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FROM THE EDITOR  R

I
n March 1947, the first edition of 
the IPA Review was published.  
At the time, Australia faced a 
post-war economic downturn, 

but the reigning political consensus 
pinned its hopes on yet more 
centralised planning. Then, as now, 
the IPA mounted an intellectual 
challenge to these forces.

The first IPA Review editorial, 
written by then IPA Chairman Sir 
George Coles, promised a journal 
of opinion to influence the thinking 
public. Seventy years on, these pages 
are not only Australia’s home of 
classical liberal thought, but a global 
institution of free market ideas.

In 1950, the great Austrian 
economist Friedrich Hayek accepted 
our invitation to write for the IPA 
Review, powerfully arguing what would 
become a timeless approach to policy: 

Economic policy more even than 
any other must be long range 
policy, governed less by the 
pressing needs of the moment 
than by an understanding of the 
long period effects.

When Hayek visited the IPA in 1976, 
Nobel prize in hand, he said in his 
address that the IPA had ‘played a 
considerable role in the development 
of my writings’. But what was it about 
our research that had influenced 
Hayek? And how did the IPA Review 
become Australia’s longest running 
political magazine?

The success of the Review 
has come through the consistent 
application of values-based approaches 
to questions of government. Those 
who have written for this magazine 
have not only understood the 

institutions of liberalism and Western 
Civilisation, but have applied those 
lessons to contemporary debate. 

From the culture wars 
surrounding Australia’s bicentenary, 
to our ongoing defence of freedom 
of speech, these pages have regularly 
tackled issues ahead of their time. 

In the 1950s, Peter Drucker, 
the father of management theory, 
wrote on the topic of automation. 
He argued against the idea that 
business automation would lead to 
fewer jobs, and foreshadowed the 
need for businesses to be adaptive to 
provide what is good for the business 
enterprise and for society. 

In the final years of last century, 
we identified the creep of 
environmentalism and scientism into 
public policy debate. One piece in 
1999 highlighted how science could 
be misused for political effect. As we 
now well know, combining this with 
precautionary government makes 

poor public policy. This ever-present 
challenge remains a continuing 
research focus of the IPA. Indeed,  
this year we will launch our latest 
book on the issue, Climate Change: 
The Facts 2017.

Geoffrey Blainey, looking back 
on the 50 years following the war, 
outlined two periods in Australia’s 
history. After 1950, as we began to 
export to the world, our prosperity 
surged. But in the 25 years after  
1968, Blainey argued that policy 
became complacent: ‘It was 
increasingly believed that the 
economy was a jumbo jet that 
could carry a crowd of non-paying 
passengers and make costly joy rides.’

Today, our economy has grown 
for 25 years straight. This growth has 
made us remarkably prosperous, but 
our policy has once again become  
lazy and short-sighted. Our businesses 
are shackled by over-regulation and 
red tape, taxes remain remarkably 
high, and our debt will soon exceed 
$500 billion.

Next year, we celebrate our 75th 
anniversary at the IPA. We will 
continue to defend the tenets of 
liberalism—free speech, democracy, 
and the rule of law—and fight to 
preserve liberal values in the public 
sphere. Stay tuned for more news on 
this important milestone. R

DARCY ALLEN
Editor of the IPA Review and 
Research Fellow at the  
Institute of Public Affairs

IPA REVIEW: A VOICE FOR 70 YEARS

   Friedrich Hayek (centre) visiting the Institute of Public Affairs in 1976.

SEVENTY YEARS 
ON, THESE PAGES 
ARE NOT ONLY 
AUSTRALIA'S HOME 
OF CLASSICAL 
LIBERAL THOUGHT, 
BUT A GLOBAL 
INSTITUTION OF FREE 
MARKET IDEAS. 
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IPA EVENT WITH C.D. KEMP FELLOW ANDREW SHEARER
In December 2016 more than 200 people attended an IPA function with C.D. Kemp Fellow Andrew 
Shearer. Andrew discussed the new Donald Trump Presidency, sharing his extensive international 
experience in the Australian government, including serving as foreign policy adviser to former 
Prime Minister John Howard. 
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A n old boss of mine 
used to say that if 
you wanted to get a 
message to stick  

with someone you’d better  
tell them three different times 
in three different ways. It’s not 
a hard and fast rule, but it rings 
true when I look at the ongoing 
work of the Institute of Public 
Affairs to restore freedom of 
speech as the foundation of our 
liberties through the abolition 
of section 18C of the Racial 
Discrimination Act.

For me, our first big step 
in making our message stick 
was made on 9 December 
2016, when the IPA made a 140 
page submission to Federal 
Parliament’s inquiry into 

freedom of speech. Ours was by 
far the longest and most detailed 
of any submission, putting on the 
public record in a summarised 
form all the research we have 
conducted over many years  
on the pernicious effects of 
section 18C.

Then, on 31 January, the 
IPA's Dr Chris Berg and Simon 
Breheny appeared before the 
Parliamentary Joint Committee 
on Human Rights to make the 
case for freedom of speech. 
They made forceful points 
in their opening statement 
and then responded to the 
committee members’ questions. 
On this important day, we 
demonstrated not only our  
solid evidence base and  

logical arguments, but also  
how the IPA case is robust to 
cross-examination.

But all of this means little 
without disseminating our ideas 
to the Australian people, which 
brings me to the final step in 
the trifecta. The IPA took along 
its own video equipment to 
broadcast the testimony live 
on Facebook. We reached more 
than 8000 people. Pleasingly, the 
most represented demographic 
was those aged 18-24. 

We’re growing the 
community’s interest, so 
politicians have no choice but 
to pay attention. In 2017, we 
are better placed than ever 
before to achieve its full repeal. 
That’s why an opinion poll 
commissioned by the IPA found 
that 95 per cent of Australians 
say freedom of speech is 
important and 57 per cent say it 
is very important. 

This progression from print to 
voice to video highlights our 
commitment to ensuring our 
research has impact on public 
policy. In the following pages 
you will read more about some 
of the IPA’s current research, 
and how we are promoting 
our work through multiple 
communication channels.

THE LATEST FROM THE IPA R

SPREADING 
THE WORD

FROM THE EXECUTIVE GENERAL MANAGER  

SCOTT HARGREAVES 

WE’RE GROWING 
THE COMMUNITY’S 
INTEREST, SO 
POLITICIANS HAVE  
NO CHOICE BUT TO  
PAY ATTENTION.

>
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CRIMINAL  
JUSTICE REFORM
Over the last decade, Australia’s 
prison population has grown 
more than 40 per cent. This 
has come at an average cost of 
$110,000 per prisoner per year. 
Given that 46 per cent of prisoners 
are imprisoned for non-violent 
offences, Australia desperately 
needs punishment reform. The 
findings from the IPA’s recent 
Criminal Justice Project report, 
The Use of Prisons in Australia: 
Reform Directions, appeared 
across the national press. The 
report was also presented by 
Andrew Bushnell and Darcy Allen 
as evidence to a Senate Inquiry 
into white collar crime penalties. 

FREEDOM  
OF SPEECH
The IPA continues leading the fight 
for freedom of speech in Australia. 
In January, Chris Berg and Simon 
Breheny appeared before the Senate 
Inquiry into freedom of speech. 
The live stream coverage on our 
Facebook page was watched by 
thousands. A new poll commissioned 
by the IPA was featured on the front 
page of The Australian, revealing an 
overwhelming belief in freedom of 
speech: 48 per cent of Australians 
approve the removal of ‘insult’ and 
‘offend’ from section 18C of the 
Racial Discrimination Act. 

DEFENDING WESTERN CIVILISATION
Dr Bella d’Abrera
The virtues of Western Civilisation must be continually defended and taught, 
especially to the next generation. That’s why late last year the IPA held its 
first Open Minds workshop, giving 25 young people a lesson about Plato, the 
Magna Carta and the Declaration of Independence. The IPA’s Foundations of 
Western Civilisation Program has recently published articles on the teaching 
of history in schools, along with the importance of Australia Day. Two new 
documentaries have also been produced to educate students on the role of 
British institutions and democracy in our national heritage. 
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ECONOMIC 
REFORM
Darcy Allen, Daniel 
Wild and Brett Hogan
Economic growth and 
entrepreneurship are key to 
improving our living standards 
and prosperity. Recent IPA 
research, submitted to the 
Productivity Commission, argues 
that productivity comes from a 
consistent classically liberal  
approach to economic policy. 
Governments should abolish 
moratoria on energy production 
and exploration, maintain energy 
regulation neutrality, repeal 
sections of environmental law 
facilitating green lawfare, and make 
our workplace relations system 
more flexible. Only deregulation 
will keep Australia on a path of 
economic prosperity.

RED TAPE
Darcy Allen
Drone technology has the potential to revolutionise many Australian  
industries which are dull, dirty or dangerous. But drones are held back by 
precautionary red tape preventing entrepreneurs and business owners from 
experimenting. In December, an IPA research report examining Australian 
drone regulation was submitted to a Senate Inquiry, produced into a Facebook 
video, and covered in The Australian. 

CONSTRUCTION COSTS
Gideon Rozner
The IPA has been researching Australia’s sky-high construction costs, pushed 
by excessive union-driven Enterprise Bargaining Agreements. Recent research 
by Gideon Rozner found that construction costs in Melbourne were amongst 
the highest in the world, second only to New York. These prohibitive costs were 
featured on Channel Ten’s The Project and across the state and national press. 
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A
nything I write about 
Bill and his work and 
what he meant will be 
inadequate. I only  

got to know Bill over the last 
eighteen months or so. Many people 
knew Bill far longer and far better 
than I did. That so many people 
from so many walks of life have 
spoken so warmly and movingly 
about Bill is a measure of the sort of 
person he was. 

I can't add to the beautiful 
tributes to Bill from his friends and 
colleagues like Rowan Dean, Tim 
Blair, Leigh Sales, Gerard Henderson 
and Nick Cater. The program that 
Andrew Bolt put to air the day of 
Bill's death was an inspiring tribute. 
Since, I've found out so much about 
Bill's wonderful life.

And I have a confession to make. 
It wasn't until recently that I realised 
that Bill painted one of my favourite 
pictures. It's a picture I've stood 
in front of with my children and 
admired many times at the National 
Portrait Gallery in Canberra. But 
only recently I made the connection 
between Bill and his portrait of Sir 
Donald Bradman. I must admit, I 
just liked the painting and whenever 
I saw it I just assumed it was painted 
by someone I wouldn’t know. Bill 
painted it in 1990 at the age of 34. 
After that realisation I appreciated 
so much better the comments about 
Bill having been robbed of the 
Archibald Prize. He was a finalist 
twelve times.

Two tributes to Bill particularly 
struck me. Here's some of what Greg 
Sheridan wrote:

Bill Leak was the bravest man I 
have known.

No one should have to live 

with a credible threat of murder 
hanging over them for their crime 
of expressing their opinion. But that 
was Bill's lot. And not least of the 
travails of this sensitive and good 
man was the cost this imposed on 
his family.

It is a tribute to magnificent 
integrity of Bill Leak that in the 
course of a supreme career as a 
cartoonist he never backed down.

For those of you not aware of the 
context of Greg's remarks, Bill had 
to move house and take measures 
to secure the safety of him and his 
family because his cartoons, as Greg 
said in his piece, lampooned the 
absurdities of Islamic extremists.

Greg also wrote that Bill didn't 
choose to be brave. He just was. And 
he never backed down. Bill kept on 
drawing his cartoons lampooning 
Islamic extremists. 

One word that captures both 
bravery and a refusal to back down 
is integrity. Bill had integrity. A lot 
of people in public life will say one 
thing and do another. Bill didn’t. 
Lots of Australian politicians 
tweeted 'Je suis Charlie' – not many 
of those politicians have argued for 
the repeal of section 18C.

The other piece about Bill that 
really affected me was by his friend 
Fred Pawle, who wrote about Bill’s 
life, his work, and his never-ceasing 
quest for meaning. Fred also talked 

about Bill’s politics. The title of Fred’s 
article could not be more clear – ‘Bill 
Leak: he never switched political 
sides, they changed on him’. For me 
that sums it all up. 

I’ve often talked about how once 
upon a time it was the ‘left’, not the 
‘right’, that believed in freedom of 
speech. It was the ‘left’, not the ‘right’, 
that challenged the arrogance of 
self-important government officials 
who thought they had the right to 
tell people what to say and what to 
think. Once upon a time it was the 
‘left’, not the ‘right’, that argued all 
people should be treated equally 
regardless of their skin colour, gender 
or background. 

Fred describes this so much better 
than I could:

His [Bill’s] conversion to the 
conservative side was unapologetic.

The truth is, however, Bill never 
switched sides politically. The sides 
switched on him, as he explained at 
the opening of the only retrospective 
exhibition he ever held, at a gallery in 
Manly in 2014.

‘The meanings of words like 
conservative and progressive have 
constantly changed over time but 
surely we’ve never before seen the 
cultural and linguistic reversal the 
two have undergone in the past half-
century,’ he said.

Those finger-waggers had Bill 
in their sights last year over his 
supposedly racist cartoon, but even 
some of those who knew him well 
didn’t stop to remind themselves of 
the contempt Bill had had for racism 
all his life.

Bill’s embrace of conservative 
ideals was typically committed. To 
Bill it started with art, which he saw 
as a force of liberation.  R

ONE WORD THAT 
CAPTURES BOTH 
BRAVERY AND A 
REFUSAL TO BACK 
DOWN IS INTEGRITY.  
BILL HAD INTEGRITY.

>

FOLLOWING THE DEATH OF BILL LEAK ON 10 MARCH 2017, THE EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF THE INSTITUTE  
OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS, JOHN ROSKAM, WROTE TO IPA MEMBERS. THIS IS AN EXTRACT OF WHAT HE SAID.
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Australia’s political class must take heed.  
Politics is not just about economics,  

it’s about values,  writes Andrew Bushnell.

VALUES,
STUPID
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B
efore it finally announced 
its intention to amend 
section 18C of the Racial 
Discrimination Act 

in March this year, the Turnbull 
government professed a very strong 
view on where section 18C ranked 
in its list of political priorities.

Eliminating this threat to 
freedom of speech—one of the most 
fundamental democratic liberties—
by scrapping 18C ‘wouldn’t create 
one job’, according to Treasurer 
Scott Morrison. It ‘won’t build a 
road’, declared Malcolm Turnbull.

There are many things the 
government does that won’t create 
jobs or build roads, but its throw-
away dismissal of freedom of  
speech shows that it understands 
very little about the forces behind 
Brexit and the victory of Donald 
Trump. For the last few decades, 
an entrenched political class has 
chipped away at the key institutions 
of liberal democracy: the rule of  
law, free speech and tolerance, 
impartial justice, and a limited 
state. At long last, conservatives 
have lost patience.

In 1992, Bill Clinton’s election 
strategist James Carville coined 
the campaign slogan: ‘It’s the 
economy, stupid.’ Economics 
matters, of course. Understanding 
the moribund economic growth 
since the Global Financial Crisis 
is a big part of understanding the 

ANDREW BUSHNELL
Research Fellow at the  
Institute of Public Affairs

PERHAPS IT IS NOT 
THE VOTERS WHO 
HAVE CHANGED, BUT 
THEIR POLITICAL 
REPRESENTATIVES.

>
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politics of 2017. Morrison and 
Turnbull are therefore right to be 
concerned about jobs and roads, 
but democracy is more than a 
mechanism to agree on the best 
company tax rate. More than 
anything, when we vote, we  
vote our values.

A VOTE FOR VALUES

The primacy of values over 
economics is now visible right 
across politics. In Australia, the 
proportion of voters choosing 
minor parties is historically high. 
At the 2016 Federal Election, 26 
per cent of first preference votes in 
the Senate went to minor parties. 
One Nation polls are around 10 
per cent. Hillary Clinton ran 
her campaign for the presidency 
on the basis of the economy she 
would inherit from Barack Obama. 
Donald Trump declared that he 
would make America great again, 
and won. The British Government 
campaigned against the UK leaving 
the European Union because 
of the economic benefits of EU 
membership. Brexiteers campaigned 
on the assertion of British 
sovereignty, and won. 

This conceptual divide between 
values and economics pervades 
all the major issues of our time. 
Consider immigration. Viewed 
through a purely economic lens, 
immigration increases competition 
for jobs—particularly low and 
semi-skilled jobs—reducing 
opportunities for low paid 
workers and increasing anxiety. 
Viewed through a lens of values, 
immigration is challenging 
because it asks for a redefinition 
of community identity. There is a 
similar divide in understandings 
of what free trade symbolises in 
populist politics. The economics-
first analysts think the issue is 
simple and obvious: free trade sends 

jobs overseas. But seen through a 
values lens, the concern with free 
trade is a lot more complex. Free 
trade—particularly as manifested 
through byzantine free trade 
agreements—is as much an issue  
of loss of control as it is about  
job losses.

For all the existential confusion 
in Australia’s political class about 
what the election of Donald Trump 
means, seeing it through a values 
framework makes the Trump 
agenda look strikingly coherent: 
disdain for political correctness and 
a fear that freedom of expression is 
endangered; insistence on respect 
for religion and conscience in the 
public sphere; rejection of military 
adventurism even while demanding 
a stronger military capability and 
increased national security; and a 
revived nationalism that demands 
respect for the symbols and 
substance of national unity. 

VALUES IN AN ERA OF 
FACT CHECKERS

One of the greatest achievements 
of Western Civilisation has been 
the importance that it has placed 
on science and rationality. But one 
of the unfortunate consequences 
of this belief is that the ethos of 
dispassionate reason—so powerful 
when applied to questions of 
science and technology—has 
bled into questions about how we 
should shape our society. Thinkers 
like Karl Marx claimed to have 
discovered immutable laws of 
history that would restructure 
social relations, and this way of 
thinking has become pervasive. 
In the minds of many of our best 
policy thinkers, public debate is 
presented as a matter of logic and 
consistency. How often do we 
hear commentators—and self-
proclaimed apolitical journalists—
declare that they pay no attention 

to ideology in public policy, but 
just ‘what works’? 

Every debate from gender 
ideology in schools to the 
introduction of a sugar tax is 
commanded by reason itself. This 
means that if you disagree, you 
are objectively wrong. Rationalism 
displaces all other values from the 
public sphere. The fact checking 
movement implicitly claims that 
politics is simply a question of 
evidence and reason. Public policy 
is either correct or incorrect. 

Against this, many voters are 
fighting for their right to hold non-
progressive beliefs. The centre-right 
does not accept that just because 
you value some liberal institutions 
you are obliged to accept the 
progressive agenda. Institutions 
such as the binding of the monarch 
by parliament and the recognition 
of inalienable individual rights 
are artefacts of our tradition of 
liberalism, rather than policy 
positions subject to continued 
revision as the evidence changes. 
Economist John Maynard Keynes 
famously claimed to change his 
mind when the facts changed. But 
where does that leave values such 
as freedom? Must we, in the words 
of the conservative philosopher 
Michael Oakeshott, be compelled to 
live ‘the dreams of others’?

THE NEW POPULISM AND 
THE OLD LIBERALISM

The champions of the new centre-
right and their followers are clearly 
not committed to a consistent 
libertarianism. British Prime 
Minister Theresa May has taken the 
vote for Brexit as a sign that voters 
are rejecting both ‘the socialist left 
and the libertarian right’. Trump 
seeks to raise barriers to both 
migration and trade. 

But it would not be correct to 
conclude from this that the new 
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populism is a simply illiberal 
populism. Instead, it is clear that 
voters are rallying to defend long 
held rights that they now consider 
to be under threat, such as freedom 
of speech, freedom of conscience 
and freedom of association. They 
defy the encroachment of the state 
into areas which have traditionally 
been separate. 

Equality before the law is also 
being eroded. For example, Federal 
Court Judge Matthew Myers 
proposed last month to reduce 
the incarceration of Indigenous 
Australians by introducing different 
laws for them. This idea necessarily 
conflicts with our tradition of 
fairness, which is based on everyone 
being treated the same way. But 
even this idea of universality is now 
considered to be an argument only 
made by those in power to reinforce 
their social advantages. 

Values the people are now rushing 
to defend mirror the traditional 
distinction between public and 
private. They want a state strong 

enough to police its borders and 
provide services but they reject the use 
of public institutions to manipulate, 
rather than reinforce, their private 
customs and beliefs. In this sense, the 
values that are being defended by the 
new populism are not those of abstract 
liberal theory, derived from academic 
philosophers like Adam Smith and 
John Locke. Rather they are being 
defended as parts of our specific 
history and heritage.

Liberalism is more than a school 
of philosophy. It’s also a long series 
of reforms over a long period of 
time. The original liberals claimed 
ancient rights which come not from 
theory, but from history. Rights 
came from the Magna Carta, not 
nature, as the IPA’s Chris Berg and 
John Roskam pointed out in Magna 

Carta: The Tax Revolt That Gave Us 
Liberty. This makes for a liberalism 
with distinctively conservative 
characteristics. It is not a utopian 
liberalism. Conservatives believe 
society emerges organically from 
the compromises that groups of 
people make over time to secure 
order, peace and prosperity. These 
compromises include liberal-
democratic institutions like the 
devolution of legislative power to 
representatives of the people, the 
establishment of civil rights and 
a belief in the moral equality of 
humans. Freedom today is a product 
of this long process of constitutional 
establishment.

Since the emergence of 
Trump and the vote for Brexit, 
commentators have struggled to 
find a name for the movement these 
changes herald. With deliberate 
pejorative intent, it has been called 
populism, or worse, nationalism. To 
them, it is somehow unseemly that 
politics should make room for the 
people or their national identity.  

THE PATTERN IS CLEAR: 
THIS BATTLE MUST 
BE WAGED IN TERMS 
OF VALUES, NOT 
ECONOMICS.

>

   Pro-Brexit fishing trawlers sailed up the River Thames, London. | AAP Images
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The true name, however, is the name 
we have always used: conservatism. 

The conservatism at the 
heart of the centre-right uprising 
has been largely overlooked by 
commentators, who instead see 
a dangerous radicalism. Writing 
in American leftist magazine The 
New Republic, Jeet Heer described 
Trump’s inauguration address as 
evidence that the President was 
a ‘radical extremist’. In The New 
Yorker, Adam Gopnik called Trump 
‘radically anti-American’. Zack 
Beauchamp in Vox attributed Brexit 
to ‘xenophobia’, while Michael 
Bradley in the ABC’s The Drum 
called it ‘radicalism writ large’. Keri 
Phillips on Radio National lumped 
Trump, Brexit and Pauline Hanson 
together as part of the ‘global rise of 
the extreme right’.

But 63 million Americans voted 

for Trump, and 17 million Brits 
voted for Brexit. Here in Australia, 
1.8 million first preference Senate 
votes went to minor parties of the 
right. It is extremely unlikely that 
all of these voters have  
been overcome by reactionary 
fervour, or that they have  
suddenly rejected the great 
institutions of our civilisation and 
the values they represent. 

Perhaps it is not the voters 
who have changed, but their 
political representatives. The 
nominally-conservative centre-
right establishment stands 
charged with abject failure. 
Conservatives want what they 
have always wanted, but they are 
sick of being lied to, and tired of 
losing. This opposition between 
the emergent new centre-right 
and the failed establishment 

has obscured the fact that 
disgruntled conservatives are 
simply seeking out alternative 
representation for their values. 

If defending traditional 
values and institutions means 
abandoning the conservative 
moniker or following leaders who 
are stridently unorthodox, or 
even self-styled as radicals, then 
right-leaning voters seem willing 
to make that deal. As Trump said 
in one of the Republican debates: 
‘I’m a conservative but at this point 
who cares? We’ve got to straighten 
out the country.’

It is true that occasionally 
the leaders of the conservative 
insurgency have, like their 
opponents, misunderstood the 
values they are supposed to be 
defending. When they have, their 
support has dropped. 

   King John sealing the Magna Carta, 1215. | AAP Images
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One Nation failed to meet 
expectations in the recent Western 
Australian election because  
Pauline Hanson strayed from 
traditional values to foolish 
speculation about vaccination and 
praise for Russian tyrant Vladimir 
Putin. In the Netherlands, Geert 
Wilders saw his support decline 
after embracing a more illiberal 
approach to Islam, including 
banning the Quran, eventually 
leading to a disappointing result in 
the national election.

The flirtation of conservatives 
with the failed idea of protectionism 
will likely lead to similar trouble. 
The Cato Institute’s Brink Lindsey 
has urged conservatives to 
distinguish between globalism  
and globalisation, and not to  
‘throw the free trade baby out with 
the internationalist bath water’.  

The pattern is clear: this battle  
must be waged in terms of values, 
not economics.

The conservative resurgence has 
found success when it has seized 
control of the existing centre-right 
political apparatus, rather than 
going it alone. Trump won as a 
Republican. The Conservative Party, 
not UKIP, will implement Brexit. 
Wilders’ message was blunted by 
the established centre-right, just as 

John Howard blunted the original 
incarnation of One Nation. This 
is not to say that conservatives 
or liberals owe the major parties 
of the centre-right any loyalty. 
If they do not change, they must 
be abandoned. But the goal for 
conservatives must be to win and 
to see their values returned to the 
public sphere. The vehicle is, by 
itself, unimportant.

The values that inspired our 
social and political institutions have 
been displaced from the public 
sphere by an activist, out-of-touch 
political class. However, the solution 
to this is not to abandon the 
principles that made us great. Those 
shaking the establishment must 
bear this in mind: conservatism 
finds its support in the public’s 
desire to safeguard its heritage,  
not destroy it.  R

THOSE SHAKING THE 
ESTABLISHMENT 
MUST BEAR THIS IN 
MIND: CONSERVATISM 
FINDS ITS SUPPORT IN 
THE PUBLIC’S DESIRE 
TO SAFEGUARD 
OUR HERITAGE, NOT 
DESTROY IT.
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I
n the darkest days of World War 
II, military planners considered 
falling back to protect Australia’s 
industrial heartland in the 

south-east, below what became 
known as the Brisbane Line.  

Now Australia has a new Brisbane 
Line, stretching more or less from 
Port Augusta in South Australia 
to Brisbane in Queensland, below 
which secure and affordable energy 
is becoming a thing of the past 
under a philosophy of ‘no nukes’, ‘no 
gas’, ‘no coal’, and ‘no dams’.

How ironic that the industries 
in need of defence during the war—
businesses producing, exporting 
or relying on affordable and secure 
energy—are now being driven out of 
business because decision-makers  
are more focused on Paris climate 
accords than our own cities and 
regional centres. 

Encouraged by activists, 
regulators nudge the country 
towards their vision of a cleaner, 

brighter future as fast as the people 
will allow. Their decisions, and the 
world-view that informs them, show 
clearly the truth of the adage that 
ideas have consequences. 

Many of these ideas have 
been driven by the Baby Boomer 
generation, who came of age in an 
era of radical environmentalism 
ushered in by Paul Ehrlich’s The 
Population Bomb, the Club of 
Rome’s Limits to Growth, and 
Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring. These 
were the modern reincarnations of 
Thomas Malthus’ An Essay on the 
Principle of Population. They all 
presented the same gloomy outlook: 
capitalism sowed its own seeds of 
destruction by developing natural 
resources in an unsustainable way. 

No nukes, no gas, no coal, and no dams. That’s how it rolls  
south of the new Brisbane Line, write Scott Hargreaves  

and Daniel Wild.

DANIEL WILD
Research Fellow at the  
Institute of Public Affairs

SCOTT HARGREAVES
Executive General Manager at  
the Institute of Public Affairs
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The well-known rebuttal to 
the anti-human, over-population 
hyperbole is that every person has 
two hands to gather food and a 
brain to think. This optimistic take 
on humanity was more formally 
enunciated by economist Julian 
Simon in his book The Ultimate 
Resource. Simon showed how free 
market economies are self-sustaining 
because prices adjust to reflect scarcity, 
encouraging discovery of more of that 
resource due to the potential for higher 
profits as well as substitution to other 
resources. Further, market economies 
are a dynamic, innovative discovery 
process. This has resulted in a rapid 
development in the capacity to manage 
the social and environmental risks of 
industry and resource extraction.

But while Simon was winning on logic, 
the disciples of Ehrlich were winning 
the war for young minds. The so-called 
hippie and free-thinking incarnation 
of the Baby Boomer generation was 
short-lived compared to their later 
existence as the school teachers and 
academics who wrote the textbooks 
and taught the next generation. For 
example, today’s national curriculum for 
all school students mandates teaching 
‘sustainability’ as a cross-curriculum 
priority, meaning it is taught not just 
in the humanities, but also in maths, 
science and English. ‘Sustainability’ is 
a suitably amorphous proposition to 
disguise the underlying agenda.  
The term is in the national curriculum 
in all its glory: ‘The sustainability of 
ecological, social and economic systems 

is achieved through informed individual 
and community action that values local 
and global equity and fairness across 
generations into the future.’

This attitude permeates below 
the Brisbane Line: it can be found 
at the ABC which employs 50 per 
cent of its staff in Sydney, at seven of 
Australia’s eight major universities, 
the parliament and the High Court, 
plus sections of the media such as 
Fairfax. The consequence has been an 
echo chamber of anti-development 
squawking, all feeding a broader 
cultural and political movement 
against development.

Take the example of New South 
Wales, which early in the decade was 
open to finding new sources of energy, 
including coal seam gas (CSG). The 
NSW Chief Scientist and Engineer, 
Professor Mary O’Kane, found after a 
thorough study that ‘the risks associated 
with CSG exploration and production 
can be managed’. But this sensible 
approach was overwhelmed by the 
power of the governing ethos, as seen 
with Metgasco’s attempted development 
of a gas project at Rosella, near Lismore. 

Metgasco’s proposed drilling was to 
be conducted on private land with the 
consent of the landowner, and involved 
a search for so-called conventional 
gas rather than CSG, but the site was 
blockaded by hundreds if not thousands 
of protestors from all parts of NSW. The 
government eventually capitulated by 
cancelling the licence. 

While the Supreme Court ultimately 
found no legal basis to the cancellation, 
and the government was forced to 
provide compensation to Metgasco, 
the practical effect has been to sterilise 
NSW’s gas resources and leave it 
overwhelmingly reliant on imported 
gas. The shortfall will most likely be 
filled by CSG from Queensland.

In Victoria at the end of 2016 the 
Andrews Government introduced 
a bill to ban fracking and the 
exploration and mining of CSG as 
well as extend the moratorium on 

onshore gas exploration until 2020. 
The onshore gas moratorium was 
originally introduced by the Coalition 
Napthine government in 2013. 

Announcing the proposal the 
government said: ‘This legislation 
ends the anxiety felt by Victorian 
farmers about the environmental and 
health risks associated with fracking.’ 
That is, the existence of concerns 
about risk is now sufficient to ban 
a technology that has helped create 
a vast new CSG export industry in 
Queensland, and which enabled the 
return of the United States to being a 
net exporter of oil. 

A few months after Victoria 
banned gas exploration, French 
multinational Engie announced that 
it would close the Hazelwood coal 
mine—which produces 25 per cent 
of Victoria’s power—in line with the 

   Protesting against the Adani coalmine. | AAP Images
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policy of the French Government  
(a 33 per cent owner of Engie) to exit 
coal. The profitability of Hazelwood 
was impacted by renewables and its 
investment jeopardised by the threat 
of a return to a carbon tax. 

But the closure was not an 
inevitable outcome. It was a 
deliberate decision discussed at 
the highest levels of French and 
Australian governments. And it was 
an outcome desired by the Victorian 
Government. In 2011, Victoria’s 
Energy Minister Lily D’Ambrosio 
said: ‘… our state must be looking 
at ways to lower our dependence on 
brown coal and finding new ways to 
generate energy. Partially shutting 
Hazelwood was part of this process.’

The closure of Hazelwood will 
make no meaningful difference 
to mankind’s output of carbon 

dioxide. Hazelwood emits nine 
million tonnes of CO₂ annually. To 
put this in perspective, in 2014 it 
is estimated that about 40 billion 
tonnes of carbon was emitted 
globally from fossil fuel use and 
industrial processes. This means 
Hazelwood’s output represents 
0.025 per cent of the world total. 
South of the Brisbane Line, this 
microscopic reduction in emissions 
is worth 800 jobs.

The secondary impact of the closure 
of Hazelwood will be higher energy 
costs and diminished security. The 
doubts over the continued operations 
of the Alcoa smelter at Portland, 
Victoria—which was built specifically to 
exploit the abundant and cheap power 
from the Latrobe Valley—is the visible 
manifestation of the knock-on effect 
in reduced industrial and commercial 
production and investment.

In December 2016, the state and 
Commonwealth proposed that Alcoa’s 
power shortfall should be sourced 
from further gas-fired power station 
development. In a state which no longer 
allows exploration for gas within its 
borders, this only highlights the absurd 
situation we are now in.

In the end, Alcoa settled for cash 
and loan guarantees to keep their 
business running. Similarly, in the 

THE NEW BRISBANE LINE R

   Protesting against the Adani coalmine. | AAP Images
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Hunter Valley region of NSW, the 
mining company Anglo American 
proposed to extend the life of its coal 
processing operations at Drayton by 
opening up a new mine at Drayton 
South. Once again, the proposal 
faced massive organised resistance. 
In a system peculiar to NSW, the 
decision on a revised mine-plan was 
left in the hands not of a responsible 
minister, but an appointed body: The 
Planning Assessment Commission. The 
Commission was concerned about 
the impact on nearby horse studs and 
in 2014 refused the application. The 
fate of a third, revised, application is 
currently unknown.

In April 2016, it was announced 
that the Leigh Creek Power Station in 
Port Augusta, South Australia, would 
close. A key driver of that decision was 
the adverse impact on profitability 
arising from the subsidised spread 

of wind energy. Without a shred of 
irony, the local state MP Dan van Holst 
Pelekaan, upon hearing the news, said 
Port Augusta could instead become a 
‘national hub for green technology’. 

Just five months later, South 
Australia was plunged into darkness 
because its system couldn’t cope with 
a sudden absence of unreliable wind 
energy. Still undaunted by the reality 
that wind speed can rapidly and 
unexpectedly drop to zero, Premier Jay 
Weatherill later took a proposal to the 
Council of Australian Governments 

suggesting the answer was yet more 
renewable energy.

Unfortunately, the Liberal Party in 
South Australia is not immune to the 
constant clamour against fossil fuels. 
In November 2016, Opposition Leader 
Stephen Marshall announced a Liberal 
government would place a 10-year 
moratorium on any fracking operations 
in the Limestone Coast area, which 
falls below the Brisbane Line. In the 
announcement, Mr Marshall asserted:

It makes no sense to put this highly 
productive region and South Australia’s 
enviable clean and green reputation 
at risk by opening up some of our best 
farming land to fracking.

There is one area where South 
Australia has a pro-development 
disposition: uranium. The Labor 
government has actively supported 
exploration, mining, and even 
proposals for nuclear waste storage 

   Adelaide CBD cloaked in darkness after the electricity network failed, September 2016. | AAP Images
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facilities. But this in many ways 
underscores the political economy 
of energy in Australia, as the state’s 
uranium mines such as Beverly and 
Olympic Dam sit well to the north of 
the Brisbane Line, comfortably away 
from the urbanised south.

This is similar to the situation in 
Queensland, where the parliament 
continues to tolerate the state’s CSG 
and coal export industries of the 
inland—albeit with ever-increasing 
layers of regulation. 

That said, the south-east anti-
development sickness is spreading to 
the north and west. The Labor Party 
in Western Australia has committed 
to ban uranium mining, while their 
Northern Territorian colleagues 
recently placed a moratorium on the 
fracking which would be essential to 
developing its prospective petroleum 
from shale resource.

On top of this worrying trend is 
the ever-increasing reach of the anti-
development ideologues through the 
expansion of Commonwealth powers.

The first great test case of the 
Commonwealth’s ability to influence 
Australia’s energy future was the 
original Tasmanian Dam Case in 1983. 
Unusual amongst Australian states, 
most of Tasmania’s power comes from 
hydro-electric resources. In the 1980s 
the government wished to build further 
dams, with the power produced to 
provide competitive and reliable energy 
to future industrial developments. 
However, the newly-elected Hawke 
government legislated a ban on the 
proposal, relying on Section 51 (xxix) 
of the Constitution, the external affairs 
power. By a margin of 4-3, the High 
Court agreed, ushering in the era of 
the Commonwealth having extensive 
approval powers for new projects.

This is given effect through 
the Environment Protection and 
Biodiversity Conservation (EPBC) Act. 
Since the overwhelming majority of 
Australian voters and elected MPs sit 
south of the Brisbane Line, there is 
huge incentive to interfere in projects 
in Western Australia, Northern 
Territory and Queensland. 

The EPBC Act requires the Federal 
Environment Minister to approve 
projects where they could affect a 
‘matter of national environmental 
significance’ (MNES). The strategy 
by environmental groups and their 
apologists in government has been to 
try and add further MNES, such as 
water and climate change, so virtually 
every project in the country would 
require Commonwealth approval. 

If outright veto is too obvious 
a strategy, then the EPBC Act and 
similar legislation allows for death 
by a thousand cuts. The staggering 
volume of permits and approvals 
required of new projects—more than 
4000 in the case of Roy Hill in the 
Pilbara—is so complex, unwieldy 
and time-consuming that approval 

requires enormous commitment by 
project proponents, making success 
elusive. Given the governing culture 
is derived from the environmental 
catastrophism described earlier in 
this article, it is clear the practical 
intent of the system is for proposed 
development to fail.

No nukes, no gas, no coal and 
no dams. That’s how it rolls south 
of the new Brisbane Line. As energy 
costs rise and energy security falls, 
our industrial heartland is at risk of 
becoming the industrial wasteland. 
The jobs lost are precisely the blue-
collar jobs on the city fringes and 
in the regional centres that are, not 
surprisingly, showing increasing 
signs of rebellion against the 
governing ideology. 

In February, Prime Minister Malcolm 
Turnbull endorsed the building of new 
coal-fired power plants in Australia. 
It was Turnbull’s most supportive 
statement on coal to date, but his 
support is irrelevant under the current 
culture of permit refusal. 

While many people claim 
to be interested in reforming 
the permitting system, nothing 
will change while fossil fuels are 
demonised and politicians look 
for new risks to be alarmed about. 
Instead, the permitting system  
needs to be rebuilt so that it allows 
projects rather than entangling  
them in red tape. Only then we will 
have secure and affordable energy, 
which will spur investment and 
exports, provide jobs, and boost 
economic growth. R

THE NEW BRISBANE LINE R

AS ENERGY COSTS RISE 
AND ENERGY SECURITY 
FALLS, THE INDUSTRIAL 
HEARTLAND OF 
AUSTRALIA IS AT 
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THE INDUSTRIAL 
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GROWING

Young Australians are optimistic, aspirational, and remarkably 
entrepreneurial, writes Matthew Lesh.

FREEDOM
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T
wenty-sixteen was a 
tumultuous year for 
global politics. The 
British people ignored 

their political leaders and voted  
to leave the European Union,  
while Americans elected Donald 
Trump. Australia also had its fair 
share of local revolts, with the 

continual power shift towards 
minor parties. Political elites  
have been left questioning the 
state of modern liberal democracy. 
A solid stream of social science 
research indicates a growing 
distrust in institutions.

To secure our fundamental 
principles and values we must 
understand what the rising 
generation thinks. That’s why the 
IPA has turned its focus on the 
youth of Australia in our new 
survey, Growing Freedom: Survey 
of Young Australians. The survey 
was conducted for the IPA by 

global market research company 
ResearchNow. We had 1006 
respondents between the ages  
of 16 and 25. The survey was 
conducted online from 23 June 2016 
to 1 July 2016 using web survey 
software to gather a nationally 
representative random sample, 
including a cross-section of gender 
and geography. As we see below,  
the results reveal that Australia’s 
young people are optimistic with  
an entrepreneurial spirit, and 
believe that we can help the 
economy by cutting taxes and 
government spending.

MATTHEW LESH
Research Fellow at the  
Institute of Public Affairs
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OPTIMISM AND 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP

Optimism is a key contributor 
to human f lourishing. Being 
optimistic is strongly linked 
to better physical and mental 
health, persistence in educational 
efforts, higher incomes, and better 
relationships. And with continued 
technological progress and 
growing living standards, there 
is much to be optimistic about. 
Young Australians are aspirational 
and optimistic, with the clear 
majority not only positive about 
their future, but also about our 
nation. Indeed, 69 per cent expect 
to have a better standard of living 
in 10 years’ time.

The greatest hope for the 
future is seen to be human 
rights (35 per cent), followed 
by technological advances (24 
per cent), protection of the 
environment (20 per cent), and 
economic growth (16 per cent). 

Young Australian men and 
women are hopeful about different 
possibilities. For women, human 
rights are more exciting, while men 
are more excited by technological 
advances. In this way, we can 
understand the different educational 
choices by men, who undertake 
engineering and information 
technology courses in higher 
numbers, compared to women, 
who are relatively more attracted to 
humanities and law courses.

Sitting alongside this 
optimism is a remarkable 
entrepreneurial spirit. The 
majority of young Australians (60 
per cent) are interested in starting 
their own business one day,  
which represents an even stronger 
sense of entrepreneurialism than 
their American counterparts  
(55 per cent). Also, a much  
higher number of Americans  
rule out the idea of starting 
a business altogether (43 per 
cent compared to 23 per cent in 
Australia), according to Reason’s 
Millennial Survey.

AUSTRALIAN 
CHALLENGES AND 
SOLUTIONS

Australia has achieved an 
extraordinary 25 years without 
recession and has one of the 
highest gross domestic product 
per capita in the world, while 
enjoying a relatively low level of 
unemployment. Nevertheless, 
there are serious threats to our 
economic prosperity. Our growth 
is stagnating, and Australia’s 
global competitiveness falls in the 
bottom half of the world.

This news is particularly 
discomforting for young 
Australians, whose unemployment 
rate (more than 12 per cent) is 
more than double the overall 
rate. Our youth not only 
understand Australia’s material 
and ideological challenges—debt 
and deficit, housing affordability 
and terrorism and war—but have 
beliefs on how those problems  
are solved. 

Despite higher spending by 
the Australian Government, 
most young Australians believe 
that cutting both government 
spending and taxes would benefit 
the economy. Unfortunately, there 
is less confidence that reducing 

regulation or reducing the size of 
government would help. 

Australia’s gross national  
debt will surpass $500 billion  
this financial year. Our debt 
growth rate is among the fastest  
in the world, threatening our  
AAA credit rating. This is 
particularly concerning for young 
Australians, who will inevitably 
be shackled with higher taxes and 
fewer services to pay back  
today’s borrowing. 

Young Australians are aware 
of the nation’s debt problems, 
but they are spilt on how soon it 
must be addressed. That is, while 
more than 70 per cent of young 
Australians believe that Federal 
Government debt and deficit is a 
major problem, only 40 per cent 
believe it should be addressed 
today. Almost a third would leave 
this task to the future, when the 
economy is better. 

LANGUAGE AND 
DEMOCRACY

Asking young Australians to rate, 
on a scale from one to 10, how 
positively disposed they were to 
a variety of political terms shows 
one thing: language matters. 
On average, young Australians 
are most positively disposed 
towards values concepts such 
as human rights, opportunity 
and freedom. Other terms, such 
as human f lourishing, liberty 
and economic freedom received 
strong responses. But technical 
or ideological labels rate poorly, 
including 49 per cent of young 
Australians ranking ‘communism’ 
at four or below. 

Nevertheless, young 
Australians do not appear to 
be particularly ideologically 
passionate, with 51 per cent 
neither agreeing or disagreeing 
with the notion that the capitalist 

THE SIGNS OF 
APATHY TOWARDS 
DEMOCRACY 
SHOW THAT THESE 
IDEAS MUST BE 
CONTINUALLY 
ELEVATED, DEBATED, 
AND TAUGHT TO 
YOUNG AUSTRALIANS.
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free market system works better 
than the socialist system. Perhaps 
this is a sign that the next 
generation is open to persuasion. 
Reassuringly, socialism appeals 
only to a minority.

A lack of ideological passion 
could be connected with the 
continued evidence that young 
Australians view democracy 
as less important than do their 
elders. Just 31 per cent of young 
Australians rated the importance 
of living in a democracy as 
completely important. This falls 
well behind the 59 per cent of all 
Australians who gave an answer 
of 10 out of 10 in the last World 
Values Survey. But there are 
positive signs for democracy, 
with 83 per cent answering 

six out of 10 or above (the 
average across all the responses 
was 7.9 out of 10). Again, this 
compares unfavourably to the 
overall Australian average of 
8.6. However, it is consistent 
with survey findings from other 
western democracies, including 
the United Kingdom and the 
United States, which suggest 
young people have a lesser view 
of the importance of democracy 
than their elders. 

What is the most important 
element of living in democracy? 
Three in four believe the most 
important aspect is human 
rights, while only 17 per cent 
said it was the chance to vote. 
The importance that young 
Australians ascribe to the concept 
of human rights highlights the 
need to ensure the concept is 
succinctly and meaningfully 
defined in public debates. 

Traditionally rights were 
perceived to be what social and 
political theorist Isaiah Berlin 
defined as ‘negative’ liberty – 
protection from government 
action. Modern human rights 
discourse, however, incorporates 
‘positive’ liberty, that is, economic 
and social rights, group rights, 

YOUNG AUSTRALIANS 
ARE OPTIMISTIC AND 
HOLD A REMARKABLE 
ENTREPRENEURIAL 
SPIRIT.
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HOW DO YOUNG AUSTRALIANS FEEL ABOUT THESE IDEAS?
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   Respondents were asked: 'On a scale of 1 to 10, rate how positively or negatively you feel about the following phrases.'
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humanitarian intervention 
and non-discrimination. By 
expanding the concept so  
widely, rights often amount to 
mere ‘wants’. 

In a particularly worrying 
sign, young Australians have 
limited conceptualisation of 
freedom of speech. The survey 
found that 84 per cent believed 
people should be able to say  
things that criticise government 
policies, while just 39 per cent 
believe that people should be 
able to make statements that 
are offensive to their religion or 
beliefs, and 36 per cent believe 
that people should be able to 
make offensive statements 
about minority groups. This is 
concerning because freedom of 

speech underpins a free, liberal, 
and democratic society. 

Some level of income 
redistribution is supported by 
young Australians, with 64 
per cent believing the role of 
government includes reducing  
the gap between high income 
and low income earners. This 
finding is similar to the general 
Australian disposition towards 
government redistribution 

found by previous surveys. 
Most young Australians support 
larger government with higher 
taxes providing more services, 
over smaller government and 
fewer services. However, 52 per 
cent of those who have entered 
the workforce support smaller 
government, fewer services, 
and low taxes. This indicates a 
comforting maturing of views.

A McKinsey Global Institute 
report last year found that 
household incomes in developed 
countries, including Australia, 
are not growing as quickly as 
they did in previous generations, 
potentially leaving young  
people worse off than their 
parents. These material 
concerns are apparent to young 

WHAT WILL THESE POLICIES DO TO THE ECONOMY?
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AND OPTIMISTIC, WITH 
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OUR NATION.
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   Respondents were asked: 'In your view would each of the following primarily help or hurt the economy, or would they make no difference?'
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Australians. According to the 
survey, 49 per cent believe that 
they will be worse off than their 
parents’ generation, 56 per cent 
are doubtful that they will be  
able to own their own home 
within the next decade and 60  
per cent believe that they will  
face higher taxes in the future. 
Just 17 per cent believe that 
government will be smaller. 

Nevertheless, when asked  
directly about their biggest fear, 
the most prominent responses 
related to physical security.  
About a third nominated 
terrorism and 18 per cent war  
as their biggest fear, with 23  
per cent opting for climate  
change and 20 per cent for 
economic collapse.

THE FUTURE 

Growing Freedom reminds us 
that there is hope for the future, 
offering a variety of opportunities 
to engage with young people 
about the issues that matter to 
them. We have found that young 
people do not find socialism 
or communism particularly 

appealing, that they comprehend 
the danger of debt and deficit, and 
that they understand that cutting 
taxes and government spending 
would help the economy. 

More than any time in recent 
history the fundamental values of 
Western Civilisation, the ideas 
and institutions that have made us  
free and prosperous, are largely 
untaught in our schools and 
universities, and unacknowledged 
in our public debate. The signs of 
apathy towards democracy and 
freedom of speech should teach us 
one thing: these ideas must be 
continually elevated, debated, and 
taught to young Australians.  R

The full results from Growing Freedom are 
available at www.ipa.org.au

   Students engaging in a section 18C debate organised by the Institute of Public Affairs at the University of Queensland, March 2017.

DESPITE HIGH 
GOVERNMENT 
SPENDING, MOST 
YOUNG AUSTRALIANS 
BELIEVE THAT CUTTING 
GOVERNMENT 
SPENDING AND TAXES 
WOULD BENEFIT  
THE ECONOMY.
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O
ver 2500 years ago 
Aristotle taught the 
ultimate goal of human 
life is to achieve 

Eudaimonia, which we translate 
to flourishing. Flourishing means 
applying one’s talents, skills and 
potential to achieve something which 
is worthwhile and which couldn’t 
have been achieved in the absence of 
that person’s actions. 

Aristotle understood that 
flourishing resulted from the 
application of human agency 
and action. Musicians flourish 
when playing music. Runners 
flourish when running. Just having 
potential is not enough – it needs to 
be fully applied.

But what does this abstract 
philosophising mean for public 
policy? It means giving people the 
freedom to embark on the dignified 
endeavour of building their own 
lives, where people work to become 
successful and support themselves. 
It is where they acquire new skills 
to get better. It is where they build 
families and communities. And it is 

where they learn self-governance.
The free enterprise system brings 

flourishing because it is the only 
system that allows earned success. 
Arthur Brooks, President of the 
American Enterprise Institute, 
has described earned success as 
‘defining your future as you see fit 
and achieving success on the basis 
of merit and hard work.’ Earned 
success is the ultimate action and is 
the key to flourishing.

The heart of a free enterprise 
system is a free market matching skills 
to jobs. In a free market system people 
are more likely to do what they are 
good at: the easier it is to find a job, 
and the easier it is to move between 

DANIEL WILD
Research Fellow at the  
Institute of Public Affairs



APRIL 2017      |       IPA Review       31

jobs, the more likely it is to find a 
suitable vocation. Even better, the 
free market ensures that people are 
only rewarded when they create value 
for others. The highest paid in a free 
market are those who create the most 
value. They are the best at satisfying 
other people’s wants and needs. 

The alternative is producing 
something under the direction 
of government officials, as in the 
Soviet Union. What could be more 
depressing to the human spirit 
than producing nails that no one 
will ever use for the privilege of 
standing in a queue for hours to 
receive a handful of stale bread? Or 
there’s the crony capitalist system, 

which is ever increasing in countries 
like ours, rewarding the well-
connected for performing political 
favours rather than doing good.

The happy ancillary consequence 
of the free enterprise system is that 
people are more productive because 
they are better matched to suitable 
jobs. They therefore earn higher 
incomes, creating higher economic 

growth as a nation. But financial 
outcomes are secondary. Flourishing 
and happiness come first. Higher 
incomes come second. That is not to 
scoff at the material prosperity enabled 
by free enterprise. It is responsible for 
lifting billions out of poverty. One 
need look no further than the special 
economic zones in China or micro-
finance in Bangladesh. 

When people are given a chance 
to do good, they do good. But in 
modern western economies people 
are searching for meaning as much 
as money, and free enterprise can get 
them both.

Earned success doesn’t just come 
from work. It can come from a 

FREE      FLOURISH
Aristotle’s conception of human flourishing – Eudaimonia  

– is best understood by looking at a life lived without it,  
writes Daniel Wild.

TO

IN MODERN WESTERN 
ECONOMIES PEOPLE 
ARE SEARCHING FOR 
MEANING AS MUCH 
AS MONEY, AND FREE 
ENTERPRISE CAN GET 
THEM BOTH.

>
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successful marriage, raising children 
or making a valued contribution to 
a community group. As American 
political scientist Charles Murray 
stated in 2012, earned success comes 
from wherever you apply yourself to 
create something of value which turns 
out well and which you can rightly 
claim to be the result of your action. 

Two of the greatest thinkers 
and writers, Alexis de Tocqueville 
and Edmund Burke, understood 
the importance of earned success 
when they enunciated the virtues 
of voluntarily created institutions 
in a free society. Through 
voluntary institutions (such as 
families, community, religious and 
environmental groups and sporting 
clubs) people are better able to 
organise their own affairs and develop 
the confidence needed to solve 

problems and become independent.
Both Tocqueville and Burke saw 

that voluntary associations were a 
vital check on central government 
authority. Just as centrally mandated 
employment makes people miserable 
because it stunts their potential, so 
too centrally mandated solutions to 
local problems inevitably causes more 
harm than good. Decision-makers in 
Canberra don’t have the information 
needed to solve unique problems 
faced by people across the country.

The free enterprise system 
and the free society are mutually 

reinforcing. This is why political 
economist Adam Smith wrote both 
The Wealth of Nations and The 
Theory of Moral Sentiments. One 
is an enunciation of the virtues 
of the market system. The other 
(and first written) a recognition 
that these virtues are sustained by 
self-correcting social mores and 
attitudes which enable trust and 
mutual respect.

Taking Smith’s argument further, 
the free enterprise system shows we 
can earn our own way in life without 
government. And the free society 
shows we can care for ourselves, 
our families and our communities 
without Canberra-based directions. 
The sum total is that people are 
capable of fashioning their own 
lives. More importantly, human 
flourishing depends on solving our 

   A marketplace in Varanasi, India. | iStockPhoto

  CONTINUED

WHILE EARNED 
SUCCESS IS THE 
KEY TO HUMAN 
FLOURISHING, ITS 
OPPOSITE, LEARNED 
HELPLESSNESS, 
RESULTS IN MISERY.
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own problems because it requires 
the application of human agency to 
change something for the better.

While earned success is the 
key to human flourishing, its 
opposite, learned helplessness, 
results in misery. According to 
literature in psychology, learned 
helplessness is ‘a condition in 
which a person suffers from a sense 
of powerlessness, arising from a 
traumatic event or persistent  
failure to succeed.’

What is so interesting about 
learned helplessness is that it can 
originate from seemingly positive 
or negative sources. In his address 
to the Aspen Ideas Festival 2014, 
Arthur Brooks cited a study from 
the United States which tracked 
lottery winners. People who won 
saw winning as good but were not 

happier than a control group of 
those who didn’t win. It turns out 
the winners were actually losers 
because they reported deriving less 
happiness from everyday activities 
than non-winners.

How is this possible? When 
rewards are divorced from our 
actions, it teaches us that we 
are unable to control events, 
reinforcing a sense of helplessness. 
The lottery winners are like public 

servants. They will tell you that 
more money and better experts 
will solve misery in low-income 
households. Wrong. What our 
lottery experiment clearly shows 
is that $10,000 from a pay cheque 
is not the same as $10,000 from 
welfare. The pay cheque is earned 
success, whereas welfare creates 
learned helplessness. 

Why? Firstly, the welfare 
cheque tells recipients that to 
get something, you don’t need to 
do something. This reinforces a 
disposition to become passive  
and dependant. 

Secondly, time out of work 
means the welfare-dependent fail 
to keep up with job-market skills 
and their abilities atrophy. They 
lose what skills they had to begin 
with. Then they lose the social 
connections that come with work. 
Then they are unable to start or 
raise a family. Without family,  
they are less likely to participate 
in their local community, or 
see others in their family such 
as grandparents. They become 
detached, lonely, dependant and 
unable to solve their own problems 
or control their own lives. They 
become convinced that controlling 
their lives is actually impossible. 

This is why so many who  
are out of work and detached from 
their communities turn to drugs 
and alcohol, which serves to numb 
their meaninglessness. Video games 
give a brief sense of control and 
achievement, but because these 
pleasures are divorced from  
human agency they are not the path 
to flourishing.

The political left is not content 
with creating a class of passive and 
dependant welfare-recipients.  
They add to their woes by 
labelling them hapless victims 
of exploitation and inequality, 
fuelling the sense of helplessness 
and loss of control. 

WHEN REWARDS 
ARE DIVORCED FROM 
OUR ACTIONS, IT 
TEACHES US THAT 
WE ARE UNABLE TO 
CONTROL EVENTS, 
REINFORCING A SENSE 
OF HELPLESSNESS.
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  Many Chinese regions have flourished from the implementation of special economic zones. | Flickr, Jim Driscoll

The pernicious effects of 
government interference severing 
human action from achievement 
and success were foreshadowed 
in the nineteenth century by 
Tocqueville:

The sovereign, after taking 
individuals one by one in his 
powerful hands and kneading 
them to his liking, reaches out to 
embrace society as a whole. Over it 
he spreads a fine mesh of uniform, 
minute and complex rules,  
through which not even the most 
original minds and most vigorous 
souls can poke their heads above the 
crowd. He does not break  
men’s wills but softens, bends and 
guides them. He seldom forces 
anyone to act but consistently 
opposes action… Rather than 
tyrannise, he inhibits, represses, 

saps, stifles and stultifies, and in 
the end he reduces each nation to 
nothing but a flock of timid and 
industrious animals, with the 
government as its shepherd.

Through gentle but persistent 
intervention, Tocqueville noted 
that people’s energy would be 
extinguished and when action 
was required, men would ‘rely 
on others’. Dr Steven Bilakovics 
from the University of California 
concurred in his article Capitalism 
as a Road to Serfdom? in which he 
wrote: ‘In the consequent empire of 
bureaucracy, individual initiative 
and the human spirit whither.’ 

We can have two very different 
futures. The first severs human 
agency from outcomes and creates a 
class of helpless, welfare-dependent 
people convinced they are the 

victims of the free enterprise 
system, when in reality they are 
victims of being locked out of it. 

The second future, based on 
free enterprise and free society, 
strengthens the link between 
actions, rewarding people and 
creating the conditions necessary  
for earned success, self-governance, 
a confident citizenry and  
human flourishing. R  

THE POLITICAL LEFT IS 
NOT CONTENT WITH 
CREATING A CLASS 
OF PASSIVE AND 
DEPENDANT WELFARE-
RECIPIENTS. THEY 
ADD TO THEIR WOES 
BY LABELLING THEM 
HAPLESS VICTIMS OF 
EXPLOITATION AND 
INEQUALITY. 

>
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COURTING 
FREEDOM

Australia’s High Court has chipped away at our freedoms for long  
enough, write Morgan Begg and Andrew Bushnell. 

R COURTING FREEDOM
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S
ince 2013, the federal 
judiciary has been 
substantially reshaped, 
with four appointments 

to the High Court, along with 
30 other appointments to other 
federal courts. In January 2017, for 
instance, retiring Chief Justice of 
the High Court, Robert French, 
was replaced by Susan Kiefel. Yet 
few Australians could name any of 
the recent appointments made by 
the government. Even fewer could 
explain their judicial philosophies.

Silently appointed High 
Court judges have been quietly 
undermining our freedoms for 
more than 90 years. The only way to 
arrest this trend is by democratising 
the appointment process. 

More than mere rubber stamps, 
the federal courts play the important 
role of interpreting and applying the 
laws passed by the Commonwealth. 
In 2016 alone, the Commonwealth 
parliament passed 4094 pages of 
legislation, along with almost 2000 
legislative instruments. The courts 
have a significant amount of work to 
do in assessing what all of this means.

At the High Court the stakes 
are even higher. This court is 
the last court of appeal in the 
Australian judicial system, with 
original jurisdiction to declare 
whether legislation passed by the 
Commonwealth parliament complies 
with the Constitution. The seven 
judges who sit on the High Court are 

exceptionally powerful individuals, 
but there is no accountability for 
how they fulfil their duties. Only at 
the time of appointment can High 
Court nominees be scrutinised for 
their interpretation of statutory and 
constitutional issues.  

Unfortunately, since 2013 the 
Coalition government has adopted 
the dismal method of silently 
nominating ‘orthodox’ judges to the 
High Court. Geoffrey Nettle and 
Michelle Gordon, both appointed 
in 2015, fit entirely within the legal 
mainstream, and attracted little 
attention or controversy when picked 
to sit on the court. 

The problem with uncontroversial 
appointments is that they tend to 
avoid rocking the boat. This elevates 
the principle of stare decisis and 
affirms past decisions of the High 
Court, even when past decisions 
have taken the law far from the 
original federalist intent of the 
Australian Constitution.

When Susan Kiefel was elevated  
to Chief Justice in January,  
Western Australian James Edelman 
took her place. While Edelman has 
an undeniably impressive CV,  
his legal philosophy is at best an 
unknown quantity. The government 
has essentially left to chance what 
Edelman’s impact on the court  
will be, which is particularly 
dangerous since he is set to occupy 
a seat on the bench until he  
reaches mandatory retirement  
age in 2044.

It is disturbing that we know 
so little about the people who sit 
on the High Court. The court has 
tremendous power, and its history 
suggests that it is a strong contender 
for worst court in the world.

HISTORY OF THE COURT

Almost since its creation, the 
High Court has been an enemy of 
freedom. The main way the courts 
have undermined freedom is to 
attack federalism. 

The decentralisation of political 
power is an important means of 
maintaining a free society. Laws and 
regulations for citizens should be made 
at a level closest to those citizens to 
help ensure that political outcomes are 
more representative. As the Australian 
population increases, but political 
power is more centralised in Canberra, 
decisions become less representative. 

Likewise, political decisions 
become more broad as Canberra 
attempts to impose one-size-fits-all 
rules on a diverse population. The 
inevitable temptation for lawmakers 
in a centralised jurisdiction is to 
conclude that political outcomes can 
be improved with more regulations, 
restricting the liberties of everybody 
along the way.

As part of the political bargain 
of uniting the colonies, the founding 
fathers of Australian federation 
essentially devised a power-sharing 
arrangement between the states and 
the newly created central government, 
the Commonwealth. The agreement 
became the Australian Constitution, 
which enumerated a number of policy 
areas that the Commonwealth would 
be allowed to make laws for, while 
the document implicitly reserved 
everything else for the states.

Almost immediately after 
federation, the High Court worked 
to overturn this arrangement. In 
1906, Prime Minister Alfred Deakin 
expanded the court from three judges 
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THE SEVEN JUDGES 
SITTING ON THE 
HIGH COURT ARE 
EXCEPTIONALLY 
POWERFUL INDIVIDUALS, 
BUT THERE IS NO 
ACCOUNTABILITY FOR 
HOW A HIGH COURT 
JUDGE FULFILS  
THEIR DUTIES.
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to five. The two new appointments were 
progressive politicians H.B. Higgins 
and Isaac Isaacs, who immediately 
formed a radical minority on the  
bench to attack the federal structure  
of the Constitution. 

The balance of the court was 
eventually tipped fully towards 
centralists, leading to the 1920 
Engineers Case, where the concept 
of reserved state powers under 
the Constitution was swept aside. 
This decision more than any other 
fundamentally transformed the 
nature of the Australian Constitution, 
but was not the only decision to attack 
the federal setup. 

In R v Brislan in 1935, the High 
Court broadly interpreted the 
Commonwealth’s power to legislate 
for ‘postal, telegraphic, telephonic 
and other like services’ to include 
one-way radio broadcasting 
services. The Uniform Tax Cases 
in 1942 and 1957 established that 
the Commonwealth could prohibit 
the states from collecting its own 
income taxes, causing the country’s 
most debilitating vertical fiscal 
imbalance. The Tasmanian Dam 
Case in 1983 dramatically widened 
the Commonwealth’s external affairs 
power, so that it could pass laws on 
any topic that was addressed in an 
international agreement signed by the 
government. The WorkChoices case 
in 2006 had the effect of centralising 
industrial relations power in 
Canberra, paving the way for Labor 
to pass its destructive Fair Work Act 
in 2009. 

Thanks to the High Court, 
federalism in Australia has been 
forced aside in favour of a strong 
central government. The only hope of 

reversing this is to appoint judges who 
would reconsider the decisions in the 
cases above.

WHAT DO WE WANT 
FROM THE HIGH COURT?

High Court judges should err on the 
side of federalism and individualism. 
Contrary to the expansive reading 
of Commonwealth power that the 
court has adopted for generations, 
judges should understand that the 
Commonwealth is limited by the 
law, and that this is good because it 
protects the freedom of the individual.

Collectively, judges with a 
deeper appreciation of Australia’s 
liberal heritage need to take steps 
to wind back the court’s centralist 
constitutional jurisprudence. For 
conservatives, this represents a 
challenge because the court will have 
to reconsider a number of precedents 
that it has set. But breaking from the 
decisions of the past is justified if it 
defends something more timeless, 
like the liberty that is owed to 
us as Australians, and the deep 
constitutional concepts that secure it.

In practice, this means that 
the court will need to take all 
opportunities to re-impose limits 
on Commonwealth powers. For 
example, section 18C of the Racial 
Discrimination Act was enacted 
under the external affairs power. But 
the legislation goes far beyond the 
requirements of the treaty that was 
being implemented. This arguably 
makes it unconstitutional. Hearing 
a challenge to its constitutionality 
would also enable the court to wind 
back the absurd precedent set in the 
Tasmanian Dam Case. 

While the court is unlikely to 
be able to wash away long trails 
of precedent in one case, piece 
by piece the court could begin 
crafting a jurisprudence based 
on freedom rather than the ever-

expanding control of the central 
administrative state.

The High Court goes beyond 
constitutional jurisdiction. It also 
has final appellate jurisdiction for 
civil and criminal law. The Court is 
limited by the Judicial Act 1903 to 
only hear appeals on matters of public 
importance, or that involve a clash 
between courts, or are necessary for 
the administration of justice. This 
again differs from the US Supreme 
Court, which only hears cases that 
involve constitutional, interstate or 
federal government matters. 

As part of restoring the federal 
character of our constitution, 
the High Court should refrain 
from hearing civil and criminal 
appeals, acknowledging that many 
disparities between state laws reflect 
real differences in local interests. 
Additionally, parliament could amend 
the Judicial Act to limit the court’s 
appellate jurisdiction.

FIXING THE HIGH COURT

Other than the proposals outlined 
above, what steps should be taken 
to move the High Court in the 
right direction? The first and most 
obvious change would be for judicial 
appointments to be subject to vastly 
increased scrutiny. 

The protocols of the Attorney-
General’s department for appointing 
judges to the federal courts 
demonstrate the insular nature of 
appointments. These protocols, 
published in September 2012, aim to 
ensure that the appointments are both 
based on merit, while increasing the 
diversity of the High Court’s gender, 
cultural background and geographical 
origins. Likewise, the protocols aim to 
ensure greater transparency, but the 
whole process is obscured. The result 
is that even where the protocols are 
observed, it is not open to the public 
for debate or scrutiny.

  CONTINUED
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The protocols require the federal 
Attorney-General to consult with 
‘interested bodies inviting nominations 
of suitable candidates’ such as the chief 
justices of the federal courts, the Law 
Council of Australia and the state and 
federal bar associations. The names put 
forward are not open to public scrutiny. 

As in the United States, High 
Court appointments should require 
the approval of parliament. This 
could occur through a joint sitting, 
ensuring all of the electorate’s interests 
are taken into account. Voters should 
be able to consider who a candidate 
or party will support for judicial 
appointments and what that support 
might mean for the country. 

The lack of scrutiny of judicial 
appointments is undemocratic, and 
the supposedly apolitical appointment 
process is designed to keep it that way. 
As it stands, the public has very little 
opportunity to debate the merits of 
different judicial philosophies, and, 
given the lack of coverage of court 
appointments, may not even know 
that alternatives to centralism exist.

Instead of meekly accepting the 
closed shop of lawyers promoting 
leftist doctrine through their control 

of this branch of government, we 
should have a say in the appointment 
of judges. The opaque appointments 
process has led to the centralists 
having the run of the court. 

Increasing the scrutiny of 
appointments would create the 
potential for more intellectual 
diversity on the court because 
governments would have to explain 
their choices to voters. 

The search for greater diversity 
should also include governments 
looking beyond the judiciary 
for appointees. There are no 
constitutional restrictions on who 
can sit on the High Court. The 
High Court of Australia Act 1979 
requires appointees to come from 
state or federal judiciaries or to 
have been admitted lawyers for 
a minimum of five years. But if 

the court were to further restrict 
its appellate jurisdiction, then 
these requirements would not be a 
justifiable. In any event, Australia’s 
best justice of recent times, Justice 
Ian Callinan, was appointed directly 
from the bar, exemplifying the need 
to think beyond those currently 
occupying the country’s benches.

Over the longer-term, however,  
the only real solution to the failures 
of the High Court will be for 
conservatives and classical liberals  
to develop a legal counter-
establishment. In the United States, 
groups like the Institute for Justice 
promote sound conservative legal 
thinking through test cases and by 
contributing to the development of 
right-thinking lawyers who can then 
move into judicial postings. There 
is no equivalent path in Australia 
for lawyers and law students who 
question the status quo.

As long as academia, law 
schools, courts, chambers and 
firms are dominated by centralist 
and progressive groupthink, our 
constitution will continue being 
distorted by the most powerful  
court in the land. R 

COURTING FREEDOM R

   Chief Justice Susan Kiefel and Attorney-General George Brandis, January 2017. | AAP Images

THE HIGH COURT HAS 
TREMENDOUS POWER, 
AND ITS HISTORY 
SUGGESTS THAT IT IS A 
STRONG CONTENDER 
FOR WORST COURT IN  
THE WORLD.
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OUR 

HUMBLE 
SERVANTS?

Australia’s bloated bureaucracy stems back to colonial days  
and just keeps getting bigger, writes William Coleman. 
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‘P
ublic Servant’—
in the sense of 
‘government 
employee’—is an 

Australianism that originated in the 
earliest days of European settlement. 
As a term for government 
employee in general, it was well 
established by the 1840s. By 1885, 
its specific reference to government 
administrators had received a 
formal imprimatur from Victoria’s 
Public Service Act of that year; an 
example that was soon followed by 
acts of the same title in NSW and 
SA, that replaced their earlier Civil 
Service Acts. A ‘civil servant’ is, of 
course, the term long-used in the 
UK for government administrator. 
In British English, the term ‘public 
servant’ remains reserved for a 
person, outside or inside government, 
who is recognised to have sacrificed 
their private advantage as a part 
of their endeavours to advance the 
common good. In Australia, this 
honorific is conferred upon all 
government officials. 

That Australia calls its officialdom 
‘public servants’ is surely emblematic 
of how bright bureaucracy glows in 
Australian life. Bureaucracy, it has 
been well said, is Australia’s great 
‘talent,’ and, as political scientist 
Alan Davies has noted: ‘The gift is 
exercised on a massive scale.’ 
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But in Australia the ubiquity and 
lustre of bureaucracy is taken for 
granted. Career public servants claim 
a public profile and prestige that 
elsewhere only central bankers could 
hope to achieve. The average salaries 
of public servants are higher than in 
all but one of 26 OECD countries. 
(Remarkably, the head of NSW 
Treasury receives a bigger salary than 

the president of the Federal Reserve 
Bank of New York). And in Australia 
public servants have unusual power. 

The land is thick with ‘independent 
statutory authorities’. As sociologist 
Sol Encel has described, each of these 
states-within-a-state have a ruler 
presiding over one of the ‘more or 
less self-contained administrative 
satrapies’ constituting much of the 
Australian state.

How has this state of affairs 
come to pass? Australia’s propensity 
for bureaucracy might be traced to 
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the fact that Australia began as a 
colony. As Stanley Stein, a historian 
of Latin America, noted: 

The most enduring feature of any 
colonial regime, one of the first 
to appear and the last to leave, is 
the administrator, the colonial 
bureaucrat, high, middle and low.

The highest stratum of management 
of colonial Australia was itself a 
bureaucracy, the Colonial Office, 

which—in its key years—was 
presided over by James Stephen, a 
‘strict legalist’ with a ‘passion for 
system and uniformity’. Beneath it 
acted the governors, who, too, were 
public servants, in as much as they 
were accountable to the Colonial 
Secretary. The governors were 
eventually reduced to a ceremonial 
ornament, but Canberra soon 
replaced Westminster with its  
own host of intendants toiling to 
achieve ‘system and uniformity’ 
across the continent.

The strength of the bureaucratic 
sphere in Australia may also 
reflect weakness in other spheres. 
The inevitable paucity of social 
structure left bureaucracy’s claims 
of professionality and impersonality 
only weakly pressed against by other 
forces. Specifically, bureaucracy was 
probably relied upon to make up 
for the absence in Australia of the 
socially self-assured elite that in other 
countries has supplied a governing 
class (the Camerons and Blairs) on 
account of the public’s willingness to 
extend a trust to the likes of these; a 
trust they will not extend to the likes 
of themselves. Indeed, as historian 
Professor Duncan Waterson noted: 

Australians prefer to be governed 
by bureaucratic regulation and 
monopolies rather than by their 
elected representatives. These, 
although facsimiles of themselves, 
they frequently distrust and despise.

Granted, the same argument 
could be applied to many New 
World societies, including the 
anti-bureaucratic United States. So 
perhaps a more important weakness 
in Australia lay in its market sphere: 
in its frailty, it yielded much of the 
field to bureaucracy.

But the strength of bureaucracy 
surely most reflects the strength in 
Australia of the sphere of ‘prediction 
and control’—or science—that is 
so agreeable to the quantifying and 
rationalising impulses of bureaucracy. 

If modern Australia’s foundation 
in 1788 might be deemed a crazy 
ricochet of the Battle of Yorktown, it 
may be equally judged an unexpected 
precipitate of the Age of Reason. It was 
an international effort to compute the 
distance of the earth from the sun that 
dispatched Captain Cook to the south 
Pacific in 1770. In the subsequent 
settlement of Sydney, a completely 
misapprehended natural resources 
base drove its governors to resort 
hopefully to science: fittingly the first 
farmstead in Australia was named 
Experiment Farm. An ample supply 
of underemployed Scottish scientists 
made good the need for investigation 
and measurement.

It is, then, unsurprising that one of the 
most significant manifestations of the 
pre-eminence of bureaucracy in Australia 
has been the creation of massive research 
monoliths. Few national statistical 
agencies of any democracy have so 
extensively monopolised the collection 
of statistics as the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics. Australia’s CSIRO has, with 
respect to its size and general reach, no 
counterpart in the developed world. 
And the Productivity Commission—the 
economic and social counterpart of the 
CSIRO—has (beyond New Zealand) no 
equivalent elsewhere.

A more general consequence of the 
ascendancy of bureaucracy in Australia 
has been, in the past, the high quality of 
its public administration. Thus, in 1942 
Nelson T. Johnson, the newly appointed 
US ambassador to Australia, reported 
finding a panicked, demoralised and 
seemingly leaderless country. The one 
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favourable thing he could report to 
Franklin D. Roosevelt was that ‘it would 
be difficult to find a higher type of 
public servant anywhere in the world’.

But other consequences of 
bureaucratisation are more doleful. 
The higher reaches of the Australian 
public service have been just too good. 
Too much talent has been drawn there 
to waste itself as an Assistant Deputy 
Secretary. And, inevitably, the pride 
of place that bureaucracy is conceded 
has inflamed the authoritarian tenor 
of Australian society. Thus, the ABS in 
its recent census was content to bandy 
the threat of fines of $180 per day for 
any person who did not complete it. 
(In New Zealand, by contrast, the 
maximum fine for non-completion 
of their most recent census was $500, 
and the media reports that no fine 

higher than $200 was imposed.)
Perhaps still more seriously, 
the prestige of bureaucracy has 
accommodated the evasion of 
questions of value in Australian 
politics. It has suited political actors 
to pretend to reduce every issue to 
a spuriously objective bureaucratic 
assessment, including the inevitable 
‘expert inquiry’. Ideals are slighted, 
and, in their neglect, perish.

Bureaucracy, too, needs ideals. 
Although bureaucracy’s apparatus in 
Australia expands remorselessly, its 
spirit decays, as it fails to maintain 
its own ‘Presbyterian’ value system 

of the ‘high minded and tough 
minded’. The rational legal logic  
of bureaucracy is sapped by an 
ethos of pop charismatic leadership, 
importunately grafted from  
‘the market.’ 

Expertise and experience are 
discounted, and bureaucracy 
becomes another managerial 
playground of the lavishly paid but 
dubiously competent Australian 
corporate class. Indeed, according 
to Justice Hollingworth, the ‘worst 
instance of insider trading’ seen in 
this country occurred inside the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics. 
Australia’s doubtful ‘talent’ has 
unquestionably curdled. R

  A failed experiment. The 2016 Australian Census website crash cost taxpayers millions in time and money. | AAP Images
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S
even years have passed 
since a campaign for 
the National Disability 
Insurance Scheme 

(NDIS) was launched by disability 
service providers and several funded 
advocacy bodies. Its architects 
presented the scheme to governments 
as an apparently innovative and 
visionary solution to the crisis in 
disability support.

Despite, or perhaps because of, 
the limited knowledge of disability 
by policy makers, politicians and 
journalists, the scheme was seized 
as a ‘solution’. Across the board, 
governments and oppositions alike 
swallowed the marketing hype 
that NDIS would ‘revolutionise 
disability services’. This phrase was 
good marketing when the campaign 
was launched because it appealed 
to those who knew the disability 
system was dysfunctional, and the 
phrase is still used today.

But seven years on, it has become 
clear to many people with disabilities 
and their families and friends, and 
belatedly to some policy makers, that 
NDIS requires significant reform 
if it is to achieve its stated goals. 
These goals are to fund the services 
needed for people with disabilities 
to achieve individual goals, 
become as independent as possible, 
develop skills for day-to-day living, 
participate in the community, engage 
in work, and earn money.

NDIS was launched in 2013 as a 
conventionally structured statutory 
authority, with a conventional 
corporate managerial culture, 
equipped with a brief to centralise the 
financing, planning and delivery of 
diverse support for 490,000 people in 

varied, decentralised, largely hidden 
and informal communities. It is 
hard to conceive of an organisational 
structure and business model that 
could be less fit for purpose.

This is how NDIS works. A 
team of NDIS ‘planners’ produce an 
individual plan for each participant, 
which specifies the portfolio 
of external support they deem 
necessary for participants to achieve 
their individual goals and become 
as independent as possible in daily 
living. Allocations averaging about 
$35,000 annually are assigned to 
each plan. In theory, participants 
have a right to self-direct the 
allocations of this money (deciding 
on how it is spent, through their 
preferred providers), and a right to 
self-manage (making the purchases 
of support and transactions 
themselves, online or manually).

In practice, the exercise of self-
direction is severely constrained 
by the weight of historical patterns 
of service delivery and established 
market players, who retain excessive 
influence in the preparation of 
individual plans, and retain many 
of the coordinating functions for 
themselves (paid for out of the average 
$35,000 allocation to each NDIS 
participant). These providers supply 
support workers at a charge-out rate of 
up to $70 per hour, which the National 
Disability Insurance Agency (NDIA, 
the NDIS management authority) 
wants to pull back to $50 per hour. 
Participants who self-manage their 
support workers are able to cut this 
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rate to around $30 per hour. Today, 
after three years of operation, less 
than 3 per cent of NDIS participants 
self-manage their support workers, the 
same figure as in the decade preceding 
NDIS. The NDIA is now actively 
discouraging self-management 
through the introduction of 
prohibitive financial hurdles for those 
taking this option.

Online self-management of 
transactions and financial expenditures 
is now extremely common in banking, 
retailing, entertainment and leisure 
industries. To most outside observers 
and families of people with disabilities, 
participant-directed online systems 
for the self-management of individual 
NDIS plans should have been one of 
the first things put in place in NDIS. 
To date, however, more than $1 billion 
has been spent by the NDIA building 
information technology systems for 
service providers to gather data for 

NDIS. The NDIA has no plans for 
a twenty-first century management 
system for participants and their 
families to self-manage. 

Despite the language of ‘person-
centred’ methodologies, the 
operational culture of NDIS is firmly 
‘provider-centred’ in practice. 

These features of NDIS were 
anticipated by many disability activists 
and families from day one of the NDIS 
campaign. When they expressed fears 
in 2010 and 2011 that creation of a 
mega-bureaucracy with an inflated 
budget would not fix the system’s 
problems, they were ignored by the 
industry and funded advocacy groups. 

Many outsiders are astonished 
to learn that the model underlying 
NDIS was subject to no consultation or 
critical assessment from the disability 
sector. The much-lauded grassroots 
campaign for NDIS consisted of the 
mobilisation of individuals, families 
and services to ‘sign-up’ to support 

NDIS and to write letters to members 
of parliament, but the organisational 
and business model was quarantined 
from scrutiny. Critics of the model were 
bullied into silence. Campaign funds 
came freely from service providers, 
through a levy on services exacted 
by the peak provider body, National 
Disability Services. Many providers 
redirected money from charitable 
donations earmarked for children with 
disabilities to what was effectively a 
political campaign.

For providers and funded 
advocacy groups, the return on 
investment in this campaign was the 
promise of more money flowing into 
their sector, whatever the implications 
might be. Consultants in the field knew 
NDIS would be a gravy train, and 
threw themselves into the campaign. 
Small innovative brokers and support 
coordinators with a commitment to the 
‘personalisation agenda’ in social policy 
were more skeptical on seeing the big 
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traditional providers pour money into 
the campaign, but they nevertheless 
felt drawn to be inside the tent. The 
promise of more funding trumped all  
other considerations.

The supreme irony here is that 
innovative person-centred practice had 
been undertaken quietly and selectively 
in various parts of Australia from the 
mid-1980s with negligible cost to the 
taxpayers, which state and federal 
governments could have championed 
and replicated if they wished. They 
didn’t. Two examples are worth citing.

Mamre Family Association in 
Brisbane is an innovative family-based 
disability support provider established 
in the early 1980s, influenced 
by the work of French Catholic 
philosopher Jean Vanier. Vanier’s 
work emphasises informal and natural 
support for people with disabilities, 
in families and neighbourhoods, 
rather than formal, professionalised 
services. From the late 1980s, 
Mamre (a Hebrew word meaning 
‘mountains of friendship’) enabled 
families in Brisbane to self-manage 
individualised support packages, 
allowing them to directly select and 
employ their own support workers. 
Mamre received conventional block 
funding from the government, 
arranged it in individualised formats 
for families to administer and pay for 
their preferred support requirements. 
Mamre’s role was to advise and enable. 
It absorbed the costs of introducing 
this new paradigm of personalised 
support without any additional 
expenditure of taxpayers’ money. 

In East Gippsland, a remote 
region of Victoria, families with 
sons and daughters with disabilities 
were permitted by the Department 
of Human Services in the 1990s 
to obtain their own support from 
unconventional sources. They were 
permitted to employ neighbours and 
family members to provide support, 
even though users of services in 
other parts of the state were not 

permitted the same innovative 
approach. It was accepted that remote 
circumstances required a ‘bending’ 
of normal processes in order to make 
do. City users of services were not 
permitted the same flexibility. Indeed, 
the Department insisted that East 
Gippsland people didn’t publicise 
their ‘personalised’ arrangements in 
the 1990s lest city people asked for the 
same flexibilities.

Personalised, self-directed 
disability supports like these in 
East Gippsland and Brisbane could 
have been deepened and extended 
around the country, without an 
oversized statutory authority with 
a mega-budget. But policy makers, 
politicians and journalists  
with limited knowledge of  
disability weren’t aware of these 
quiet, intimate innovations.  
They were more accustomed to a 
model of ‘reform’ that required 
legislation, statutory authorities, 
managerial cultures and public 
relations campaigns. 

NDIS, to them, looked more 
like ‘real’ social reform than 
suburban families quietly selecting 
and employing their own support 
workers, in their own names, 
in their own homes, to coach 
their sons and daughters to form 
social relationships and live as 
independent a life as possible. 

Instead of a thousand no-cost, 
family and peer-generated Mamres, 
we got NDIS at a set-up cost of $37 
billion. Given Australia’s current 
financial predicament, this was a 
wrong turn of enormous magnitude.

What then is to be done? 
Though belated, it’s time to have  

the debate about preferred  
models of disability support that we 
didn’t have in 2010 and 2011. Four 
starting points are essential for  
this discussion.

The first is that support 
systems need to be built around 
familial and natural support 
systems (families, friends and 
neighbours). NDIS activists and 
management assume paid, formal 
support systems are primary in 
importance, and that familial  
care is secondary. This assumption 
is fundamentally f lawed, but it  
lies at the root of the NDIS model.

Second, the financial cost of 
NDIS is hugely excessive, in large 
part because of the ideological 
preference for the paid and formal 
rather than the familial and 
informal. Because no politician  
has been prepared to state this 
honestly, government cannot 
address the burgeoning, and 
ultimately unsustainable, cost  
of NDIS.

Third, NDIS is not an ‘insurance’ 
scheme. There is no self-financing 
contributory mechanism drawn from 
the pool of the insured. Policy makers, 
service providers and journalists 
should stop misrepresenting the 
scheme as an ‘insurance’ scheme: it 
perpetuates the wildly inaccurate 
perception that the scheme is self-
financing and sustainable.

Finally, politicians need to grow 
a spine and begin speaking honestly 
about a scheme they know to be 
excessively bureaucratic and costly.  
To start the process, they should sit  
down at kitchen tables with the  
parents of sons and daughters with 
disabilities who tried to tell them this 
seven years ago. R 
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A    
provocative speaker at the 
2016 World Architecture 
Festival has thrown his    
politically correct industry 

into a tailspin with calls to scrap social 
housing, privatise public space and 
stop land zoning. In the speech, Patrik 
Schumacher, principal at world-
renowned Zaha Hadid Architects, 
argued that housing crises would 
never end without a big dose of free-
market libertarianism. 

A free market perspective on 
architecture is rarely championed, 
so his hour-long keynote came 
as a big shock to the crowd. The 
architecture world quickly took to 
social media, with both critics and 
supporters dubbing Schumacher ‘the 
Trump of Architecture’. 

While sweeping comparisons 
should be made with caution, there 
is no doubt that both Trump and 
Schumacher stir a groundswell of 
outrage precisely because they question 
the status quo. Unlike the US President, 
however, Schumacher’s claims are 
intellectually coherent within what can 
be broadly described as libertarianism 
or Austrian economics.

For Schumacher, deregulation 
is key. Deregulation frees up the 
creativity of architects to meet the 
diverse needs of individual clients, 
rather than bowing to boundless 
interference by regulators and 
planners. While these positions may 
be unfamiliar to the insular world of 
architecture, they are a microcosm 
of the broader views of a classically 
liberal political economy: planners 
are imperfect, never omniscient, and 
are prone to spectacular failure. 

While poor planning causes 
obvious direct costs and delays 

there are also broader unintended 
consequences. Ineffective town 
planning hurts lower income earners 
and destroys any reliable market 
signals. At the same time, architects 
turn their attention away from their 
customers to navigate the maze of 
discretionary planning approvals.

Take the example of housing 
affordability. This is regularly 
misdiagnosed as a social problem, 
leading government into a cycle of 
interventionist remedies. According 
to the Reserve Bank of Australia, 
our capital city dwellings cost four 
times the average annual wage in 
the early 1980s but rose to almost 
eight times in 2010. More recently, 
calculations by credit rating 
company Moody’s suggest the 
percentage of household monthly 
income attributed to housing 
repayments, in the decade to  
March 2016, averaged an enormous 
30 per cent.

As the story goes, escalating house 
prices are the result of too much 
demand. This demand, normally 
attributed to foreign investment, 
is supposedly remedied through 
government controls. But demand 
should not be feared. Demand is 
the only true signal of what people 
want. Indeed, economists have long 
known that without an efficient 
market mechanism there can be no 
entrepreneurship. The same is true for 
architecture. Standardised prescriptive 
rules stymy the ability of architects to 
respond to demand.

The language of architecture 
is riddled with phrases such as 

ECONOMISTS HAVE 
LONG KNOWN THAT 
WITHOUT AN EFFICIENT 
MARKET MECHANISM 
THERE CAN BE NO 
ENTREPRENEURSHIP. 
THE SAME IS TRUE FOR 
ARCHITECTURE.

>



52       IPA Review       |       ipa.org.au

Volume 69    I   1R TRUMPING ARCHITECTURE

‘contextually sensitive’ or ‘connectivity 
with the environment’. But such 
hand-waving is benign as long as our 
housing markets are shrouded in 
regulatory fog.

The main issue that needs to 
be tackled in the present housing 
crisis is to recognise governments 
created the problem in the first 
place. Attacking demand is a short-
sighted policy response succumbing 
to fear or jealousy. The real question 
is why supply is unresponsive. And 
the answer to that is the increasing 
scope of planning.

We have grown accustomed 
to an infinite loop of government 
intervention on the issue of housing 
affordability. This led to higher 
prices, more distortions and bigger 
government. The only way to escape 

this cycle is to truly question the role 
of the government.

To some, urban planning 
requires a rationalised and 
standardised approach. That is, 
various levels of government 
imposing rules to coerce the public 
out of some form of market failure, 
all in the name of the ‘public good’.

The vision of Swiss-French 
architect Le Corbusier is a shining 
example of this rigid approach. He 
was the father of modernism in 
architecture and design, and sought 
a rationalist approach to city design, 

including the famous focus on the 
‘golden number’ of planning based 
off the human scale.

Le Corbusier’s vision of a 
meticulously segregated city 
approaches totalitarian. While his 
ideas gained theoretical influence in 
the twentieth century—including a 
masterplan concept to demolish two 
square miles of downtown Paris—
they thankfully proved too radical 
for the mainstream.

Le Corbusier failed to 
acknowledge the diversity of 
individuals and the places in which 
they wish to live. This failure is what 
Schumacher is seeking to remedy by 
taking power away from planners.

In stark contrast to Le Corbusier, 
urban scholar Jane Jacobs stresses 
the need to incorporate diversity 
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within a city design. Her focus 
was on how an ordered city 
incorporates both individual and 
collective planning. For Jacobs, 
planning is about understanding 
neighbourhoods and their diversity. 
This decentralised and evolutionary 
approach to planning relies on 
individual choice. 

In juxtaposing Jacobs and Le 
Corbusier we can discover the proper 
role and scope of government. 
Unfortunately, however, anyone 
who dares to question the authority 
of planners is howled down. 
Turning first to government for 
the solution—and only varying 
what coercive remedy is applied—
prevents discussion and leads to 
more government intrusiveness. 
Government continues creating 

regulations without considering its 
own boundaries. 

The planning of a city can 
be split into two often-conflated 
parts. The first is strategic or 
urban planning. This is the classic 
remit of town planning, ranging 

from setting out the broad scope 
of city design—from the roads to 
railways—all the way to zoning 
restrictions. The second type is 
statutory planning, focused on 
more individualised approval of 
individual plans.

The former idea, strategic 
planning, is justified on the basis 
that citizens will fail to coordinate 
long-term plans with others. But 
many areas of strategic planning 
are hampered by arbitrary and 
often rigid government decisions 
based on political motivations. 

Zoning, for instance, evades 
logical reasoning. The idea that 
a government should restrict 
the use of a particular parcel 
of land—such as residential or 
commercial—is largely based on 
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the fear of landowners that nearby 
individuals will make decisions to 
increase the value of their property 
while simultaneously decreasing 
the value of the properties around 
them. But on this criterion there are 
also substantial costs to enforcing 
government zoning.

The very idea of zoning places 
unrealistic epistemological faith in 
planners. For zoning to be effective, 
planners must understand every 
future alternative use of all land and 
the needs and desires of all potential 
landholders. If these variables 
shift, planners must quickly move 
the zoning boundaries. But the 
information necessary to do so is 
highly uncertain and impossible for 

anyone to fully understand. This 
is why, like any market, the use of 
land should be decided by individual 
landowners as they make decisions 
on where to co-locate with others.

Sitting on even shakier 
ideological ground than zoning is 
the growth of statutory planning. 
Now more than ever, centralised 
government bureaucrats and local 
councils create restrictions—

colloquially termed ‘guidelines’—not 
for the good of society, but rather for  
your own good. These rules pervade 
much of our lives through endless 
application of red tape and  
cannot be justified in a liberal 
democratic society. 

Melbourne’s most recent design 
guidelines are a perfect example. 
In December 2016, the Victorian 
Department of Environment, 
Land, Water and Planning 
released its ‘Better Apartments 
Design Standards’. Among 
other draconian restrictions, 
the planning provisions dictate 
minimum storage space for 
different sized dwellings, and the 
amount of private space necessary 
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for ‘reasonable recreation’. The 
department also has a say on the 
visibility of entrances to ‘provide  
each dwelling and building with its 
own sense of identity’.

The Victorian Institute of 
Architects wants the rules to go 
even further. They want mandated 
architects within the design 
process for particular categories of 
buildings. Such blatant attempts to 
entrench your profession would be 
impressive in any industry.

To be sure, these Victorian 
restrictions don’t go as far some 
recent changes in Sydney, which 
included a minimum apartment size 
for new buildings. This is set to stifle 
the housing market and price out 

low-income earners even further.
These new rules deviate from 

any reasonable scope of planning. 
The technocratic and elitist attitudes 
found among the planners who 
create them are eating away at 
the organic changes in our city 
structures. What's more, the 
role of government should never 
extend beyond where it can be 
demonstrated that harm is  
caused to others. 

With the rare exception of statutory 
rules—such as those protecting 
the overlooking of private space—
planners are eroding our property 
rights blatantly and unapologetically, 
enforcing their own social and 
environmental objectives onto 
landowners without compensation. 
What other reason can there be for 
ideas like ‘Water Sensitive Urban 
Design’ (that’s a real thing in Victoria) 
effectively requiring you to put a 
‘raingarden’ in your own backyard? 
It is precisely this social engineering 
that Schumacher has called out as 
‘intellectually bankrupt’, coercively 
changing the behaviour of individuals. 

Architects are losing the 
opportunity for true creativity, 
shackled by the rules for which they 
regularly lobby. This relationship 
architects have built with planners 
will kill their industry. 

Exacerbating this problem, local 
governments are handed too many 
discretionary powers. Regulators 
have the power to trade-off various 
design considerations at their whim, 
generating substantive uncertainty. 
The implication of this is to hurt 
those least connected to the relevant 
planning authorities. 

The skill of a developer or 
architect increasingly lays in 
political manoeuvring around 
bureaucrats, rather than servicing 
their clients. This led Schumacher 
to call for regulation of the 
planners, curtailing and defining 
the powers of planners to erode 

development rights. Indeed, we 
should drain the planning swamp. 

What is it that drives this 
intrusive erosion of property rights? 
It could be greed. Architects have 
an incentive to increase barriers to 
entry into the profession, such as 
tacit networking with the planners 
and the technical knowledge of the 
regulations. Local planners are also 
more than willing to supply those 
rules and grow their power. 

But there is also a more optimistic 
perspective. Perhaps the ever-
expanding remit of planning 
provisions is not only due to self-
interest, but also ignorance. When 
so few individual architects question 
the expanding role of government—
even when that expansion may be 
putting the profession itself at risk 
by suppressing creative endeavour—
the idea that more rules are not the 
answer remains foreign and radical. 
This problem is exacerbated when 
debate is continually stymied. 

This brings us back to Donald 
Trump. He is the President of the  
US precisely because of a culture 
where dissenting views were 
continually quashed by the political 
class. It had simply become 
unacceptable to question the role 
of government. For this same 
reason the architecture world now 
has an articulate freedom-loving 
intellectual who is not only well 
read in political philosophy and 
economics, but can engage in the 
long-term battle of ideas. R

TRUMPING ARCHITECTURE R
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A
lmost a decade ago, the 
IPA Review published a 
cover story about Paul 
Keating headlined ‘What 

we miss about Paul’. In the article, 
Greg Barns contended that politics in 
the 2000s lacked radical reformers like 
Margaret Thatcher, Roger Douglas, Jeff 
Kennett and Keating, and wished that 
there might once again be politicians 
who put aside ‘the short term needs of 
the media, voters and interest groups … 
while the long-term vision is crafted.’

The fact that the IPA was making 
this point in 2008 seems remarkably 
prescient. Hung parliaments, fractious 
Senates and the rise of social media 
have not helped, but these factors 
do not fully explain, or justify, what 
seems to be a paucity of contemporary 
politicians with sufficient conviction, 
courage and skill to build a reform 
narrative, and maintain their passion 
for a cause when the going gets tough. 

An appreciation of Keating’s career 
is crucial to understanding how reform 
occurred in the 1980s and 1990s, and 
how it might again. Thus recent works 
on Keating by Kerry O’Brien and Troy 
Bramston are particularly welcome. 

The two books have quite different 
formats. Former ABC journalist 
O’Brien has produced a book version 
of a television interview series he 
conducted with Keating in 2013.  
Each chapter in the book starts with 
a scene-setter from O’Brien before 
segueing into large slabs of Keating’s 
own words, interrupted with O’Brien’s 
occasional questions. Political 
commentator Bramston has produced 
a more conventional biography, 
a project he commenced without 
Keating’s co-operation before winning 
his subject’s trust.

These publications are the first 
to offer a one-stop-shop for learning 
about Keating. Previous biographies 
were published either in the middle 
of his career or in its immediate 
aftermath, lacking access to newly 
released papers and the historical 
context that comes with the passing of 
time. In Bramston’s case there is also 
an extensive range of interviews with 
other players, many of whom are now 
freer to speak their minds. Keating 
himself has not written memoirs, and 
a more recent biographical attempt 
by historian David Day had to be 
pulped after Keating took legal action 
about claims it made. The best-known 
book about Keating was written by 
his former speechwriter Don Watson, 
a self-described ‘bleeding heart’ in 
the Keating Prime Ministerial office; 
hardly the best source for a reader to 
gain an understanding of Keating’s 
economic reforms.

The ‘bleeding heart’ memory of 
Keating is all about the Redfern speech, 
Mabo, the republic and arts funding. 
But the real impact Keating had on 
Australia was in his handling of the 
economy. O’Brien and Bramston 
recognise the significance of Keating’s 
time as Treasurer by giving almost 
as many pages to it as to his period as 
Prime Minister, and then maintaining 
a firm focus on his economic decisions 
while in the top job.

Keating’s political boldness is a 
constant theme of both books. Of 
course boldness itself is not necessarily 
a political virtue. Gough Whitlam 
was as politically bold as Keating, but 
his boldness was generally in pursuit 
of misplaced causes with a fatal 
disregard for economic reality. Where 
Whitlam took economic growth as a 
given and focused on redistributing 
the pie, Keating wanted the right 
recipe for baking a bigger pie. As 
early as 1981, Keating was telling a 
journalist that his aim was ‘making 
everyone a middle-class success story’. 
Importantly, he understood it could 
only happen if he internationalised the 
Australian economy and reformed its 
internal markets.

The series of reforms initiated by the 
Hawke and Keating Governments 
from 1983 to 1996 demolished the old 
protected Australian economy. Their 
reform journey took off in 1983 with 
the floating of the Australian dollar and 
the subsequent entry of foreign banks, 
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continuing into the 1990s with the 
development of a national competition 
policy, a degree of industrial relations 
reform and support for privatisation. 

However, there are two important 
highlights in the Keating curriculum 
vitae. The first was as Treasurer, when 
he cut budget outlays from more than 
30 per cent of GDP in the mid-1980s 
down to 24 per cent of GDP by the 
end of the decade. The second was 
his persistence with tariff cuts during 
the height of the recession of the early 
1990s, sticking to his guns despite 
enormous pressure from all sorts  
of interest groups demanding that  
the removal of protection be delayed  
or abandoned. 

These actions highlight just how 
much Keating despised the view of 
former NSW Premier Neville Wran 
that politicians should never get ‘too 
far ahead of the mob’. In contrast, 
Keating believed that, if something 
was good policy, it could be sold to 
anyone. Hence he went to the ALP 
national conference in 1984 and 
convinced them to support financial 
deregulation, while the following 
year he was at the Newcastle Workers 

Club convincing local unionists of 
the need for tax reform. As Keating 
described it, politicians should 
‘believe in things and advocate them, 
and bring the public with you by 
talking up, not down to them’. He 
observed to O’Brien that today’s 
political system mainly talks down to 
people ‘but if you talk up to people, 
pay them the respect and courtesy 
that they’re intelligent enough to 
understand the central issues, then 
they will mostly come with you’.

A key Keating skill has always been 
his ability to sum up situations with a 
pithy phrase, such as his explanation 
that ‘regulation was largely a set of rules 
for the rich, while deregulation meant 
a set of rules for the clever’. It was this 
combination of good policy with the 
art of political persuasion that made 
Keating so successful. There have been 
others with good, or even better, policy 

intentions than Keating, but they failed 
to achieve nearly as much as he did 
because they lacked the political clout or 
had not done the spade work. As Keating 
observes, ‘what you can never do is just 
announce this stuff in a budget’ without 
having done the appropriate preparation 
to build a narrative and lock in support. 

Policy purists might wonder why 
there is so much detail in Bramston’s 
book about the voting numbers in 
caucus ballots. They might not care 
whether Keating voted for Whitlam 
or Hayden in the 1977 leadership 
ballot. But without the ability to do 
the politics, reform does not happen. 
Indeed, none of Keating’s successes as 
Treasurer would have been possible 
without his victory in the Blaxland 
pre-selection, a result achieved in 
sufficiently dubious circumstances  
that his opponent is still bitter about 
it to this day.

The story that Keating learnt how to 
gain and wield power from Jack Lang, 
and by having constant fights with the 
left in the NSW Labor Party, has been 
well documented. How he drew the 
right conclusions about the ends to 
which he would use that power remains 

   Paul Keating on the back bench following an unsuccessful leadership challenge, August 1991. | AAP Images
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a little less clear. Neither Bramston 
nor O’Brien makes any real attempt 
to place Keating in the intellectual 
movement that saw the revival of 
free-market ideas from the mid-1970s 
onwards. This is a significant oversight 
as Keating and those around him 
were not operating in an intellectual 
vacuum. Similarly, the fact that the 
opposition at times in this period 
was offering an even more radical 
proscription was clearly helpful, 
despite Keating’s denials.

Both Bramston and O’Brien are 
very sympathetic to their subject. 
Bramston’s strongest criticism of 
Keating is that in his later period as 
PM he stopped engaging with several 
crucial elements of the political 
world, noting that ‘the dominant 
politician of his generation was 
retreating from politics’. One aspect 
of this was Keating’s decision to try to  
reduce the number of days the Prime 
Minister had to take questions in 
the House of Representatives. With 
hindsight, this move attracted a  
rare Keating mea culpa when he  
told O’Brien, ‘I think I made the 
wrong judgement.’

Of course there were other wrong 
judgments and bad policy positions 
from Keating. A clear example of  
the latter was his failure to 
appreciate the need to reform 
Commonwealth-state taxing 
relations. There was also the Keating 
versus Hawke battle over their 
legacies, which has not helped either 
of their reputations. The changes 
were big enough that sharing the 
credit would have given a very 
decent serving of plaudits to both.

While the Hawke and Keating 
bickering was unhelpful for Labor, 
the real tragedy for the nation was 

that the ALP drew all the wrong 
conclusions after the 1996 election 
and chose to back away from the 
Hawke-Keating legacy. Nothing 
sums the situation up better 
than when Labor next formed a 
government in 2007 with Wayne 
Swan as the Treasurer. Bramston 
illustrates that Swan’s character was 
already apparent as a backbencher. 
In 1993, Swan led opportunistic 
caucus opposition to that year’s 
budget, and by 1995 he was leading 
a push to replace Keating as Prime 
Minister with Kim Beazley which, 
as Simon Crean told Bramston, was 
‘poll-driven, of course’.

Both of these books are worthy 
additions to the literature on one 
of the key periods in Australian 
political history. Just as the 
Australian Settlement created in 
the decade after Federation was 
demolished and replaced with a new 
more open and competitive model, 
Keating led a monumental period 
of reform which would never have 
taken place if poll-driven politicians 
like Swan had the power that they 
subsequently acquired. R 

  Paul Keating on the 30 year anniversary of the floating of the Australian dollar. | AAP Images
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I
n the two centuries after 1500, the 
educated elite of Western Europe 
began embracing a culture of 
growth. Scholars and scientists 

came to believe that continued 
economic progress was achieved 
through the virtuous pursuit of 
knowledge, judging new ideas on 
evidence rather than ancient wisdom. 
This change began to manifest in the 
‘upper tail human capital’ of a small 
segment of society before filtering 
down to the masses. The enduring 
march towards global prosperity 
was initially pushed by pioneering 
‘cultural entrepreneurs’, according 
to a new book by distinguished 
economic historian Joel Mokyr,  

A Culture of Growth: The Origins of 
the Modern Economy.

The notion that new ideas fuel the 
engines of growth is widely accepted 
among economists, but where and 
how did those ideas emerge? This book 
provides a fresh historical treatment of 
this economic curiosity by focusing on 
the cultural conditions that bubbled 
to the surface in the period just before 

the Industrial Revolution. As such, this 
explanation of growth sits in contrast 
to the materialistic explanations of 
conventional economic growth theory, 
such as investment, savings and 
capital, or even the modern claims that 
‘good institutions’ are the sine qua non 
of prosperity.

What was it about European 
culture that made the taproots 
of modern economic growth 
flourish there, rather than the other 
comparable nations of Asia? Mokyr 
argues the central driver was the 
development of a belief in economic 
progress as human progress. The 
nations of Western Europe realised 
the virtue of discovering useful 
knowledge, and that humans could 
mould the physical environment for 
their own advance. 

Pioneering cultural entrepreneurs 
slowly changed the beliefs of others 
by pushing back on the deeply 
conservative resistance of both the 
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church and academia, developing a 
culture of growth through the search 
of new knowledge. 

One of those cultural 
entrepreneurs was Francis Bacon, an 
advocate of the scientific method that 
knowledge was a collective and social 
phenomenon, and that ‘propositional’ 
knowledge alone was insufficient for 
economic growth. Bacon believed 
knowledge needed to be diffused 
to many and connected to the 
‘prescriptive’ knowledge of industry. 
At the time, the idea that artisanal 
ingenuity and scientific discovery must 
exist in tandem for economic growth 
was radical. 

This cultural change required 
doubt and scepticism about ancient 
texts. In part this was driven by 
voyages of discovery revealing a 
different world to challenge presiding 
wisdom. It became acceptable to 
question, critique and update prior 
knowledge. The educated classes began 
to see themselves as superior to those 
before them.

Mokyr focuses at length on one 
well-known seventeenth-century 
intellectual community, the Republic 
of Letters. The aim of this group was 
to discover new knowledge, persuade 
others of its value and, if successful, 
be rewarded by the reputation and 
prestige of scholarly endeavour. This 
was a transnational club developing 
a ‘market for ideas’ (a loose but 
usefully applied metaphor) with the 
underlying dynamics of cooperation 
and competition. 

As Europe became a cohesive set  
of nations increasingly tolerant and 
pluralist, its institutions remained 
decentralised and fragmented. This 
was a unique environment to develop 
new ideas, and helped create a culture 
of growth.

On one hand, individuals 
remained culturally and intellectually 
cohesive. Pluralism enabled the 
sharing of knowledge, and therefore 
generated economies of scale in 

intellectual creativity. At the same 
time the decentralised nature of 
political institutions made it difficult 
for those opposed to progress to 
supress heterodox views. Cultural 
entrepreneurs and scientists could 
develop and spread new ideas—
dissenting ideas—while retaining the 
ability to exit certain jurisdictions if 
incumbents resisted the change. 

Organisations such as the ‘invisible 
college’ of the Republic of Letters 
were facilitated by ‘fragmentation, 
footlooseness and the proliferation of 
the printing press.’ New knowledge 
and progress were valued, so countries 
started competing to attract the 
intellectual elite. 

Not only does this book teach us that 
a culture of innovation and discovery 
are central to economic growth, but 
also that the experimentation, testing 
and dissemination of those ideas can 
face resistance on multiple fronts. And, 
further, that political economy impacts 
this evolutionary process. 

There is a hidden lesson here for 
modern democratic Australia. Unlike 
the topic of this book, our domestic 
growth is not explicitly held back 
by bottom-up religious constraint 
on what can and cannot be said, or 
too heavy of a respect for ancient 
wisdom. Nor do we require new 
communication technologies, such as 
the printing press, to share and spread 
information with others. 

Australia’s growth is not 
constrained by the culture of its 
citizens, the church or academia; 
it is constrained by the culture of 
government. On the face of it, our 
governments appear to be acting in 
good faith by touting the importance 

of jobs and growth, and intervening 
in the economy to correct supposed 
market failures. But the unintended 
consequence is the corrosion of the 
culture of growth itself.

Governments supress the 
entrepreneurial drive that allows us 
to flourish. In early modern Europe 
political fragmentation was the 
key to preventing incumbents and 
entrenched interests from suppressing 
new ideas. This same principle holds 
in Australia; as government becomes 
more centralised, incumbents 
have more opportunity to hold our 
country back from development and 
progress. Despite our foundations 
in Western Civilisation, Australian 
governments face constant pressure 
from individuals and groups lobbying 
for special deals and access to taxpayer 
cash, all without adding a skerrick of 
wealth to the economy. 

In contemporary Australia, the 
political structure that supposedly 
keeps a check on this is federalism. 
Competing states and territories 
make it more difficult for entrenched 
interests to grasp new ideas and hold 
them down in their own private 
interest. However, the continuing 
trend of handing more power to the 
Commonwealth—not just in health 
and education, but also in areas such 
as environmental law—encourages 
individuals to manipulate the state to 
distort society. 

Politicians would do well to read  
this book. They should contemplate  
the remarkable surge in human 
prosperity that occurred more 
than 300 years ago, when groups of 
scientists and entrepreneurs developed 
culture of growth that would propel 
the Industrial Revolution. If they 
really want to cultivate a culture 
of jobs and growth, they must not 
only understand the fundamental 
principles and importance of 
federalism, but also resist the 
temptation to intervene into the affairs 
of enterprising individuals. R 
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E
dmund Burke is known 
as the father of modern 
conservatism, but some 
historians portray him as 

a fighter for liberty. Others paint the 
Anglo-Irish philosopher and statesman 
as a dreadful hypocrite. 

As a conservative, Burke stood for 
the established order, including key 
roles in both religious establishments 
and the aristocracy in the government. 
He was suspicious of measures to 
further extend the electoral franchise, 
and was an early vehement opponent 
of the French Revolution. He favoured 
the established Church of England and 
was, albeit quietly, sympathetic to the 
Catholicism of his forebears.

But in his parliamentary career, 
Burke was also an acknowledged 
champion of liberty. He supported 
trade liberalisation, due process and 
constitutional protections, while being 
critical of the overbearing state and 
its influence. In this guise, he was 
sympathetic to the grievances of the 
American colonists and acknowledged 
their right to revolt, while applauding 
the work of anti-slavery campaigner 
William Wilberforce. 

The charge of hypocrisy arises 
from Burke’s different stances towards 
rebellion against the state at various 
times. Until the 1780s, he backs liberty 
and the interests of the people in 
Britain and America, but when faced 
with the social collapse and terror that 
arose with the French Revolution, he 
defended the established order.

Well-meaning defenders reconcile 
this seeming inconsistency as 
merely ‘growing up’ when shocked 
by revolutionary terror, whereas his 
detractors see only hypocrisy for not 
agreeing that the events in France were 
a new dawn of liberty. The attacks 

portray Burke as adapting his rhetoric 
to the changing needs of the titled and 
wealthy Whig party grandees who had 
sponsored him into Parliament. Karl 
Marx amongst others made some cheap 
shots along these lines.

The charge of inconsistency let alone 
that of hypocrisy is deeply offensive to 
Professor Richard Bourke, co-director 
of the Centre for the Study of the 
History of Political Thought at Queen 
Mary University of London, who has 
taken it upon himself to exhaustively 
review all of Burke’s writings, speeches 
and political positions in their proper  
historical and intellectual context in 
Empire and Revolution: The Political Life 
of Edmund.

Through a close examination 
of four of Burke’s great causes, the 
professor demonstrates that intellectual 
and moral consistency was maintained 
throughout his career. These causes 
were: Catholic emancipation and 
democratic reform in Ireland, 
protection for the American colonists 

from arbitrary government, implacable 
hostility to the French Revolution, and 
establishment of legitimate government 
in British India.

Given the first reference to the 
death of Burke’s son Richard appears 
in the middle of an account of Burke’s 
impeachment of Warren Hastings, 
the book is true to its title on Burke’s 
political life. It is not a life of Burke, 
but it is nevertheless a first rate 
intellectual biography and account of 
his political career.

Although the author says his focus is 
on Burke’s parliamentary career, for the 
sake of completeness he surveys earlier 
writings. This section is interesting 
in its own right, as it demonstrates 
the sophistication of Burke’s 
philosophical work and its resonance 
with contemporary writings of David 
Hume and Adam Smith. While Burke 
could not abide Hume’s rejection of 
Christianity, he and Smith maintained a 
warm correspondence. All three writers 
believed that human nature was not a 
blank slate and had an innate capacity 
for sympathy, reverence and other moral 
sentiments critical to understanding 
how people can live together. 

Focusing on Burke’s earlier writings 
also does a valuable service highlighting 
works on English and American history 
that he was planning to write until his 
literary career was ended by his entry 
into Parliament. While unpublished 
in his lifetime, they clearly informed 
his later pamphlets and parliamentary 
speeches, further underlining the 
consistent intellectual framework 
maintained by Burke over many years.

In Empire and Revolution, the 
architecture of Burke’s thought—
which is nothing if not gothic in its 
complexity and majesty—emerges from 
the accumulation of evidence rather a 
BuzzFeed style ‘six things you need to 
know about Edmund Burke’s political 
philosophy’. It is a major work of 
scholarship, rather than broad thematic 
sweeps found in other landmark works 
on Burke.

BURKE’S EARLIER 
WRITINGS HIGHLIGHT 
HIS WORKS ON ENGLISH 
AND AMERICAN 
HISTORY THAT HE WAS 
PLANNING TO WRITE 
UNTIL HIS LITERARY 
CAREER WAS ENDED 
BY HIS ENTRY INTO 
PARLIAMENT.
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What sticks for me from reading 
this book is that the fulcrum of Burke’s 
philosophy is the Glorious Revolution 
of 1688 and the constitutional 
arrangements subsequently put in 
place. The hounding of the Catholic 
and increasingly absolutist James II 
from office and his replacement by the 
Protestant regents, William III and 
Mary II, along with the constitutional 
legislation that followed, was the 
singular achievement of the Whig party 
that Burke later represented  
in Parliament. 

One can only understand our 
Constitution by understanding the 
nature of the Glorious Revolution 
and the system of Government that 
followed in Great Britain.

After the installation of the 
Protestant and German Hanoverian 
dynasty in 1714, in the person of George 
I, the Whigs dominated parliament 
and government, and the King was 
an early prototype of a constitutional 
monarch. The Commons was not 
elected on a universal franchise but was 
charged with the duty of representing 
the interest of the people, and the King, 
the Commons and the Lords together 
governed the country in trust for the 
national interest.

It was therefore no contradiction 
for Burke to be a Whig who supported 
the Hanoverian succession, but who 
nevertheless was opposed to the 
Monarchical style of government which 
re-emerged under George III. That 
King—the one who lost America—took 
the Throne in 1760 and immediately 
revived the Crown’s prerogative 
(discretionary) powers. There was 

also an increasing influence of the 
royal court over parliament, achieved 
by buying off its representatives with 
sinecures. He saw the Hanoverian 
King as betraying the very system that 
dynasty was meant to secure.

This context also explains 
Burke’s support for the American 
colonies—some of whose 
Constitutions pre-dated the 
Glorious Revolution and even the 
English Civil War—as they fought 
against the increasing application 
of arbitrary rule and direct taxation 
by the ministers of George III. He 
acknowledged they possessed the 
right to rebel, as all peoples do when 
their rights are trampled and their 
voices not heard.

This concern at the King’s 
power was what made Burke so 
passionate about the Whigs being 
truly a unified party, as he saw that 
members of parliament acting alone 
could be picked off by the favours 
of the King and his ministers. For 
Burke, the Whigs needed to proceed 
on principle and be ready for 
government, articulating the great 
formulations in which Burke was 
the first political philosopher to give 
a coherent moral justification for 
the formation of parties.

This gives a new perspective to 
Burke’s famous formulation that 
government is a contract between the 
generations, our own, those gone and 
those to come. Empire and Revolution 
makes it clear that Burke was not being 
sentimental, but rather consciously 
endeavouring to build the legitimacy of 
the English Constitution on the natural 
human inclinations to honour our 
ancestors and revere institutions which 
survive through multiple generations. 
Similarly, Burke’s poetic evocation of 
‘little platoons’ in which the bonds to 
the nations spread out in increasing 
circles from the original attachment to 
family, shows how Burke understands 
the legal principles of the constitutional 
balance but also how he conceives the 

mechanisms of emotion and sympathy 
by which this balance is legitimised by 
the people.

Maintaining private property is also 
fundamental to the constitutional order. 
Otherwise the state is confiscatory 
and arbitrary. For Burke, private 
property is grounded in prescription, 
accruing from long possession and 
secure in common law. Burke’s 
support for aristocracy as a principle 
of continuing relevance was grounded 
in a belief that only figures with power 
in the state (through their wealth 
and political positions) could protect 
private property for the benefit of all, 
and that the heritage of the families 
involved added further legitimacy to 
the Constitution as well as (he hoped) 
providing further incentives for 
aristocrats to exert themselves on behalf 
of the national interest. 

The state governs in trust for the 
people, but Burke follows Hobbes in 
believing there can be no such thing as 
a sovereign people existing outside the 
constitution. Thus direct government 
by the people would not only be a 
disaster, it would be incoherent and 
nothing less than a tyranny. Practical 
evidence of this truth was ‘The Terror’ 
phase of the French Revolution in 1793-4, 
which actually came after Burke had 
issued his warnings. 

For Burke, government must proceed 
through a constitution which establishes 
sovereignty and the means for the 
just exercise of power, provided that 
constitution allows for the interests 
of the people to be advanced and 
their views heard. Parliament and 
parliamentarians must be vehicles for 
the national interest, and not just an 
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amalgam of the interests of each district. 
Hence Burke’s insistence on being seen 
as a representative rather than a delegate 
of the 6000 electors of Bristol, an attitude 
which caused in part the latter to later 
withdraw their support for Burke. This 
was an early indication of the difficulties 
of maintaining Burkean detachment in 
a democratic age.

Later writers have seen parallels 
between Burke’s writings on 
constitutional order and those of 
Austrian philosopher and economist 
Friedrich Hayek. While securing 
liberty is the shared objective, mere 
majoritarianism or populism in the name 
of the people cannot secure property 
rights and other foundations of freedom. 
Hayek himself, in his essay ‘Why I am not 
a Conservative’, approvingly quoted Lord 
Acton’s formulation that Burke, Thomas 

Babington Macaulay and eighteenth 
century Prime Minister William 
Gladstone were the three greatest Liberals 
of the time, and said that if the tradition 
they embodied defined liberalism, then 
he would sit comfortably within it.

For Burke, who lived through 
the birth of the British Empire in 
the eighteenth century, the notion of 
government acting (constitutionally) 
in trust for the people applied no less to 
conquered territories such as Ireland, 
India and America. Bourke does well in 
explicating the intellectual foundations of 
Burke’s thought in this regard, squarely in 
the tradition of what now would be called 
international law. Indeed, that Burke 
launched the impeachment of Warren 
Hastings, the former Governor-General 
of India, in same year the First Fleet sailed 
into Botany Bay prompts reflection on 

the importance of understanding the 
legal basis and responsibilities associated 
with conquest and settlement. For 
Burke, this was the foundation of the 
responsibilities to indigenous populations 
that needed to flow from the act of 
settlement or conquest. 

Bourke has done a great service 
to Edmund Burke and to political 
philosophy in this book, surely putting 
to rest any residual taint of hypocrisy 
as we reconcile the positions taken by 
Burke on different issues over many 
years. It also paints a picture of a man 
who by sheer intellectual brilliance, 
integrity, and personal exertion 
exhibited great consistency during a 
tumultuous period of British history. 
Indeed, Burke must be considered 
one of the fathers of our own 
constitutional arrangements. R 

   Burke supporting the abolition of slavery in the House of Commons, 9 May 1788. | AAP Images
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