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R THE LATEST PUBLICATIONS

IPA EVENTS

THE LATEST 
FROM THE 

 IPA
TEMPLETON FREEDOM 
AWARD—Washington D.C.
On the 18th of November, John Roskam and other fi nalists 
accepted their awards at the Templeton Freedom Award 
night in Washington D.C. Th e IPA was nominated for its 
twenty years of research and analysis on climate change which 
was essential in repealing the carbon tax. First place went to 
Th e Acton Institute for their documentary Poverty Inc. 

IAN PLIMER’S BOOK 
LAUNCH—Heaven and Hell
On the 2nd of November, the IPA was pleased to launch 
Ian Plimer’s new book Heaven and Hell in Melbourne. 
Th e audience of more than 250 members and guests heard 
speeches from Ian Plimer, Father James Grant and John 
Roskam. In the Q&A following the speeches, audience 
members participated in a lively discussion with author 
Ian Plimer.

To see more of the IPA’s publications go to 

www.ipa.org.au

GENERATION LIBERTY—
University of Sydney
On the 24th of September, John Roskam and Sasha Uher 
spoke to students about the signifi cance of the Magna 
Carta. Sasha is one of the IPA’s Campus Coordinators 
for Generation Liberty—part of the Future of Freedom 
program. In this program, the IPA aims to build a 
community across Australia’s universities and schools in 
which students can discuss liberty, free markets and society. 
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PERSONAL 
CHOICE
Australia has a long history of 
paternalism. Today those arguments 
are framed under the banner of 
public health—otherwise known as  
‘Nanny State’ public policy.  Th ese 
policies consist of regulatory and 
taxation interventions aimed at 
restricting or infl uencing individual 
choices that aff ect primarily those 
individuals themselves. 

However, it is the view of the 
Institute of Public Aff airs that 
individuals should be free to live 
their lives according to their values 
and their preferences.

MYTH OF FOSSIL 
FUEL SUBSIDY
Over the last six years, the phrase 
‘fossil fuel subsidy’ has been used 
by environmental campaigners to 
demonise the mining industry. 

While there are many governments 
around the world that set fuel prices— 
and do so well-beneath the supply, or 
true market cost—Australia’s is not one 
of them. Th e refund of overpaid taxes 
is not a subsidy. Th e abolition of a tax 
is not a subsidy. 

 Th e tax system exists to 
raise enough revenue to pay the 
government’s bills—it should not be 
used to pursue political vendettas.

GOOD NEWS ON 
POVERTY
Whether it is through improved 
income and wealth, better health, 
more education, or extra consumption 
goods, this paper illustrates that the 
poor and disadvantaged are indeed 
sharing in improving living conditions 
with other Australians. Th e rich are 
becoming better off , but so are the poor. 

Th e key will be to further enhance 
upward mobility and enrichment 
for Australia’s disadvantaged by 
promoting economic freedom, 
rather than diminishing it through 
redistributive government.

RACE HAS  NO 
PLACE
Th e IPA has released this short 
booklet to 

Chris Berg
Senior Fellow

Morgan Begg
Researcher, Legal Rights Project

Simon Breheny
Director, Legal Rights Project

August 2015

www.ipa.org.au

Submission to the Senate Inquiry into Personal 
Choice and Community Impacts

Brett Hogan
Director, Energy and Innovation Policy

September 2015

www.ipa.org.au

The fossil fuel subsidy myth

Dr Mikayla Novak
Senior Research Fellow

October 2015

www.ipa.org.au

The good news on poverty
Things are getting better for the poor in Australia

IPA PAPERS

RACE HAS NO PLACE

Race has no place

A positive case for equality in the
Australian Constitution

This booklet from the Institute of Public Aff airs was mailed to all 

IPA  members in July of this year. It explains the proposals to change 

the Australian Constitution to recognise Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples. The position of the IPA is simple—all Australians 

should be treated equally in the Constitution. The two sections in the 

Constitution that refer to race should be removed and nothing new 

should be added.  If you’d like more copies of Race has no place please 

contact the IPA on 03 9600 4744. 

THE LATEST FROM THE IPA R
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HOW TO BE A 
THOROUGHLY 

LIBERAL 
GOVERNMENT

When he took the leadership, Malcolm Turnbull said 
he intended to lead a ‘thoroughly liberal’ government. 

Here’s what that must mean, write Chris Berg 
and James Paterson. 
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O
n Saturday 10 April 
1954, Robert Menzies 
gave an aft er dinner 
speech to the Institute 

of Public Aff airs.
Th e event was a private one, 

held in Melbourne, and Menzies 
relished what he thought would be 
the ‘last opportunity’ to speak in ‘a 
humane and civilised fashion about 
the issues before this country’ before 
election day, which had been set for 
29 May. (Menzies knew something 
his audience didn’t: three days later 
in Canberra he would announce 
the defection of the Soviet diplomat 
Vladimir Petrov, and the 1954 
election would be consumed by the 
Petrov Aff air).

Th e full transcript of Menzies’ 
speech has now been reproduced for 
the fi rst time on the IPA website and 
an extract is available in this edition 
of the IPA Review. It’s a casual but 
fascinating exploration of his ideas 
of the relationship between principle 
and  pragmatism in politics. 
Fascinating for two reasons: fi rst, 
it gives us a picture of Menzies as a 
politician and leader, and second, 
because it off ers a guide to help 
a modern Coalition government 

navigate what Menzies saw as ‘the 
greatest problem in politics’. 

Menzies told his audience 
that ‘political principle, a genuine 
philosophy, a genuine body of 
doctrine in your own mind’ was 
‘the most important thing in public 
aff airs’. People go into politics 
‘because they have beliefs, because 
they have a faith, because they 
believe there is something that 
matters for their own country.’ 

In Menzies’ view, the art of 
politics was discovering a path 
through which the principle can be 
made pragmatic. Expediency and 
philosophy have to work together.

Th is was, unfortunately, a 
political relationship the late Abbott 
government was unable to forge. 
On two of its central challenges—
fi scal policy and freedom of 
speech—neither necessary political 
compromise nor unabashed 
principle were allowed to fl ourish. 
Menzies’ speech gives us a clear 
refl ection of the ethical trials of 
political decision-making that the 
new prime minister would be wise 
to consult.

SPENDING AND 
THE AUSTRALIAN 
FISCAL CRISIS

Malcolm Turnbull takes offi  ce at 
a time when the process of budget 
repair is sclerotic at best. Th e 
Commonwealth budget has still not 
recovered from the Global Financial 
Crisis and the decisions made by the 
Rudd government during those years. 
Th e Rudd and Gillard government 
established what seems to be a 

permanently higher spending pattern. 
Commonwealth government 

payments—that is, spending—as a 
percentage of GDP is 25.9 per cent in 
2015-16, down only 0.1 percentage 
points from 26 per cent as it was 
when Kevin Rudd was launching his 
stimulus package. By the end of the 
Labor government’s time in power, 
spending declined to 24.1 per cent 
in 2012-13—in part due to deliberate 
eff ort, in part from the recovery 
easing welfare rolls, and partly by 
some creative accounting. 

Yet this rollback was hopelessly 
incomplete. Wayne Swan made 
much of his belief that ‘If we are 
going to be Keynesians in the 
downturn, we have to be Keynesians 
on the way up again’, as he put it in a 
2011 essay for the Fabian Society. 

Yet Swan never managed to 
achieve the ‘Keynesian’ budget 
balance which he repeatedly 
promised. Th is was partly 
because he could not commit to 
the necessary cuts, and partly 
because numerous policy decisions 
increased the spending burden on 
the Commonwealth budget. Indeed, 
Labor’s headline budget outlook 
was a lot worse than it looked on 
paper—many of their expensive new 
promises were to bite on the budget 
over the course of a decade, rather 
than in the next fi nancial year.

Th is is why the Institute of 
Public Aff airs repeatedly urged the 
Rudd and Gillard government to 
bring the budget back to balance 
through spending cuts, and quickly. 
Governments should not assume 
that budget defi cits will resolve 
themselves. Overspending, once 

CHRIS BERG
Senior Fellow at the 
Institute of Public Aff airs

IN MENZIES’ VIEW, EXPEDIENCY AND PHILOSOPHY HAVE TO WORK TOGETHER>

JAMES PATERSON
Deputy Executive Director at the 
Institute of Public Aff airs
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established, is hard to reverse. 
Special interests protect the 
privileges that come with new 
spending programs. Voters respond 
badly when government programs 
are taken away. Politicians soon 
learn that spending cuts are more 
politically costly than spending 
increases are politically benefi cial. 

Australia’s fi scal crisis is one on 
the spending side, not the revenue 
side. Of course any imbalance 
in a budget can be attributed to 
both income and expenditure, 
so this is partly a question of 
competing values—should 
government be larger, or smaller? 
But if Commonwealth government 
spending was at the level it was 
in the fi nal years of the Howard 
government in 2006-07 and 2007-
08, the budget would be in 
surplus today.

 Underpinning the arguments 
that Australia is suff ering a revenue 
shortfall, is one myth that needs to 
be disposed of: the signifi cance of 
the end of the mining boom for the 
budget. For the last few years we’ve 
been treated to regular news stories 
reporting the precipitous decline in 
the price of iron ore and the billions 

of dollars that decline will strip from 
government revenue. It is true that 
iron ore is sharply down from where 
it was under the Rudd and Gillard 
governments—in 2011, iron ore was 
pushing nearly US$200 per dry metric 
ton, whereas in October 2015 that 
price is now down to US$52. 

Yet the Howard government could 
only dream of such iron ore prices. 
Th e highest monthly price iron ore 
ever reached under Howard was 
US$36. Th e minerals market is not to 
blame for the budget’s problems.

Th ere are other reasons why 
Malcolm Turnbull and his new 
treasurer—Scott Morrison—ought 
to focus on government spending, 
rather than revenue, as they try to 
bring the budget back into balance. 

First: Australia is not a low 
taxing country, both relative to 
other countries and in an absolute 
sense. As the IPA’s Sinclair Davidson 
and Mikayla Novak have argued 
over many years, when the proper 
comparisons—including the 
inclusion of superannuation, the 
health insurance mandate, and 
workers compensation to ensure 
comparability with countries that have 
diff erent enforced retirement savings 

schemes—are made with other OECD 
countries,  Australia’s tax take at 34.3 
per cent is higher than the OECD 
average of 33.7 per cent.

Second: the government ought to be 
smaller than it is. A government which 
spends a third of the country’s GDP 
is spending that third unproductively. 
Perhaps by necessity—as public goods 
like courts and national defence have 
to be paid for—but we should not 
imagine that because taxpayer fi nanced 
programs are necessary that they are 
well designed. Th e less tax Australians 
pay then the more Australians will have 
to spend and invest on things which 
suit their preferences, rather than the 
preferences of the political class.

THE PROBLEM 
OF TAX REFORM

Joe Hockey can take some credit for 
launching a serious public debate 
about taxation when he released 
the tax discussion paper in March 
2015. Turnbull and his Treasurer 
Scott Morrison have now picked up 
a tax inquiry process driven by Tony 
Abbott and Joe Hockey, which was 
in turn an attempt to turn the tax 
reform agenda away from Labor’s 
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interest in higher taxes and towards 
the Coalition’s interest in lower taxes.

Yet a budget crisis is a terrible 
time to conduct tax reform.  
Every incentive in the public service 
leads towards tax increases. It’s easy 
to see the hand of Treasury behind 
the curtain here. Treasury appears 
to be convinced that we are an under 
taxed nation both in relation to our 
demands for public spending and in 
relation to our trading partners. 

In a report published in 
October this year. the Productivity 
Commission became the first 
Australian government agency to 
admit that Australia’s tax take is 
higher than the OECD average once 
the proper comparisons are made. 

Yet Treasury still refuses to 
support this reasoning, allowing 
them to maintain the fiction that we 
are a low taxed, and, by implication, 
an insufficiently taxed, country.

In our IPA Review article ‘Be 
like Gough’, published in August 
2012 with John Roskam, we 
observed that neophyte ministers 
are susceptible to capture by their 
departments, particularly when 
adequate groundwork for policy 
development has not been done 
before a ministerial appointment. 

Treasury is both the most 
important department, and the most 
intellectually formidable (some high 
profile errors exposed by Sinclair 
Davidson notwithstanding). Scott 
Morrison has gained a reputation as 
a capable administrator and advocate 
for conservatism, but maintaining 
a distinctively free market vision 

against the prevailing winds of 
Treasury will be a challenge. It 
was a challenge that Joe Hockey 
unfortunately failed to surmount.

Ever since he took the leadership, 
Malcolm Turnbull has been arguing 
that tax reform has to be ‘fair’ if 
it is to be successful. This is an 
inarguable truism. 

But fairness is a matter of 
perception and perspective. It is not 
a quantitative criterion. Reducing 
the top income tax bracket will be 
characterised as unfair if it is not 
explained how disproportionate 
the fiscal burden weighs on the 
top taxpayers. Corporate tax cuts 
might be perceived as unfair if it 
is not explained that the burden of 
the corporate tax is felt by workers, 
superannuation portfolios and 
economic growth more generally.

That fairness is impressionistic 
rather than empirical should 
remind us that we’ve been here 
before. In fact the 2014 budget—
on which Bill Shorten and the 
Labor Party hooked their focus on 
fairness—was specifically written to 
counter perceptions of unfairness. 
Hence the deficit levy—the 2 per 
cent tax increase levied on those 
earning $180,000 and above—in 
order to ‘share the pain’ of an 
apparently austere budget. 

As a concession to expediency, 
it was a plainly unsuccessful 
one. It appeared to do nothing to 
mitigate the charge of unfairness 
emanating from Labor and the 
left-wing press, and bumped the top 
marginal tax rate—when added to 
the Medicare levy—to 49 per cent. 
And of course from the perspective 
of principle, it was a clear violation 
of the Coalition’s support for lower 
taxes—not just Abbott’s campaign 
promise to have lower taxes, but  
the Liberal Party’s fundamental 
belief in a lower fiscal burden on 
the economy.

There’s an intriguing detail 

in the first book published on 
the Abbott government after its 
demise, Battleground, by Peter van 
Onselen and Wayne Errington, that 
Turnbull, alongside Julie Bishop, 
opposed the deficit levy in the 
cabinet when it was proposed by 
Joe Hockey and Finance Minister 
Mathias Cormann. Yet since the 
spill, signs that the fairness debate 
was to be recontested on liberal—
and Liberal—terms have been slim. 
Turnbull’s communications skills 
have been much praised. They need 
to be used to clear the cobwebs 
around fairness and fiscal policy 
that have built up since the 2014 
budget. This is less a question of 
policy development and more a 
question of public philosophy.

THE GST SHOULD  
NOT BE CHANGED

In this light, it was of real concern 
that the tax debate under the new 
Turnbull government so quickly 
turned to whether the GST should 
be increased from 10 per cent to 15 
per cent. Consumption taxes are 
theoretically more efficient than 
many of the taxes which make up 
Commonwealth revenue. 

But efficiency is not the most 
important principle of taxation. 
The goal of the tax system in a free 
country should not be, in the words 
of Jean Baptiste Colbert (French 
Minister of Finances during the reign 
of King Louis XIV) ‘plucking the 
goose as to get the most feathers with 
the least hissing’. The government 
should not try to obscure how much 
it is extracting from taxpayers.

The more fundamental problem 
with a GST rise is that there is little 
reason to believe that the tax system 
will emerge from any reform with 
a lower total burden on Australian 
taxpayers. It is certainly true that 
the possibility of a GST rise has been 
mentioned in relation to a possible 

SPENDING CUTS ARE 
MORE POLITICALLY 
COSTLY THAN SPENDING 
INCREASES ARE 
POLITICALLY BENEFICIAL

>

R HOW TO BE A THOROUGHLY LIBERAL GOVERNMENT

  CONTINUED
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income tax cut for the top marginal 
income bracket—a cut which is sorely 
overdue. 

But it is indicative that through 
leaks and briefings to journalists we 
have a very concrete idea of what a 
GST rise could constitute, but very 
little idea of the tax cuts that would 
be the reward for this GST bargain. A 
GST rise with income tax cuts 
pushed into the never-never would be 
no victory. 

It is possible to imagine a broad 
tax reform proposal that both 
reduces taxes and transitions the 
tax base from income onto less 
economically harmful consumption 
taxes. But seven years after the Rudd 
government established the Henry 
Review into taxation, that vision 
looks further away than ever. But 
politics is about momentum. Any 
suggestion of raising the GST  
should be stopped in its tracks as 
soon as possible.

PRINCIPLE,  
EXPEDIENCY AND 
FREE SPEECH

When he took the leadership 
Turnbull said:  

This will be a thoroughly Liberal 
Government. It will be a thoroughly 
Liberal Government committed  
to freedom, the individual and  
the market.

But it would be hard for a 
government to be ‘thoroughly 
liberal’ without reinvigorating 
the Liberal Party’s ideological 
disposition towards freedom of 
speech. The Abbott government’s 
decision to break its promise to 
repeal or reform section 18C of the 
Racial Discrimination Act in August 
2014 was a major event, both at a 
political and policy level. 

This—coming so soon after the 
deficit levy—dashed the optimism 
that many on the free market right 
had for the Abbott government’s 

ability to turn the tide towards 
individual rights and economic 
freedom. In public comments, 
Malcolm Turnbull has indicated 
that he is personally sympathetic to 
what has come to be known as the 
compromise position on section 
18C—that is, the removal of the 
words ‘offend’ and ‘insult’ from 
section 18C’s prohibition on ‘offend, 
insult, humiliate and intimidate.’ 

As Morgan Begg points out in 
this issue of the IPA Review, this is 
the compromise position in Senator 
Bob Day’s Private Members’ Bill, 
currently before the parliament. 
Thus, without having to stand in 
front of the Institute of Public Affairs, 

as Abbott did, and promise the 
repeal of section 18C in its current 
form, Turnbull has already built 
himself a test on freedom of speech. 
If a thoroughly liberal government 
cannot bring itself to repeal two 
words of a law obviously antithetical 
to liberal values, then what can it do? 

As Menzies reflected back in 1954: 
If you stand on the basis of 
principle you may go wrong but 
you will never go far wrong. You 
may go wrong according to the 
current political judgement, but 
in the long run somebody will be 
heard to say, “That was right”.’ R

HOW TO BE A THOROUGHLY LIBERAL GOVERNMENT R

  Prime Minister Menzies, September 1939, broadcasting to the nation the news of the outbreak of 
World War II.
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I 
very well remember the 
establishment of the IPA. And I’m 
a politician. I know a good deal 
about being out and beaten and  I 

know something about being, in the 
homely phrase, “home and hosed”. 
What I liked about the institution of 
the IPA was that it was designed to 
get people of moment, of signifi cance 
in the industrial and business world, 
to do some clear objective thinking. 
For aft er all, a government goes in 
or a government goes out, but what 
matters in the country is that there 
should always be a body of honest, 
objective thought which means 
that a great number of leaders of 
opinion have clear minds and clear 
long range ideas. I would have great 
doubt as to whether any solid clear 
thinking and constructive thinking 
had been done and published in 
Australia superior to that of the IPA 
in this State.

Political people like myself read 
all kinds of things. [E]very now and 
then, every man who has the great 
responsibilities in his own county 
ought to be lift ed up out of the 
particular into the general. He ought 
every now and then to be given the 
opportunity of saying: “Well that’s 
right, I think I’m right, I’ve made 
this decision and that decision and 
that decision, but now let me take 

two or three days to consider how 
all that fi ts into the pattern of what I 
regard as my own philosophy.” Th at 
I think is tremendously important. 
[T]he publications of the IPA have 
been beyond value because they 
have always set out to be objective 
and to be philosophic, to put the 
matter in the broad, to give us all an 
opportunity of fi tting our thinking 
into a real pattern.

Th e Institute has not set itself 
up as a mere advocate of a political 
cause, and I would be the last one to 
expect that it would. What we need 
in Australia, what is needed in all 
free countries, is a body of men who 
don’t set themselves up to say that 
the government is always right or 
that the government is always wrong. 
[S]peaking as one with a fairly long 
experience in these fi elds, I know 
that a government is not always right, 
that a government can feel that it is 
right most of the time and, always 
feel that it was honest about what it 
did, even if it turned out to be wrong. 
Th at is as much as any mortal man in 
public aff airs may aspire to. 

And therefore the Institute of 
Public Aff airs set out to develop 
what I hope I won’t too pompously 
describe as a philosophic line. 

What is the general basis of our 
thinking? And if we have a political 

If you stand on the basis of principle you may go 
wrong, but you will never go far wrong, 

said Prime Minister Robert Menzies in his 1954 
address to the IPA.

Th is is an extract of one of the most important speeches ever made by Menzies 
as prime minister. On 10 April 1954, then Prime Minister Robert Menzies 
spoke at the Athanaeum Club in Melbourne for an IPA members function. 
More than sixty years later, what Prime Minister Menzies said that evening 
still applies now.



14       IPA Review       |       ipa.org.au

Volume 67    I     4Volume 67    I     4R THAT WAS RIGHT—PRINCIPLE IN POLITICS

philosophy on these matters, then we 
can test things by it. If we feel that a 
government, even a government that 
we like in the broad, is wrong judged 
by that yardstick, then we will say so, 
and I don’t think that any intelligent 
political man objects to that.

Our great danger in Australia, 
and we are nearer to it at this 
moment than we perhaps ever were 
before, is that we should abandon 
political principle in favour of a 
series of purely ad captandum 
arguments: “That’s worth some 
votes—that ought to bring somebody 
in.” Of all the menaces in the 
political world, that is the worst. 

If you stand on the basis of 
principle you may go wrong but you 
will never go far wrong. You may 
go wrong according to the current 
political judgement, but in the long 
run somebody will be heard to say, 
“That was right”. 

 If I did something today which 
I thought was dead right for this 
country and they threw me out, I’d 
rather like to think that in 30 years’ 
time—when I’ve been dead and 
buried—the fellows who wrote the 
records would say, “That was right”. 

You see, political principle, a 
genuine philosophy, a genuine body 
of doctrine in your own mind—not 
an academic body of doctrine—but 
that warm, distinctive feeling that 
decent men have, that’s right.  
That’s the most important thing  
in public affairs. 

The greatest problem in politics 
is assumed to be the problem of 
whether you win a by-election or 
lose it, or whether you win a general 
election or lose it—and if that’s the 
greatest problem in politics then let 
me tell you that politics is just  
not worthwhile. 

Because in Australia we have a 
general election for the Lower House 
every three years and when we’re 
two years old, there will be a Senate 
election, and a year later there will 
be a general election for the Lower 
House. And in the meantime, there 
have been six State elections and in 
the meantime there have been by-
elections. 

I don’t think anybody in 
Australia has yet fully realised 
how utterly inconsistent with 
good government this plenitude of 

elections can be. But so far as I’m 
concerned, I’ve been in Parliament 
for 25 years, and if I have not fought 
thirteen or  fourteen elections in 
that time, then I’ll eat my hat. This is 
monstrous! Just as you’re about to get 
people to understand that this is the 
thing that ought to be done over the 
next five years somebody says, “Wait 
a moment, there’s an election in six 
months’ time or twelve months’ time 
and people won’t like it”.

Well, that creates great 
difficulties. But might I try to 
say something to you about the 
classical choice that confronts us. 
We can have political principles 
with no sense of expediency or 
we can have expediency with no 
sense of principles. I’m putting it 
inaccurately, but I’m putting it in a 
stark form. 

This is a masterpiece of modern 
thinking. It’s the perfect false 
dichotomy that you’re presented with 
all around the word. You’re either in 
favour of A or you’re in favour of B. 
It’s hardly ever true.

 It is not true to say that if 
you have principle you can never 

  CONTINUED

  From the archives of the Institute of Public Affairs—Prime Minister Menzies’ 1954 address to IPA members
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consider expediency. It’s damnably 
untrue to say that if you bow a 
little to expediency then you must 
abandon all principle. 

What we have to discover is 
how to pursue principle, how to 
pursue what is just. And when we 
accommodate ourselves to the 
expediency of current events, let 
us regard it as a mere side-current 
which doesn’t blow us off our course 
but from which we can always return 
to what we think to be right. That is 
the greatest problem of politics. 

I welcome criticism, I welcome 
complaint, I welcome grievance. But 
I would have a very poor opinion of 
myself, if, having set my course by a 
star and being blown aside by some 
temporary storm, I then decide to 
retrace my course. When you are 
blown aside by a storm, well, you 
must recognise it and, to that extent, 
you go with the storm. But always at 
the end you must take your bearings 
and resume your course. 

That’s the hardest thing in public 
life, and because that’s the hardest in 
public life, it’s terribly important that 
people like myself, who have devoted 
themselves to political affairs, should 
know that there are men, honest, 
upright, able, experienced men who 
sit down and say, “That is our body 
of principle.” 

And the whole thing is that with 
all the rough weather and the cross 
currents, politics is not worth being 
in if, when you leave it, you find 
that what you think is good for your 
country is further astern than when 
you went into it.

We all go through a remarkable 
experience in politics in our lives. I 
occasionally have one of the younger, 
more enthusiastic members of my 
party come into me and say, “You 
know I don’t agree about so and so, 
it offends me and I must vote against 
the government.” I’ve had quite a 
little experience of that. And I’m 
always able to say, “Don’t apologise 

for having that view … Speak up and 
tell me what you think.”

 And then they tell me what 
they think. And nine times out 
of ten what is said to me is that, 
“This is not my judgement. What 
the government and the party has 
decided is not my judgement, and 
therefore I must be at liberty to vote 
in a different direction.” 

And do you know what my 
answer is? I say: 

“Never fall into the error of 
thinking your experience is peculiar 
to yourself. Never forget that the 
leader of a party, and a fortiori, the 
leader of a government, frequently 
is over-ruled. Time after time I have 
submitted views that have been 
over-ruled. What am I to do? Am I 
to break up the Cabinet every time 
I’m in a minority? Am I to convert 
steady government in Australia into 
a sort of French government system 
in which governments flicker and 
flow week by week, month by month? 
Of course not!” 

When I find that the over-
whelming view of the Cabinet is that 
something should be done, then—
unless it is a matter of principle on 
which no man ought to forswear 
himself—I accept it and I go into the 
House and I put it; and I go onto the 
platform and I’ll fight anybody about 
it. 

This is practical politics. And 
unless we had that kind of thing 
we would have such uncertainty of 
policy and administration that this 
country would be unstable. 

 You can’t always have your own 
way in this life. But what helps me 
a great deal is not to have a man 
who arrests me and bashes my ear 
about some interest of his, and 
throws out a broad hint that unless 
the government decides his way he’s 
against it. I’ve no time for that—I’m 
utterly unmoved by it. 

But what I do like to think is  
that a responsible man, a leading 
man here, can say to me, “So and 
so”. And if I say, “I’m sorry I can’t 
do that”, he will not at once go 
away and become an enemy and 
whisper in dark corners. But he will 
go away and say, “Well, after all I 
can’t have that. What do I really 
believe in? What do I stand for? Is 
this deplorable character Menzies 
nearer to what I believe in as a body 
of principle than these bandwagon 
experts that I see in other parts  
of Australia?”

If it’s all expediency, if it’s all 
what will win votes next week or 
next month, you don’t need me. All 
you need is a few, humble obedient 
time-servers and if those are what 
you want, you’ll get them. 

We get in the long-run what we 
want and if we want time-servers, 
and if we want vote-catchers, if we 
want short-term “pleasers”, let them 
have them. But you know, if politics 
were really a matter of occupying a 
job, how many of us would be in it? 

[W]hat I ask you to realise is 
that people like myself go into 
this life because they have beliefs, 
because they have a faith, because 
they believe there is something that 
matters for their own country. 

And if they believe that, then 
don’t be beguiled by this false 
choice of expediency or principle. 
Remember always that a great deal 
of principle and—occasionally—a 
little expediency is much better 
than impracticable principle and is a 
million times better than principled 
expediency. R

I’D RATHER LIKE TO 
THINK THAT IN 30 
YEARS’ TIME—WHEN 
I’VE BEEN DEAD 
AND BURIED—THE 
FELLOWS WHO 
WROTE THE RECORDS 
WOULD SAY, “THAT 
WAS RIGHT” 

>
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WHAT NEXT FOR 
FREEDOM  
OF S    EECH?

A freedom lost is a freedom not so easily  
restored, writes Morgan Begg. 
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FREEDOM OF SPEECH R

U
pon becoming prime 
minister, Malcolm 
Turnbull declared that 
the government he was 

to lead would be a ‘thoroughly 
Liberal government committed  
to freedom, the individual and  
the market.’

This was no doubt pleasing to 
those who were dismayed by the 
Abbott government’s decision in 
August 2014 to abandon its promise 
to substantially reform section 18C 
of the Racial Discrimination Act 1975 
(RDA).

That the promise was 
abandoned in the flimsiest of 
pretexts is highly disappointing. It 
also demonstrated how difficult it is 
to turn back the clock on laws that 
undermine fundamental individual 
liberties. A freedom lost is a 

MORGAN BEGG
Researcher and Editor,  
FreedomWatch

THE DAY AMENDMENTS 
ARE A COMPROMISE 
THAT REMOVE THE 
MOST RESTRICTIVE 
ELEMENTS OF SECTION 
18C
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freedom not so easily restored. 
Since then, the fight for free 

speech has been an uphill one. But 
progress is being made. 

The case for repealing section 
18C is as compelling as ever. And 
there is growing support across the 
political spectrum for amendments 
in some form. It was inevitable 
that others would pick up the slack 
where the Coalition failed to take a 
stand for free speech. 

In September 2014, Family First 
Senator Bob Day introduced the 
Racial Discrimination Amendment 
Bill into parliament: 

It is well known that freedom 
of thought, freedom of belief, 
freedom of opinion and expression 
and freedom of the press are 
fundamental to the rule of law.  
For the rule of law to function 
properly, a country’s citizens must 
be able to observe, comment and 
critique the existence or non-
existence of laws, the making of 
laws, and the application thereof  
in the courts system. 

Co-sponsored by Liberal 
Democrat Senator David 
Leyonhjelm and Liberal 
backbenchers Senators Cory 
Bernardi and Dean Smith, the ‘Day 
amendments’ would amend section 
18C so that acts which ‘offend’ 
or ‘insult’ would no longer be 
considered a breach of the RDA. 

After all, as Senator Leyonhjelm 
pointed out in his 2014 column for 

the Australian Financial Review: 
[W]hether anyone is indeed 
offended, insulted, humiliated or 
intimidated is up to the receiver of 
the message… Given an inability 
to know in advance how the 
recipient might choose to feel, 
the only option is to avoid saying 
anything much at all. This can have 
significant consequences for the 
way we speak. 

The Day amendments are 
a modest and uncontroversial 
compromise that removes the most 
restrictive elements of section 
18C—making it legal again to cause 
offence and to insult is not radical—
and would leave the remainder of 
18C as is. In other words, it would 
remain unlawful to humiliate or 
intimidate another person on the 
basis of race, colour or national or 
ethnic origin.

Since its introduction, and in 
the face of government policy to 
keep the RDA as it is, this bill has 
slowly gathered supporters among 
Liberal backbenchers in the Senate. 
This is extraordinary when you 
consider that Australian politics is 
characterised by an unreasonably 
strict level of conformity to the 
party line. 

Those that have indicated they 
will cross the floor are Senators 
Chris Back, Sean Edwards, Ian 
Macdonald, Linda Reynolds and 
Zed Seselja. As at the time of 
writing, Senator Eric Abetz is the 
latest senator to indicate he will 
cross the floor, writing in a Young 
Liberal Policy Book:

Section 18C of the Racial 
Discrimination Act is something 
that divides, promotes sectionalism 
and is corrosive to that societal 
foundation of free speech. In 
particular, the provisions that make 
it an offence to offend or insult are 
an anathema to the kind of free 
and open society that we should be 
promoting … when Senator Day’s 

Private Senator’s Bill comes before 
the Parliament for a vote, I will  
exercise that great freedom we  
enjoy in the Liberal Party – the 
right to cross the floor and to 
support this eminently sensible 
amendment. It is still my hope 
though that the Party Room decides 
to support this Bill as a whole. It 
will be a sad day if Liberals have 
to cross the floor to protect one of 
the great human freedoms – free 
speech.

Perhaps the biggest potential 
supporter is the prime minister 
himself. In May, the then Minister 
for Communications said on 
The Bolt Report that he was ‘very 
comfortable’ about removing  
the words ‘insult’ and ‘offend’  
from the RDA, adding that he 
‘didn’t think that would have any  
negative impact’. 

The Day amendments would have 
proven to be a spectacularly simple 
way to back up both his comments 
on The Bolt Report, as well as his 
declaration at the beginning of his 
prime ministership. Unfortunately, 
the prime minister backtracked and 
in October of this year stated in the 
House of Representatives:

[T]here has been a very lively 
debate about whether … “insult” 
and “offend” are more than is 
required to achieve the purposes 
of the act. There has been a very 
reasonable and legitimate debate 
about that from people on both 
sides of politics. There is a bill 
in the Senate. It has not been 
considered by the government. I 
can say that the government does 
not have any plans to reopen this 

OPPOSITION TO 
SECTION 18C WAS 
ONE OF THE POLICIES 
THAT COST ABBOTT 
SUPPORT FROM 
CONSERVATIVES IN  
THE LIBERAL PARTY 

>

  CONTINUED
THIS BILL HAS 
SLOWLY GATHERED 
SUPPORTERS 
AMONG LIBERAL 
BACKBENCHERS IN  
THE SENATE 
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matter, to reopen consideration of 
amendments to section 18C… the 
government has no plans to change 
the Racial Discrimination Act at all, 
but it is an important debate that we 
should have in a free society, about 
the limits of speech and the way 
in which we can best ensure that 
we preserve social harmony and 
security and at the same time ensure 
that there is free speech.

Opposition to section 18C was 
one of the policies that cost Abbott 
support from conservatives in the 
Liberal party. It is not smart politics 
for Turnbull to make the same 
mistake, particularly with a dozen 
Coalition senators in the Senate 
already indicating they will cross the 
floor.

Undoubtedly, much of the 
resistance will be founded on the 
idea that achieving change would be 
too difficult and too controversial, 
as the Abbott government’s fumbled 
efforts show. 

But as difficult as it is to 
overcome entrenched, status-quo, 
progressive opposition, it is possible 

to reform restrictive speech laws, as 
our Commonwealth cousins have 
proven when faced with remarkably 
similar circumstances.

Until February 2014, section 
5(1) of the United Kingdom’s Public 
Order Act (1986) criminalised,  
among other things, ‘insulting words 
or behaviour’. Crossbench peer 
Baron Dear tacked onto government 
legislation in 2013 an extra 
amendment to remove the word 
‘insulting’ from the law.  
The amendment was passed by  
the House of Lords, and was 
ultimately accepted by the 
Conservative government in  
the House of Commons.

Across the Atlantic, section  
13 of the Canadian Human Rights 
Act (1985) made it unlawful to 

communicate, by phone or by 
internet, ‘any material that is likely 
to expose a person or persons to 
hatred or contempt’ based on a 
number of prescribed grounds of 
discrimination, including race, 
national or ethnic origin, colour, and 
religion. 

A private members bill 
introduced by a Conservative 
backbencher Brian Storseth in 2011 
to repeal section 13 was accepted 
by the House of Commons, and 
ultimately passed the Senate in June 
2013.

By backing the uncontroversial 
Day amendments, the prime 
minister would simultaneously 
extend an olive branch to 
conservatives within the party who 
are dissatisfied with the ousting  
of Abbott, maintain consistency with 
his earlier statements, and remove 
one of the worst elements  
of the Racial Discrimination  
Act 1975. Most importantly, the 
prime minister would restore a 
fundamental liberty to Australian 
citizens. R 

MUCH OF THE 
RESISTANCE WILL  
BE FOUNDED ON THE 
IDEA THAT ACHIEVING 
CHANGE WOULD BE 
TOO DIFFICULT AND TOO 
CONTROVERSIAL

>

WHAT NEXT FOR FREEDOM OF SPEECH? R
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How can the Turnbull government’s 
innovation plans be a success when 

it’s too hard to even set up a lemonade 
stand? asks John Roskam
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THE LEMONADE PROBLEM R

The story of what happened 
to Chelsea-lee Downes 
reveals everything that’s 
wrong with Australia’s 

attitude to innovation and  
risk-taking. 

Malcolm Turnbull and Chris 
Pyne’s Innovation Statement 
released this year is a good start. 
Less important than the statement’s 
billion dollars of handouts is its 
recognition that our attitude to 
innovation must change. And 
of course, the biggest source of 
opposition to innovation is always 
government.

Something is wrong if a kid isn’t 
even allowed to run a lemonade 
stand.

Chelsea-lee Downes is an 
11-year-old girl in Bunbury in 
Western Australia. This time last 
year—to make some money for 
Christmas—she wanted to set up a 
stand selling homemade lemonade, 
cupcakes, and lemon meringue pies.

Encouraging children to sell 
lemonade is all the rage at the 
moment. In July Time magazine 
ran a long feature ‘What running a 
lemonade stand can teach budding 
entrepreneurs about business’. More 
lemonade stands was the winning 
idea at a government innovation 
‘hackathon’ in October. And Lucy 
Turnbull is the patron of a not-for-
profit organisation, DICE Kids, 
(Digital, Innovative, Creative and 
Entrepreneurial) that will promote a 
National Lemonade Day to ‘embed 
business skills in schoolkids’.

Chelsea-lee was innovative, using 
social media to advertise. On the 
day her stand was to open she was 
up at 4am to cook. She organised 

furniture, and a fridge and ice were 
on hand. Chelsea-lee’s only problem 
was that officers from the Bunbury 
city council had been alerted to what 
she was up to by a helpful member of 
the public.

Chelsea-lee didn’t get the 
chance to sell anything. The council 
officers shut her down before she 
could open. To be fair, the council’s 
environmental health manager, 
Sarah Upton, was just doing her job. 
What she said is revealing. Ms Upton 
said, ‘The city applauds her efforts in 
trying to be entrepreneurial, but it is 
important to seek professional advice 
in relation to legal requirements.’ If 
lemonade stands do take off around 
the country, advising 11-year-olds on 
their legal requirements could be a 
growth market for Australia’s 60,000 
practising solicitors.

Chelsea-lee wanted to sell 
products containing custard and 
cream, which according to the 
council’s Ms Upton were ‘very 
high-risk products’. Ms Upton 
promised that if Chelsea-lee could 
somehow make her cupcakes and 
lemon meringue pie in a commercial 
kitchen there was the ‘possibility’ the 
council might then allow her to sell 
them. Getting a commercial kitchen 
to make the cakes for a lemonade 
stand seems, though, to defeat the 
purpose of the entire exercise.

Chelsea-lee’s stepmum, Marissa, 
spoke a lot of common sense. ‘We 
understand the principle, but I just 
think customers go there knowing 
it’s an 11-year-old girl’s stall. If you 
don’t want to buy, then don’t.’

The tale of Chelsea-lee’s 
lemonade stand is repeated every 
single day across the country. For 
more and more business owners 
it’s just getting too hard to do what 
they love. Government should be 
making it easier—not harder—to 
run a business and to innovate. It is 
no surprise that research from the 
Institute of Public Affairs identified 
in October that there are now fewer 
new businesses starting in Australia 
than a decade ago. In 2003-04, 
326,000 new businesses started; In 
the year for which we have the most 
recent figures, 2013-14, that figure 
was 284,000. That’s despite the fact 
that during that time our population 
has increased by nearly 20 per cent.

When it comes to the innovation 
of lemonade stands, Uber, Airbnb, 
bitcoin or anything else, government 
always has trouble letting go of 
the control it wants to exercise. 
Innovation also threatens entrenched 
interests. Uber was just recently 
declared illegal in Victoria.

Importing second-hand cars isn’t 
particularly innovative, but it does 
challenge the entrenched privilege of 
the sellers of new cars in Australia. 
It is ironic the Turnbull government 
is telling business to embrace the 
creative destruction of innovation, 
when the same government 
continues to enforce what is basically 
a decades-long embargo on the 
importation of second-hand cars 
into this country.

Encouraging children to run 
lemonade stands is a great idea - at 
a young age they’ll discover how 
to fight bureaucracy. And trying to 
operate a lemonade stand will teach 
children that before they do anything 
they should get a good lawyer. R 

This article was first published on 
11 December 2015 in the Australian 
Financial Review

JOHN ROSKAM
Executive Director at the  
Institute of Public Affairs

GOVERNMENT SHOULD 
BE MAKING IT EASIER—
NOT HARDER—TO RUN 
A BUSINESS AND TO 
INNOVATE

>
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THE MYTH OF 

‘GOOD’ BIG
GOVERNMENT

Many progressives and social democrats have clung to the 
idea that the Scandinavian countries like Sweden off er the 
world a vision that other countries should replicate, writes 

Dr Mikayla Novak. It’s time to wake up to reality.
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THE MYTH OF BIG GOVERNMENT R  

T
he ideological 
inclinations and passions 
of the Australian political 
left have changed 

substantially since the collapse of 
the Soviet empire, as progressives 
and social democrats struggle to 
find new sources of relevance in the 
post-Cold War era.

In our contemporary period, the 
character of political-left thought 
includes a broad scale critique of 
economic growth and improving 
material living standards, and 
an embrace of paternalism in 
consumption choices, particularly in 
regard to what individuals choose to 
ingest or inhale.

But if there is one durable idea 
maintained by many progressives 
and social democrats alike, it is 
that the Scandinavian countries 
of Denmark, Norway, and Sweden 
offer the world a vision for a ‘mixed 
economy paradise’ and that other 
countries should replicate the 
Scandinavian model.

To get a sense of what makes 
Scandinavia distinctive, we could 
compare one fiscal indicator—the 
average tax burden, proxied by the 
taxation to GDP ratio—to look at 
the observed variations between 
Australia and the three countries 
situated in northern Europe.

Drawing from the latest available 
comparative revenue data from 
the OECD, in 2012 Australia had 
a tax to GDP ratio of 34.2 per cent, 
which included payments under our 
compulsory superannuation and 
workers’ compensation schemes, 
as well as premiums within health 
insurance mandates.

As Table 1 shows, the tax to GDP 
ratio for Denmark, Norway, and 

DR MIKAYLA NOVAK
Senior Fellow at the  
Institute of Public Affairs

TO ALIGN AUSTRALIAN CIRCUMSTANCES 
CLOSER TO THAT FOUND IN 
NORTHERN EUROPE, WE MUST SHRUG  
OFF OUR REPUTATION AS A LOW  
TAXING COUNTRY

>
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Sweden ranged between 42 per cent 
and 47 per cent, making for a sizeable 
diff erence in the relative tax burden 
between Australia and Scandinavia.

When we look at government 
spending for social welfare 
purposes—including health, housing 
and transfer payments for pensioners, 
the unemployed, and so on—there 
is also a clear divergence between 
the more streamlined Australian 
welfare system and those provided in 
Denmark, Norway, and Sweden.

As described by Michael Jackson 
and Tim Colquhoun in their essay 
for Australian Quarterly in 2005, 

‘many Australian policy analysts and 
advocates in the 1970s and 1980s were 
… inspired by reports from distant 
Sweden. Th ey spoke of the Swedish 
Model and found in it the basis 
for a critique of Australian society 
and also the blueprint for a better 
alternative.’ Th e implications of this 
sort of advocacy should be clear: to 
align Australian circumstances closer 
to that found in northern Europe, 
we must shrug off  our reputation as 
a low taxing country (by European 
standards), and we ought to implement 
comprehensive welfare programs as a 
crucial part of the practical refutation 
of smaller government.

Th e left ish love-aff air for 
Scandinavia has a decades-long 
history, with one of the more 
totemic examples of this represented 
in the ‘Australia Reconstructed’ 
report of a European delegation 
coordinated by the Australian 
Council of Trade Unions and the 
Trade Development Council.

Th is sprawling 221-page document 
served as the manifesto for a 
top-down renovation of Australian 
policy institutions to make them more 
like those found in Sweden and other 
Scandinavian countries, claiming 
that high-consensus policy regimes 
perform better economically with a 
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full-employment objective that ‘has 
widespread community support 
which enhances social solidarity 
and social cohesion.’ Aside from 
praising industrial policies—and the 
substantial education and training 
spending by the Scandinavian public 
sector—‘Australia Reconstructed’ 
also, unsurprisingly, made suggestions 
for greater regulatory prescription in 
the industrial relations policy space 
conforming to the observed principles 
found in Sweden.

Persuaded of the need for 
policy action by the experiences 
of Norway and Sweden, the 
authors recommended a sweeping 

legislative action program, including 
provisions for labour mobility and 
security, recognition of trade union 
representative rights in workplaces, 
paid education leave, and amending 
corporate legislation obligating 
fi rms to report about their industrial 
relations arrangements.

Other prominent Australian 
academic and political fi gures 
during the 1970s and 1980s 
expressed support for the style of 
economic and fi scal management in 
Denmark, Norway, and Sweden.

In the late 1970s, the Australian 
political scientist Francis G. 
Castles wrote that ‘of all existing 

societies Sweden comes nearest 
to the socialist ideal of the good 
society,’ and he attributed some 
of this laudatory judgment to the 
Swedish Social Democratic Labor 
Party hegemony dominating politics 
in that country for much of the 
twentieth century.

Shortly thereaft er, historian 
Donald Horne approvingly asserted 
that the Australian Labor Party 
intended to transfer Australia into 
the ‘Sweden of the South’, whilst 
others still speculated that the 
Hawke government drew inspiration 
from consensual Scandinavian 
labour-capital relationships for its 
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industrial relations Accord policies.
Th e policy theme—that 

Australia should refashion its 
policies to be similar to those found 
in the likes of Denmark, Norway, 
and Sweden—can still be found 
among fi gures who could best be 
described as being aligned with the 
progressive and social democratic 
political traditions.

Arguably the most important 
Australian protagonist today 
is Deakin University academic 
Andrew Scott, who has argued for 
many years (including in his recent 
book Northern Lights) that Australia 
can learn much from Scandinavia 
and the Nordic countries (also 
incorporating Finland and Iceland) 
more generally.

Writing for the academic 
website Th e Conversation, Scott 
has said that ‘Sweden and the other 
main Nordic nations continue to 

provide living proof that economic 
prosperity can be combined with 
social equality and environmental 
responsibility.’ He cites the degree 
of income inequality, workforce 
participation rates, subsidies for 
children, schooling achievement, 
skills retraining, and taxation 
levels as grounds to ‘support the 
argument that Australia should 
look to the approach adopted 
by these Nordic countries when 
developing our own policies.’ 

Similar sentiments have been 
expressed in recent years by the 
likes of left ist commentators such 
as Fred Argy, Ross Gittins, Ian 
McAuley, and Miriam Lyons.

But does the ‘Great Scandinavian 
Dreaming’ by the Australian 
political left  stack up to the reality— 
is it even a reasonable suggestion? 
Perhaps the most authoritative 
answer to those important questions 
has been best encapsulated in recent 

scrutineering of the Scandinavian 
model by Swedish author of Kurdish 
origin, Nina Sanandaji.

In his paper ‘Scandinavian 
Unexceptionism’—written for 
the London-based Institute of 
Economic Aff airs—Sanandaji 
helpfully reminds the proponents 
that ‘Scandinavian countries have 
never been an exception to the 
normal economic rules’. Th is is an 
important point when appreciating 
the nature and causes of Danish, 
Norwegian, and Swedish prosperity.

Many commentators on the left  
seem to attribute the observed levels 
of economic prosperity, income 
equality, and good social outcomes 
to the high taxes and extensive 
government spending of today, when 
in fact these benefi cial outcomes 
were forged and entrenched when 
Scandinavia had a much smaller 
public sector prior to the 1960s.

In other words, the left  are 
confusing correlation with 
causality—a classic but commonplace 
mistake to make. 

For example, Sweden enjoyed the 
highest economic growth rates in the 
world between 1870 and 1936 but, 
since then, Sweden’s international 
growth ranking has been sliding as tax 
rates ballooned to fund cradle-to-grave 
welfarism.

One of the greater indictments 
of the Scandinavian experience, as 
Sanandaji reports, is the dispiriting 
rates of entrepreneurship during the 
era of big government in Europe’s 
north: 

In 2004, 38 of the 100 businesses 

SCANDINAVIA’S
OBSERVED BENEFICIAL
OUTCOMES WERE
FORGED AND
ENTRENCHED WHEN IT
HAD A MUCH SMALLER
PUBLIC SECTOR

>
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   Nina Sanandaji—Scandinavian countries ‘have never been an exception to the normal economic rules’
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with the highest revenues in 
Sweden were entrepreneurial: in 
other words started as privately 
owned businesses within the 
country. Of these fi rms, 21 were 
founded before 1913. Additionally, 
15 were founded between 1914 and 
1970. Only two had been formed 
aft er 1970. If the 100 largest fi rms 
are instead ranked according to 
how many people they employed, 
none of the largest entrepreneurial 
fi rms were founded aft er 1970.

Two Scandinavian companies that 
are adjudged by many as paeans of 
ingenuity and innovation—Finland’s 
Nokia and Sweden’s IKEA—were 
founded in 1865 and 1943, respectively, 
prior to the post-1960 era of substantial 
government intervention.

 Numerous economic researchers 
have observed that the high degree 
of trade openness maintained by the 
Scandinavian countries have helped 
them economically ‘compensate’ to 
some extent the malign eff ects of 
extensive fi scal policies. 

But it needs to be recognised that 
in recent decades Denmark, Finland, 
and Sweden have been compelled to 
experiment with market liberalisations, 
simply because openness to trade 
can only take countries so far in 
maintaining prosperity.

Sanandaji poignantly states 
that Scandinavia would be even 
more prosperous with lower taxes, 
citing several studies detailing the 
disincentive eff ects of a heavy tax 
load on workers and businesses.

It is also important to recognise 
that persistent welfare benefi ts 
of a comprehensive scale, such 
as the redistributive programs in 
Scandinavian countries, do come 
with a great cost in the long run: 
generous welfare policies have 
created new social problems, 
though with a substantial time 
lag as might be expected. Th e 
combination of high taxes, 
generous government benefi ts 

and a rigid labour market has led 
to dependency on government 
handouts among large subsections 
of the population. Families have 
thus become trapped in poverty. 
Th e policies have, in particular, 
limited the ability of the societies 
to integrate immigrants into their 
labour markets.

Th e economic integration issues 
facing some migrants in Denmark, 
Norway, and Sweden are problematic 
but it should be emphasised that it 
is not the fault of migrants that the 
Scandinavian model is serving them 
hardships.

When we expose the economic 
and fi scal systems of Denmark, 
Norway, and Sweden, and even 
Finland and Iceland, to the torchlight 
of critical scrutiny, we do fi nd that 
the performance of these countries 
leave much to be desired.

Scandinavian prosperity was built 
on a foundation of relatively small 

government from the late nineteenth 
century to the mid-twentieth century.

It was subsequently subjected 
to free-riding by complacent 
high taxation and comprehensive 
welfarism from the 1960s.

Since the 1980s, there has 
been a tentative reform program, 
including lowering tax burdens 
and liberalising labour and product 
markets, but more needs to be done 
for Scandinavia to return to, as 
Sanandaji puts it, ‘the free-market 
roots that have historically served 
them so well.’

 If people of progressive and social 
democratic ideological ilk in this 
country are to make a worthwhile 
contribution to turning around our 
fortunes, a vital part of this will be 
for them to wake up to the reality 
that the Scandinavian model is not 
anywhere near as wondrous as it is 
made out to be. R

BREAKING THE MYTH OF ‘GOOD’ BIG GOVERNMENT R

   Finland’s Nokia was founded in 1865, prior to the post-1960 era of substantial government intervention



C
ities are complex creatures 
in constant fl ux. Some 
cities grow and thrive, 
while others wither and 

die. A tussle between top-down 
regulation (by governments) and 
bottom-up decision-making (by 
individuals) makes cities diffi  cult to 
plan.

City planners successfully navigate 
these uncertain waters by accou nting 
for future contingencies and enabling 
fl exibility for bottom-up innovation. 
A radically new type of city planning 
focuses specifi cally on working out 
this problem. Th ey’re called private 
(or proprietary) cities.

Th e idea behind private cities 
is simple: sell large areas of (oft en 
unused) land to private developers. 
Developers build the roads, utilities 
and amenities and then they lease or 
sell property to others. 

Mark Lutter, an expert economist 
on private cities, has summarised 
the underlying principle as: 
‘proprietary communities [private 
cities] off er a way to get rich by 

providing public goods.’
Private cities seem radical at fi rst. 

However, for the developing world—
from India to Honduras—private 
cities provide real relief from corrupt 
and ineffi  cient governments.

While developing countries are in 
stark contrast with the bureaucracy of 
Melbourne, the underlying economics 
are strikingly similar. Planning has 
two opposing origins: the government 
and the individual. Any planning 
system must balance the individual 
and the government because they are 
inherently in tension. 

As Australia grows—the 
population of Melbourne and 
Sydney are estimated to double by 
2055—it is essential we do not simply 
replicate our current city plans. Th e 
unprecedented planning challenges 
of the coming decades desperately 
need new thinking. Th is innovation is 
unlikely to come from the dictates of a 
public council. 

Enacting institutional change 
through government is notoriously 
diffi  cult. Council-based reform is 
marginal—small changes around 
the edges—and piecemeal. Private 
cities provide a solution to this 
planning deadlock and hope for the 
liberalisation of our cities. 

A recent example is Gurgaon, 

India. Just south-west of Delhi, 
Gurgaon emerged from a loophole 
in planning policy—the area was so 
barren that the previous town did not 
rank at a high enough level to gain an 
urban planning bureaucracy. Th rough 
a liberalisation miracle, several 
developers purchased the land and set 
about creating a city. A private city.

Th e land on which Gurgaon now 
sits, which was almost barren in 1979, 
has amassed a population of over 1.5 
million in 2015. But Gurgaon is no 
slum. Th is private city is a technology 
and IT hub, achieving the label of 
‘India’s Singapore’. Now over half of 
the US Fortune 500 companies have 
offi  ces there. 

How could a private city possibly 
work? Economics 101 suggests that 
the ‘public goods’ of a city must be 
provided by government because no 
other producer could provide, say, 
street lights, because they could not 
recoup their costs. 

Public goods are unique because 
they tend to raise land values. But 
these values could not be captured 
by government. Th ey can in a private 
city, through rents. 

Let us think about a private city 
on a smaller scale: a shopping mall. 
Why do mall owners provide heaters, 
footpaths, and parking? Th ese are 

Private cities have the potential to teach us what the task of government 
is, and what can be left to the individual, writes Darcy Allen.

DARCY ALLEN
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the equivalent of ‘public goods’. Th ey 
do so because they can increase the 
lease price to their tenants. A better 
mall charges higher prices. To an 
economist, this is the equivalent of the 
‘externalities’ being internalised. 

In the same way as a mall—or 
an apartment block, or a home—the 
more eff ective and impressive the 
product, the higher the lease prices. 
And this ties the provision of goods 
directly back to the bottom line of a 
developer. Th e unique thing about 
private cities is you now have an 
organised, profi t-driven company 
advocating for change. 

Th ere are two main benefi ts that 
private cities provide. First, planning 
a city is complex and occurs under 
uncertainty. No ideal policy ever 
exists. Private cities help solve this 
‘knowledge problem’ by decentralising 
decision making between competing 
jurisdictions. Th is cross-city 
experimentation allows potential 
replication elsewhere.

Second, even if governments 
possessed all of the possible 
knowledge, there is little reason 
to believe policies would 
be implemented eff ectively 
and effi  ciently. Government 
administration is too oft en wasteful 

and ineffi  cient—bowing down to 
the organised few (rent seekers) over 
the disorganised many (taxpayers). 
Anyone who has attempted a 
renovation in an Australian heritage-
cloaked suburb is well aware of our 
draconian planning restrictions. 
Th is can be traced back to regulatory 
capture and rent-seeking (but that is a 
topic for a separate article).

Private cities remain experimental. 
We are still in the ‘what worked and 
what did not?’ phase. Many have 
emerged in the depths of developing 
nations—India, Saudi Arabia, 
Honduras—with a raft  of deeper 
institutional problems of crime and 
poverty. Cousins of private cities—
for example, the King Abdullah 
Economic City in Saudi Arabia—are 
also experimenting with new social 
policies by providing more rights 
for women.

Not all private cities are smooth 
sailing. Many have failed on multiple 
fronts. But these failures should 
be lessons for liberalisation, not 
for government. Private cities, 
consequently, have the potential 
to teach us what the task of 
government is, and what can be 
devolved to the individual.

And some lessons are being learnt. 
Broad planning tasks should be done 
by government and the other, more 
specifi c and individual issues, should 
arise out of civil society. Gurgaon is 
host to 35,000 private security guards, 
a 9,000 strong police force, and a fully 
functioning private fi re department.

Let’s be clear: no one would 
suggest the privatisation of our cities. 
However, planners and developers in 
Australia should keep a keen eye on 
the development of private cities. 

In 1961, the prominent urban 
scholar Jane Jacobs argued that ‘the 
pseudoscience of planning seems 
almost neurotic in its determination 
to imitate empiric failure and ignore 
empiric success.’ Th is tendency to 
ignore empirical evidence about 
planning is no less true today. Private 
cities provide this evidence—and 
planners should pay attention. R

   Gurgaon cityscape, by Dinesh Pratap Singh/Wikimedia Commons

HOWEVER, PLANNERS 
AND DEVELOPERS IN 
AUSTRALIA SHOULD 
KEEP A KEEN EYE ON 
THE DEVELOPMENT OF 
PRIVATE CITIES.
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WHEN I N 
ROME…

 Over the course of Rome’s long history, taxation 
was frequently a source of outrage and grief. 

Indeed there is a basic lesson to be learned from 
Roman history, namely that people did not 

like paying taxes they found unjust, 
writes Stephanie Forrest. 
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I
t was winter in AD 357, and the 
Roman Gaul (broadly France) was 
under attack from barbarians. In 
the last episode of fi ghting, vast 

tracts of land had been devastated. To 
remedy the losses for landowners, the 
Praetorian Prefect Florentius and the 
bureaucrats under his charge decided 
to raise an emergency levy, in addition 
to the standard poll tax and land tax.

In marched Julian, the Caesar—a 
‘junior Emperor’ in this late period 
of Roman history. According to the 
historian Ammianus Marcellinus, 
when Julian learned about the planned 
levy, he:

declared that he would rather lose 
his life than allow it to be done. For 
he knew that the incurable wounds 
of such arrangements, or rather 
derangements … had oft en driven 
provinces to extreme poverty.

Later, when another tax increase 
was proposed to him, he ‘could not 
bring himself to read [the decree] or 
sign it, but threw it on the ground’.

Th is tale about Julian still resonates 
with us today. True: we are not under 
immediate attack from barbarians. Yet 
debates over taxation much like this 
one are a feature of politics today, just 
as they were 1,658 years ago.

Th is anecdote is one of many. 
Overall, there are many interesting 
lessons that can be drawn from the 
Roman experience of taxation. First, it 
shows us that people haven’t changed 
that much over the last several 
hundred years. Now as then, people 
hate paying taxes—particularly taxes 
they consider unjust. 

Second, it shows that many of 

the tricks our governments use 
to raise revenue are nothing new. 
Th ey were also attempted by the 
Romans. Overlooking a strong central 
government and what was probably 
the most advanced economy in the 
history of the world prior to the 
Industrial Revolution, the Roman 
Emperors required increasingly vast 
revenues to fund their armies and the 
workings of the state. At various times, 
they tried to achieve this by creating 
new taxes, raising taxes on the rich, or 
devaluing the currency.

Th ird, the Julian anecdote shows 
that it has long been recognised that 
excessive taxation can actually be 
counter-productive and harm the 
economy. 

Indeed, it has even been suggested 
at various times—though not proven—
that over-taxation contributed to the 
collapse of the Western Roman Empire 
in the fi ft h century.

Th is is topical now, in 2015, 
while the federal government and 
commentators are grappling with 
the question of how best to tackle 
Australia’s mounting defi cit problem. 
Both the Abbott and now the 
Turnbull governments have proposed 
increasing taxes as if this will solve the 
government’s spending problem. 

Debates of this kind are certainly 
nothing new. Th ey reappear 
throughout much of human history, 
and there is little doubt that they 
become particularly visible in the 
Roman Empire between the third and 

sixth centuries. Th is led one prominent 
Roman historian, A. H. M. Jones, to 
claim in the 1950s, ‘rarely in recorded 
history has there been a louder and 
more persistent chorus of complaint 
against the taxes than under the later 
Roman Empire.’

It is in these centuries that taxation 
is blamed for the impoverishment 
of regions. Th is clearly occurs in the 
anecdote cited above from Ammianus 
Marcellinus, in which Julian connects 
tax levies with the impoverishment of 
certain provinces of the Empire. Th e 
same idea is most famously expressed 
by the early fourth century Christian 
writer, Lactantius. Refl ecting on the 
reign of Diocletian (r. 285-305), 
he claimed:

Th ere began to be fewer men who 
paid taxes than there were who 
received wages; so that the means of 
the husbandmen being exhausted 
by enormous impositions, the farms 
were abandoned, cultivated grounds 
became woodland, and universal 
dismay prevailed.

Nor were these writers lone voices. 
Th e orator and statesman Th emistius 
likewise complained in the middle 
of the fourth century that the tax 
burden had doubled over the last four 
decades. Later, in the middle of the 
sixth century, the historian Procopius 
complained about the exactions of the 
Eastern Roman Emperor Justinian I 
and the destruction of the economy in 
his eff orts to portray Justinian as an 
autocrat.

Indeed, one old argument that has 
been advanced since the beginning 
of the twentieth century is that high 
taxation contributed to Rome’s decline 
in this period. Major proponents of 
this argument have included author 
and Pulitzer Prize winner H. J. 
Haskell (d. 1952), British historian A. 
H. M. Jones (d. 1970), and American 
economic historian and former 

WHEN IN ROME R
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CHANGED THAT 
MUCH OVER THE LAST 
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YEARS … THEY HATE 
PAYING TAXES THEY 
CONSIDER UNJUST
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Reagan domestic policy adviser, 
Bruce Bartlett. All three of these 
worked independently of each other, 
but nonetheless produced similar 
arguments. The essence of it is that the 
Roman Empire—under Augustus—
began with a small government, which 
translated for the most part to low 
taxes and economic prosperity. 

As time passed by however, the 
expenditure of the Roman government 
rose due to military costs, public 
works, welfare costs, and the growth of 
the central bureaucracy.

Since from the early second 
century the Empire had largely 
stopped expanding, governments 
could no longer rely on conquests as 
a source of income. There were now 
two potential ways through which the 
government could raise money to pay 
wages and fund its existence: either 
it could increase taxes or mint more 
coins.

It ultimately resorted to both 

measures. From relatively early in the 
period, the government increased 
taxes on the wealthiest segments of 
society as a quick measure for raising 
revenue—a measure which is repeated 
in modern times. Later in the second 
century, Roman governments also 
began to mint further coins with 
diminished silver content. The typical 
narrative of this period of Roman 
history maintains that the devaluing 
of the currency led to episodes of rapid 
inflation.

According to this narrative, the key 
moment occurred in the third century, 
when the Roman Empire almost 
collapsed in the midst of a crisis. Over 
fifty years, it was nearly torn apart 
by ongoing civil war. Warlords rose 
and fell from power, and most did 
not survive more than a few years on 
the throne. More than anything else, 
the military became the determining 
factor in the struggle for power. As a 
result, successive Emperors expanded 
the Roman armies and poured more 

resources into them to secure its 
support and fend off the barbarian 
invasions that were occurring at the 
same time. Meanwhile, inflation was 
reaching crisis point and crippling the 
Roman economy.

The standard version of the story 
says that while the government 
expanded throughout this period, 
the broader population suffered as a 
result of economic crisis and repeated 
exactions by the government. 

Some historians have speculated 
that the burden was particularly harsh 
on the small-holders and mercantile 
class—the so-called Roman ‘middle-
class’. Some have even gone so far as to 
argue that the beginnings of feudalism 
in the West date to this period. 

According to this line of thinking, 
burdened smallholders voluntarily 
put themselves under the protection 
of major landholders, preferring to 
work on the land as tenants or even 
to sell themselves into slavery. This 
practice was so widespread that in the 

  CONTINUED

  Hoarding coins became a common practice during the politically unstable times of the later Roman empire
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later fourth century, apparently, the 
Emperor Valens issued a law expressly 
prohibiting it.

In the decades aft er the crisis, the 
Emperors Diocletian and Constantine 
consolidated the power of the Roman 
government by undertaking various 
administrative reforms. Some of these 
were good: they reformed the currency 
and standardised the taxation system, 
which gave citizens some degree 
of certainty. Yet these reforms did 
nothing to curb the expansion of the 
state.

Increasingly, tax revenue was not 
adequate to fund the needs of the 
government. Th e more the taxes were 
raised, the fewer were willing or able 
to pay them, and the less revenue the 
government collected. Th e ‘middle 
class’, so the argument goes, was wiped 
out by excessive taxation, widening the 
gap between the rich and the poor. 

Some have speculated that the 
increased taxation caused tax evasion 
on a massive scale.  It was roughly 
in this period that ‘coin hoarding’ 

became commonplace in Britain and 
some other areas of the Empire. All 
of this happened while the borders of 
the Empire were being penetrated by 
barbarian tribes, who had long been 
pressuring the Roman borders in a 
quest for wealth and more arable lands. 
Th e cost of keeping them out was too 
much for the inhabitants of the Roman 
dominion. In the end, they succumbed 
to barbarian rule, and the Western 
Empire fell apart.

Th is narrative should not be 
embraced as established fact. Today’s 
scholarship is somewhat divided over 
whether the decline of the economy in 
the third and fourth centuries was as 
severe as authors like Lactantius and 
Ammianus Marcellinus claimed. 

Moreover, it does not fully explain 
why only half of the Empire collapsed 
in 476. Th e Eastern half struggled on 
for another thousand years, although 
it too partially disintegrated over the 
course of the seventh century, and 
remained in a substantially-reduced 
form for the rest of its existence.

Nevertheless, this should not 
detract from the basic lesson—people 
haven’t changed that much. We don’t 
like paying taxes we consider overly 
burdensome, and never have. Taxation, 
over the course of Rome’s long history, 
was frequently a source of outrage and 
grief. 

In Rome, as in Australia today, 
it was also recognised by some that 
excessive government and the burden 
of taxation can be counter-productive, 
and can impede human fl ourishing.

And so far as the fall of the 
Western Roman Empire was 
concerned, it does not require too 
much imagination to speculate that 
the inhabitants of the Western Roman 
frontiers in the fi ft h century, given 
a choice between rule by the over-
burdened, heavily-taxing Roman 
government and the comparative 
freedom under the rule of the 
barbarians, might have opted for 
the latter—albeit at a terrible cost for 
future generations. R
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   ‘ I’m late in realising 
that it’s you guys, it’s 
the private sector, it’s 
commerce that’s going 
to take the majority of 
people out of extreme 
poverty. And, as an 
activist, I almost found 
that hard to say.’  
Bono, 2015.
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I
f you’re a follower of the IPA 
on social media, you will have 
noticed we recently circulated 
this quote from U2 rocker and 

anti-poverty activist, Bono: 
I’m late in realising that it’s you 
guys, it’s the private sector, it’s 
commerce that’s going to take the 
majority of people out of extreme 
poverty. And, as an activist, I 
almost found that hard to say.

Indeed, a number of events 
have occurred in 2015 making it a 
watershed year in the fight against 
global poverty. 

The major development was 
the release of a World Bank report 
stating that one billion people had 
risen out of poverty since 2000. 

It also found that the percentage 
of people earning $1.90 or less 
(according to purchasing power 
parity international dollar basis) 
will fall into single digits this year 
for the first time ever. The global 
poverty rate was 37.1 per cent in 
1990.

As IPA Senior Research Fellow 
Dr Mikayla Novak wrote on the 
IPA’s FreedomWatch, this growth 
is undoubtedly the result of 
greater economic freedom as more 
developing countries repudiate 
central planning, remove onerous 
regulation, engage in international 
trade and investment and place 
their economic ambitions in the 
hands of entrepreneurs in all 
shapes and sizes. 

This view is supported by US 
think tanks the Cato Institute and 
the Heritage Foundation, both of 

whom produce indexes measuring 
global economic freedom. Both of 
these indexes have found economic 
freedom has been increasing 
globally in recent decades, and 
that countries that are freer are 
more prosperous. 

In light of these extraordinary 
developments, the global 
development community can no 
longer ignore the absolutely central 
role that economic liberalisation 
plays in the alleviation of poverty.  

Along with the landmark 
World Bank report, was the 
awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize 
to Scottish economist Angus 
Deaton. 

Deaton is a critic of foreign 
aid, believing it weakens the 
institutions necessary for growth. 
In his book Th e Great Escape: 
Health, Wealth, and the Origins of 

2015 was a Berlin Wall moment in the fi ght against global 
poverty. To continue to view government funded foreign 

aid as the spearhead of the fi ght against poverty would be 
immoral, according to Peter Gregory. 
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Inequality, he writes:
When the ‘conditions for 
development’ are present, 
aid is not required. When 
local conditions are hostile 
to development, aid is not 
useful, and it will do harm if it 
perpetuates those conditions.

He goes on to say: 
[E]ven in good environments, 
aid compromises institutions, 
it contaminates local politics, 
and it undermines democracy.

While Deaton wasn’t awarded 
the prize for his views on foreign 
aid, and he is certainly not the 
first Nobel Laureate to take this 
view, his overtly dim appraisal 

of foreign aid means that being a 
foreign aid sceptic has officially 
‘gone mainstream’. 

Deaton is certainly no great 
advocate of the free market. His 
economic views are centrist. But, 
as nominally the world’s pre-
eminent economist, his attacks 
on foreign aid mean that it is 
increasingly difficult to dismiss 
foreign aid sceptics as intellectual 
outliers or rabid ideologues. 
Indeed, Deaton’s views confirm 
that the intellectual 
climate has changed.    

The third major development to 
occur in the fight against poverty 
this year has been the advent of 
the Sustainable Development 

Goals (SDGs) by the UN. These 
goals will continue the work of the 
Millennium Developments Goals 
(MDGs) which ran from 2000 to 
2015. 

The final report of the MDGs, 
launched by UN Secretary-General 
Ban Ki-Moon, claimed they were 
‘the most successful anti-poverty 
movement in history’. In light of 
the huge market-based gains made 
in the preceding decades, rarely 
have emptier words been printed. 

The SDGs will set the agenda 
for $US2.3 trillion of foreign aid 
between 2015 and 2030. Whereas 
the MDGs were consisted of 
only 8 goals, the SDGs have 
spawned 169 targets. These 

  CONTINUED
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targets are an extended wish list 
of the international development 
community. 

There are many problems with 
the SDGs, but the main one is 
this—they are based on the belief 
that the solution to poverty is to 
expand the role of government in 
aid-receiving nations. This belies 
the fundamental truth that poor 
countries are poor because of 
(often authoritarian) government.  

This intrinsic f law in the SDGs 
ref lects the economic theory 
on which foreign aid is based. 
The notion of foreign aid gained 
prominence post-WW2 when 
neo-classical growth theory held 
sway. This theory stipulates that 

growth is a technical problem 
that requires the right allocation 
of resources at the right time. 
Furthermore, this allocation 
is most efficiently achieved by 
government planning. 

This theory is a product of the 
epoch in which it emerged. The 
world was still reeling from the 
Depression that was supposedly 
the fault of laissez-faire capitalism, 
the success of the planned 
wartime economies was fresh in 
the memory, and many in the 
outside world still believed the 
Soviet Union was growing at an 
enormous rate. 

It is ludicrous that the 
international development 

community should base its multi-
trillion dollar agenda on such 
outdated economics. 

To grasp the nettle provided by 
the huge gains made by markets in 
recent times, to ensure that 2015 
is indeed a Berlin Wall moment 
for global poverty, a new agenda 
for foreign aid and charity must 
be established. It must challenge 
the SDGs and persuade donors to 
support market-based solutions 
to poverty.  

The key acknowledgement 
of such an agenda must be that 
the vast majority of people will 
be lifted out of poverty in the 
course of taking part in free 
markets. Firstly, this can be done 
by removing the barriers that 
many face in taking part in free 
markets such as streamlining 
business registration and ensuring 
accessible property rights. 
Secondly, charitable organisations 
must work to develop markets that 
are beneficial to poor people. Good 
examples of this are microfinance 
and personal equity finance, as 
utilised by the Human Capital 
Project in Cambodia.

Equally important, the days 
of working through authoritarian 
governments—the very 
governments that are causing 
poverty in the first place —must 
end once and for all. 

2015 has shown many in the 
development community what 
many readers of this publication 
have known for a long time: it is 
people and markets that will solve 
poverty, not governments and aid. 
Foreign aid and charity will never 
‘solve poverty’ though they can 
make a worthwhile and positive 
contribution around the margins. 
The momentum created by the 
events of this year must not be lost 
if we are to ensure that millions of 
people don’t needlessly remain in 
a state of grinding poverty. R  



T
he war over school choice 
has been reignited and 
once again, opponents of 
market-based education 

reforms entirely miss the point. 
A national study released 

in April this year analysed the 
cognitive outcomes of 4,000 
Australian primary-school children 
at government and non-government 
schools. Th e study, entitled ‘Does 

School Type Aff ect Cognitive and 
Non-Cognitive Development in 
Children?’ declared tha t ‘sending 
children to Catholic or other 
independent primary schools has no 
signifi cant eff ect on their cognitive 
and non-cognitive outcome’.

Th ese results have been met with 
the inevitable response from critics of 
non-government schools, who have 
taken the opportunity to denounce 
school choice, and call for increased 
funding for government schools. Th is is 
easy to refute. If any point is to be taken 
from this study regarding funding, it 
is that school choice has not destroyed 
government schools; rather, they have 
been able to achieve results comparable 
to those of non-government schools 

with less funding. Competition works. 
But why let the truth get in the way of a 
good cash-grab opportunity? 

While calling for increased funding 
for government schools, Save Our 
Schools spokesman Trevor Cobbold 
went so far as to say that, ‘If you think 
you are getting some advantage in 
education outcomes from sending your 
child to a private school rather than a 
government school, think again’. 

Cobbold’s response is typical 
of people who wilfully ignore the 
myriad of reasons that more and 
more Australian parents have when 
choosing to enrol their children in non-
government schools. 

Yes, academic outcomes are a 
priority for parents when it comes to 

SCHOOL CHOICE IS THE 

BEST CHOICE
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Parents deserve the right to choose which school 
best meets the needs of their children, writes Hannah Pandel.
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selecting a school for their children. 
But it is not the only factor. This is 
the conclusion of a 2013 study by the 
Friedman Foundation for Educational 
Choice, ‘More Than Scores: An 
Analysis of Why and How Parents 
Choose Private Schools’. It found that 
academic results did not even factor 
in the top ten reasons parents choose 
non-government schools.  

Earlier research goes further. A 
study published in 1997 by David 
Figlio and Joe Stone entitled ‘School 
Choice and Student Performance: 
Are Private Schools Really Better?’ 
found that parents may still choose to 
send their child to a non-government 
school even if there are no academic 
advantages. 

As Figlio and Stone found, parents 
were flocking to the non-government 
school sector because they tended to 
provide their students with a more 
disciplined environment, a religious 
education, or a greater opportunity to 
participate in extracurricular sports. 

This is precisely because parents 
think about much more than 
just academic achievement when 
choosing a school. The Australian 
literature also overwhelmingly 
supports this. ‘Factors Affecting 
School Choice’, a report from the 
Independent Schools Council of 
Australia, found that the most 
important reasons as to why parents 
chose to send their child to non-
government schools were the good 
facilities, good teachers, and the 
supportive and caring environment. 

And a study by the Australian 
Council for Educational Research 
found that the most common factor 
influencing parents when choosing 
whether to send their child to a 
government or non-government school 
was ‘the extent to which the school 
embraced traditional values to do with 
discipline, religious or moral values, the 
traditions of the school itself, and the 
requirement that a uniform be worn’.

Again, academic achievement 

did not feature as the most 
significant factor. This is in 
recognition of the fact that it is no 
longer acceptable for schools to only 
equip their students with knowledge 
and skills. 

Our world is highly competitive, 
fast-paced and constantly changing. 
To provide stability, parents are 
turning to schools they believe 
will give their children the best 
opportunity to succeed while 
promoting traditional values 
in a supportive and disciplined 
environment.

School choice comes down to one 
simple thing: parents want to be able 
to choose a school that best matches 
the needs of their child and their 
own values. This may mean they 
choose a single-sex school, on the 
basis that they believe the educational 
and social outcomes will be greater 
for their child in that environment. 
They may prefer a school espousing 
religious values that mirror their 
own, as opposed to a secular one, a 
feature of all Australian government 
schools. They may select a special 
school for their disabled child 
because they feel that school can 
better cater for their specific needs. 

And they may choose to send 
their child to the same school that 
they attended, their parents attended, 
and their grandparents attended 
purely on the basis that family and 
tradition is important to them above 
all else. 

It is unacceptable for any 
organisation or government to 

decide that none of these reasons 
are acceptable. It is the right of the 
parent—informed by their own 
values and their own priorities—to 
make the decisions they believe 
are best for their children. Even 
the UN recognises this, and have 
enshrined it in Article Thirteen of the 
International Covenant on Economic, 
Social and Cultural Rights, which 
commits all signatories, of which 
Australia is one, ‘to have respect for 
the liberty of parents … to choose 
for their children schools, other 
than those established by public 
authorities … to ensure the religious 
and moral education of their children 
in conformity with their  
own convictions’.  

Education is more than 
academia. If that were not the 
case, the controversy surrounding 
the ideological nature of the 
National Curriculum would not 
exist. All aspects of the education 
system—whether they be the 
subjects enshrined in the National 
Curriculum, the principles upheld by 
the schools, or the textbooks used in 
the classroom—are value-laden. It is 
for this reason that parents must have 
the definitive power to choose what 
these values are (at least to the best of 
their abilities), as they will ultimately 
influence their children’s future 
values and decisions. 

A major strength of non-
government schools is that they are 
directly accountable to parental 
values. If they stray from the ideas 
important to their community, 
parents will inevitably withdraw 
their children and search for a more 
suitable alternative. 

School choice empowers parents 
to control their child’s education 
and the values they are being taught 
in schools. The fact that we have an 
education system which gives parents 
the power to choose what is best for 
their children is something to be 
celebrated, not lamented. R

IT IS NO LONGER 
ACCEPTABLE  
FOR SCHOOLS 
TO ONLY EQUIP  
THEIR STUDENTS 
WITH KNOWLEDGE 
AND SKILLS. WE 
DEMAND MORE 
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 HASLUCK
TOO SERIOUS 
FOR POLITICS 
Very few individuals with 
the intellectual depth of 
Paul Hasluck have reached 
the highest levels of 
Australian politics, 
writes Dr Richard Allsop.

    Paul Hasluck, Minister for Territories in the 
Menzies government
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DESPITE HIS MANY ACHIEVEMENTS AS A MINISTER, THERE IS THIS SENSE
OF THE FLAWED TRAGIC HERO ABOUT HASLUCK>

T
here are two major 
‘what ifs’ in Australian 
political history which 
relate to Paul Hasluck.

What if Hasluck, rather than 
John Gorton, had emerged the 
victor from the January 1968 Liberal 
leadership ballot to replace the 
recently drowned Prime Minister 
Harold Holt? And what if, in 1974, 
Hasluck had accepted an extension 
of his term as governor-general and 
thus had been the man making the 
decisions in the constitutional crisis 
of 1975?

Yet, despite the fact that 
Hasluck did not become prime 
minister and did not have a vice-
regal crisis thrust upon him, he 
remains one of the most interesting 
public fi gures in twentieth century 
Australia. He is eminently worthy 
of this substantial new biography 
by leading Australian historian 
Geoff rey Bolton (who unfortunately 
died a few months aft er the 
publication of this work at the 
age of 83).

In recent decades, the most 
debated aspect of Hasluck’s career 
has been his twelve years (1951 to 
1963) as Minister for Territories 

in the Menzies government—
largely because in this role he was 
responsible for Aboriginal policy in 
the Northern Territory. Indeed, the 
strong focus on Aboriginal history 
amongst the nation’s historians 
has seen Hasluck’s actions in the 
Territories’ portfolio be the subject 
of far more discussion within 
academia than anything done, 
for instance, by the Treasurers of 
that same period.

Hasluck’s name is commonly 
associated with the policy 
of assimilation, which he 
applied to Aboriginals in the 
Northern Territory, and was 
similarly implemented by state 
governments of the period. 
Subsequent generations of activists 
in Aboriginal aff airs rejected 
assimilation and favoured a policy 

of self-determination. Th eir 
criticism of Hasluck’s position was 
oft en unfair for, as Bolton argues, 
when Hasluck became the Minister 
for Territories, the alternative 
to assimilation was not self-
determination, but ‘the old policies 
of segregation and neglect’.

Critics have also tried to make 
Hasluck one of the villains in the 
story of the Stolen Generation. 

Bolton makes the point that 
while in the 1930s the eugenics 
movement played a part in the 
motivation of the forcible removal 
of children with European 
background fathers from their 
Aboriginal mothers, by the 1950s 
the policy was that children were 
only meant to be removed on the 
grounds of the welfare of the child, 
not on the basis of race. Modern day 
critics may still believe it was the 
wrong policy but at the time ‘it was 
accepted practice and seen as the 
best option’.

Th e other key area of 
responsibility for the Territories 
Minister in the 1950s and 1960s was 
Papua New Guinea (PNG). Hasluck 
has sometimes been painted 
as an exponent of colonialism 
seeking to delay PNG’s path to 
independence. However, even his 
contemporary political opponents, 
who disagreed with aspects of his 

Paul Hasluck: A Life 

By Geoff rey Bolton
UWA Publishing, 2014,492 pages
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approach, acknowledged that he 
was ‘remarkably humanitarian’.

One particular issue which 
he had to consider was whether 
to allow non-Indigenous people, 
such as Australian ex-servicemen, 
to settle in significant numbers. 
He was instinctively against 
it, fearing it could become a 
problem as PNG moved towards 
independence. When he did 
allow an ex-servicemen’s credit 
scheme, he insisted that there be no 
discrimination against Indigenous 
ex-servicemen. 

It was in the context of dealing 
with these issues in PNG that 
Hasluck delivered the ‘most explicit 
statement of political philosophy 
he ever made’, a statement which 
included the assertion that 
‘the private enterprise of every 
native villager is just as sacred to 
liberalism as is the  
private enterprise of any European 
who may have established a 
business there’.

Hasluck brought unusually 
deep intellectual roots to his 
ministerial responsibilities. Before 
entering parliament as the Member 
for Curtin in 1949, Hasluck had 
worked as a journalist at the West 
Australian, lectured at university, 
started a publishing company, 
written poetry and been active 
in Perth’s local drama scene. He 
also began his involvement in 
Aboriginal affairs by accompanying 
around Western Australia a Royal 
Commission into the condition 
of Aboriginals, and writing a 
well-received book called Black 
Australians. 

In the Second World War, 
Hasluck came to the east coast to 
take up a role in the Department of 
External Affairs, which led to his 
working on the formation of the 
United Nations with Minister H.V. 
‘Doc’ Evatt. Hasluck found Evatt 

a difficult boss as he was prone to 
erratic decision-making and public 
grandstanding. This experience 
with Evatt was to have a big impact 
on Hasluck’s own political career 
for, as Bolton comments, ‘as an 
officer of the department he had 
suffered too much from Evatt’s 
capricious and personalized style 
of leadership … In reaction he went 
to the opposite extreme of insisting 
too rigidly on formal procedures.’

It became something of a 
stereotype that Hasluck was  
almost too serious a character for 
modern political life, something 
he did not help by actions such as 
objecting to the House adjourning 
to listen to the Melbourne Cup. 

In this, he lacked the political  
touch of Menzies, who himself 
had no interest in horse racing, 
but realised that four million 
Australians listening on the  
radio might quite like their 
parliamentary representatives  
to be doing the same. 

Hasluck’s career seemed 
marooned in Territories, but 
eventually after a short stint in 
Defence he got to the External 
Affairs portfolio, for which he was 
extremely well-qualified. It was a 
time of very serious foreign policy 
issues, with major instability in 
Indonesia and the escalation of 
the Australian involvement in the 
Vietnam War.

Given he now held a senior 
ministerial role, Hasluck was seen 
as a contender to be Holt’s deputy 
after Menzies’ retirement in 1966. 
However, the position went to 
Billy McMahon. Then, when Holt 
disappeared into the Cheviot 

Beach surf in late 1967, Country 
Party leader John McEwen vetoed 
McMahon as a prime ministerial 
option so Hasluck seemed the 
obvious candidate.

Yet, he lost the final ballot to 
the maverick John Gorton by just 
a handful of votes, despite the fact 
that Gorton was not even in the 
House of Representatives. What is 
most remarkable to modern eyes is 
that Hasluck did not undertake any 
lobbying on his own behalf, being 
of the belief that this was unseemly 
and his record should speak for 
itself. Even backbenchers who tried 
to drop by for a chat were turned 
away by his fearsome secretary, 
Miss Dusting, on the basis that 
they had not made an appointment. 
Speculating about alternative 
histories is a hazardous exercise, 
but it can be safely said that a 
Hasluck Prime Ministership would 
have been a far more dignified and 
cerebral affair than what transpired 
under Gorton and then McMahon.  

Perhaps to remove a rival, 
Gorton appointed Hasluck as 
Governor-General in 1969, a role in 
which he continued following the 
election of the Labor government 
in 1972. Labor Prime Minister 
Whitlam so appreciated the 
capacity of his former political 
opponent to perform the vice-regal 
role that, in 1974, he proposed 
extending Hasluck’s term. For 
personal reasons, Hasluck declined 
and Whitlam appointed Sir John 
Kerr instead. As Bolton describes 
it, the events of October and 
November 1975 may well have been 
rather different if Hasluck, rather 
than Kerr, had been in Yarralumla.

As well as the counterfactuals 
of 1968 and 1975, there is also 
the question of what Hasluck’s 
life would have been like if he 
had not chosen a political career. 
Would Hasluck have been a major 
Australian intellectual figure if 

HASLUCK WAS
ALMOST TOO SERIOUS
A CHARACTER FOR
MODERN POLITICAL LIFE

>

  CONTINUED
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he had not gone into politics? 
It is clear from this biography 
that, while Hasluck derived some 
satisfaction from the authority 
and challenge of politics, he did 
not really enjoy his twenty-year 
political career. 

Some of the most fascinating 
passages of the biography are 
when Bolton speculates about the 
impact which political life had 
upon Hasluck’s marriage. It seems 
possible that in becoming, in his 
own words, a ‘model prisoner’ in 
political life, Hasluck harboured 
resentment towards his wife 
Alexandra for encouraging him to 
stand for parliament. 

Whereas previously the 
Haslucks had shared many of 
the same cultural interests and 
pursuits, once in politics, Paul’s 
dedication to his work meant he 
had little time to spare for his wife, 
a situation not helped by her being 
in Perth while he was in Canberra 
or visiting territories. 

Th e Haslucks’ son and literary 
executor, Nicholas Hasluck, 
deserves much credit for allowing 
Bolton full access to the material 
which provides such a frank 
account of his parents’ relationship.

Despite his many achievements 
as a Minister, there is this sense 
of the fl awed tragic hero about 
Hasluck, condemned to doing 
an excellent job in one area of 
endeavour, when the opportunity 
to make an even greater 
contribution elsewhere was denied 
him. 

Th e poet and critic Max Harris 
perceptively observed that he did 
not know how Hasluck ‘came to fall 
into politics – he deserved better. 

He was, and still is, essentially 
a writer, intellectual and poet. 
Th e only way he knew how to be a 
politician was to adhere to all the 
rules and play it by the book.’

Very few individuals with the 
intellectual depth of Paul Hasluck 

have reached the highest levels 
of Australian politics. Anyone 
with an interest in the politics or 
intellectual life of this country 
should make sure they read this 
outstanding biography of him. R

HASLUCK BROUGHT 
DEEP INTELLECTUAL 
ROOTS TO HIS 
MINISTERIAL 
RESPONSIBILITIES

>
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    Dutch Queen Juliana receives Australian Minister for Territories (Paul Hasluck) and his wife, May 1960.
Image: By National Archives, The Hague , National Image Archive/via Wikimedia Commons



There are political lessons in Peter Garrett’s career, 
writes Simon Breheny. Talking about your earnest belief 

in principle is not enough to achieve change.

IDEALISM 
ME   TS 
REALITY

    Former Federal Environment Minister Peter Garrett, May  2014. Image: AAP Image/Aman Sharma
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L
ike many of my generation, 
I grew up listening to 
Midnight Oil. Australian 
rock dominated the 

airwaves—Icehouse, Mondo Rock, 
GANGgajang, Australian Crawl 
and Midnight Oil were all I seemed 
to hear on the radio. When I was 
younger I didn’t really take much 
notice of the lyrics. It never occurred 
to me how political Midnight Oil 
songs were. Although the political 
messages coming through ‘Minutes 
to Midnight’,  ‘Beds Are Burning’ 
and ‘Blue Sky Mine’ didn’t end up 
resonating with me, it’s undeniable 
that they helped to shape political 
culture in Australia. 

Th is brand of activist politics 
dominates Peter Garrett’s memoir 
as much as the band he fronted 
dominated radio playlists of the 
late 80s and early 90s. Big Blue Sky 
charts Garrett’s early life in Sydney’s 
northern suburbs, his environmental 
activism, the translation of that 
passion into representative politics, 
and, of course, his somewhat ill-
fated career as a Labor politician. 
Garrett’s early days at university 

clearly had a signifi cant impact 
on him. He studied Arts at the 
Australian National University in 
Canberra at a time when Australian 
politics was full of intrigue. Garrett 
embraced the city in which he spent 
his university days:

I found the nation’s capital ideal… 
I loved the natural character 
of the city, with generous areas 
of parkland and open space 
surrounded by wooded hills and 
ranges. 

It’s rare to fi nd an Australian 
off ering such eff usive praise for the 
artifi cial city. Usually it’s described 
in less complimentary terms—
Keith Hancock once said of the 
capital, ‘Canberra is a document of 
Australian immaturity.’ One of the 
reasons Garrett looks back on his 
early days in Canberra with such 

SIMON BREHENY
Director, Legal Rights Project at 
the Institute of Public Aff airs

BIG BLUE SKY IS NOT SO MUCH A POLITICAL MEMOIR 
AS A WIDE-RANGING AUTOBIOGRAPHY. BUT THERE 
ARE SIGNS ALONG THE WAY OF THE CENTRAL PLACE IT 
HOLDS IN HIS THINKING 

>
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nostalgia is that the time and the 
place suited him so well. Th is was 
the period which gave rise to student 
movements for a range of social 
causes, including activism against 
the Vietnam War. Th e early 1970s 
were heady times that saw Gough 
Whitlam’s ascension to the highest 
political offi  ce in the land. Garrett 
clearly admires the long list of policy 
achievements, as he sees them, of the 
Whitlam government. And perhaps 
the most interesting part of Garrett’s 
interpretation of that period is 

that he ascribes the blame for the 
demise of Whitlam to ‘Whitlam’s 
overconfi dence and the ineptitude 
of some ministers.’ And, of course, 
Malcolm Fraser. 

It’s a fascinating lack of 
perspective on the most ambitious 
left  wing government Australia has 
ever seen. Certainly, Whitlam’s 
arrogance, the incompetence of his 
ministers, and the ambitious Fraser-
led Coalition helped lead to the 
events of 1975. But the vicious slide 
in popularity, and eventual downfall 
of the Whitlam government, was 

precipitated from within. Labor’s 
loss at the 1975 federal election was a 
resounding rejection of the ideology 
that infused Australian government 
policy between 1972 and 1975. 

Garrett however, trusts the 
philosophy that guided Whitlam. 
His belief in the goals being pursued 
at the time is mirrored in his later, 
more intimate experience with 
the Gillard government which—
in Garrett’s eyes—was brought 
down, not by a fundamental failure 
to understand the will of the 
Australian people, but by a host of 

  Midnight Oil in concert at the Royal theatre, Canberra, 2009. Image: Jeaneeem/Flickr.com via Wikimedia Commons
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internal and external enemies. 
Garrett constantly thinks 

about politics. It is a part of 
everything he does. Big Blue Sky is 
not so much a political memoir as a 
wide-ranging autobiography. 
But there are signs along the way 
of the central place it holds in his 
thinking. 

A large proportion of the book 
is dedicated to his musical pursuits, 
culminating in the Oils. Even in this 
section, he awkwardly shoehorns 
some superfi cial commentary about 
the lamentable state of the U.K. 
under Margaret Th atcher. Given his 
deep interest in the aff airs of the 
nation, it’s no surprise his music was 

fi lled with political messages. 
It’s slightly more surprising 

that Garrett ended up entering 
the political arena as a 
representative of a major party. It’s 
not a path well-trodden for musicians 
who prefer to run their own agendas 
in their own way. 

But then this is exactly the way 
Garrett began his foray into the 
political world. In 1984, a group of 
left  wing activists was establishing a 
political party focussed on one issue: 
nuclear disarmament. Garrett had 
previously visited Hiroshima and was 
so moved by the experience that he 
decided to join the party and become 
a candidate for the senate. 

His bid was ultimately 
unsuccessful, but it gave him a taste 
for representative politics that was 
diffi  cult to shake. He would come 
back to it later. 

One of the most interesting 
refl ections on his career was that 
he felt that he had to have his hands 
on the levers of power in order to 
make changes:

It may seem like an obvious thing 
to say but I have always lived and 
loved music... At the same time, I 
don’t believe that music, by itself, 
changes the world. It’s people who 
make the changes - for better or 
worse. 

Despite his father being a 
member of the Liberal Party, 
Garrett—if he was to enter 

politics—was destined for the Labor 
Party. His predilection towards an 
anti-corporate philosophy, coupled 
with a disdain for the ‘Trots’, was 
always going to lead him to join a 
centre-left  party. 

But his transition from a 
marginal single issue party to a 
mainstream political machine was 
not well made. 

Garrett was too earnest. His 
recounting of the story, when he 
fi rst joined the Labor party in 2004, 
of being leaked against for not 
being registered, was obviously a 
matter of personal incompetence, 
not factional heavy-handedness. 
And his fl itting from one trendy 
issue (Make Poverty History) to the 
next (White Ribbon Day) meant he 
didn’t make the impact he hoped to. 

Th ere are political lessons in 
Garrett’s career. Talking about your 
earnest belief in principle is not 
enough to achieve change. Reform 
takes time, commitment, and 
analytical and policy depth. It’s not 
something that happens naturally. It 
takes work. 

Th e Garrett experiment also 
demonstrates that he was wrong 
to believe that change is only 
possible when your hands are on 
the levers of power. Looking back 
on his life, it’s fair to say he achieved 
more as a member of an activist 
student movement, the front man 
of Midnight Oil, and as president 
of the Australian Conservation 
Foundation, than he ever achieved 
as a member of parliament. 

Th e cultural changes that are 
constantly taking place are aff ected 
more by music, fi lm and civil society 
organisations than by politicians. 

Th e lesson for politicians is to 
stick to your principles, but convince 
the electorate that your principles 
align with theirs. Rhetoric is a good 
start, but achieving change takes 
more than a naïve belief in your 
own ideas. R

IT’S SLIGHTLY MORE 
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W
hat do political 
young guns do 
these days to make 
themselves stand out 

from the crowd of their backbench 
peers, and demonstrate to the 
public (and to their party) that they 
should be taken seriously as future 
contenders? Some become media 
darlings and doorstop fi xtures. 
Some destabilise their leaders 
and precipitate spills. Others still 
write books, hoping to contribute 
to the intellectual debate and 
ideally change the country’s policy 
direction.

Claire O’Neil and Tim Watts— 
two of Labor’s class of 2013 (both 
coincidentally are Melbournians)—
have chosen the third option, at least 

for now. Since the ability to write—
or at least to get published—is not 
particularly valued in Australian 
politics, certainly not to the extent 
it is in countries like France or even 
the United States, time will tell if 
the joint authors of Two Futures: 
Australia at a Critical Moment have 
chosen wisely. Regardless of that, 

and regardless of one’s opinion of 
their short tome, kudos to them 
both for trying.

As Yogi Berra (or Nils Bohr) 
once said, prediction is very 

O’Neil and Watts are well aware of 
the danger. ‘We’ve chosen to talk 
about issues affecting Australia 
now, even if they are unfolding 
slowly,’ they write, ‘and we’ve 
picked a manageable timeframe of 

Within the scope of this 20/40 
vision, the Members for Hotham 
and Gellibrand build their narrative 
towards two possible scenarios for 
Australia (let’s call them brutopia 
and utopia), while acknowledging 
that ‘our most likely future sits 
somewhere in between them.’ 
As such, the book arguably tells 
us more about the present than 
the future, and even more about 

Two Futures: Australia 
at a Critical Moment

By Claire O’Neil and Tim Watts.
Text Publishing, 2015, 256 pages

ARTHUR CHRENKOFF
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TWO 
FUTURES

This book arguably tells us more about the present 
than the future, and even more about today’s 

Labor Party, writes Arthur Chrenkoff .
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TWO FUTURES STILL BEARS THE UNMISTAKABLE STAMP OF MODERN 
INNER-CITY SOCIAL DEMOCRACY: ONE PART COMMON SENSE, ONE PART 
STATISM, AND ONE PART POLITICAL CORRECTNESS>

today’s Labor Party. And that’s not 
necessarily a bad thing.

O’Neil and Watts are clearly 
intelligent people. Their book 
bios underline their education 
(Harvard Kennedy School and 
London School of Economics 
respectively) and private sector 
experience (McKinsey, and Telstra 
and Mallesons), as opposed to the 
usual union and political hackery 
we’ve come to expect from Labor 
politicians. As such, Two Futures 
has more depth, if not necessarily 
more readability, than your average 
pollie book. It is also refreshingly 
free (mostly) from partisan point-
scoring, even if the end product 
still bears the unmistakable 
stamp of modern inner-city social 
democracy: one part common 
sense, one part statism, and one part 
political correctness.

The six challenges that O’Neil 
and Watts choose to focus on 
are the state of our democratic 
institutions, rising inequality, the 
impact of technological change, 
climate change, economic growth 
and Australia’s role in our region. 
Whether or not you agree with their 
selection will largely depend on 
where you stand politically. 

Many IPA Review readers would 
rather have an in-depth discussion 
about the challenge of an ageing 
population rather than economic 
equality, or would rather examine 
immigration, multiculturalism 
and social cohesion instead of 
the ‘climate change’ castles built 
on hot air. And not surprisingly, 
for a book written by Labor 

politicians, the challenge posed 
by the unsustainable growth of 
government and government 
spending does not rate a mention. 
Some have called this, and not 
climate change, the greatest moral 
challenge of our time. 

But on the left, it remains more 
attractive to talk about polar bears 
drowning in Arctic waters than 
your own country drowning in debt.

The policy responses and 
remedies that O’Neil and Watts 
propose cover a wide spectrum, 
from the purely symbolic (getting 
rid of the Lord’s Prayer in 
Parliament, replacing the Queen’s 
Birthday with a Reconciliation 

Asian language study compulsory 
in schools, and a designated digital 
diplomacy unit within DFAT). 

chapter on technology the most 
congenial and conducive to a bi-
partisan approach. Crowd-sourcing 
the solutions to problems of 

delivery, as well as designating a 
commissioner from the ACCC or 
the Productivity Commission to 
remove regulatory impediments to 
digital innovation (you could call 
him or her the Uber-commissioner) 
are good ideas in any book. But 
don’t be lulled into a false sense of 
security; many of O’Neil and Watts’ 
other proposals will send chills 
down every conservative, classical 
liberal and libertarian spine. 

While some of the policies 
outlined in Two Futures would cost 
little or nothing, many others (such 

as expansion of early education or 
increasing the use of renewables) 
would be prohibitively expensive. 

It is all well to hype up early 
education’s extraordinary future 

pay for it today. O’Neil and Watts 
don’t seem to be much concerned 

expansion of government—an 
attitude all too typical of today’s 
left. 

There is no talk about cutting 
any spending, and what talk there is 

to increasing the tax grab through 
old favourites like the carbon tax, 
and eliminating or scaling back 
tax breaks that disproportionately 

gearing, capital gains and 
superannuation concessions)—all 
practically or politically untenable. 

While ‘fairness’ gets thrown 
around the pages of Two Futures 
like a Piketty confetti, there is 
no consideration given at all to 
intergenerational equity. Just how 
fair and equitable is it that our 
children and grandchildren will 
have to pay for O’Neil and Watts’ 
higher spending today through 
higher taxes and higher debt 
tomorrow?

The verdict: A+ for trying, B- 
for the focus and C- for solutions. 
If the future O’Neil/Watts Labor 
administration performs as well 
in real life, it will at least be an 
improvement on the Gillard/Rudd 
government. But best not to make 
any predictions. R
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B
lurred Lines by Robin 
Th icke is a popular song, 
despite being terrible. So 
popular is the song that it 

reached Number 1 on the American 
pop charts. So you can forgive a DJ 
at an Irish pub in North Carolina for 
playing the song in his set.

Actually, forgiving him would 
mean you are an active participant 
in establishing ‘rape culture,’ which 
is the phrase given for the modern 

culture that permits rape through 
attitudes about gender and sexuality. 
Actions such as playing the song must 
be stamped out, to promote tolerance.

Liz Hawryluk, a local college 
student, complained to the DJ 
in question that Blurred Lines 
could ‘trigger’ victims of sexual 
assault due to its explicit lyrics, 
and would destroy the ‘safe space’ 
the pub provided for ‘the Carolina 
community’. 

Aft er Liz complained on 
Facebook, an online protest at the 
song selection formed and the DJ 
was fi red by the bar not long aft er. 
Fired—for playing a song that reached 

Number 1 in the charts.
Examples such as this are 

littered through End of Discussion, 
a charming and thorough call to 
the ‘Outrage Circus’ to lay down 
their arms and ‘chill the hell out’. 
Authors Mary Katherine Ham 
and Guy Benson are rising stars in 
American political punditry. Ham 
is a contributing editor to infl uential 
conservative website HotAir.com, and 
Benson the political editor at the also 
infl uential Townhall.com.

Ham and Benson bring fl air 
and style to the book, making it 
easily accessible and informative 
to all readers, but especially the 
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OUTRAGE CIRCUS
The censorious campaign by the far left to stifl e debate in the guise of 
promoting ‘equality’ and ‘fairness’ has long passed being a joke and is 

now becoming a serious threat to free speech, writes James Bolt.
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younger readers this book is aimed 
towards. Th eir pop-culture savvy is as 
impressive as their knowledge of the 
issues at hand. 

And they are funny, which is 
important as the censorious and 
puritanical campaign by the far left  to 
stifl e debate in the guise of promoting 
‘equality’ and ‘fairness’ long passed 
being a joke, and is now becoming a 
serious threat to free speech. 

‘Th e Outrage Circus’, a 
disorganised collection of (oft en 
far-left ) radicals with an internet 
connection and a strong opinion 
of ‘How Th e World Should Be’, is 
growing stronger every day. 

Th eir strategy is simple. Step 1: 
Shame. Find a viewpoint expressed 
online that opposes theirs, and 
attempt to shame the person 
responsible for that viewpoint into 
silence and retraction. By now, we 
have all seen at least one celebrity 
try desperately to retract a political 
statement that ruffl  ed feathers, 
through either public apology 
online or by going on television and 
informing a sympathetic talk show 
host they have seen the error of 
their ways.

If that does not work, then the 
Outrage Circus moves to Step 2: 
Expulsion. Attempt to have the 
off ending person expelled from 
polite society, oft en by forcing their 
employers to fi re them. Th e CEO 
of internet browser Firefox was 
stood down by his board aft er it 
was revealed he donated to a pro-
traditional marriage cause. Th e 
donation was made eight years 
previous to the outrage, and no 
employee came forward as having felt 
discriminated against, but off  he went. 

If their company will not fi re 
them, then the Outrage Circus turns 
to Step 3: Boycotts. Chick-Fil-A—a 
sensationally popular sandwich 
chain in the United States—
was subject to a boycott by the 
Outrage Circus over the founders’ 

conservative position on marriage. 
But the most interesting is Step 

4: Move on. Th e Outrage Circus is 
loud and belligerent, but it cannot 
sustain its momentum for long. Th e 
Washington Redskins have been 
under fi re for the perceived ‘racism’ 
of the name Redskins. Th e Outrage 
Circus managed to pressure several 
television networks airing NFL games 
to stop using the word Redskins when 
referring to the team, but their target 
remained strong.

Th rough nothing but 
stubbornness of the team’s owners, 
the Redskins’ name remains the 
same. Th e Outrage Circus packed up 
and moved on to the next thing they 
could fake off ence about.

Th is fourth step is rarely seen, 
because it is too easy to give in to the 
censors. Being on the wrong side of 
the Outrage Circus is a PR nightmare, 
and so we all censor ourselves to 
keep the peace, and give in to their 
demands when we have done wrong.

Th is is why End of Discussion is so 
important. Censors win when they do 
not have to censor. And we lose when 
it no longer becomes worth the risk to 
express our own opinions. Ham and 
Benson inspire the reader to stick up 
for themselves and fi ght back against 

the seemingly never-ending ocean 
of high brows and condescending 
smirks. 

But End of Discussion is not just 
for the young and right-of-centre, 
because the targets of the Outrage 
Circus are no longer confi ned to these 
boundaries either. Just like countless 
ill-advised social revolutions before 
them, the Outrage Circus is now 
beginning to eat its own. 

In areas such as feminism, free 
speech, racism and comedy, the 
Outrage Circus is destroying its own 
heroes. Benson and Ham explain 
this new reality in great detail, 
showing readers the modern day 
version of Martin Niemoller’s famous 
words: ‘Th en they came for me for 
not holding every single view that 
my comrades found to be socially 
acceptable, and there was no one left  
to speak for me.’

Comedian Chris Rock famously 
will no longer perform his material 
in American colleges, as ‘you can’t 
even be off ensive on the way to being 
inoff ensive,’ lest some eager student 
complain they were ‘triggered’ and 
off ended by words. Feminist icon 
and pop superstar Beyoncé has come 
under fi re recently for becoming 
Beyoncé Knowles-Carter aft er her 
marriage to rap mogul Jay-Z. 

End of Discussion paints a vivid 
and concerning picture of the battle 
against the Outrage Circus. Th e fronts 
are numerous and growing, and the 
foot soldiers willing to fi ght back are 
growing fewer every day. Perhaps the 
Outrage Circus will dissipate, but it is 
not worth the risk to wait and see if 
that’s the case. 

What is needed is a strong defence 
of open discussion, the most valuable 
resource a liberal democracy has. 

End of Discussion is witty, 
endearing and engaging. Readers will 
discuss and argue the book’s points 
among themselves long aft er they 
have put the book down. Th ey should. 
Th at’s the point. R 

End of Discussion: How the 
Left’s Outrage Industry Shuts 
Down Debate, Manipulates 
Voters and Makes America 
Less Free (And Fun) Review

By Mary Katherine Ham, Guy Benson
Crown Forum, 2015, 304 pages
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N
aomi Klein’s 
infl uential new book 
argues that climate 
change will inevitably 

lead to disaster unless we 
radically change our economic 
systems away from capitalism. 
It thus lays out a stark 
challenge to defenders of 
classical liberal political and 
economic ideals: are capitalism and 
the environment mutually exclusive?

Klein is clearly a passionate and 
informed advocate of her cause, 
evidenced by the wealth of thought-
provoking and important material 
in the book that contributes to 
the ongoing debate about climate 
change and its global implications. 

However, she appears to lack 
a thorough understanding of 
the philosophical and economic 
doctrines she seeks to depose. 
Th is leads her to set up a false 
choice between the fl awed versions 
of capitalism existing in the world 
toda y, and a radically non-capitalist 
alternative. 

Many thoughtful political 
philosophers and economists 
over the centuries have defended 

certain economic principles, 
collectively named ‘capitalism’, as 
necessary for a just and fl ourishing 
society. By not engaging with much 
of this extensive literature, Klein 
presents her readers with a straw-
man form of capitalism that is easy 
to sweep aside in pursuit of the 
greater good.

According to Klein, capitalism 
consists of two axiomatic 
principles that are irrevocably 
inconsistent with the fl ourishing 
of humanity. Th e fi rst principle 
is that nature is merely a passive 
slave to humanity’s whims, and the 
second is that capitalism depends on 
the doctrine of ‘extractivism’. 

NATURE AS THE 
SLAVE OF HUMANITY
Klein traces the human desire 
to ‘bend nature to our will’ to 
Francis Bacon, the revered pioneer 
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of the scientifi c method. His bold 
idea that the earth is completely 
‘knowable and controllable’ was 
a key inspiration of the scientifi c 
revolution, as it represented a 
profound shift  away from earlier 
pagan notions of nature as a kind 
of benevolent, all-powerful, 
maternal fi gure.

She argues that this was a 
key part of the ideological shift  
bringing about an illusion of 
‘total power and control’ over 
nature, which propelled the 
widespread destruction of the 
natural environment, as well as 
colonisation and slavery. 

Th e fi rst thing to point out is 
that the kind of ‘control’ Bacon had 
in mind was over the impersonal 
forces of nature—a line of thinking 
that helped to inspire the natural 
sciences, such as physics, chemistry, 
geology, and biology. When it came 
to the ‘humane sciences’, however, 

he was explicitly anti-slavery, and 
pro-womens rights. It is quite a 
stretch, to say the least, to draw a 
straight line from his philosophical 
contributions to the promotion of 
colonisation and slavery.

One can defi nitely say that 
Bacon, and many who followed 
him, lacked an appreciation for the 
complexity of certain aspects of 
nature—especially when compared 
to the knowledge we have today. 
Had he been able to take a course 
in modern chaos or complex 
systems theory, he would have 
appreciated that many natural 
processes, including the climate, 
cannot be deterministically 

modelled and thus fi ne-tuned via 
surgical interventions. 

But Klein is not merely 
accusing Bacon and similar 
thinkers of failing to grasp the 
hidden complexities of nature. 
Her primary complaint is not 
scientifi c, but ethical. By ceasing 
to treat nature as a morally salient 
entity, Klein argues, Bacon failed to 
adequately revere it. 

It is one thing to care about the 
well-being of conscious creatures, 
but Klein strays into the mystical 
territory of reifying ‘nature’ into 
an intentional being. Indeed, she 
explicitly seeks a return to the 
pre-enlightenment conception of 
nature, where we see ourselves 
as merely a ‘porous part of the 
world’. But this is simply to deny a 
fundamental fact about humanity: 
we are not merely part of the world. 
We are profoundly distinct from 
any other known natural entity, 

  Sir Francis Bacon (1561-1626) the pioneer of the scientifi c method   Adam Smith, the intellectual mind behind laissez-faire free market capitalism

THROUGHOUT THE 
BOOK KLEIN CONFUSES  
ECONOMIC GROWTH 
WITH EXTRACTIVISM

>
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possessing as we do the capacity for 
reason. 

In fact, far from being 
inherently destructive to nature, 
our unique capacity is the only 
thing that can ultimately protect 
living systems. Before humanity 
arrived on the scene, more than 
99 per cent of all species that ever 
lived had become extinct. Nature, 
contrary to much wishful thinking, 
is not a beautiful harmony of living 
systems. Fresh disturbances —
from volcanic eruptions, asteroid 
collisions, to mutated bacterial 
strains—will always upset its 
‘balance,’ and species are only safe 
to the degree that they can adapt 
quickly enough. 

Given this fact, why would 
anyone recoil against our 
responsibility to exert control over 
nature? One strong reason, which 
seems to motivate Klein especially, 
is the belief that such control 
inevitably manifests itself in the 
form of ‘extractivism’.

ECONOMIC GROWTH  
AS EXTRACTIVISM
Throughout the book, Klein 
confuses economic growth with 
‘extractivism’. Extractivism is the 
process of ceaselessly converting 
natural resources into waste to 
satisfy our own insatiable desires, 
conceiving of nature as, in Klein’s 
words, a ‘bottomless vending 
machine’. 

But is economic growth, and 
the ‘capitalism’ that drives it, 
inextricably tied to this doctrine? 
The most sophisticated advocates 
of capitalism argue that its core 
tenets are the private ownership 
of scarce resources and laws that 
permit the transfer of property 
through voluntary trade.

Under this definition, 
nothing about capitalism implies 
extractivism. Extractivism is just 
a particularly unimaginative and 

short-sighted activity that some 
capitalists might choose to engage 
in, but the vast majority of clever 
capitalists do not.

A ‘good capitalist’ is driven 
by one key underlying force: the 
discovery of how to do more with 
less. Or to put it another way, how 
to make labour more efficient. 
Thus, the best measure of economic 
progress is not the quantity of raw 
materials we are digging up and 
consuming, but how much labour it 
takes to produce the same amount 
of valuable goods or services. If 
this is decreasing, then genuine 
economic growth is occurring. 

The common confusion that 
‘economic growth cannot continue 
indefinitely on a finite planet’ 
depends upon acceptance of the 
premise that all economic progress 
is extractive in nature. 

But what we actually do is 
develop technologies that increase 
the productive uses of the same 
quantity of physical matter and 
energy. Under this view, economic 
growth can indeed be infinite even 
on a planet of finite resources, 
because there is no upper limit to 
how advanced our technology can 
become. 

Once we are able to harness 
nuclear fusion, for example, suddenly 
four litres of sea-water (which 
contains the required deuterium 
fuel) would provide more energy 
than a thousand litres of gasoline. 
It is counter-intuitive but true 
nonetheless—real economic growth 
actually increases the energy and 
resources available to human beings.

THE SEEN & THE 
UNSEEN
Advocating for widespread social 
and economic change is appealing, 
especially to young and idealistic 
people. The injustices surrounding 
us seem so obvious. Why should we 
allow private interests and wealth 
to get in the way of immediate and 
pervasive action on climate change?

But appearances can be deceiving. 
To a child, the injustice of a painful 
vaccination is a matter of raw, 
infallible perception. It is so clearly 
wrong, and must be avoided at all 
costs. 

Likewise we cannot condemn 
economic policies and political 
ideals merely on the basis of 
observed hardships or inequalities. 
We must also include that which is 
unobserved. We must include the 
harm that does not occur, as well 
as that which does. We have to look 
at the incentives that an economic 
system creates and perpetuates, 
not just the intentions of those who 
would bring these systems into being.

Ditching capitalism because of 
climate change would be like trying 
to fix one’s dishwasher by burning 
down the kitchen. The point is to 
improve our conceptions of private 
property and the laws regulating it; 
and to do that, we have no choice but 
to depend on our most compelling 
fundamental political and economic 
theories of how it actually works. 

To the extent that Klein was 
seeking to persuade a majority 
of citizens to pay attention to the 
science of climate change, she 
has unfortunately made a serious 
strategic error. 

Her fundamental argument will 
not build broader coalitions, but 
rather alienate from the conversation 
many of those who may accept the 
idea of climate change but who also 
see much to preserve in the ideas of 
political liberalism and free-market 
economics.  R  

FALSE CHOICES R

KLEIN’S PRIMARY 
COMPLAINT IS NOT 
SCIENTIFIC, BUT 
ETHICAL 

>



ECONOMICS: 
AN ART OR A SCIENCE?

Many of Dani Rodrik’s arguments are standard defences of 
the economics discipline. What is new is the suggestion that 

economics can remain a science even if it does not follow the 
scientifi c method, explains Sinclair Davidson.



DECEMBER 2015      |       IPA Review       57

ECONOMICS: AN ART OR A SCIENCE R

E
conomists get no respect. 
When our predictions 
aren’t wrong, our 
assumptions are fallacious, 

our views of humanity bleak, or 
we’re trying to impose our personal 
preferences on our fellow human 
beings. And that’s just what our 
friends say. 

To counter these sorts of 
criticisms, Dani Rodrik—Ford 
Foundation Professor of International 
Political Economy at the John F. 
Kennedy School of Government at 
Harvard University—has written 
a defence of economics Economics 
Rules: Th e Rights and Wrongs of the 
Dismal Science.

Mind you, it isn’t clear if his is a 
defence of economics as a discipline, 
or academic economists as a 
profession. Most likely, it’s more the 
latter than the former. It is easy to 
confuse and confl ate the two concepts, 
as the university sector is the single 
largest employer of economists. 

Rodrik begins, sensibly enough, 
by defi ning what ‘economics’ is. Th is 
is a variation of the old and rather 
unhelpful defi nition that economics 
is what economists do. On the one 

hand, economics is the study of how 
the economy operates. On the other 
hand, economics is a methodology 
employed in the social sciences. In this 
latter view, economics can be deployed 
to ask, and answer, many questions 
that are well beyond the study of the 
economy. It is here that  Rodrik has 
gotten himself into some diffi  culty. 

It is very interesting to understand, 
for example, why drug dealers live at 
home with their mothers, or show that 
teachers cheat in standardised testing, 
and the like. Who doesn’t like a clever 
answer to a diffi  cult problem? Th e 
economic method provides deep and 
powerful insights into many areas of 
human life. 

But—and this is an important 
but—the study of how the economy 
operates is what economists should be 
doing, fi rst and foremost. 

As Rodrik implicitly suggests, and 
as is reasonably well-known, 
economists are not actually very 
good at understanding how the 
economy operates. 

He prefers to defi ne economics 
as being a method within the social 
sciences—so a series of techniques 
and tools that can be deployed to the 
analysis of any problem within the 
social sciences. So economics is what 
economists do. Economists—strictly 
speaking, academic economists—
become generalists with a specialist 
tool kit. Th is allows Rodrik to focus 
on the tools of the trade, or ‘models’ 
as they are known in economics.

When explaining models to my 
students, I like to show a photograph 
of the city of Melbourne and then 
a map of the city of Melbourne. I 
then pose the question: which of 
these two pictures would you fi nd 
more useful when giving directions, 
as opposed to describing the city? 
While the photograph is a very 
realistic depiction of the city, the map 
is preferred for giving directions. 
Maps are models that most people 
understand and use with confi dence. 
Nobody imagines that maps are 
realistic or represent an ideal reality.
Economic models are like maps.

If only Rodrik would say that. 
Rather, he tells us that models are 
fables—simple stories that tell short 
but sharp messages. Yes, I can see 

MATHEMATICS IS USEFUL FOR THE ECONOMICS PROFESSION
—EVEN IF TO KNOW THAT MATHEMATICAL MANIPULATIONS HAVE 
NO ECONOMIC VALUE; AND ASPIRING ECONOMISTS NEED TO LEARN 
AND KNOW THE MATHEMATICS
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that. Th en he argues that models 
are experiments. No, I don’t think 
so. Experiments are mechanisms 
for testing the predictions or 
implications of models, they are 
not models themselves. While 
experimental environments can 
oft en be as contrived as models, 
there is an element of reality 
associated with experimental 
sciences that is not present in 
theoretical model building. 
Th at isn’t to suggest that real world 
results shouldn’t be incorporated 
into model building, but we’ll get to 
that later.

Model building raises the rather 
thorny problem of mathematics in 
economics. Rodrik doesn’t avoid the 
issue, but he does trot out the stock 
standard party line: mathematics 
is used to provide clarity and 
consistency in economics. Just 
because this argument is a cliché 
doesn’t make it wrong. But it doesn’t 
preclude the suspicion that most 
mathematics in economics consists 
of little more than intellectual 
onanism. Rodrik suggests that ‘math 

for its own sake doesn’t get you far 
in the economics profession’. Th at 
raises another question—what does 
he mean by ‘far’? Even if not far by 
Rodrik’s standards, it is certainly 
too far to add any value to society at 
large. Th e point remains, however, 
that mathematics is useful for 
the economics profession—even 
if to know that mathematical 
manipulations have no economic 
value; and aspiring economists need 
to learn and know the mathematics.

Surprisingly, he doesn’t say 
much about econometrics. A huge 
oversight given that he argues that 
economics is a science—even if only 
a social science—where hypotheses 
are formulated and tested. But the 
thing is so many economists don’t 
bother to test their own models or 
theories. To be fair, very oft en the 
data do not exist to test models—but 
by the scientifi c standard, models 
that cannot be falsifi ed are neither 
theories nor scientifi c. Herein lies 
Rodrik’s challenge.

He argues that economics 
advances like a library—by adding 
to the collection of models, not 

by discarding falsifi ed theories. 
Rodrik is well aware of the diffi  culty 
this raises and poses the question 
himself: ‘What kind of a science 
has a model for everything?’ Can a 
collection of ad hoc models amount 
to a science? Clearly no. Yet Rodrik 
answers ‘Yes’. Th is is where he brings 
the mathematics story back into 
play—because models have clear, 
concise, and precise assumptions 
and implications, models have built 
in ‘teaching notes’ on how and when 
they should be applied. 

Th at argument, however, is simply 
not convincing. Anyone who has ever 
attended an economics seminar, and 
observed economists arguing over 
precisely how clear and concise their 
underlying assumptions are, will 
know that Rodrik’s argument is more 
wishful thinking than reality. (See 
Rodrik’s Ten Commandments for 
non-economists—commandment 10 
alludes to this very point).

Rodrik’s descriptions of 
economics and academic economists 
aren’t necessarily wrong. Many 
of his arguments are standard 
defences of the discipline. Despite 
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his protestations to the contrary, 
most of his arguments are the ‘party 
line’. What is new is the suggestion 
that economics can remain a 
science even if it does not follow the 
scientific method. And while his 
argument fails, it is true that poor 
models are seldom discarded by the 
discipline. This makes economics an 
art and not a science—he seems to 
realise this: 

As with fables, good judgement 
is indispensable in selecting from 
the available menu of contending 
models. Luckily, evidence can 
provide some useful guidance for 
sifting across models, though the 
process remains more craft than 
science … 

Rodrik’s mistake is definitional. 
By defining economics as a collection 
of models that make up a method 
within the social sciences, he 
disconnects economics from its 
subject matter. An economics that 
primarily considers how the economy 
works must be anchored in reality. 

Economists who have a series of 
hypotheses about how the economy 
works will quickly come to discard 
models that fail. For example, up 
until the 1980s, many within the 
economics profession believed 
that government ownership of the 
commanding heights could produce 
the same level of economic prosperity 
as a capitalist economy. 

While the theory setting out 
why that could never happen was 
articulated in the 1930s, it was the 
practical failure of socialism that 
convinced everyone, including the 
economics profession, that capitalism 
was a superior economic system. 

What is particularly 
disappointing is that Rodrik doesn’t 
cite many economists who have 
collectively made similar arguments. 
Names like Ronald Coase, James 
Buchanan, George Stigler, and 
Deirdre McCloskey are conspicuous 
by their absence. 

Rodrik covers a lot of old ground. 
He does this well and, for the benefit 
of students, it is all in one place. 
He does have a very nice collection 
of commandments for both 
economists and non-economists. 
He provides an excellent guide to 

model selection. He is quite right 
to suggest that economics does not 
discard disproven, unproven, or even 
unprovable models. 

He is wrong to suggest, however, 
that economics can then still claim to  
be a science. R 

ECONOMICS: AN ART OR A SCIENCE R

TEN COMMANDMENTS 
FOR ECONOMISTS

1. Economics is a collection  
of models; cherish their 
diversity.

2. It is a model, not the model.

3. Make your model simple 
enough to isolate specific 
causes and how they work,  
but not so simple that it  
leaves out key interactions 
among causes.

4. Unrealistic assumptions 
are OK; unrealistic critical 
assumptions are not OK.

5. The world is (almost) always 
second best.

6. To map a model to the real 
world you need explicit 
empirical diagnostics, which  
is more craft than science.

7. Do not confuse agreement 
among economists for 
certainty about how the  
world works.

8. It’s OK to say “I don’t know” 
when asked about the 
economy or policy.

9. Efficiency is not everything.

10. Substituting your values for  
the public’s is an abuse of  
your expertise.

TEN COMMANDMENTS 
FOR NON-ECONOMISTS

1. Economics is a collection of 
models with no predetermined 
conclusions; do not let anyone 
tell you otherwise.

2. Do not criticize an economist’s 
model because of its 
assumptions; ask how the 
results would be changed if 
the assumptions that seem 
problematic were more realistic.

3. Analysis requires simplicity; 
beware of incoherence that 
passes itself off as complexity.

4. Do not be put off by the math; 
remember economists use 
math not because they are 
smart, but because they are 
not smart enough.

5. When an economist makes a 
recommendation, ask what 
makes him/her sure the 
underlying model applies to 
the case at hand.

6. When an economists uses the 
term “economic welfare,” ask 
what s/he means by it.

7. Do not assume what an 
economist says in public is the 
same as what he says in the 
seminar room.

8. Economists don’t (all) worship 
markets; if they seem like they 
do, it’s probably because they 
know better how they work 
than you do.

9. If you think all economists think 
alike, do attend one of their 
seminars.

10. If you think economists 
are especially rude to non-
economists, do attend one  
of their seminars.



CICERO  
ORATOR AND STATESMAN

Robert Harris’ fictional trilogy provides an incisive portrait of 
one of history’s literary giants—Marcus Tullius Cicero—and the 

turbulent times in which he lived, writes Stephanie Forrest.
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I
n a note at the beginning 
of his latest novel, Dictator, 
Robert Harris describes the last 
decades of the Roman Republic 

as ‘arguably—at least until the 
convulsions of 1933-45—the most 
tumultuous era in human history.’

Clearly this is an overstatement. 
Nevertheless, there is little doubt that 
there are few episodes in history that 
have inspired, fascinated, or been 
as infl uential in shaping Western 
thought as the twilight years of the 
Roman Republic.

Why do the events of these years 
continue to fascinate us now, more 
than two thousand years later? Perhaps 
it is because of the parallels that have 
long been drawn between the Roman 
‘Republic’—the complex, mixed system 
of government that prevailed before the 
rise of Julius Caesar and Augustus—
and the modern West. Th ough we 
should not overstate these parallels, it 
was nevertheless a society with a fi rm 
unwritten constitution in which the 
law was sovereign, and checks and 
balances prevented any single man 
from holding absolute power. Over the 
course of the fi rst century BC, however, 
just as it extended its reach across the 
Mediterranean, the Roman res publica 

descended into crisis and underwent 
a change of regime. Out of the chaos 
emerged what was essentially a Roman 
‘monarchy’. It is easy to see why these 
events are of interest today.

Or perhaps the Roman Republic 
appeals to us simply because we know 
so much about it. Th e intricacies and 
intrigues of the period, the soaring 
ideas and principles, and the quirks 
of its ‘great men’ are illuminated in 
sources that can still be read today. 
One of the people most responsible 
for this is the protagonist of Robert 
Harris’ trilogy: the orator and 
statesman, Marcus Tullius Cicero.

Cicero is an important name in 
Roman history. He enjoyed fame even 
in his lifetime, thanks to his success 
as an orator and his election to the 
consulship, ordinarily the highest 
political offi  ce in the Republic, in 64 

BC. Yet it is not so much to his career 
that Cicero owes his long-lasting fame; 
for all his achievements in that arena, 
he was ultimately eclipsed by giants like 
Caesar, Pompey, and Octavian. 

Rather, Cicero’s most important 
legacy is his writings. Not only do 
many of his orations and philosophical 
works survive, which strongly 
infl uenced Western philosophy long 
aft er the fall of the Western Roman 
Empire, but we also have hundreds 
of his private letters addressed to 
his friends, family, and political 
connections, which sometimes give us 
an almost day-to-day account of the 
events at the end of the Republic. Th ese 
letters give us a glimpse at Cicero as a 
real person—fl aws intact—more than 
two thousand years aft er he died.

Unsurprisingly, Robert Harris 
isn’t the fi rst to pen Cicero into a 
novel. Anyone who has read Colleen 
McCullough’s Masters of Rome series 
will remember him as that irritating, 
precocious child who appears in the 
second volume, and is later derided as 
a ‘timid idiot’. He also features, rather 
more sympathetically, in the Roma 
Sub Rosa murder mystery series by 
Stephen Saylor, in Taylor Caldwell’s 
anachronistic 1965 novel A Pillar of 
Iron, and less prominently in the HBO 
series Rome. 

Yet surely no author thus far 
has written a fi ctional account of 
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Cicero’s life as incisively as Robert 
Harris.

Dictator is Harris’ third and long-
awaited instalment of a trilogy that 
recounts the life and career of Cicero, 
beginning with his early career as 
a lawyer in the early 70s BC, and 
concluding with his death in 43 BC. 

The three novels are narrated by 
Tiro, Cicero’s slave (later a freedman) 
and confidential secretary. Tiro 
certainly was a real person, and he 
certainly did write a history, which 
was cited by Plutarch in his Life of 
Cicero. Tiro’s account, unfortunately, 
has not survived, and Harris, 
following the tradition started by 
Robert Graves in I, Claudius, presents 
these novels as the lost source.

The first novel of the trilogy, 
Imperium, traces Cicero’s early career, 
as he overcomes his own physical 
infirmities to be elected to the 
consulship in 64 BC. 

The second, Lustrum, depicts the 
events of Cicero’s consulship of 63 
BC, in which the ruthless demagogue 
Catiline attempts to overthrow the 
Republic, and the Senate resorts to 
extreme measures to remove the 
threat. It concludes three years later, 
when one of Cicero’s rivals—Clodius 
Pulcher—harnesses the support of 
the urban mob and accuses Cicero 
of executing Catiline’s fellow-
conspirators without trial, forcing him 
to flee from Rome.

Dictator, is an account of the 
last fifteen years of Cicero’s life. It 
opens with Cicero in the same sorry 

state that we left him in at the end 
of Lustrum—fleeing into exile in 
despair and disgrace, while in Rome, 
his house is burned down by Clodius’ 
supporters. Cicero spends the first half 
of the novel in political obscurity, first 
as an exile and then as an irrelevance 
back in Rome. In the meantime, 
affairs decline towards civil war. 

It is only after Caesar’s victory 
in the civil war—and then after his 
assassination—that the aging Cicero 
finally makes a return to power, as he 
attempts to rally the Senate and use 
Caesar’s appointed heir, Octavian, 
against Mark Antony. Of course, this 
turns out to be Cicero’s swansong; 
only a year after Caesar’s death, he is 
betrayed by Octavian, proscribed as 
an outlaw, and killed.

These novels are an impressive 
achievement. Since so much is known 
about Cicero, anyone attempting to 
write a fictional account of his life 
would need to do extensive research to 
pull it off. In this, Harris has certainly 
succeeded. 

He has clearly scoured through 
Cicero’s extensive writings to build a 
convincing picture of his personality, 
behaviour, and his way of life. Tiro’s 
narration captures both Cicero’s best 
aspects—clever, witty, compassionate, 
philosophical, and principled; and his 
worst—vain, indecisive, terrified of 
human mortality, and unable to resist 
a joke even when it comes at a cost.

Nor is Cicero the only character 
worth noticing. Also of note is his 
loyal, ever-suffering confidential 
secretary, the narrator Tiro, who 
is finally freed from slavery about 
halfway through the novel. Harris’s 
depiction of a sinister Caesar isn’t 
quite as convincing, and is a striking 
contrast to Colleen McCullough’s 
glowing depiction of Caesar in her 
Masters of Rome series. 

Nevertheless, Pompey is a 
convincing character, as is Cicero’s 
beloved and tragic daughter, Tullia, 
the fanatical Cato the Younger, and 

the ambitious and calculating young 
Octavian.

Moreover, Harris does well to 
capture the politics of the era, which 
bears some striking similarities to the 
modern era, in the way that popular 
opinion is manipulated and Cicero is 
forced to choose between sacrificing 
his own beliefs for his own safety or 
endangering himself by espousing 
them. 

We can only read on in dismay 
as he abandons his principles for 
political gain—such as when he 
seeks Pompey and Caesar’s support 
for his return from exile, or when 
he abandons the senatorial faction 
after Pompey’s defeat at the battle of 
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   Cicero denounces Catiline, by Cesare Maccari (1888)

CICERO IS FORCED TO 
CHOOSE BETWEEN 
SACRIFICING HIS 
OWN BELIEFS OR 
ENDANGERING HIMSELF 
BY ESPOUSING THEM
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Pharsalus in hope of being pardoned 
by Caesar.

The dialogue occasionally feels 
a little too contemporary, but for 
the most part is convincing enough. 
In fact, the novel is speckled with 
extracts from Cicero’s letters and 
speeches, and other pieces of speech 
attributed to him. Indeed, in chapter 
5, Cicero is shown speaking in a 
legal trial and relentlessly mocking 
Clodia, the promiscuous and cruel 
sister of his enemy Clodius Pulcher. 
Most of Cicero’s jibes were taken 
directly out of his actual Pro Caelio 
oration:

…the animosity between me and 
this woman’s husband – excuse me, 

brother, I always make that mistake.
Most of the criticisms here relate 

to the style, rather than the historical 
content. Like most of Harris’ novels, 
Dictator is essentially a political 
thriller. The prose is extremely 
fast-paced, which is a good thing; 
yet there is very little atmosphere-
building or descriptive material, 
which could have helped to further 
anchor the audience in the time and 
place. 

In general, the book consists 
mainly of fast-paced narration, 
which is broken up here and there 
with lines of dialogue. Seldom does 
the narration pause to give readers 
time to dwell in longer and more 

detailed scenes. Even important 
turning points in the novel—like the 
assassination of Caesar, and Cicero’s 
murder—felt rushed. This is not 
to say that this is a serious flaw, of 
course, since style in fiction is very 
much a matter of personal taste.

Overall, however, Robert 
Harris’ Dictator, like the rest of the 
Cicero trilogy, is an outstanding 
achievement. It provides a fast-paced, 
largely historical, and thoroughly 
human account of the career of one 
of history’s literary giants and the 
turbulent times in which he lived—a 
time in which the Roman Republic 
descended into anarchy, and the rule 
of law gave way to the rule of man. R   
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