 
have been established as a result. Our national identity is about our 
history, our symbols, our values and the story we tell ourselves about 
Australia. It is also about fostering a nation of people who, although 
they may not share a common background, are united in having a 
common purpose. The current debate is not unique to Australia. The 
United Kingdom is also grappling with similar issues.  Recently the 
UK Minister for Immigration, Liam Byrne, delivered a paper on the 
next steps for citizenship to the Fabian Society entitled a “Common 
Place”.

The paper canvasses the possible introduction of a points system 
for citizenship, where those aspiring to settle in the UK and then go 
on to become full citizens would need to accrue credits before being 
allowed to do so. This idea is referred to as “earned citizenship”, 
where extra points credits can accrue for behaviour which shows 
commitment to the UK. For example, undertaking civic and voluntary 
work that enriches communities.  Likewise, points could be deducted 
for failure to be a law abiding citizen. As Liam Byrne observes, 
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“Citizenship works where everyone understands the contribution 
they’re expected to make.  It is part of a deal, working together with a 
common purpose.”

In addition to the debate in the UK, Holland is also developing 
what has been described as a charter for responsible citizenship which 
sets out expectations of newcomers to the country. The French also 
have what is called an “integration contract”, requiring newcomers to 
spend a day learning about French civics, culture, political institutions 
and language. The certifi cate awarded upon successful completion of 
these classes entitles the immigrant to a 10-year residence permit. 
If the migrant fails to earn the certifi cate, he or she will receive only 
a one-year residence permit. Germany also has introduced new 
integration measures and greater requirements for citizenship.

At the heart of these measures is a rejection of the post-modern 
myth that the only national identity is no identity. It is possible to 
identify values which are important in modern Australia and help 
form our natural identity. They include:

• respect for the equal worth, dignity and freedom of the 
individual

• freedom of speech
• freedom of religion and secular government
• freedom of association
• support for parliamentary democracy and the rule of law
• equality under the law
• equality of men and women
• equality of opportunity
• peacefulness
• tolerance, mutual respect and compassion for those in need.
The articulation of these values lies at the heart of the citizenship 

test that I anticipate will be introduced in September. In addition, 
in the future we will be asking applicants for permanent visas and 
provisional visas which lead to permanent visas to sign a statement 
that they will respect these values and to obey Australian laws 
before being granted a visa. As well as producing a resource book 
for prospective citizens, the government also is producing a booklet 
designed to inform visa applicants about Australian history, culture 
and social structures before they sign the new values statement on 
their visa application form will be distributed to visa applicants.  It 
will be available in about 29 different languages. 

I spoke earlier about the success of the Australian immigration 
story and the importance of successful integration to that outcome. 
Last November this statement was published in The Australian: 

There has been a retreat from interviewing toughly and with good 
judgement those from overseas who apply to come here, but we 
must choose only those who are assessed as likely to integrate well. 
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Furthermore, we have retreated from sending home more readily those 
who do not make the grade before being given permanent residence. 
They and we would be better off if that tougher approach was reinstated.

Those are not the words an anti immigration proponent; on the 
contrary they are the comments of Chris Hurford, former Minister 
for Immigration in the Hawke Labor government. The issue of 
integration and the emphasis and requirement placed on migrants to 
demonstrate such willingness and capacity is nothing new. However, 
we cannot assume that the capacity of all of our potential migrants to 
integrate successfully is the same as their predecessors.

Because of the importance of migration to Australia, the 
government believes it is important that migration continues to be the 
success story it has been until now. Consequently, in addition to the 
citizenship test and values statement, the government has decided to 
put greater emphasis on the capacity of potential migrants to integrate 
into our community.

The Migration Regulations already make provision for assessing 
the capacity of visa applicants to settle in Australia. I have decided 
that greater emphasis should be placed on this criterion in assessing 
applications for permanent visas or provisional visas which lead to 
permanent residence. The intention of this provision to ensure that 
applicants:

• have the ability to cope with the problems associated with 
settlement in a new environment,

• have the capacity to integrate into Australian society, and
• in the case of a family unit, are supportive, cohesive and 

united in their desire to settle in Australia.
Partner and child visa classes and those temporary skilled worker 

visa holders will be exempt. Factors taken into account in making an 
assessment include an applicant’s adaptability and resourcefulness, 
their knowledge of Australia and their expectations about living in 
Australia, their attitude towards learning English and their English 
language skills. Those visa applicants who are currently interviewed, 
such as applicants for humanitarian visas also will be assessed during 
the interview against the integration criterion.

As I have indicated already, applicants for permanent visas and 
provisional visa which lead to permanent visas such as business skill 
visas will be required to sign a values statement from October. This 
statement will require the applicant to say that they understand the 
values, undertake to respect them and that they will obey the law.

This policy will be implemented as soon as the relevant 
Department offi cers both in Australia and overseas have received 
appropriate training. I expect this to occur from February next year.

I turn now to the importance of migrants attaining some 
profi ciency in English. It is unfortunate that some of the recent debate 
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over the proposed citizenship test has focused on the claim that it will 
be about English profi ciency. This is incorrect. The test will actually 
encompass questions covering a range of topics, relating to both 
historical and contemporary issues. The test will of course require the 
demonstration of English comprehension in answering the questions. 
However, this is not new. It has been necessary since the 1950s for 
potential citizens to demonstrate a basic or adequate knowledge of 
English.

Nevertheless, I believe the ability to speak English is important. 
It is essential if people are to participate fully in community life and 
if they are to make the most of the opportunities that Australia offers. 
That is why the government has increased the English knowledge 
requirements of students who study in Australia and wish to become 
permanent residents. It also is why the government is increasing the 
English knowledge requirements of 457 visa holders. This is not to 
say that people should discard their native language. However, it is 
undeniable that profi ciency in the use of English is important for 
anybody who wants to participate in the life of this country.

Before concluding may I touch on the issue of security which 
has come to the fore in recent years. The Australian Government 
unashamedly has a tough policy against people smugglers. Such 
activity is both criminal and repugnant. To maintain the integrity of 
our migration program and our border security, we have to be ever 
vigilant in preventing and deterring such activity. To once again quote 
the words of the UK Immigration Minister:

We must develop a meaningful sense of what we all – whatever faith, 
ethnicity and wherever we are from – hold in common. We need a 
stronger sense of why we live in a common place and have a shared 
future.

Our immigration program remains robust and for the reasons 
already outlined, it is important that this does not change in the 
foreseeable future.  However, we must ensure that the program does 
not undermine a cohesive and integrated society. Our Western liberal 
democracy and the values, beliefs and traditions that have made 
this country great and worth standing up for and they are worth 
preserving.  For this reason, I believe Australians are supportive of 
a citizenship test and the requirement for migrants to demonstrate a 
capacity and willingness to integrate into the Australian way of life.

It is not unreasonable to expect that people who come to this 
country have a level of understanding and commitment to Australia. 
Equally it is important that we remain in control of what we are doing. 
That is why we must be demonstrably committed to maintaining 
the integrity of our borders and our migration program and why our 
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vigilance must extend from people smuggling to abuses of 457 and 
student visas.

The integrity and continued success of our immigration program 
is dependant on the support of the Australian people. They must be 
confi dent that immigration benefi ts Australia as a nation and that 
it in no way undermines our way of life, be it in a social, economic 
or security sense. Rather, it should be reinforcing those values and 
principles on which the success of Australia has been built and 
which help to make Australia the best place in the world in which to 
live. Rising to the challenges which I have outlined is central to our 
future success and critical to our ensuring the peace, welfare and the 
happiness of the people of Australia.
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JOHN HOWARD

As Prime Minister of Australia, John Howard is the second 
longest serving prime minister in the history of federation. 
His unremarkable personality often has puzzled observers 
who have found his ordinariness unusual in one so successful. 
But, as Howard biographer Peter van Onselen discovered, 
John Howard is not so ordinary in his achievements or his 
mastery of the political game. Dr Peter van Onselen is an 
associate professor in politics and government at Edith 
Cowan University. He is a co-author, along with Dr Wayne 
Errington, of John Winston Howard: The Biography (2007, 
Melbourne University Press). He addressed The Sydney 
Institute on Tuesday 7 August 2007.

Dr Peter van Onselen
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JOHN HOWARD
PETER VAN ONSELEN

At the start of this year it occurred to me, when I was walking 
around my university campus, that the students arriving to begin their 
studies, at seventeen or eighteen years of age, were only six or seven 
years old when John Howard fi rst became Prime Minister in March 
of 1996. It’s interesting for those of us who are older that there is a 
large body of young people in this country that have only ever known 
the successful prime ministerial John Howard. That is, the electorally 
successful John Howard. People who are older remember John 
Howard in his earlier years, when he struggled in the opinion polls 
and with the media, when he was more ideological than pragmatic 
as he is today. But a large number of young voters out there, an 
increasing number in fact, don't have any direct memory of that. They 
have to read about it in the pages of history.

When my co-author and I sat down to plan writing and 
researching our biography on John Howard, shortly after the 2004 
election, we lamented the fact a prime minister with four election wins 
did not have a biography to mark his signifi cant period of leadership. 
The fi rst and only biography prior to ours on John Howard, by David 
Barnett and Pru Goward, for all of its strengths and weaknesses, 
came out the year after Howard became Prime Minister. It therefore 
couldn’t account for his life in the context of a successful prime 
ministership over a long period of time. Dr Wayne Errington and 
I came to the conclusion that John Howard, love him or loath him, 
certainly deserved to have a biography that attempted to intertwine 
the elements of his early years, his upbringing and quite religious 
faith, with his years learning about politics, tracing right through to 
his period as Prime Minister. 

I stopped by the University bookstore last week just to see how the 
sales of the book were going. A university book shop is not necessarily 
the most friendly ground for a book on John Howard to be making a 
hit. The lady behind the counter told me it was selling, which was a 
good thing of course. But most of the students buying the book were 
doing one of two things I was told. They were either removing the 
jacket when taking it to the counter, because they didn't want to be 
seen to be buying a book on John Howard, or if they would turn up 
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to the counter with the jacket still on they would make the point that 
they were only interested in the history of John Howard, and weren’t 
“a John Howard fan”. 

The reality is that there must be lots of “John Howard fans” 
amongst the public. No other Australian Prime Minister has 
increased his vote at consecutive elections as John Howard did in 
2001 and 2004. I was interested to watch some of the coverage 
of the biography’s release in late July when it hit the bookshelves. 
Throughout that period there were quotes from Peter Costello 
covered in the press, quotes from Janette Howard, and quotes from 
various senior ministers, even one or two quotes from Howard’s long 
time chief of staff Arthur Sinodinos. But I didn't see or hear so much 
as one John Howard quote contained in the biography. That despite 
extensive interviews with the Prime Minister. The difference between 
John Howard when he gives a quote versus the rest of his team, and 
even his own wife, is that he's far more careful with his words. He 
doesn't intend to make headlines. Whilst the content of what he told 
us is important to our analysis of him in the book, what he told us isn't 
newsworthy, and deliberately not. John Howard is very, very careful 
with his words and the meaning they might give off. 

John Howard was born on 26 July 1939, and 67 years later to the 
day Dr Errington and I conducted our fi rst formal interview with the 
Prime Minister. He was in Perth on Liberal Party business. We sat 
down with him on his birthday and what we got from that interview 
symbolises many of the strengths Howard possesses. For three hours 
we spoke to Howard at length. We tried to prod him for personal 
stories from the private side of his life. We didn’t just want to delve 
into the political career he is publicly known for. We wanted to know 
whether he got down on one knee when he proposed to Janette; we 
wanted to know about previous girlfriends and loves won and lost. But 
he wouldn't engage on any of those issues. Fortunately for the totality 
of the book, his family and friends were more forthcoming with such 
stories. But John Howard didn't want to engage in such discussions. 
That says a lot about Howard. Despite being one of the most public 
fi gures in the country he is an intensely private man, uncomfortable 
lowering the guard on his true personality and history. 

Howard guards his privacy jealously. He does not want nor like the 
private side of his life getting thrust into the public domain. He has a 
large number of friends who are old school and university friends. 
But they are not political. This is very important to Howard’s make-
up. A lot of people think the Prime Minister is their “mate”, but Dr 
Errington and I found that Howard doesn’t have too many political 
“mates”. He has loyalists, yes, and he tries to repay loyalty, but his 
mates tend to be from outside the political realm. That's been an 
important way Howard has sustained himself over a very long period 
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in the public eye where he has been 
forced to endure the many barbs 
and the many ups and downs 
throughout his career. To be able 
to get away with friends, close 
friends from schooldays, people 
that still call him by his nickname 
“Jack”, sustains Howard. They are 
his stepping stone away from the 
hustle and bustle of politics. 

Our first interview with 
Howard was not long after the 
Costello revelations about the deal 
that wasn’t, the story broken by 
News Ltd journalist Glenn Milne 
mid last year. Howard showed 
no hubris, however, and was very 
careful when discussing leadership 
issues. Costello, on the other 
hand, spoke with us a few months 
after that, on two occasions, and was ready to talk. Tony Abbott came 
out publicly in recent weeks and said people should forgive Costello 
for feeling the need to blow off a little steam given the timing of the 
interviews he gave us. Yet Howard, talking to us on his birthday 
closer to the fallout with Costello, was measured, controlled and “on 
message”. He was the consummate politician. 

As that fi rst interview came to an end, we were keen to keep 
talking to Howard, unsure whether we would be granted further 
access, but Howard was ready to leave for dinner with Alan Rocher, 
a long time Howard loyalist and the closest thing in politics that 
he has to a close friend. Alan Rocher lost his pre-selection for the 
Liberal Party ahead of the 1996 election. Extraordinarily for a Liberal 
Party leader, Howard wrote Rocher a reference ahead of the election 
campaign, and he went on to win the seat as an Independent. He 
later lost the seat to the Liberal candidate Julie Bishop in 1998. John 
Howard's friendship with Alan Rocher was strong then and remains 
strong today. They stay in close contact and Howard visits Rocher 
each time he travels to Perth. 

Our fi rst interview therefore told us a lot about John Howard. 
There are many John Howards; there is the strong willed man of 
principle that supporters like to imagine, there is the opportunist 
who is feared and loathed by his opponents. More importantly, 
there are the many gradations in between. John Howard has a very 
black and white view about a large number of policy positions, less 
so than he once did during the 1980s but nonetheless a very black 
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and white approach to politics and to certain policy issues. But, 
importantly, he also understands the grey, the enormous grey area in 
the political realm. He is therefore able to exploit the grey in politics. 
I say that in admiration, as a political scientist observing Australia’s 
most politically successful prime minister. In fact, that’s one of the 
interesting things about John Howard; the more you read about him, 
and the more you try to understand him, the more complex he can 
become. He might appear like the ordinary bloke who power walks by, 
whom you wouldn't notice if he wasn't surrounded by his minders. In 
reality, as Michelle Grattan has said, when it comes to Howard “If it is 
an ordinariness, it is an awesome ordinariness”. The ordinary persona 
is more perception and image than reality. 

You don't become the Prime Minister of Australia and then stay 
there for over a decade by being ordinary, far from it. But if you do 
want to become Prime Minister and stay there for a decade you have 
to appear in touch and you have to appear at one with the electorate. 
Howard, throughout his prime ministership, or for much of it at least, 
has done that very well. Control of the Senate has perhaps lessened 
his bond with the electorate, bringing out the ideological side of the 
Prime Minister. 

Howard's friends are very important as a haven away from the 
hustle and bustle of politics, as discussed previously. However, Janette 
doesn't fi ll that role as one might expect her to. Traditionally, when 
you consider political spouses, male or female, they usually provide 
the haven away from the hustle and bustle of politics. In the case of 
John Howard, however, his wife Janette makes him twice the political 
strategist that most politicians are. She, unusually for a spouse in 
politics from what I have observed, is every bit as committed and 
interested in politics as her husband. The Lady Macbeth tag is 
unfairly applied to her, but nonetheless she is very, very important to 
Howard. She's been important to him at key moments in his political 
career, but she's also very important to him in a holistic sense, in 
terms of the political strategy that Howard adopts. 

Many people that we spoke to in interviews had a whole range 
of opinions about Janette and were often happy to talk about her 
openly with us. The reality about Janette Howard’s infl uence on her 
husband is that it is limited in a policy sense. Her infl uence sits in the 
political realm. She improves his political strategic positioning and 
is an important sounding board for Howard, and indeed a trusted 
advisor, comfortably the closest, most trusted advisor that he has. She 
has been important at key moments during his career, as I touched 
on previously. In 1989 for example John Howard lost the Liberal 
Party leadership when he was overthrown in a coup that he didn't see 
coming. He found out the night before the vote that saw him ousted 
from the leadership when the rebels, including Andrew Peacock and 
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Fred Chaney, marched into his offi ce to let him know that he was 
going to be voted out as Liberal leader the following day. When that 
happened, Howard very seriously considered leaving politics. It was 
Janette who talked him out of it. 

The likes of Arthur Sinodinos and others with whom we spoke 
told us they didn't think Howard “seriously” considered leaving 
politics at that time. But Janette disagreed. She recalled her husband 
gave very serious consideration to leaving politics; he had dinners 
and meetings with people in the business community, looking for 
an alternative career that would satisfy his drive and ambition. But 
Janette recalled sitting down with him one day to remind him that he 
should only leave politics when absolutely sure his time to do so had 
come. Politics, she said, was not the sort of career you could return to. 
It was those words that rang true in Howard’s mind, and he decided to 
stay on. We put to Janette a three stage learning process or what you 
might call a development process that Howard went through during 
his wilderness to redemption years, from 1989–1995. She added a 
fourth stage which we subsequently included in the relevant chapter 
of the book. This learning or development process helps understand 
John Howard.

After Howard lost the leadership, initially he was very angry and 
lashed out at the Liberal Party and the conspirators. He continued 
to attack his opponents within the party through comments in 
the media. Not just for weeks after being deposed as leader, but 
for months. One of the newspaper clippings we came across when 
researching that period included reference to Howard’s reaction to 
John Elliott, then Liberal Party Federal President. He had thrown his 
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support behind Andrew Peacock late in 1988 when it became obvious 
he couldn't get himself into parliament ahead of the 1990 election to 
assume the leadership himself. Elliott delivered the numbers Peacock 
needed. Two months later, at the Liberal Party conference, Elliott 
introduced Howard warmly as the former leader, as is the role of 
the federal organisational president. When asked by the media later 
about the warmth in Elliott’s speech, Howard made the point that 
“the mafi a always send fl owers to the funeral”. He was very deliberate 
with words, and knew the impact they would have at the time. At that 
stage, he was happy to steal the headlines, embittered with Peacock 
and his supporters. Embitterment and anger morphed into depression, 
not in a clinical sense but he was certainly depressed during the 
period after the 1990 election. During that period of wallowing, 
Howard drank more than he should have. He confi rmed with us a 
story fi rst told to us by Ian McLachlan, which took place shortly after 
the 1990 election. Howard entered the parliament having had “one 
too many South Australian Reds” to use his description, and a small 
contingent of Liberal MPs followed him into the chamber, hoping to 
see a display not common for John Howard. They were disappointed. 
The consummate professional even when tipsy, Howard managed to 
hold his words together reasonably well to deliver a coherent speech, 
albeit forgetting the name of one of the Labor members in the House 
at the time.

The period Janette Howard added to our understanding of her 
husband’s development between 1989 and 1995 was a resignation 
to the fact that his best years in politics were behind him and he 
would get on with the job of being the best shadow minister he could. 
He would try and become a minister again, this time under John 
Hewson’s leadership. How long that period lasted and exactly when 
the next period started, which was his redemption and rejuvenation, 
is a point of contention between Howard supporters and detractors. 
Some people say it started before John Hewson resigned as leader, 
or even ahead of the 1993 election defeat, while the body was still 
warm so to speak, while others say Howard only began rejuvenation 
towards the end of Downer’s leadership. Either way, the third and 
fourth stages in Howard’s development were important moments in 
his career. Howard stayed in parliament because of his love of politics. 
Without that he would not have been around to take advantage of the 
opportunity to come back into the leadership when Downer faltered.

Understanding John Howard and understanding where he draws 
his support from is very, very diffi cult. Murray Goot, a professor of 
politics at Macquarie University, in a paper in the Australian Journal 
of Political Science, analyses Howard's cohorts of support and success 
from election to election. Where he draws that support from is diffi cult 
to measure in any consistent way. He has drawn on success from 
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different quarters at different elections, that much we know. That's 
why he's always been capable of pulling a rabbit out of a hat, at least 
up until recently. But now Howard is in a little bit of a predicament. 
When you draw support from different sections inevitably you leave a 
section or a particular group within society behind. And they can be 
hard to convince to vote for you again at a future point in time. When 
Howard said earlier this year that he didn't have any rabbits left in his 
hat, he may well have been giving us an indication of his concern; that 
he is not sure from where he is going to draw the support his needs to 
win this year’s election. Blue collar voters have been the key element 
of John Howard's success, an unusual key element for a Liberal Party 
leader. Whether or not he is able to convince that group of voters to 
continue to support him, having had a Senate majority that brought in 
Work Choices, will be an interesting test for this year’s election. 

Looking over John Howard's life and career in politics, what do 
we see? In the book, we have tried to devote a large amount of space 
and time to dealing with his early years. The formative years for 
John Howard and his period through his teenage years are very, very 
important in understanding John Howard’s doggedness. And how he 
had the strength to go on as Liberal Leader, through the wilderness 
years when the times were tough and to overcome the many barbs that 
were thrown his way as Prime Minister. John Howard's childhood is 
a childhood of two halves – the period before his father’s death, and 
the period after his father’s death. Howard’s world collapsed around 
him when as a young boy he lost his father. He was only sixteen. Up 
until that point in his life, John Howard had led a care free existence. 
Life was rosy and he was better off than some of the mythology 
surrounding his upbringing has suggested. The family was a lower 
middle class family with not one garage but two. Business was good. 
Howard had had a very happy childhood. 

With the death of Howard’s father, however, he began what 
would become a diffi cult period. Howard’s close relationship with his 
mother, all the other boys had left home by then, gave him a strong 
female role model in his life. He had lost the mentoring fi gure of a 
father at a young age, and other things went wrong for him as well. He 
developed acne, and hearing problems. All three brothers had married 
and moved away, so John Howard had a major burden placed on him, 
functioning as the emotional mainstay to his distraught mother. To 
some extent, the “me against the world phenomenon” that Howard 
possesses might well have developed during that period of his life. As a 
more positive description, Howard’s ability come back from adversity 
also developed during those years. 

When you look at the rest of John Howard's life it reads like a 
rollercoaster ride through success and failure. He was in parliament 
at 34. He wasn’t a party apparatchik who got into parliament in his 
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twenties, for example like Paul Keating did. He'd been a partner in a 
law fi rm, having worked as a commercial lawyer. In other words, he 
had a signifi cant career before he was in parliament, albeit at a still 
relatively young 34 years of age. Upon entering parliament, he was 
promoted very quickly by Malcolm Fraser. He was a minister as soon 
as they won government in 1975 and he became Treasurer only two 
years later, at the start of the 1977 federal election campaign. It's easy 
to forget John Howard, Prime Minister for eleven years and counting, 
held the number two portfolio in government very early in his political 
career – from 1977 to 1983. After that time Howard went through 
the long thirteen years in the wilderness with his Liberal colleagues. 
There were so many Liberal Party politicians who never realised 
their potential in government because of those wilderness years, Fred 
Chaney for one. John Howard very easily could have quit, that is if it 
wasn’t for his dogged persistence. 

In terms of his career, John Howard went through a number of 
transformations in his approach to politics. Coming under the wing of 
the likes of John Carrick, who was very important to Howard, helped 
him understand the value of a signifi cant mentor fi gure to a young 
man’s political career. Once a minister, in private Howard had views 
about the pace of economic reform and discussed those views with 
the likes of John Hyde. However, in his public utterances he remained 
loyal to Malcolm Fraser. He expected that that loyalty would be repaid 
in 1983 with Fraser's support for the leadership. It wasn't, so Howard 
entered a new phase of his political development, a stage in which 
he realised that public shows of loyalty didn't guarantee promotion. 
He realised politics required calculated treachery. So he took a 
different approach when serving as deputy to Andrew Peacock. This 
is discussed in a chapter we titled “The Loyal Deputy”. Of course 
he was not loyal. But perhaps Peacock was not a leader who deserved 
loyalty from Howard. Howard certainly didn’t think he did. 

Throughout the course of interviews for the book, any number 
of detractors were happy to tell us that they thought John Howard 
has been too factional, that he plays games and the party has been 
damaged by those games. In reality, John Howard listens, then acts in 
the way he believes is right. That may not necessarily correlate with 
what sections of the Liberal Party would want him to do, but it’s the 
way he operates. Howard has always been a conservative right winger 
within the Liberal Party. Politics is a profession that does not reward 
virtue. We often put up an unreasonable bar for our political leaders in 
Australia, one they will never match up to. The media and the public 
must accept much of the blame for the fact that politics doesn't reward 
virtue. If we want a virtuous Prime Minister, we need a very different 
political system. John Howard is not virtuous in the way some people 
expect him to be. As Prime Minister nor can he be.
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In writing about John Howard, and in trying to assess the man, 
Dr Errington and I have accepted that you don't get to the top of the 
Australian political ladder without having dealt in treachery along 
the way. Understanding the “grey” in politics is important, as is 
recognising that a deal is not a deal unless it's a clear well defi ned deal. 
When it comes to Peter Costello, I have plenty of sympathy for how he 
feels about the deal that wasn’t. But he was too virtuous by half if he 
thought he had a deal with John Howard when it hadn’t been put in 
writing and it didn’t have clearly understood terms. John Howard 
understands the grey in politics and he took advantage of it when 
dealing with Costello in 1994. The leadership tensions between John 
Howard and Peter Costello are a fi nal indicator of the consummate 
politician Howard has grown into, in a profession that does not reward 
virtue.
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T he AFP is Australia’s national policing agency, performing the community policing role in the
Australian Capital Territory as well as enforcing Commonwealth criminal law and protecting
Commonwealth interests from crime, both within Australia and abroad. Mick Keelty was

appointed Commissioner in March 2001. He is a career police officer with more than 30 years
experience at local, national and international levels and the first Commissioner appointed from within
the ranks of the Australian Federal Police (AFP).

As the chief source of advice to the Australian Government on policing issues, the AFP is Australia's
international law enforcement and policing representative. Since his appointment, Commissioner
Keelty has led the expansion and transformation of the AFP to take on major new responsibilities in
the areas of counter terrorism, protective security, airport security and peacekeeping and capacity
building in the region.
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