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T 
he unexpected success 
of Brexit and the policy 
possibilities of Britain’s 
withdrawal from the 

European Union raises what might 
be the most important question of 
the twenty-first century: can the red 
tape state be unwound?

The original idea behind European 
unity was a free trade area that would 
prevent the outbreak of a future 
continental war through commerce 
and diplomacy. But over time this noble 
idea has morphed into a byzantine, 
undemocratic, red tape automaton. 
In the name of reducing barriers to 
trade, the EU has sought to expand its 
regulatory fingers in to all aspects of 
the economies of its member states. 
Margaret Thatcher warned in 1988 that 
European economic cooperation must 
not be ‘ossified by endless regulation’. 
But that was exactly what happened. 

The think tank Open Europe 
calculates that since 1957 the EU has 
itself passed 666,579 pages of law. 
Of this, more than 170,000 pages are 
still active. Over 100,000 of those 
pages have been produced in the last 
decade.

This is, of course, on top of the 
burden of domestic legislation—of 
which, in some federations, up to three 
levels of government impose their own 
red tape burdens. Some member states 
have almost entirely outsourced their 
legislative production to the EU. It 
has been estimated that 84 per cent of 
German federal legislation emanates 
from the EU. Other estimates suggest 
the EU influence on domestic 
legislation is much less—in some 
countries, as low as 6 per cent. But 

these lower estimates seem to reflect 
hyperactive legislation at the domestic 
level. More democratic, certainly. But 
hardly good for the economy.

The IPA Review has been tracing 
the global impact of European 
regulation for more than a decade. In 
December 2006, Professor Wolfgang 
Kasper identified the international 
aspirations of the byzantine European 
chemical regulation system—formally 
known as Registration, Evaluation 
and Authorization of Chemicals but 
with the unintentionally apt acronym 
of REACH—and how it erodes the 
property rights and responsibility of 
chemical producers and users. 

When the European Member of 
Parliament Dan Hannan came to 
Australia as a guest of the IPA in 2012, 
he laid out the problems of European 
regulatory excesses. In this issue of 
the IPA Review, IPA adjunct fellow 
Georgina Downer argues that the 
case for Brexit was founded in the 
possibilities of economic liberation 
from overweening red tape. 

How to wind this red tape back? 
The new Prime Minister Theresa 
May is trying to figure out exactly 
how to remove her country from 
Europe’s bureaucratic Leviathan. If 
red tape needs to be in order to fulfil 
the economic promise of Brexit, 
Britons shouldn’t underestimate 
the enormity of that task. Special 
interests will need to be confronted, 
and whole bureaucracies that depend 

on administering European red 
tape will need to be eliminated. But 
Brexit offers an opportunity to do 
so—possibly a one-in-a-hundred-year 
opportunity. Brexit was a political 
avalanche. In its wake, much large 
scale reform can be pursued. Australia 
has not had such an avalanche. Yet our 
red tape problem is just as pressing. 
In March this year the IPA launched a 
major new project—Cut Red Tape to 
Unleash Prosperity. The project will 
bring to bear new research and the 
IPA’s voice for freedom on Australia’s 
red tape challenge. It has never 
been needed more than now. At the 
Commonwealth level political action 
on red tape reduction has slowed. In 
part this is because of the trouble the 
Coalition had with the crossbench 
senators in its previous term of 
government. 

The Australian government has 
backed itself into a corner on the 
budget. It can’t—or won’t—commit 
to seriously reducing spending. The 
budget gap is not going to be closed 
through tax increases either—certainly 
not without harming the Australian 
economy. 

Red tape reduction, done right and 
explained coherently, can be a political 
and policy winner. It’s a political 
winner because it runs around the 
quagmire that is the tax and spend 
debate. And it’s a policy winner because 
it tackles what is unambiguously 
Australia’s most fundamental 
economic problem: low growth.

Reducing red tape would free 
entrepreneurs and businesses to 
focus on building better products, 
developing better services, and 
creating value rather than wasting 
their time filling out applications, 
obtaining permits and registering 
for licences. To learn more, visit  
www.ipacutredtape.org.au  R  

CHRIS BERG
Editor and Senior Fellow at  
the Institute of Public Affairs
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IF RED TAPE NEEDS TO 
BE CUT IN ORDER TO 
FULFIL THE ECONOMIC 
PROMISE OF BREXIT, 
BRITONS SHOULDN’T 
UNDERESTIMATE THE 
ENORMITY OF THAT 
TASK.
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Throughout July and August, the IPA hosted book launches in Sydney, 
Adelaide and Brisbane for Andrew Bolt’s latest book, Worth Fighting For. 
The events were a huge success with over 450 guests in Sydney, 150 in 
Adelaide and 350 in Brisbane. Rowan Dean, Editor of Spectator Australia 
was also a guest speaker at the events. Other guest speakers included Janet 
Albrechtsen, Cory Bernardi and Graham Young. The IPA sold numerous 
copies of Bolt’s books and also signed up lots of new IPA members.
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FREE SPEECH ON 
CAMPUS AUDIT 
2016
MATTHEW LESH

Freedom of speech is under serious 
threat at Australian universities. The 
Free Speech on Campus Audit 2016 
is a systematic review of intellectual 
freedom on Australian campuses 
using a methodology adapted from 
American and British assessments 
of university free speech. Thirty-
three (79 per cent) of Australian 
universitites have recevied a red 
ranking. This audit is a first-of-its-
kind review of the state of debate at 
Australian universities.

TEN RED TAPE 
INITIATIVES 
FOR THE NEXT 
GOVERNMENT
DARCY ALLEN 
AND MIKAYLA NOVAK

The Australian economy is shackled 
by red tape. Poorly designed and 
low quality red tape stifles growth, 
suppresses entrepreneurship 
and hinders our international 
competitiveness. Cutting red tape at 
all levels of government is now our 
only solution. However, both sides of 
federal politics are yet to make a clear 
comprehensive commitment to red 
tape. 

YOUR RIGHT 
TO WORK  
STEPHEN SASSE 

This paper explores how well the 
liberal tradition has been served by the 
Australian labour market regulatory 
system, and outlines some of the 
changes that need to be considered 
if we are to truly embrace liberal 
values in relation to the regulation of 
relationships between workers and 
employers. It concludes, contra Ms 
Cash, that much of the workplace 
regulatory framework has not served 
Australia well and that there is a need 
for a comprehensive and systemic 
overhaul of the system.

Institute of
Public A�airs
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Darcy Allen, Research Fellow and 
Dr Mikayla Novak, Senior Fellow 
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unleash      prosperity
cut red tape to

Ten Red Tape Initiatives for the 
Next Australian Government 

Occasional Paper
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Your Right to Work:
The Employment Policy of a Truly Liberal Government

Stephen Sasse
 

July, 2016

IPA RESEARCH

RACE HAS  NO 
PLACE
The IPA has released this short 
booklet to 

HOW 18C IS CORRUPTING LEGAL RIGHTS
Section 18C of the Racial Discrimination Act is stifling 

free speech for political debate. Simon Breheny explains 

that the only way to resolve this issue  is to repeal the law 

which so badly restricts freedom of speech in this country 

and dimishes the right to a fair trial. While section 18C 

exists in its current form, government bureaucrats have 

the power to conduct secret trials without the defendants 

knowledge. This should never happen in Australia.
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IS REFORM HOPELESS IN AN ERA OF 

DISILLUSION?
The degraded trust between voters and  
their representatives has serious economic  
consequences, writes Chris Berg
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A
round 23 per cent 
of Australians gave 
their primary vote 
to minor parties and 

independents at the July federal 
election. This is the highest number 
since the formation of the Liberal 
Party and the three party system at 
the end of the Second World War.

When political historians look 
back on our era it is unlikely they 
will focus on the machinations that 
have seen prime ministers spilled 
and governments rolled. Rather, 
they are likely to see the most 
important trends of our time and 
the growing popular disillusion 
with the major parties—indeed, the 
growing disillusion with the entire 
political class. It’s no surprise that 
in the privacy of the ballot box, 
more and more Australians are 
voting for none-of-the-above.

This trend is not unique to 
Australia. In the United States, 
the support for Donald Trump in 
the Republican Party and Bernie 
Sanders in the Democrats shows 
that even party loyalists are tired 
of what the mainstream is offering 
up. In the United Kingdom, 
Jeremy Corbyn’s ascent to the 
Labour leadership and Brexit—the 
successful referendum to withdraw 
from the European Union—was 
driven by a similar anger.

This is the politics of our 
time. It’s not about individual 
politicians—it’s no more about the 
individual characters, even policy 
positions of Nick Xenophon or 
Pauline Hanson or Derryn Hinch, 
no more than it is about Donald 
Trump as an individual or Bernie 
Sanders or Jeremy Corbyn. It’s 

about what has driven so many 
voters in the richest, most stable 
liberal democracies that human 
history has ever known to reject the 
political mainstream.

A MATTER OF TRUST

A democratic political system is 
based on trust. Each party trusts that 
the other will accept the result of 
an election that does not go in their 
favour. This is a trust we take for 
granted in a country like Australia 
but a very real challenge for weak 
democracies in the third world. 

But there are other layers of 
trust. We the voters trust that 
having elected a party it will govern 
in a way that resembles that which 
it promised before the election. 
In a representative democracy no 
government is obliged to fulfil its 
campaign promises—it does so by 
convention and fear that it will be 
punished by voters for failing to do so.

That promises are often broken 
is one of the long-standing norms 
of democratic politics. One 2009 
survey of studies into election 
promises found that political 
parties in Europe and the United 
States kept an average of 67 per 
cent of their promises when in 
government. This number is if 
anything remarkably high. But 
in the Australian context what 
has mattered in recent years 
is not the number of promises 
broken or fulfilled, but how those 
achievements or failures have 
reflected in the perception of the 
government that promised them.

Take Julia Gillard’s infamous 
election-eve statement that there 
would be ’no carbon tax under 
a government I lead’. This was 
followed in government by a fixed 
price emissions trading scheme that 
all commentators on the left and 
right admitted was functionally 
equivalent of a carbon tax. 

CHRIS BERG
Editor and Senior Fellow at  
the Institute of Public Affairs 

IS REFORM HOPELESS IN AN ERA OF DISILLUSION? R
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Were many voters duped into 
voting Labor because of the specifics 
of a fixed price emissions scheme, 
and subsequently angry that they 
had voted under false pretences? 
This seems unlikely. But it spoke to a 
betrayal of the values which the Labor 
party had presented in 2010. Before 
the election, Gillard had punted 
the divisive issue of an emissions 
trading scheme to the ‘citizen’s 
assembly’—150 ordinary Australians 
who would listen to experts on 
climate change and what to do about 
it, and provide recommendations to 
the government. Labor’s deal with 
the Greens to push through a carbon 
tax immediately not only reversed 
the go-slow approach but it gave the 
impression of a vastly different Labor 
government to that which had been 
cultivated during the campaign. 

Broken promises only hurt when they 
speak to a party’s overall identity. 

Likewise, Tony Abbott’s decision 
not to pursue his promised repeal 
of section 18C of the Racial 
Discrimination Act has been a 
running sore on the Coalition’s time 
in power because it presented, for the 
government’s supporters, a rejection 
of the ambitions of a centre-right 
philosophical resurgence. 

Section 18C is not the be all or 

end all of liberal policy, or even of 
the threats to freedom of speech 
in Australia. But its promise sent a 
powerful signal that the tide could 
be turned towards liberty, and that 
a mainstream party was able and 
willing to make that change. When 
Abbott abandoned the promise, 
he undermined the vision of 
liberal-conservative government 
he had cultivated in opposition. 
The Coalition surrendered the very 
‘Freedom Wars’ it had declared.

It must have been somewhat 
to their horror that Malcolm 
Turnbull and Scott Morrison spent 
the first half of their eight-week 
election campaign talking about 
their changes to superannuation. 
Superannuation stung them for 
the same reasons that the carbon 
tax stung Julia Gillard and 18C 

   Credit: Parliametary Library and ABC

WHAT HAS DRIVEN SO 
MANY VOTERS IN THE 
RICHEST, MOST STABLE 
LIBERAL DEMOCRACIES 
THAT HUMAN HISTORY 
HAS EVER KNOWN TO 
REJECT THE POLITICAL 
MAINSTREAM?

>

PERCENTAGE OF PRIMARY VOTES FOR INDEPENDENTS IN THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES

NEARLY ONE QUARTER OF VOTERS ARE NOW CHOOSING NON-MAJOR PARTIES FIRST

  CONTINUED

R IS REFORM HOPELESS IN AN ERA OF DISILLUSION? 

LIBERAL, NATIONAL 
AND COUNTRY 
PARTIES
42.1
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stung Tony Abbott. Repeatedly 
throughout the Coalition’s term in 
government it rejected the possibility 
of increasing taxes on super. Tony 
Abbott had ruled out no changes 
to superannuation in the 2013 term 
‘or the next’. Scott Morrison was 
publicly opposed to changes as 
recently as November 2015.

The Coalition was gearing up 
for an argument that pitted the high 
taxing Labor party against the low 
taxing, small government Liberal-
Nationals. 

Their error was in part strategic—to 
announce an extremely complicated 
policy that harms self-funded 
retirees, many of whom would be 
expected to be Liberal voters was 

always going to be fraught—but 
it was a serious policy mistake as 
well. It was a breach of faith that 
recalled the deficit levy in 2014, 
demonstrating that the Coalition was 
happy to whack its own supporters 
for expediency.

Trust, indeed, is fundamental 
to the superannuation system itself. 
Superannuation has long been 
presented as a secure foundation for 
savings.

But now the Coalition has 
established that the Commonwealth 
sees it as a money pot which can 
be dipped into for fiscal or political 
expediency.

Having changed the rules this 
time, savers will rightly believe the 
rules can be changed again. This is 
the sort of policy manoeuvre that 
erodes faith in the public policy 
system as a whole.

In his 2016 book The Trust 
Deficit, Sam Crosby, executive 
director of the Labor leaning think 
tank the McKell Institute, points 

out that voters who do not trust 
that governments will act in their 
interests will vote for non-incumbent 
and third party candidates. Trust—
as nebulous as it is—is the bedrock 
of political power in a democracy. 
And the major parties have been 
systematically eroding it, by 
governing contrary to what people 
thought they were voting for.

Kevin Rudd promised fiscal 
conservatism, and gave us the 
record stimulus spending. Julia 
Gillard promised a sober approach 
to climate change policy and gave us 
the carbon tax.

Tony Abbott promised a slower, 
more adult government than 
Labor and could not live up to 
that. Malcolm Turnbull promised 
us a new disciplined approach to 
economic management, and gave us 
six months of policy confusion, a tax 
increase, and an eight-week election. 

The minor party vote is a 
reflection on the failures of the 
major parties.

WE THE VOTERS 
TRUST THAT HAVING 
ELECTED A PARTY IT 
WILL GOVERN IN A WAY 
THAT RESEMBLES THAT 
WHICH IT PROMISED 
BEFORE THE ELECTION.

>

   Tony Abbott on SBS stating there would be ‘no cuts to education’ and ‘no cuts to health’ in September 2013

IS REFORM HOPELESS IN AN ERA OF DISILLUSION? R

LIBERAL, NATIONAL 
AND COUNTRY 
PARTIES
42.1



10       IPA Review       |       ipa.org.au

Volume 68    I   2

THE CONSEQUENCES

Australia’s fiscal and economic 
problems demands serious 
reform. In 2016-17, the Australian 
government will spend, as a 
percentage of GDP, as much as it did 
when Kevin Rudd was stimulating 
the economy. In other words, the 
Commonwealth is at a permanent 
emergency level of spending. 

Furthermore, our policy settings 
seem deliberately geared against 
the needed economic growth that 
might bring the budget back to 
surplus. For instance, Institute 
of Public Affairs calculations 
have found that red tape—that is, 
unnecessary and counterproductive 
regulation—costs the Australian 
economy $176 billion a year. There 
are nearly 500 separate government 
bodies at the Commonwealth 
level involved in the imposition, 

administration and design of  
red tape. 

Australia has fewer taxpayers 
supporting more people who are 
dependent on the state.

As the Weekend Australian 
pointed out in May 2016, if you 
add the 4.48 million people who 
are wholly dependent on federal 
government pensions, allowances 
and parenting payments to the 1.89 
million people who are public sector 
employees, that means 44 per cent 
of Australians draw their livelihood 
from the non-productive sector. 

This is not sustainable—certainly if 
we are to maintain the high living 
standards we expect.

Whether they like it or not, 
the Turnbull government is going 
to have to reckon with these 
deep structural problems in the 
Australian economy. Yet the 
eroded trust between population 
and politician is going to make it 
extremely hard to do so.

That lack of trust affects the 
possibility of reform in two ways. 
First, it is not clear that the minor 
party and independents that have 
been thrown up by the anti-major 
vote are capable of reckoning with 
this problem. Neither Pauline 
Hanson nor Nick Xenophon—to 
take the two most prominent 
winners from 2016—have an 
appreciation of the need for drastic 
economic reform. If the Coalition 
acquiesced to some of their policy 
positions—such as subsidies for 
private firms and protectionism—our 

   Julia Gillard and Kevin Rudd after the carbon tax legislation was passed in October 2011

COMPLEX REFORM 
NEEDS EXPLANATION, 
AND IF THE PUBLIC 
BELIEVES THAT 
EXPLANATION IS NOT 
DONE IN GOOD FAITH 
THEY WILL REJECT IT.

>

R IS REFORM HOPELESS IN AN ERA OF DISILLUSION? 
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economy would be in a substantially 
worse shape than it is now.

Second, and more fundamentally, 
reformers need the trust of the 
voting population in order to push 
major reforms through. Complex 
reform needs explanation, and if 
the public believes that explanation 
is not done in good faith they will 
reject it. No matter how certain they 
are of their course, few governments 
can swim against the tide of public 
opinion indefinitely. 

This looks like a pessimistic 
story but it is not. One of the 
arguments that came out of the 
Gillard years was that the era of 
reform was over.

Paul Kelly, most influentially, 
argued that the political system 
had evolved a few key features that 
made reform if not impossible, 
then improbable. In his argument, 
the faster pace of political life 
(encapsulated by the unending 
panel shows of 24-hour news 
networks and the anarchic, 

unpredictable world of social media) 
along with the power of sectional 
interests (here he is thinking of the 
mining industry’s campaign against 
Labor’s mining tax) are structural 
barriers to reform.

There is no question that the pace 
of political life has changed. It’s 
unclear how this selects against 
reform—more venues for political 
commentary does not imply the 
population is more interested in 
politics than they were in the past. 
Kelly’s concern with ‘sectional’ 
interests is also misplaced. We are 
in an era where old power blocs 
are breaking down, rather than 
consolidating their power—at 
no time in history have the old 

industrial empires (media, unions, 
corporations) been under as much 
pressure and contestation as today. 

In fact, Kelly’s argument would be 
more convincing if he had traced the 
opposite argument: getting through 
political reform is no longer a matter 
of a few handshakes between unions 
and corporate leaders.

The trust deficit is in part a 
reaction to that cosy, conspiratorial 
style of politics.

Seen through this light, there’s a 
clearly undemocratic thread running 
through complaints that minor 
parties make reform impossible. The 
criticism that non-major parties are 
‘populist’ is a bizarre complaint in a 
democracy where voting is supposed 
to aggregate the popular preferences 
of the masses.

The nostalgia for political moves 
like the Hawke government’s Accord 
is a nostalgia for government by 
handshake rather than popular 
consent. 

Political strategists advise 
governments to shirk reform because 
it is unpopular. 

It is true that John Howard took 
a GST to an election, explained 
the need for reform clearly and 
comprehensively, and nearly lost. 
But he pushed the policy through 
parliament after that election, and 
the GST is widely seen as the cap on 
the reform era. 

By contrast, Malcolm Turnbull 
took very little to the 2016—failing 
to explain either his superannuation 
tax increase or his corporate tax 
reduction—and nearly lost. 

Howard left 1998 empowered, 
despite the election being a close run 
thing. Turnbull looks wounded from 
his 2016 near loss. 

Reform is hard to argue for. But if 
we are to tackle the substantial 
economic problems facing the 
Australian economy, the focus will 
have to be establishing a trust between 
the political class and the population 
they purport to represent. R

POLITICAL 
STRATEGISTS ADVISE 
GOVERNMENTS 
TO SHIRK REFORM 
BECAUSE IT IS 
UNPOPULAR. 

>

IS REFORM HOPELESS IN AN ERA OF DISILLUSION? R
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T
he charge of cultural 
appropriation was 
brought, and the students 
at Ohio’s prestigious 

Oberlin University soon became 
international news. They were 
protesting that the campus cafeteria 
had bastardised Vietnamese culture, 
serving up a ciabatta roll with pork 
and coleslaw and calling it banh 
mi. ‘The gross manipulation of 
traditional recipes… ’ the student 
newspaper denounced, was ‘ …
cultural appropriation by modifying 
the recipes without respect’.

A layered rumination is the best 
way to appreciate the absurdity: that 
they would exhaust the great left-wing 
tradition of solidarity on something 
so idiotic; that they could not focus 
beyond the end of their plates to the 
plight of the people serving them, 
some of America’s lowest paid 
workers; that the integrity of a bread 
roll—once a symbol of poverty and 
disenfranchisement—was now not only 
a political battle but a perceived right.

At the same time as the Oberlin 
students were protesting, Merriam-
Webster announced that ‘socialism’ 
was the most searched term in 
America in 2015, increasing by 169% 
over the course of the year. Bernie 
Sanders’ openly socialist campaign 
for the Democratic primary 
was courting many Americans, 
particularly young people, felled by 
sloganistic hope and change, and 
seeking radical solutions. 

Young Americans, still grinding 
out of America’s great recession, 
facing higher levels of poverty, 
unemployment, and student loan debt 
than the two generations preceding 
them, saw their elites fighting for 
themselves on campuses, and turned 

their energies towards a 75-year-old 
senator who had a worldview that 
explained why they couldn’t get a job. 

Older Americans weren’t faring 
much better. Seeing the middle class of 
their country eroded in a decade and 
a loathed, corrupt polity, they turned 
to the campaign of businessman 
Donald Trump. His extreme—and 
in many cases impossible—ideas was 
accepted by his followers, because 
unlike everyone else, ‘he is saying 
what we have been saying’. Anyone 
with a fondness for history’s hinges 
could contrast the anger of the 
enfranchised at Oberlin with the 
rise of the new anger of insurgent 
movements on the left and right of 
American politics, and their ripples 
throughout the West. 

Further, that the rise of Bernie 
Sanders and Donald Trump came 
as such a shock to political and 
cultural elites, shows that their 
preoccupations and reflections of 
what was happening in America was 
so strikingly foreign to so many. 

Whatever the outcome of the 
2016 election, the Trump-Sanders 
insurgencies will have a dramatic and 
lasting effect on American politics. 
In particular, their focus on the 
economic concerns of people at the 
margins, as opposed to the cultural 
concerns of the soft centre, has sown 
the seeds of the type of identity politics 
fought for by the students at Oberlin. 

The second half of the 20th century 
produced a period of peace and 
material gains for the western world 
that allowed us to look more inwardly 
than perhaps ever before. While 
the social justice movements of the 
1960s and 70s focused on systematic 
discrimination as their political aim, 
culturally, it adopted individualism 
in the form of awareness of identity 
and consciousness. Perhaps as a 
result of emerging prosperity, or the 
understanding of the clear failure 
of communism, racial, gender, 
and sexual rights emerged as the 
primary issues for the New Left, 
supplanting centuries of struggles 
rooted in economics. The emergence 
of a new class, those identifying 
as culturally oppressed, began to 
emerge in intellectual movements. 
The Combahee River Collective, a 
black feminist lesbian group, released 
a statement in 1977 outlining identity 
as their key motivation for political 
organising:

We need to articulate the real
class situation of persons who are 
not merely raceless, sexless workers,
but for whom racial and sexual
oppression are significant
determinants in their working/
economic lives.  

Though many still saw the battlefield 
as material, the focus had moved 
to the subjects of the struggle. It 
became not what you were doing, 
but who you were. 

ACCELERATION IN  
THE 1990S

In many ways, the 1990s can to be 
seen as a decade as revolutionary 
as the 1960s. The Soviet Union 
fell and many believed that The 
End of History was here: liberal 
democracy was the only way. 
Clinton, Blair, and Keating fused 
this into the third-way politics of 
social liberalism with neoliberal 
economic reform. The disintegration 

ELLE HARDY
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IDENTITY POLITICS 
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of the Balkans and brutal civil wars 
in Africa asked questions of western 
interventionism, and globalisation 
came in for increased attention from 
many on the left. 

Two seminal academic essays 
came to define identity politics as 
we know it today. In 1988, American 
women’s studies academic Peggy 
McIntosh wrote White Privilege and 
Male Privilege: A Personal Account 
of Coming to See Correspondences 
Through Work in Women’s Studies, 
which contained 46 examples of 
white privilege, from ‘I can criticize 
our government and talk about how 
much I fear its policies and behavior 
without being seen as a cultural 
outsider,’ to ‘I can choose blemish 
cover or bandages in “flesh” color 
that more or less match my skin’. 

Kimberlé Crenshaw, a legal 
academic and leading exponent 
of critical race theory, followed 
McIntosh with her 1993 
work Mapping the Margins: 
Intersectionality, Identity Politics and 
Violence against Women of Color. 
Oppression, she says, is layered, and 
greater than the sum of its parts. 
Her highly influential work has had 
the effect of further casting the lens 
on personal experience, creating a 
bidding system for moral authority 
based on personal characteristics 
As with the 1970s, prominent critics 
saw the flaws in the resurgence 
of the identity movement early. 
Historian and political advisor Arthur 

Schlesinger Jr saw that the emerging 
orthodoxy of abandoning integration 
and acceptance of minority groups 
was dangerous to social unity, 
for a society without a common 
basis cannot reform itself to end 
marginalisation where it occurs. 

Critic and writer Robert Hughes 
saw the movement as a defeated left-
wing trying to recreate politics in its 
own image. He wrote in Culture of 
Complaint:

Its only vestiges of power were 
cultural. It went back into the 
monastery—that is, to academe—
and also extruded into the art 
world.

THE GLOBAL  
FINANCIAL CRISIS

It is telling that, while the New Left 
was busy in the monastery, the great 
crisis of late capitalism came and went 
with a relative whimper. The global 
financial crisis spawned movements 
such as Occupy, which failed to 
unify a culturally-focused left and 
materialise into a political force.

The emergence of social media, 
and the destruction of traditional 
media, saw identity politics 
accelerate its reach and influence. 
Concepts such as gender fluidity and 
cultural appropriation possessed a 
greater political gravitas to many on 
the left than economic inequality. 

Hughes’ observation of the 
retreat in the academe began to 
crystalise. With a number of surveys 
showing only around 10-15% of 
academics in the United States now 
say they are conservative, campuses 
have become a fertile breeding 
ground for identity politics—and 
an ongoing battle for those who 
intellectually never left. 

A new vocabulary emerged, 
the correct use of language such 
as ‘cisgenderism’, ‘misogynoir’, 
‘cultural appropriation’, and ‘check 
your privilege’ at its core. Trends 

and conflicts had to be studiously 
monitored for fear of getting one’s 
opinion wrong, or causing offence. 

The great inclusive movement has 
proved itself as exclusive as they come.

The notion of liberation by 
erasing structural barriers has 
passed. Pantomime values have 
taken hold, where who is good and 
who is bad is seen as more powerful 
than whether (and why) an idea is 
right or wrong. Germaine Greer’s 
views on transgender inclusive 
feminism are seen to be so wrong 
that they cannot be debated, while 
western criticism of other cultures is 
ongoing colonisation.

The arbitration of matters has 
been socialised, so that the wave of 
opinion—led by the loud—isolates, 
demands apology, and smears. 
Figures both public and private are 
routinely forced to apologise for 
views expressed on social media for 
fear of isolation and increasingly, 
risk to their employment.

There is also a troubling 
tendency to medicalise grievance, 
with the invention, promotion, 
and self-diagnosis of pseudo-
psychological concepts such as 
trigger warnings, and a distaste for 
negativity and scepticism beyond a 
rigid set of accepted constructs.

REPRESENTATION 
VERSUS POLITICS

Overwhelmingly, identity politics has 
shown itself to be politically useless. 
How does identity politics deal 
with a drought, or a constitutional 
crisis? It is not politics at all, rather a 
mechanism for apportioning blame 
and signalling virtue. 

The tendency toward shaming 
and public disciplining, along with 
boycotts and no-platforming, are 
proving time and again to give 
more air to the views they are 
attempting to silence. The cyclical 
nature of identity politics scandals 

DONALD TRUMP AND 
BERNIE SANDERS 
MAY APPEAR 
WORLDS APART, 
BUT THEY SPEAK TO 
AN OVERLAPPING 
CONSTITUENCY: 
THOSE LEFT BEHIND 
BY THE CURRENT 
STATE OF ECONOMICS 
AND POLITICS.
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is so predictable as to be laughable. 
‘Internet reacts’ is now a reporting 
sub-genre, as deskbound reporters 
give equal weight to the statements 
of prominent public figures and 
anonymous screechers. 

Equally, opinion journalism has 
evolved to a culture of apparently 
serious confessional writing. Solipsism 
is viewed as worthy of serious 
interrogation. We are left with a 
generation of writers not interested in 
telling the stories of others, because 
they are too busy telling their own.

Identity’s pseudo-events have 
seen the New Left cast market 
economics as invalid because it is 
perceived to be the domain of white, 
straight, able-bodied men. It’s funny 
then, that two of them have been able 
to capture the zeitgeist so precisely to 
produce mass movements that have 
electrified America, and the western 
world over the last year, transcending 
the bluster of the personal for 
traditional, tangible concerns. 

Donald Trump and Bernie 
Sanders may appear worlds apart, 
but they speak to an overlapping 

constituency: those left behind by 
the current state of economics and 
politics. They speak to many men, 
who The Economist has noted, have 
not adapted well to trade, technology 
or feminism. They speak to the 
former American middle class, 
shattered by a decade of economic 
shocks and political dysfunction.  
The challenge the essentialist 
assumption that identity is the 
primary source of advantage, not 
economic or political power.

The US election race has 
shown that material concerns 
are paramount in the practice of 
effective politics. Trump and Sanders 
recognise that poor white men in 
regional America who have seen their 
jobs, industries, and towns disappear, 
are not only angry but have every 
right to be. They understand that 
there’s more to empowerment than 
seeing a vision of yourself reflected in 
Hollywood films. 

While the media has elevated 
politics of identity to prominence, 
there’s little to show for their 
effectiveness outside of social 

media activism and universities. 
A theoretical movement cannot 
survive without an effective political 
branch.

Robert Hughes noted in his 1993 
essays:

The sense of disappointment and
frustration with formal politics
has gone down into culture, 
stuck there and festered.

Sanders and Trump both have 
their share of troubling ideas, and 
the latter doesn’t appear capable of 
defeating Hillary Clinton, but this 
ought not to discount the anger of 
their millions of supporters. 

Their campaigns show that class 
and nationalism remain the most 
potent political forces, and their 
primary campaigns have pulled 
their colleagues in their direction as 
they cut through the platitudes and 
capture the mood of the times.

Identity politics, for all its 
oxygen and outrage, has been found 
louder than it is angrier. The 2016 
US election campaign has showed 
that fury, not outrage, is the great 
political mobiliser. R 

   Bernie Sanders and Donald Trump
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T IGGE ING
CENSORSHIP
Political correctness runs rampant on campus as research 
shows that free speech is now under attack at Australian 

universities, writes Matthew Lesh

I
n October 1951 University of 
Melbourne vice-chancellor 
Charles Lowe proposed restricting 
the use of campus buildings for 

political discussions. This suggestion 

came after three professors, at a public 
meeting held at the university a month 
earlier, advocated a ‘No’ vote in  
the referendum to ban the  
communist party.

The public uproar to Lowe’s 
restriction on free speech was fast 
and furious. ‘Tolerance is the keynote 
of university life’, Melbourne daily 
newspaper The Argus editorialised, 

‘it has made possible the audacious 
thinking that created the common 
law and its freedoms [and] scientific 
modes of thought’. A rowdy meeting of 
400 students overwhelmingly passed 
a resolution opposing any restrictions. 
‘No group of people has the right 
to deny us our right to express 
ourselves,’ one student declared. 

The situation on campus in 
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2016 could not be more different. 
Today academics, students and 
administrators work in tandem to 
limit what ideas can be expressed 
and who can express them on 
campus. In the name of limiting 
opposing perspectives, pandering 
to student comfort, and preventing 
offence, a censorious culture is 
developing that seriously threatens 
the core mission of our universities.

The IPA’s Free Speech on Campus 
Audit 2016, the first-of-its-kind 
systematic review of free speech at 
Australian universities, found a wide 
variety of policies, and a range of 
actions, which damage intellectual 
freedom. Thirty-three (79 per cent) of 
Australia’s universities received a red 
ranking for their policies or actions 
that unambiguously infringe free 
speech; eight (19 per cent) received 
an amber ranking due to potential 
threats; and just one (2 per cent) 
received a green ranking for no 
threats to free speech.

The University of New South 
Wales’ Diversity Toolkit epitomises 
the toxic mix of political correctness 
and the prioritisation of not 
causing offence above intellectual 
pursuits.  The guide instructs 
students to refer to Australia 
as ’invaded’ not ’settled’; to say 
’Dreaming/s’ not ’Dreamtime’,; 
and to not claim Aboriginal people 
have lived in Australia for 40,000 
years’, because this ’tends to lend 
support to migration theories and 
anthropological assumptions’.

Universities should be 
encouraging students to listen to 
different perspectives and come to 
their own conclusions, not dictating 
historic truth through language 
guidelines. Students should debating 
and discussing whether Australia 
was settled, colonised, invaded 
or occupied. And students, while 
understanding that Indigenous 
Australians claim to have been here 
since the ’Dreaming/s‘, must not be 

forbidden from discussing well-
supported anthropological theory 
about Aboriginal origins from Asia 
about 40,000-60,000 years ago.

A UNSW spokesperson, 
responding to uproar from students 
surrounding the guide, justified 
the toolkit as ‘commonplace’ at 
universities across Australia. Indeed, 
the UNSW toolkit was adopted 
from Flinders University and is 
also operating at the University of 
Queensland. And these toolkits are 
just the tip of the politically correct 
iceberg on our university campuses.

Inclusive language is 
commonplace. The University of 
Wollongong instructs students 
to avoid using words such as 
‘man’, ‘manpower’, ‘man-made’, 
‘sportsmanlike’ or ‘groundsman’. 

The University of Western Australia 
has an extensive list of forbidden 
occupational descriptions, 
including ‘craftsman’, ‘founding 
fathers’, ‘spokesman ’, ‘tradesman’, 
‘workman’ and ‘mankind’. These 
guidelines are supplemented by 
a range of policies that prioritise 
feelings above intellectual debate. 
Federation University has an explicit 
rule against hurting ‘feelings’, 
which could include ‘laughing at 
comments or mistakes’. Macquarie 
University forbids making speech 
that is ‘not welcome’. Swinburne 
University prohibits making people 
feel ‘uncomfortable’. Meanwhile, in 
a fantastic move, the University of 
Queensland and Western Sydney 
University prevent ‘sarcasm’. 

The most typical restriction on 
free speech is a broad statement 
against ‘offensive’ conduct, 
contained in a university’s bullying, 
harassment or social media 
policy. In many cases these vague 
restrictions lack a reasonable 
person test or requirement that 
the behaviour be repeated (both 
necessary preconditions for actual 
bullying or harassment).

The Australian Catholic 
University defines bullying as 
‘offensive or demeaning language 
or displaying written or pictorial 
material which degrades or offends 
an individual’. Murdoch University’s 
by-laws define assault as including 
‘insulting language’ and ’offensive’ 
behaviour, proscribing a $50 penalty 
for breaking the by-law. 

Taking it one step further, 
Monash University’s social media 
policy forbids students from making 
comments on social media, whether 
in the context or education or 
research or personal use, that ‘might 
be constructed’ to be offensive. 
They also prevent students from 
criticising the university online—so 
much for holding administrators 
accountable for educational quality.

The idea that causing offence 
amounts to bullying is an enormously 
problematic notion. Offence is an 
arbitrary, subjective feeling. One 
student’s offensive comment could 
easily be another’s genuine political 
or social commentary. In effect, 
these policies require students to 
ascertain their classmate’s subjective 
individual sensitivities before 
making a potentially controversial 
statement. This has the consequence 
of discouraging the expression of 
certain ideas—chilling the diversity 
of ideas on campus.

It is not just universities 
administrators who are writing 
up these absurd policies. Students 
themselves are often the biggest 
advocates of limiting debate.   

IN THE NAME OF 
LIMITING OPPOSING 
PERSPECTIVES, A 
CENSORIOUS CULTURE 
IS DEVELOPING THAT 
SERIOUSLY THREATENS 
THE CORE MISSION OF 
OUR UNIVERSITIES.
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The Melbourne University Debating 
Society’s ’Equity Policy’, written by 
the club’s student leadership, states 
that all debaters have the ‘right to 
just generally feel comfortable’. The 
very people on campus who are 
supposed to welcome intellectual 
combat are now concerned with the 
’right’ to feel comfortable. 

LIMITING THE DIVERSITY 
OF IDEAS. 

The picture only gets worse when 
intertwined with university 
administration and student 
representatives’ actions. 

Last year the University of 
Western Australia withdrew from 
a contract to host an Australian 
Consensus Centre, led by Danish 
environmental economist Bjørn 
Lomborg. The UWA Student Guild 
president stated that the money 
should be rejected because it was 
associated with someone who 
has a ‘controversial track-record’. 
The simple fact that Lomborg is 
provocative was enough justification 
for UWA, and later Flinders 
University, to not host the centre.

Liberal students at the University of 
Melbourne were removed from campus 
for displaying a poster with former 
Prime Minister John Howard’s ‘we 
will decide who comes to this country 
and the circumstances in which they 
come’ quote. Academics labelled the 
students ‘racist’ and ‘disgusting’ for 
using the sign during an orientation 
week membership drive, and, following 
complaints, campus security removed 
the stall from campus. Liberal 
politicians, including Julie Bishop, 
Sophie Mirabella, and Tony Abbott, 
as well as pro-Israel speakers, such as 
British colonial (ret.) Richard Kemp, 
have been aggressively protested.

The Evangelical Union and 
Catholic Club at the University of 
Sydney faced deregistration earlier 

this year from the University of 
Sydney Union for their requirement 
that voting members or the 
executive be Christian. After a public 
campaign against the move the 
threated deregistration has now been 
withdrawn. Nevertheless, later in the 
semester the Catholic Society faced 
an aggressive protest at an event, 
which included the yelling over a 
guest speaker and unplugging the 
microphone system multiple times.

Meanwhile, in a particularly 
concerning case currently before the 
courts, students at the Queensland 
University of Technology (QUT) are 
facing proceedings under section 18C 
of the Racial Discrimination Act for 
expressing opposition to the existence 
of a computer lab on campus 
reserved for Aboriginal students.  
Former university administrator 
Cindy Prior is seeking $250,000 in 
damages against the students. A 
censorious atmosphere is developing 
on our university campuses.

It is becoming increasingly difficult 
to express a contrarian viewpoint, 
to go against the campus zeitgeist. 
In class, students do not express 
their viewpoint, erring on the side of 
caution to avoid persecution. They 
write essays mimicking their tutors’ 
politics, not expressing their own 
viewpoint, to avoid lower marks. 
For many students the rationale 
approach is to avoid making 
waves or expressing a contrarian 
viewpoint, and just aim to get out 
with a degree. 

This is a dangerous situation 
that threatens both universities 
themselves, as well as the value 

of higher education to society at 
large. The core educational mission 
of higher education, teaching 
and research, depends on free 
intellectual debate. The role of 
universities is to teach students 
how to think, by exposing them 
to different perspectives—not 
telling students what to think. It is 
impossible to develop and discuss 
ideas, from the scientific and 
technological to the political and 
the historic, in an atmosphere where 
certain concepts are restricted. 

Everyone loses in an atmosphere 
where feelings and intellectual 
conformity are prioritised. How 
can we expect students to come 
out of university well-rounded and 
fully understanding their course 
content if different perspectives 
cannot be voiced? How can we hope 
to achieve progress if we create a 
culture in which students are fearful 
to challenge the status quo? We all 
have a stake here. Universities are 
built on public land and funded by 
public money. Australians are paying 
billions of dollars every year for the 
system that is supposed to encourage 
intellectual debate and provide 
benefits to society at large. Not only 
are students entitled to freedom of 
speech like any other public space, 
taxpayers expect value for their money 
and would be shocked by what passes 
for a higher education these days.

THE COMING DANGER: 
SAFE SPACES & TRIGGER 
WARNINGS

Sadly the situation on campuses  
will likely get worse before it gets 
better. Trigger warnings, content 
disclaimers to avoid the feeling of 
discomfort, along with safe spaces 
(physical locations where students 
cannot challenge each other) are 
emerging on Australian university 
campuses.  The La Trobe Student 
Union mandates list of 57 trigger 

HOW CAN WE EXPECT 
STUDENTS TO FULLY 
UNDERSTANDING 
THEIR COURSE 
CONTENT IF DIFFERENT 
PERSPECTIVES 
CANNOT BE VOICED?
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warnings, including ‘chewing’, 
‘slimy things’, ‘eye contact’, and ‘hair 
pulling’. This same list of required 
trigger warnings is used by the 
annual Network of Women Students 
Australia’s conference.

These mechanisms encourage 
a prioritisation of feelings over 
intellectual combat on campus. 
They defeat the entire purpose of 
higher education by encouraging the 
dismissal of challenging ideas.

Over 80 per cent of Australian 
universities, including the 

University of Sydney, Australian 
Catholic University, and Flinders 
University, operate ‘culturally safe 
spaces’ for Indigenous students, as 
well as ‘safe spaces’ for women and 
LGBTIQ students.

Safe spaces are anti-intellectual 
by design, a place where identities 
cannot be challenged and 
intellectual conflict is expressly 
forbidden.

There is an alternative path. 
The University of Chicago, noting 
the threats to campus free and 

open discourse across American 
campuses, established a Committee 
on Freedom of Expression in July 
2014. The committee’s report stated:

Debate or deliberation may not 
be suppressed because the ideas 
put forth are thought by some 
or even by most members of the 
University community to be 
offensive, unwise, immoral, or 
wrong-headed.

It continues:
It is for the individual members of 
the University community, not for 
the University as an institution, to 
make those judgments for 
themselves, and to act on those 
judgments not by seeking to 
suppress speech, but by openly and 
vigorously contesting the ideas that 
they oppose. 

Indeed, fostering this debate is an 
‘essential part of the University’s 
educational mission’. Our 
universities should be making similar 
statements, committing themselves 
to free and open debate against the 
forces who prioritise safety above 
intellectualism.

We also all have a responsibility 
to hold our universities to account. 
Following public scrutiny in the 
United States, universities have 
amended their policies. 

The Foundation for Individual 
Rights in Education has assessed 
American university speech 
codes annually for a decade. As a 
consequence of public pressure the 
number of universities with a red 
ranking has reduced from 75 per 
cent in 2006 to 49 per cent in their 
2016 investigation.

Higher education should expand 
young minds to new ideas and make 
students feel uncomfortable by 
challenging their perspective.

This ultimate goal is under 
threat. Our universities too often 
encourage the reinforcing existing 
perspectives, rather than the 
challenging with new ones. R  

   Illustration by Oliver Munday; Source: The New Yorker

TRIGGERING CENSORSHIP R



THE SOUND OF  
CONSTITUTIONAL  

SILEN  E
The illiberal nature of section 18C of the Racial Discrimination  

Act has serious ramifications for free society; write  
Joshua Forrester, Lorraine Finlay and Dr Augusto Zimmermann



AUGUST 2016      |       IPA Review       21

I
f a tree falls in a forest and 
no one is around to hear it, 
does it make a sound? The 
constitutional law equivalent 

of this philosophical thought 
experiment might be as follows: 
If there is an unconstitutional law 
and no one challenges it in the 
High Court, does that make it 
constitutional?

Section 18C of the Racial 
Discrimination Act 1975 (Cth) was 
introduced over twenty years ago and 
has been part of the Australian legal 
landscape ever since. At the time of 
its introduction the Parliamentary 
Research Service warned that 
section18C may be vulnerable to 
constitutional challenge, and yet 
a High Court challenge has never 
materialised.

While section 18C (and its 
possible repeal) has been the subject 
of considerable controversy and 
debate over the past few years, little 
or no attention has been paid to a 
fundamental question concerning this 
law—is it actually constitutional? 

In our new book, No Offence 
Intended: Why 18C is Wrong, it 
is contended that it is not, based 
on two arguments. The first is 
that 18C is not supported by the 
external affairs power found in 

section 51(xxix) of the Australian 
Constitution. The second is that 18C 
impermissibly infringes the freedom 
of communication about government 
and political matters implied from 
the Australian Constitution.

THE EXTERNAL  
AFFAIRS POWER

Australia ratified the International 
Convention on the Elimination of 
All Forms of Racial Discrimination 
in 1975, giving the commonwealth 
government the constitutional 
power under section 51(xxix) of 
the constitution to legislate to 
incorporate those treaty terms 
domestically.

It does not, however, give the 
commonwealth government carte 
blanche to introduce whatever 
legislation it likes that is tangentially 
related to the elimination of racial 
discrimination.

To come within the scope of the 
external affairs power a number of 
requirements must be met, including 
the specificity and conformity 
requirements. In relation to 18C 
there are difficulties with both of 
these.

The specificity requirement provides 
that a treaty that is primarily 
aspirational and does not oblige state 
parties to meet reasonably specific 
legal obligations will not enliven the 
external affairs power. 

This stems from the Industrial 
Relations Act Case in which it was 
stated that a law relying on the 
external affairs power ‘must prescribe 
a regime that the treaty has itself 
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defined with sufficient specificity to 
direct the general course to be taken 
by the signatory states’.

While some of the relevant 
Convention provisions do appear 
to meet the specificity requirement, 
others are so broadly framed that 
it is difficult to reach this same 
conclusion. For example, Article 7 of 
the Convention directs signatories to, 
amongst other things:

…Undertake to adopt immediate 
and effective measures, 
particularly in the fields of 
teaching, education, culture and
information, with a view to
combating prejudices which
lead to racial discrimination
and to promoting understanding,
tolerance and friendship among
nations and racial or ethnical
groups. 

Article 7 is framed in primarily 
aspirational language and imposes 
open-ended commitments, with 
no real guidance concerning the 
tangible measures that signatories to 
the Convention might be expected  
to undertake. 

The conformity requirement 
poses an even more serious problem 
for the constitutional validity of 
18C. For a domestic law purporting 
to implement an international 
treaty to be validly supported by 
the external affairs power, ‘the law 
must be reasonably capable of being 
considered appropriate and adapted 
to implementing the treaty’. Section 
18C goes well beyond both the scope 
of the Convention. Where 18C 
makes it unlawful to commit an act 
that is reasonably likely to offend 
or insult a person because of their 
race, Article 4 of the Convention 
imposes a higher harm threshold by 
focusing on conduct based on racial 
hatred or superiority, and conduct 
that incites racial discrimination or 
racial violence. There is a significant 
disparity between the extremely broad 

reach of 18C and the type of hateful 
activity that Article 4 seeks to prohibit.

Of course, there are other parts 
of the Convention that contain 
broader obligations. For example, 
Article 2(d) requires that:

Each State Party shall prohibit and 
bring to an end, by all appropriate 
means, including legislation as 
required by circumstances, racial 
discrimination by any persons, 
group or organization.

However, the history and structure 
of the Convention means that the 
broader language employed in 
Article 2 must be read in light of 
the specific obligations contained in 
Article 4, and the express protection 
that Article 5 provides for freedom 
of expression. Again, the broad 
reach of 18C was neither mandated 
nor envisaged by the Convention. 

International law does not 
recognize an express right protecting 
people from being offended, insulted 
or even humiliated . Ultimately, 
section 18C is not reasonably capable 
of being considered appropriate 
and adapted to implementing the 
obligations contained under either 
Articles 2 or 4 of the Convention. The 
external affairs power does not provide 
the necessary constitutional support for 
18C in its current form.

THE IMPLIED FREEDOM 
OF POLITICAL 
COMMUNICATION

Almost twenty years ago the High 
Court recognised an implied freedom 
of political communication in the 
Australian Constitution. The High 
Court has found that the right to 
speak freely on matters of public 
importance lies at the very foundation 
of our democratic system. Section 
18C imposes a direct, sweeping 
and heavy burden on political 
communication by prohibiting 
offensive and insulting speech that 
is based race, colour, ethnicity or 

nationality. While promoting racial 
tolerance is a highly laudable objective, 
it is also true that many important 
political debates occurring at present 
in Australia involve issues of race, 
colour, ethnicity or nationality. The 
Australian  Constitution provides that 
the Commonwealth Parliament may 
legislate with respect to (amongst other 
things) defence, immigration, external 
affairs and special laws regarding 
race. The discussion of issues relevant 
to these heads of power may involve 
discussing race, colour, ethnicity or 
nationality. Further, actions involving 
Australia’s executive government 
may involve discussing race, colour, 
ethnicity or nationality. The simple 
fact that the Australian Government 
includes a Minister for Indigenous 
Affairs, Minister for Immigration and 
Border Protection, and an Assistant 
Minister for Multicultural Affairs 
is indicative of this. The Australian 
people need to be able to freely and 
robustly discuss political matters, 
including controversial political issues 
concerning race, colour, ethnicity  
or nationality.  

The sweeping scope of 18C can be 
demonstrated simply by considering 
the terms of the section.  For example, 
18C does not require actual harm 
to be suffered but only that an act 
is reasonably likely to offend, insult, 
humiliate or intimidate another 
person.

The section uses terms like ‘offend’ 
and ‘insult’ that are imprecise and 
largely subjective in nature. These 
issues are further aggravated by the 
fact that conduct under 18C is judged 
according to what a ‘reasonable 
representative’ of the relevant group 
would find offensive, insulting or 
humiliating, rather than a universally 
applicable reasonable person test.

Another important consideration 
is that truth is not an exemption to 
18C, resulting in this section being 
considerably broader than many other 
laws limiting free speech.  

  CONTINUED
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PAST LEGAL 
CHALLENGES

The constitutional validity of 
section 18C was considered by the 
Full Court of the Federal Court in 
Toben v Jones back in 2003.  The 
Court held that the external affairs 
power supported 18C.  This is the 
most authoritative decision to 
date concerning the constitutional 
validity of 18C, however it is 
contended that this decision 
contains significant errors and 
should be overturned.

The Convention clearly sets a 
much higher harm threshold for 
legislative prohibition than that 
recognised by the Court in Toben, 
and 18C goes well beyond the 
intended reach of the Convention. 
The Convention does not go so far 
as to allow state parties to ‘legislate 
to “nip in the bud” the doing of 
offensive, insulting, humiliating 
or intimidating public acts which 
are done because of race, colour 
or national or ethnic origin 

before such acts can grow into 
incitement or promotion of racial 
hatred or discrimination’, as was 
suggested by Carr J in Toben. Such 
an interpretation fails to properly 
take into account the precise text 
and inter-related structure of the 
Convention and, in particular, the 
fact that it expressly requires state 
parties to pay due regard to freedom 
of expression when undertaking 
their Convention obligations.

Interestingly, the Court in Toben 
noted that no argument was raised 
concerning the implied freedom of 

political communication.  While 
this issue has been raised in a 
number of past cases, it has never 
been properly scrutinised by an 
appeal court, and has (perhaps 
surprisingly) never been directly 
considered by the High Court  
of Australia.  

Much has been said in recent 
years about section 18C, however 
little has been said about its 
constitutional validity.  There are 
significant constitutional questions 
that need to be asked. In particular, 
the current sweeping scope of 18C 
goes well beyond the international 
obligations that Australia has 
accepted under the Convention and 
seems to place an impermissible 
burden on the implied freedom of 
political communication. 

While the simplest (and most 
democratic) answer to this would 
be to repeal 18C, in the absence of 
parliamentary action it seems to 
us that section 18C, in its current 
form, is vulnerable to constitutional 
challenge. R  

   Cindy Prior. Source: OHS Daily

WHILE PROMOTING 
RACIAL TOLERANCE IS 
A HIGHLY LAUDABLE 
OBJECTIVE, IT IS ALSO 
TRUE THAT MANY 
IMPORTANT POLITICAL 
DEBATES OCCURRING 
AT PRESENT IN 
AUSTRALIA INVOLVE 
ISSUES OF RACE, 
COLOUR, ETHNICITY 
OR NATIONALITY.
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O
ver the last few years 
we have witnessed 
widespread flood events 
and flash flooding 

across eastern Australia, particularly 
in Queensland and northern New 
South Wales. Given the continued 
warnings of anthropogenic climate 
change by climate scientists, perhaps 
the public could be forgiven for 
assuming that these events represent 
climate change and that the climate 
scientists have been right all along.  

Such perceptions are understandable 
however analyses of historic 
climate and flood risk, published in 
international scientific literature, 
have been pointing to the return of 
frequent widespread flooding for 
some time. 

One of the greatest challenges 
of estimating flood risk in eastern 
Australia is that the frequency 
of floods (and droughts for that 
matter) does not follow the typical 
engineering assumptions for 
estimating risk and the probability of 
event occurrence.  

Typical engineering analysis is 
based on the assumption of a static 
climate. In other words, the actual 

risk of an event of a given magnitude 
is assumed to be the same each and 
every year.  For instance, if one has 
a hundred years of flood peak data, 
then the largest flood in that series, 
more or less, represents the hundred 
year flood—the level of flood that 
would, on average, occur every 
100 years and that the risk of this 
happening is the same each year. The 
assumption of a ‘static climate’ serves 
planning requirements reasonably 
well in regions where floods are 
randomly distributed in time. 
Unfortunately for eastern Australia 
this is not the case. 

Eastern Australia has some of 
the most extreme climate variability 

CLIMATE 
CHANGE
AFTER A FASHION

Despite increased understanding of natural multi-decadal climate  
variability, climate scientists have by and large ignored this in their  

public commentaries, writes Professor Stewart Franks
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worldwide. This is largely due to 
being highly coupled to the quasi-
global El Nino Southern Oscillation 
(ENSO) phenomenon. When El Nino 
occurs, the tropical convergence 
zone that brings monsoonal rains to 
northern Australia is pushed away 
from our shores and consequently, 
eastern Australia receives a deficit of 
rainfall. When La Nina eventuates, 
the opposite occurs—we get more 
of the monsoonal type weather 
penetrating further south across 
Eastern Australia. This typically leads 
to intense ‘tropical’ rainfalls, sodden 
catchments and widespread floods.  

El Nino and La Nina events 
however are not random.  

If they were truly random then the 
assumption of static risk would 
be fulfilled and engineering flood 
risk estimation in eastern Australia 
would be robust. Instead, El Nino 
and La Nina events show a strong 
and statistically significant tendency 

to cluster on 20-40 year timescales. 
This has been shown to be 
associated with changes in the mid-
latitudes of the Pacific Ocean which 
show warm anomalies when El Nino 
dominates and cool anomalies when 
La Nina dominates. Incidentally, 
given that the Pacific Ocean covers 
some 30% of the planet’s surface, 
these 20-40 year periods are also 
correlated to global periods of 
warming and cooling.  

This can be clearly seen in the 
20th century record, where El Nino 
and drought dominated whilst the 
world warmed (1910-1945), La 
Nina and floods dominated whilst 
the global temperatures stabilised 

EL NINO AND LA NINA 
EVENTS HOWEVER ARE 
NOT RANDOM. 
EL NINO AND LA 
NINA EVENTS SHOW 
A STRONG AND 
STATISTICALLY 
SIGNIFICANT 
TENDENCY TO 
CLUSTER ON 20-40 
YEAR TIMESCALES. 

>
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or even cooled (1945-1975), 
and then El Nino and drought 
dominated once more whilst global 
temperatures returned to a warming 
phase (1975-2001). Since then we 
have seen the global temperature 
stagnate, a cluster of recent La Nina 
events and mid-latitude ocean 
indicators pointing to a return to 
conditions last seen between 1945 
and 1975—A time of extreme  
flood entirely unrelated to  
CO2 emissions.

The multi-decadal processes 
of climate variability that are so 
important to Australian climate 
have been the subject of research 
both here and in the US for well 
over a decade. Dr Scott Power 
and colleagues at the Bureau of 
Meteorology and the UK Met Office 
published a key paper in 1999 where 
they showed that the Inter-decadal 
Pacific Oscillation (IPO) affected 
the predictability of the impacts 
of El Nino and La Nina on eastern 
Australian climate. 

Much of the published studies 
are from US researchers who termed 
the phenomenon the Pacific Decadal 
Oscillation (PDO), but represents in 
essence the same thing as the IPO. 
US researchers have demonstrated 
how it impacts on the west coast of 
the US as well as affecting Pacific 
salmon fisheries.

The upshot of this simple 
observation is that eastern Australia 
exhibits decades where floods are 
sparse and droughts dominate, 
only to be followed by decades 
where floods dominate with only 
occasional short-lived periods 
of drought. This observation has 
marked consequences for flood risk 
estimation in Australia. Under the 
traditional engineering assumption 
of a static climate risk, it does not 
matter what period in time the flood 
data are drawn from to estimate 
flood risk. 

Under the IPO/PDO La Nina-
driven flood risk model, the period 
from which flood data is drawn 
becomes all important. For instance, 
if 30 years of flood observations are 
drawn from an El Nino or drought 
dominated period (as occurred 
between 1975 and 2001), then the 
true 100 year flood risk might be 
underestimated by anything up to a 
factor of three. 

New Zealand researchers further 
added to our understanding of the 
climate mechanism by which the 
IPO/PDO impacts our region—
they showed that the IPO/PDO 
independently of La Nina caused 
a southern shift in the tropical 
convergence zone. This observation 
goes some way to explain why even 
when a La Nina event is not present 
in the Pacific, the synoptic scale 
weather patterns are such that even 
the neutral years carry an elevated 
risk of flooding compared to  
other periods. 

Despite increased understanding 
of natural multi-decadal climate 
variability, climate scientists have 
by and large ignored this in their 
public commentaries. For example, 
following two recent summer 
seasons (2010-2012) of widespread 
flooding the Bureau of Meteorology 
published a document highlighting 
the climatological causes of the 
flooding. The document quite 
naturally focussed on the back-to-

back occurrence of La Nina events 
as the primary causal factor, but 
also raised a range of other climate 
mechanisms that might have had 
at best a minor influence. These 
include the Indian Ocean Dipole, 
the Southern Annular Mode and, 
of note, slightly warmer sea surface 
temperatures to the west  
of Australia. 

Somewhat surprisingly no 
mention of the IPO/PDO was 
present despite the wealth of journal 
articles documenting many aspects 
of the phenomenon, all published in 
the leading international literature 
including a number from the 
Bureau itself. This is despite the fact 
that the observation-based IPO/
PDO model perfectly explains the 
recent observations of enhanced 
and frequent La Nina events 
without speculative recourse to 
anthropogenic climate change via 
warmer temperatures.

It is worthwhile to note that many 
researchers base their view of future 
climate on notions of anthropogenic 
climate change largely driven by the 
output of climate models. Despite 
years of development, the current 
climate models are deficit in a 
number of key areas. Of relevance 
to eastern Australia and the issues 
raised here, their failings include the 
inability to simulate the behaviour 
and impacts of El Nino and La Nina 
events, in particular the observed 
clustering of El Nino and La Nina on 
multi-decadal timescales, the IPO/
PDO phenomenon itself, and the 
associated multi-decadal periods 
of warming and cooling that are so 
evident in the instrumental global 
temperature data.

It has been noted that global 
temperatures are showing a plateau 
since the end of the 20th century. 
Observational analyses of the 
data tells us that such changes in 
temperature are associated with the 
IPO/PDO and that in the current 

COULD IT BE THAT 
SUCH ANALYSES DO 
NOT FIGURE IN MANY 
CLIMATE SCIENTIST’S 
ASSESSMENTS 
AND PUBLIC 
PRONOUNCEMENTS 
BECAUSE THEY 
DO NOT FIT THE 
ASSUMED MODEL OF 
ANTHROPOGENIC 
CLIMATE CHANGE? 
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phase of the IPO/PDO we should 
expect more frequent and harder 
hitting La Nina events. Even when 
La Nina is not present, observational 
analyses tell us that such neutral years 
represent elevated flood risk. How 
long this may last is at best informed 
speculation but it could be decades.

Could it be that such analyses 
do not figure in many climate 
scientist’s assessments and public 
pronouncements because they 
do not fit the assumed model of 

anthropogenic climate change? If 
this is the case then we clearly have a 
problem. After all, when one prefers 
the model to the observations, we are 
not doing science anymore; we are 
living in a virtual scientific reality.

Given the uncertainties there 
may well be valid reason for concern 
over CO2 emissions, but there is 
no validity in claiming climate 
extremes, nor their clustering 
locally or globally, as evidence of 
anthropogenic climate change. R

GIVEN THE 
UNCERTAINTIES 
THERE MAY WELL 
BE VALID REASON 
FOR CONCERN OVER 
CO2 EMISSIONS, BUT 
THERE IS NO VALIDITY 
IN CLAIMING CLIMATE 
EXTREMES, NOR 
THEIR CLUSTERING 
LOCALLY OR GLOBALLY, 
AS EVIDENCE OF 
ANTHROPOGENIC 
CLIMATE CHANGE.

>
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A new exemption class over corporate regulation  
might be a better approach to innovation policy,  
write Sean Leaver and Professor Jason Potts

DEBT-FREE  
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T
here are already a 
number of different 
regulatory types of 
firms available, such as 

sole-trader, partnerships, private 
companies and public companies. 
However, a unique characteristic of 
start-ups firms is that they are more 
likely to fail than succeed. There is 
no company type available within 
the current regulatory framework 
that implicitly recognises this risk 
profile of start-up firms.

Malcolm Turnbull wants to 
reform corporate regulation—
particularly to soften Australia’s 
rather punitive bankruptcy 
provisions—to create new start-
up friendly business laws. The 
National Science and Innovation 
Agenda Report proposes to reduce 
bankruptcy from three years to one 
year, allow directors to trade while 
insolvent, and stop counterparties 
from terminating dealings with 
insolvent companies.

Corporate regulation was never 
designed or intended to promote 
new business growth, but rather to 
control existing and particularly 
large, mature businesses. For the 
most part, it does this successfully. 
However, Turnbull’s proposals fail 
to make a fundamental distinction 
between two very different types 
of firm failure. For start-up firms, 
particularly in the technology 
sector, a high failure rate is not only 

normal, it is often desirable. It’s a 
sign of experimental undertakings 
and rapid learning. 

Changing the bankruptcy period 
from three years to one isn’t much 
of an incentive and won’t change 
reputational risk associated with the 
stigma of bankruptcy. Bankruptcy 
appears on credit reports for five 
years and remains on a public 
National Personal Insolvency Index 
for life. Although directors of 
insolvent firms are protected from 
liability for a company’s debt, the 
risk of significant penalties remain. 
Individuals can be barred for five 
years from directorships if they have 
been a director of more than two 
insolvent companies within seven 
years. Being a director of a company 
that trades while insolvent can lead 
to criminal penalties and potentially 
being liable for debts incurred  
while insolvent.  

Applying the current bankruptcy 
and insolvency framework to 
innovation firm start-ups—where 
failure is treated as an exception—
makes no sense.

But failure among ordinary, 
mature companies is very 
different and usually, a sign 
of mismanagement. Ordinary 
businesses have no implicit 
expectation of failure. There 
are legitimate reasons to have 
bankruptcy laws that balance the 
inherent riskiness of business and 
protection of counterparties who 

DEBT-FREE  
PATH TO 
INNOVATION

SEAN LEAVER 
PhD student at the School  
of Economics, Finance &  
Marketing, RMIT University

JASON POTTS
Adjunct Fellow at the Institute  
of Public Affairs and Professor  
of Economics at RMIT University

CORPORATE 
REGULATION WAS 
NEVER DESIGNED 
OR INTENDED TO 
PROMOTE NEW 
BUSINESS GROWTH, 
BUT RATHER TO 
CONTROL EXISTING 
AND PARTICULARLY 
LARGE, MATURE 
BUSINESSES.

>

DEBT-FREE PATH TO INNOVATION R



30       IPA Review       |       ipa.org.au

Volume 68    I   2

bare the cost of businesses failing. 
Consequently, lowering the bar for 
bankruptcy will likely provide a 
greater incentive for opportunism by 
unscrupulous promoters. 

Bankruptcy and insolvency are 
not the only obstacles start-up firms 
face. Increasingly, start-ups are 
being funded through alternative 
platforms such as crowd-sourcing, 
which generate micro-funding of 
typically around $50 per individual. 
If crowd-source funding is to be 
used for equity raising, as proposed 
by the Corporations Amendment 
(Crowd-sourced Funding) Bill 
2015, the complexity of regulatory 
compliance and associated costs will 
have to be reduced significantly.  

INTRODUCING THE  
NOT-FOR-DEBT 
COMPANY

To be effective, a new company 
type needs to be compatible with 
the unique nature of start-up of 
innovation firms. This new type of 
company needs to firstly, remove 
punitive costs on innovators (as 
directors) of failure that is associated 
with bankruptcy and insolvency; and 
secondly, allow innovation companies 
to cost-effectively raise micro-equity 
so that investors can diversify 
investments across a pool of high risk/
high return innovation start-ups.

A specific type of company 
dedicated to start-ups also allows 
greater regulatory agility in rapidly 
adapting rules without impacting the 
wider regulatory environment.

We propose to call this new 
regulatory class a Not-for-Debt 
company (e.g. Startupco NFD). The 
Not-for-Debt company proposed is a 
new class of start-up company that by 
design is exempt from many corporate 
and financial regulations (along with 
the associated costs and burdens), that 
are designed to protect creditors. 

It does so by the simple expedient 
of doing away with creditors and debt 
entirely, and clearly signalling that 
they are risky companies likely to 
fail—but with a significant upside if 
they succeed. With reduced regulatory 
restrictions, funding can be raised 
either by issuing traditional equity 
as shares or micro-equity via crowd-
source funding platforms.

At a TechLeaders conference 
last year, entrepreneur and investor 
Tony Surtees spoke passionately 
about the need to let start-ups 
‘fail positively’. The current legal 
framework for companies and 
directors punishes failure when 
we should be encouraging failure. 
Failure drives learning and learning 
drives innovation. 

Start-ups by their very nature have the 
expectation that they will most likely 
fail. As Surtees makes clear, their very 
purpose is ‘experimentation—trying 
something new with an uncertain 
outcome’. How do we create a 
regulatory framework that has at its 
heart the mindset of ‘no fault failure’?  

BANKRUPTCY AND 
INSOLVENCY NEED  
NOT BE FEARED

To discover something truly 
new requires trial and error, a 
process that necessarily involves a 
succession of failures before success. 
Knowledge grows through learning 
from failure. Entrepreneurs find it 

difficult to capture the benefits of 
learning from past failures on their 
road to success because current 
bankruptcy and insolvency law stops 
this learning process in its tracks. 

 The solution is to remove the risk 
a company will become insolvent by 
removing the ability of the company 
to raise debt. Without debt there is 
no risk that liabilities will exceed 
recoverable assets. All potential 
creditors (broadly defined) would 
be aware that they are dealing with 
an NFD, and adjust their actions 
accordingly. If there is no insolvency 
risk, there is no need for onerous and 
punitive bankruptcy and insolvency 
regulations that inhibit innovation 
and formation of start-up firms. 

A company’s financial resources 
would be funded solely through 
equity placements or raising funds 
through crowd-sourcing platforms. 
An unsuccessful innovation 
company either closes down with 
no outstanding debts or remains 
dormant until further funds are 
raised. An NFD company will have 
some operating liabilities but, say, by 
requiring trade debt terms at no more 
than 14 days and staff liabilities no 
more than 60 days salary equivalent, 
these can be limited. 

Moreover, the legal framework for 
innovation companies also needs to 
capture the ‘real option’ value of staged 
investing—a ‘wait and see’ strategy. 
Funding for any start-up always 
proceeds through multiple stages, with 
capital growing as more of the business 
is tested—the concept, business model, 
market demand, management team, 
and so on—and as uncertainty falls. At 
each stage, the real option value of the 
company changes.

This model already exists in the 
mining sector, in which a No-Liability 
company can form with no contractual 
right under its constitution to recover 
calls made on its shares from a 
shareholder who fails to pay them. 
That is, an investor can opt out and 

  CONTINUED
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take a loss on only the contributions up 
until that point in time. The advantage 
of the no-liability approach is that 
it reduces the regulatory costs of 
raising additional share capital.

Further, the ongoing tax and 
compliance costs of innovation 
companies and their investors need to 
be reduced. Financial and tax reporting 
for innovation companies should be 
prepared solely on a cash-flow basis. 

For individual investors, 
there would be no tax-reporting 
requirements for original holders 
of issued capital for the first 
three years after issuance, unless 
the shares are transferred or 
the innovation company closes 
down. There is no point imposing 
onerous tax-reporting obligations 
for investments in companies that 
are likely to fail. The three-year 
reporting exemption also provides 
an incentive for patient investing. 

RISK ASSESSMENT

Lastly, what of the likelihood  
of opportunistic and adverse 
behaviour that might follow from  

an NFD model? There is a risk that 
NFD firms will be created to siphon 
funds into entities controlled by the 
promoters. This can be addressed by 
restricting the nature of related party 
transactions.

The only related party 
transactions would be salaries of 
equity holders and issuance of new 
equity to existing equity holders, all 
of which will need to be disclosed.

There is also the problem of 
public policy interventions that 
lead to adverse investor behaviour. 

Innovation policy should not 
be built around a framework of 
financial tax incentives, such as 
deductions or offsets.

A focus on tax minimisation 
is likely to lead to an under-
appreciation of the risks of 
investing in innovation companies. 
Innovation policy tends to focus on 
the government doing more things 
to encourage start-ups by creating 
even more complex tax offsets, 
write-offs, subsidies and spend 
programs.

Governments love innovation 
policy for this reason. But there 
is very little evidence that any of 
this actually works in fostering 
successful start-ups. A better 
approach is to carve out an 
exemption class from the standard 
company structure and introduce 
a regulatory model that greatly 
simplifies and reduces the costs of 
company formation. 

A regulatory innovation that  
could well make Australia one  
of the most attractive places in  
the world for new startups and 
creative ideas. R  

INNOVATION POLICY 
SHOULD NOT BE 
BUILT AROUND A 
FRAMEWORK OF 
FINANCIAL TAX 
INCENTIVES, SUCH 
AS DEDUCTIONS OR 
OFFSETS. A FOCUS 
ON TAX MINIMISATION 
IS LIKELY TO LEAD 
TO AN UNDER-
APPRECIATION OF THE 
RISKS OF INVESTING 
IN INNOVATION 
COMPANIES.  
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IN DEFENCE  
OF THE BRITISH 
NATION STATE
THE AUSTRALIAN CASE FOR BREXIT

On 23 June 2016, the British people made a landmark decision to leave 
the European Union with the Leave vote winning by 52% to Remain’s 

48%. The referendum had a turnout of 71.8%—the highest turnout 
in a UK-wide vote since the 1992 general election. Georgina Downer, 
Research Fellow at the Institute of Public Affairs, prepared a report  

to outline the liberal democratic case for Brexit, and what the  
decision means for Australia. 

   Nigel Farage during the May 
launch event for his party’s campaign
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N
ot too long ago, the 
Oxford Dictionaries 
noted a newfangled 
noun, ‘Brexit’.

Describing the potential departure 
of the United Kingdom from the 
European Union, Brexit has been 
the buzzword for the British media, 
the political plaything of British 
politicians, and will soon be the 
focus for Britons.

On 23 June, Britons were asked, 
Brexit or not?

Their answer has seismic 
ramifications for the future of 
democracy, sovereignty and 
freedom.

No lesser advocates than Boris 
Johnson and the now former Prime 
Minister David Cameron have 
prosecuted the affirmative and 
negative cases for Brexit. Why then, 
should an upstart Australian enter 
the fray in the Brexit debate?

Because Brexit is not merely 
important for Britain; it is also 
fundamental for Australia.

Notwithstanding the potentially 
significant short-term transaction 
costs of Brexit, there is a strong case 
for Brexit, both for Britons and for 
Australians.

Brexit is about righting a wrong 
that was done to the British people. 
Britons have never given their 
consent to a political union with 
Europe. There is no social contract 
between Britons and the European 
superstate; rather, European 
bureaucrats have conquered Britain 
by stealth.

Britons have, without their 
consent, been roped into the 
EU and its web of institutions 
and extraordinary breadth of 

competencies including customs, 
competition, monetary policy 
for Eurozone members, fisheries, 
agriculture, trade, environment, 
consumer protection, immigration, 
social policy and employment, 
transport, trans-European networks, 
energy, the areas of freedom, 
security and justice, public health, 
culture, tourism, education, and 
youth. The EU has its own foreign 
minister with embassies around 
the world, and is developing its 
own defence policy, with plans for 
a European Army down the track if 
Germany gets its way.

In an understated way so 
typically British, the former Prime 
Minister David Cameron in 2013 
said Britons ‘feel that the EU is 
heading in a direction that they 
never signed up to’.

Now, faced with the opportunity 
to express their views about Brexit, 
Britons have had a choice. The 
case for Brexit is principally a case 
for reasserting the primacy of the 
great British institutions of British 
parliamentary sovereignty, the rule 
of British law and an independent 
British judiciary, small government, 
and economic liberalism. Remaining 
part of the EU will condemn Britain 
to further integration into what has 
become an anti-democratic and 
illiberal federation.

Brexit is a clarion call against 
statism and big government, a 
reclaiming of the British nation state 
and its centuries-old institutions, a 
win for democracy over bureaucracy, 

and a reassertion of sovereignty. It 
should, after all, be for the British 
people to decide whether they want 
small or big government, high taxes 
or low, strong borders or weak, 
high immigration or low. It should 
be the British who have the final 
say over whether their government 
has overstretched into people’s 
freedoms, not European courts, 
applying European laws.

In addition to encroaching on 
British parliamentary democracy, 
the British judiciary and the British 
system of common law, Europe has 
failed to deliver on its promised 
prosperity with a near-decade long 
crisis in the Eurozone and sluggish 
economic growth.

Instead, European red tape 
abounds, stifling growth and job 
creation. Over fifty per cent of UK 
legislation is now derived from EU 
law, laws which Britain must apply 
and over which it does not have a 
veto. European courts dictate who 
Britain can deport. EU citizens and 
their families can live and work 
freely in Britain, without limitation. 
Britain’s net contribution to the 
EU is in the order of £10 billion 
which angers Britons who query 
what benefit they get from such a 
significant investment of  
taxpayer funds.

The Remain camp in Britain 
invoked the good that Europe 
has done in bringing peace to 
the continent, and the dangers to 
regional and global peace that Brexit 
will bring. But is this really the case?

It is NATO, led by the United 
States of America, and not the EU, 
that has underwritten post-war 
peace in Europe and beyond. As a 
28 member bloc, the EU is simply 
unable to make effective decisions 
when confronted with important 
and difficult issues like the Russian 
invasion of Ukraine or the flood 
of migrants from the Middle East. 
It is incredibly difficult to get 28 

EUROPE HAS 
FAILED TO DELIVER 
ON ITS PROMISED 
PROSPERITY WITH 
A NEAR-DECADE 
LONG CRISIS IN THE 
EUROZONE AND 
SLUGGISH ECONOMIC 
GROWTH.
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countries to agree to any policy, and 
when it does, it is very often weak 
and incredibly compromised—a 
policy of the lowest common 
denominator.

If Britain continued to subject 
itself to a process of European 
decision-making, then its positions 
would by definition be diluted. That 
doesn’t make Britain stronger in 
unity with Europe. It makes Britain 
weaker.

Beyond Britain, there is no 
doubt that this decision made 
on 23 June will be felt globally, 
including in Australia. The case 
for Brexit remained strong on the 
international stage. Freed from 
the EU, Britain should reassert its 
global leadership position as an 
independent liberal democracy.

Brexit has tangible benefits for 
Australian international relations. 
Beginning with a free trade deal 
with Australia which Britain 
couldn’t negotiate independently 
of the EU, the benefits will be 
considerable for Australian and 
British exporters alike.

Moreover, Brexit will restore 
for Australia an independent peer 
and sibling sharing many of the 
same values and systems, including 
parliamentary democracy and 
classical liberal values, as well as 
buttressing Australia’s interests in 
a range of bilateral and multilateral 
issues including defence and trade. 
Indeed, Australia, as a former 
British colony, has inherited and 
developed the very best of Britain: 
the English language, British 
institutions, the values of Western 
Civilization—the rule of law, 
personal liberty and representative 
government—and the common 
law. The decline of the British 
nation state and the sovereignty of 
its Parliament under EU overlords 
should be something that we, in 
Australia, mourn.

Britain’s freedom and 
sovereignty won’t be the sacrificial 
lamb for the preservation of the 
EU as it is and will become. Let 
Britain’s departure be a catalyst for 
reform of the EU and a reclaiming 
of democracy, sovereignty and 
individual freedoms. Let it also 
be a reminder to Australia of the 
importance of liberal values for a 
successful and prosperous nation 
state.

UNDERMINING BRITISH 
DEMOCRACY AND 
SOVEREIGNTY

Britain’s parliament, Westminster, is 
the birthplace of liberal democracy. 
Central to the success of British 
democracy is the principle of 
parliamentary sovereignty. It is 
Britain’s elected representatives 
(members of parliament) who have 
the supreme authority to create 
or end any law. And it is British 
citizens, through electing their 
representatives, who are empowered 
to determine how their country is 
governed and the laws of the land.

This accountability is key to the long 
term success of liberal democracy in 
Britain and throughout the world.

Britain’s membership of the 
EU, however, eroded parliamentary 
sovereignty and British democracy. 
Membership of the EU means 
Britain is bound by EU law, and 
where EU law and British law are 
inconsistent, EU law overrides 

British law. This arrangement 
is similar to that of federations 
like Australia, the United States 
and Canada, where federal (or 
Commonwealth) law overrides 
state laws to the extent that they are 
inconsistent.

Like Australia’s federal system, 
the EU’s powers or competences are 
divided between those over which 
it has exclusive competence, shared 
competence, and then competence 
to support or coordinate actions and 
policies. 

For an Australian, this shift 
of power away from Westminster 
to Brussels without a clear 
mandate from the British public 
is astounding. The Australian 
Federation only materialised after 
significant political and public 
debate, compromise between the 
states and their ultimate agreement 
to transfer some power to Canberra.

BREXIT’S BENEFITS  
FOR AUSTRALIA

Britain’s decision on its EU 
membership will be felt globally, 
but especially in Australia where 
we share such close ties of history, 
institutions, traditions and values,

The potential for mutual 
benefits from a free trade deal, plus 
improved freedom of movement 
between our two countries will 
refresh our bilateral ties. But we 
must also celebrate the potential of a 
Britain free of the shackles of the EU 
to work together with Australia in 
defence of liberal democratic values 
in international affairs. 

While the EU and Australia 
launched FTA negotiations in 2015, 
unsurprisingly the negotiations with 
the 28-member bloc have already 
come to a halt in the face of the 
protest of one—an Italian request 
that Australia scrap anti-dumping 
duties on canned tomatoes. How 
many years, if ever, this issue will 

R IN DEFENCE OF THE BRITISH NATION STATE
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WE MUST CELEBRATE 
THE POTENTIAL OF A 
BRITAIN FREE OF THE 
SHACKLES OF THE EU 
TO WORK TOGETHER 
WITH AUSTRALIA IN 
DEFENCE OF LIBERAL 
DEMOCRATIC VALUES 
IN INTERNATIONAL 
AFFAIRS.
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take to clear up is anyone’s guess 
and means British and Australian 
exporters miss out on the mutual 
benefits of free trade.

If Britain undertakes bilateral 
FTA negotiations with Australia, 
it is entirely possible this could be 
concluded in a short time, especially 
given the strong and deep history 
of Anglo-Australian trade since 
Australian settlement in 1788.

For Australia, there would be 
significant opportunities for our high 
quality agriculture exports in the UK 
market.

Australia’s recent successful 
bilateral negotiations with 
Korea, Japan and China, among 
others, demonstrate that bilateral 
negotiations between single nation 
states can be more efficient and 
effective at delivering results for 

Australian exporters and lowering 
tariff barriers.

CONTINUED DIMINUTION 
IN FREEDOM OF 
ANGLO-AUSTRALIAN 
MOVEMENT

Since 2008 the number of Australians 
working in the UK has fallen by 40   
per cent. The traditional rite of passage 
for young Australians to work in the 
UK has been narrowed.

The reason is the EU. Britain’s 
loss of control over the level of EU 
migration forced the nation to clamp 
down on non-EU migration.
David Cameron promised to reduce 
the number of migrants to Britain 
but his only solution was to cut 
down on non-EU migration.

 This change has been deeply felt 

by Australians. From 2016, most non-
EU workers (including Australians) 
must earn at least £35,000 to settle in 
the UK for longer than six years.

Further, the inflexibility of 
British visa conditions means that 
Australians working in Britain must 
return to Australia and reapply for a 
working visa if they want to change 
employers. A disappointing reception 
from the country of our Head of 
State.

Brexit means Anglo-Australian 
ties through migration, temporary 
and permanent, could continue and 
strengthen, rather than diminish. 
Future generations of Australians 
could appreciate the closeness of 
traditions, values and history, as 
well as deepen the commercial and 
cultural relations between our two 
countries.  R  
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   In July 2008 the Eiffel Tower received its new lighting in blue, and stars in the centre, symbolising the flag of the European Union. Source: Flickr



On 30 March 2016 at the Elizabeth 
Couchman Hall in Melbourne, the 
Young Liberal Movement (Victoria) 
held the inaugural Sir George Reid 
Lecture entitled ‘George Reid: 
Champion of Liberalism’ delivered 
by the Hon. Dr David Kemp. The 
following is an excerpt from that 
lecture. 

A
ll of us interested in 
politics, and especially 
those who are thinking 
about a political career, 

need to decided what kind of 
politician we want to be. George 
Reid’s career raises many of the big 
issues, including one of the biggest: 
what if you stand for something 
and lose, as Reid did for free trade? 

What if the tide of opinion is moving 
against you, yet you know (or believe) 
that what you are standing for is 
right—right for most people and 
right for the country? Is it better to be 
right or better to be on the winning 
side? Is it better to be judged by the 
opinion of the day or the judgement 
of history? On free trade, Reid is 
judged by the history and stands tall. 

The Hon. Dr David Kemp on the importance of ideas in politics.
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There is no getting away from 
the importance of ideas in politics. 
If you don’t have your own ideas, 
then your actions will be driven by 
someone else’s ideas. If you don’t have 
your own ideas, you risk becoming 
a pawn of the political correctness 
or the conventional wisdom of the 
day. If you don’t have your own ideas, 
you are likely to find yourself at the 
mercy of the prejudices or the selfish 
interests of others. Or, in some ways 
even worse, your own prejudices. 

You can’t get away from ideas. 
The only question is: whose ideas are 
controlling your action? 

Reid was a brilliant politician. 
He is fascinating character because 
his career showed a constant 
tension between winning on the 
day and sticking by principle. 
Overwhelmingly Reid stuck to 
principle, and often won, but he spent 
much of his energy fighting against 
utopian and fallacious policy ideas 
which he believed would damage the 
interests of the mass of the people 
and Australia, and especially those 
being retailed by the Labor Parties of 
the time. 

Reid was like Menzies. He 
believed in a politics of principle, 
rather than in a politics which was 
driven by lobby groups and powerful 
pressures. If Robert Menzies is the 
principle founder of the Liberal Party, 
then probably Reid (with a bit of a 
stretch) could be thought of as the 
grandfather of the Liberal Party. 

Menzies inherited from Reid 
many of the elements of a policy 
and political agenda that he used 
to transform Australia into one of 
the most successful countries in 
the world. Menzies was 10 years 
old when Reid was Prime Minister. 
And in many ways of course, he 
had faced a political situation which 
had deteriorated greatly since Reid’s 
time. And indeed it was the outcome 
of the battles that Reid fought that 
actually defined a lot of the problems, 

particularly the problem of socialism 
and communism in the unions, 
and in national policy leading to 
the attempt to nationalise the banks 
under Chiflley, that came out of the 
very battles that Reid had first defined 
and attempted to win. 

Reid was a great speaker. He was 
eloquent, he was highly intelligent, 
he was a big-hearted man with a 
sparkling platform wit. 

He was a child of nineteenth 
century liberalism as represented 
by the British Liberal Party. Unlike 
Menzies, Reid grew up in a era when 
liberal ideas provided the dominant 
principles on which public policy 
was based. The nineteenth century 
was a great liberal time. The idea that 
society, based on individual liberty 
was the road to human advancement 
and economic progress was widely 
accepted. 

Freedom of speech in the press, 
freedom of religion, freedom to 
establish businesses and sell goods, 
freedom to trade with a conventional 
wisdom of the age—the central 
value of the age was the importance 
of individual liberty. By the 1880s, 
liberal parties of that name had been 
formed across the eastern colonies in 
Australia.  Their aim was to protect 
liberty and advance reform. 

The dominant thinkers, the sort 
of intellectual fathers of both that 
liberalism and Reid’s liberalism were 
people such as John Stuart Mill and 
Herbert Spencer. Mill was the main 
figure fighting against the political 
correctness of the day—and if you 

want to read a case against political 
correctness and how to deal with 
it, Mill’s essay on liberty remains a 
must-read. Mill argued for unpopular 
ideas, such as equal rights for men 
and women, freedom of speech to say 
unpopular things—even unchristian 
things. He saw the need to correct 
the extraordinary maldistribution of 
wealth and income in England which 
he said had never been based on the 
principles on which private property 
should be based. 

Herbet Spencer was the libertarian 
of the age. Where Mill had faith that 
democratic government could reform 
and make society better, Spencer 
thought government was corrupt, 
inefficient, ignorant, and was likely 
to make things worse. He was the 
father of laissez-faire. Reid wasn’t a 
supporter of laissez-faire—he was 
more close to Mill than he was to 
Spencer. But some of the prominent 
liberals in Reid’s party saw Spencer as 
their Aristotle.   

Reid had grown tired of the 
constant refrain that the protectionists 
were the true liberals. Liberalism, he 
said, was not invented in Victoria:

Liberalism in Australia is the child 
of the great liberalism of the 
mother country, and the child of 
liberalism throughout the nations. 

Reid also said, sounding like Menzies 
in this statement:

The future of humanity in 
Australia lies not in it curtailing its 
freedom nor restricting its 
freedom, nor limiting its 
opportunity, but in allowing 
the genius for competition, for 
excelling, for acquiring, to reach 
its utmost altitude consistent with 
the rights of others.  

It’s appropriate in these days when 
liberalism is under challenge once 
again from political correctness and 
the efforts of governments to interfere 
in every aspect of life, to honour 
the memory, the example and the 
political courage of George Reid. R 
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REID WAS LIKE 
MENZIES. HE BELIEVED 
IN A POLITICS OF 
PRINCIPLE, RATHER 
THAN IN A POLITICS 
WHICH WAS DRIVEN 
BY LOBBY GROUPS 
AND POWERFUL 
PRESSURES.
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VOLUNTEERISM  
AND CIVIL  
SOCIETY

The United Firefighters Union’s attempted power grab over the 
Country Fire Authority is more than a Victorian industrial dispute, 

it’s an attack on civil society and the Australian tradition of 
volunteerism, writes Michael Husek 

   CFA volunteers protesting outside 
Victoria’s Parliament (AAP/Smith)
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T
he principles of civil 
society are at the heart of 
Australia’s social fabric. 
Throughout history, 

Australians have exemplified 
an altruism and generosity that 
has enriched our public life and 
supported the most vulnerable 
members of our community. This is 
clearly illustrated by the more than 
6,500 volunteer organisations that 
are active in Australia, and by the 
way in which we come together to 
support communities in times of 
hardship, as we did in the aftermath 
of Black Saturday. 

The Andrews Government 
and the far-left United Firefighters 
Union (UFU) are threatening to 
undermine everyday Australians 
who are guilty of nothing more 
than serving their communities. 
The UFU’s requirement to have 
seven paid staff at major fire stations 
will render volunteers incapable 
of taking action to combat fires 
independently, subjugating more 
than 60,000 volunteers to their 1,300 
permanent counterparts regardless 
of rank or experience. In addition, 
the UFU’s demand for operational 
control over Country Fire Authority 
(CFA) decisions will result in the 
organisation reflecting the interests 
of the union rather than the interests 
of the community. 

If the UFU’s demands are 
adopted a precedent will be set for 
the unionisation of civil society, 
and this insults the exceptional 
contribution volunteers make to 
communities all over Australia. The 
success of Australian volunteerism 
shows the willingness of individuals 
to promote the betterment of society 

through their own endeavours, 
illustrating that governments and 
unions are not required to resolve 
communal issues.

Alexis de Tocqueville identified 
that the state is limited in its 
capacity to address social needs. 
Tocqueville believed that the 
unrestrained centralisation of the 
state in the pursuit of public interest 
creates resentment between its 
citizens, with the coercive nature of 
government undermining the good 
intentions of its decrees. 

In his work Democracy In America, 
Tocqueville writes of how voluntary 
associations create solidarity and 
lead to a greater engagement in 
society, which fosters unity and 
‘public virtue’ amongst citizens. 
He also described the negative 
consequences of government 
intervention in public life; noting 
the tendency of the state to crowd 
out the capacity of citizens to 
solve community issues. This 
theory is supported by a 2010 
study by the National Bureau of 
Economic Research, which found 
that government grants to charity 
decreased private donations by an 
average of 72 per cent.

In this way, Tocqueville 
recognised that volunteerism is 
far more effective at addressing 
social issues than centrally planned 
solutions. This is explained by the 
fact that individuals volunteer 
because they are passionate and 
committed to their cause. They are 

naturally incentivised to contribute 
as much as possible because they are 
freely choosing to do so. Volunteers 
help because they want to, not 
because they are forced to. 

This is the antithesis of 
centralism, in which people will do 
what’s required to fulfil compulsory 
obligations. This has the effect of 
making individuals feel exempt from 
further social responsibility once that 
arbitrary target is met. The long-term 
consequence of this is that people 
come to believe the social good is 
the responsibility of government, 
rather than of individuals, ultimately 
diminishing community engagement 
and eroding the ‘little platoons’ of 
society. 

The concept of ‘little platoons’ 
was first conceived by Edmund 
Burke. Burke theorised that 
individuals primarily identify with 
institutions that are part of their 
immediate environment, which 
provide ‘the first link in the series by 
which we proceed towards a love to 
our country, and to mankind’.

As such, people’s loyalty to their 
family, community and church will 
take precedence over their loyalty to 
the state. 

This has long been recognised 
as a fundamental error of the left. In 
their ambition to break the traditional 
foundations and values of society, they 
take for granted the ability to inspire 
public allegiance to their ideological 
beliefs. This necessitates the use of 
state force to suppress people’s ties 
to the organic institutions to which 
they naturally belong. The left fail 
to understand the importance of 
autonomous associations and this 
threatens the vibrancy and fortitude of 
Australian society.

Despite the traditional strength 
of Australia’s little platoon’s, it is 
true that social capital is in decline. 
Social capital refers to the general 
level of trust, cooperation and 
interconnection within society.

MICHAEL HUSEK
Researcher at the Institute  
of Public Affairs 

THE SUCCESS 
OF AUSTRALIAN 
VOLUNTEERISM SHOWS 
THE WILLINGNESS 
OF INDIVIDUALS 
TO PROMOTE THE 
BETTERMENT OF 
SOCIETY THROUGH 
THEIR OWN 
ENDEAVOURS.
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The more social capital that 
exists, the greater a sense of 
belonging and commitment an 
individual has in their community. 
This results in a greater willingness 
of individuals to participate in 
promoting the community’s interest, 
thus improving the wellbeing of a 
society as a whole. 

The left have attempted 
to redefine social capital as a 
collectivist concept that promotes 
the interest of the community 
against the ideas of free markets and 
economic development; advocating 
the use of state intervention to 
advance the public good. This is 
a fundamental misinterpretation. 
Social capital is cultivated by 
individuals voluntarily engaging 
with and contributing to society. The 
state is the antithesis of social capital 
because it supplants voluntary 
action with centralism and coercion.

The depreciation of social capital 
is a worrying trend considering the 
importance of public participation 
in promoting unity and civic  
trust in democracies. Limiting 
government power is essential to 
reinvigorating social capital, so as  
to ensure the state does not infringe 
on the organic social activity of  
local communities. 

The erosion of social capital can 
also be understood in terms of the 
left’s opposition to freedom and 
individual initiative. The idea that 
people can come together of their 
own free will to improve society 
runs contrary to the left-wing 

narrative that state intervention is 
necessary to promote the public 
interest. The left’s position here 
is contradictory. On one hand, it 
believes that the majority of society 
is oppressed by inequality, and seeks 
to better people’s lives through state 
intervention. But at the same time, 
the left regards these very people, 
whose wellbeing it professes to care 
so much about, with disdain.

It considers people to be too 
incompetent and greedy to promote 
social interests of their own accord; 
requiring the just and righteous 
hand of the state to ‘protect’ people 
from making their own choices. This 
attacks the freedom and integrity of 
the very people the left claim to help, 
but their inability to understand that 
individuals are capable of helping 
one another autonomously prevents 
them from recognising their 
hypocrisy. The left’s support for the 

state over the individual illustrates 
that the implementation of their 
ideas results not in the improvement 
of people’s lives, but in bigger, more 
powerful government.

The left justify their opposition 
to volunteerism by asserting that 
it is an embarrassment that those 
in need should have to rely on 
charity; thus it is imperative that 
government provide essential 
services to preserve human dignity. 

They fail to recognise that the 
absence of government enables 
social needs to be met more 
effectively by individuals.

Australia embodies this; we are 
one of the most charitable nations 
in the world through donations 
of nearly $7 billion a year, and 
volunteer-driven organisations 
in the same spirit of the CFA 
occupy a prominent position 
in Australian society, such as 

THE LONG-TERM 
CONSEQUENCE OF 
THIS IS THAT PEOPLE 
COME TO BELIEVE THE 
SOCIAL GOOD IS THE 
RESPONSIBILITY OF 
GOVERNMENT, RATHER 
THAN OF INDIVIDUALS.
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St. John’s Ambulance and Surf 
Lifesaving Australia. More than 
anything, this dispute represents 
the unionisation of civil society. By 
skewing CFA policy to favour the 
UFU, volunteers are discouraged 
from partaking in firefighting. 
This will lead to an increase in 
permanent CFA staff, which will 
allow the union to expand its size 
and influence.

This could result in firefighting 
becoming monopolised by the 
union; shutting out volunteers 
and destroying one of the best 
organisations in the country in 
regard to both  
efficiency and facilitating 
community engagement. 

This would deny Australians 
the capacity to be involved in one 
of the best expressions of civic 
duty; diminishing the right of 
individuals to pursue the humble 

act of protecting their community 
and improving the life of their fellow 
people. It is a shift towards the left’s 
dream of centralised government, 
and represents a fundamental attack 
on Australian values. This is the 
threat the UFU poses to civil society. 
Unionising the CFA will not only 
drive volunteers away—which will 
endanger regional Victoria in the 
event of another Black Saturday—
but will destroy an organisation 
which has become a foundation 
of life in rural communities. This 

could precede a centralist takeover 
of civil society, undermining the 
outstanding work of volunteers all 
over Australia and waging a war on 
our national character.

Contrary to what the left believe, 
the true strength of a nation is not 
in governments and unions, but in 
individuals and communities, and 
volunteers must be empowered to 
protect the public interest if we are 
to avoid becoming a state-centric 
society.

The role of government is not 
to direct and control communities, 
but to create an environment 
where individuals are empowered 
to fulfil social needs. The capacity 
of Australians to freely and 
independently resolve communal 
issues is a core part of our culture, 
and the UFU must be defeated if the 
spirit of Australian volunteerism is 
to be preserved. R

THE LEFT’S SUPPORT 
FOR THE STATE OVER 
THE INDIVIDUAL 
ILLUSTRATES THAT 
THE IMPLEMENTATION 
OF THEIR IDEAS 
RESULTS NOT IN THE 
IMPROVEMENT OF 
PEOPLE’S LIVES, BUT IN 
BIGGER GOVERNMENT.
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   Malcom Turbull wears a CFA badge at an event in Geelong (AAP)
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Senior Fellow at the Institute  
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Y
ou could probably write a 
history of any decade in 
the nation’s 20th century 
and give it the sub-

title ‘the decade that transformed 
Australia’.

However, ascribing this title to 
the 1980s certainly has a ring of 
truth about it to those of us who 
have been long-term fans of Paul 
Kelly’s famous thesis about the 
eighties and the dismantling of the 
Australian Settlement.

Kelly argued in The End of 
Certainty (1992) that after enjoying 
largely bipartisan support for 
most of the 70 years since its post-
Federation creation the Australian 
Settlement was killed off in the 
1980s.

For Kelly, and other subsequent 
writers such as George Megalogenis 
in The Longest Decade (2006), the 
internationalising reforms of the 
1980s made Australia a better 
country both economically and 
culturally. 

Academic historian Frank 
Bongiorno does not deny the 
significance of many of the events 
described by Kelly and Megalogenis, 
but feels there has been a tendency 
to eulogise the 1980s as a political 
golden age and forget that much of 

the reform was contested, producing 
results which were not entirely 
positive.

In this new book he has set 
out to ‘provide an antidote to that 
amnesia’.

Re-reading The End of Certainty 
itself would achieve much of the 
same effect.

As it graphically showed, the 
politics of the era were of course 
vigorously contested.

There were defenders of much of 
the old Australian Settlement, and 
at times there was populism every 
bit as shallow as the depressing 
contemporary scene.

While there is no harm in 
reminding modern readers of this, 
Bongiorno’s account does little to 
undermine the view that Kelly’s 
overarching narrative does capture 
the big picture of the eighties 
uniquely well.

The Eighties: The Decade that 
Transformed Australia

By Frank Bongiorno
Black Ink, October 2015, 270pp

Is the so-called political heyday really the decade that  
transformed the country? Writes Dr Richard Allsop 
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When one starts reading 
Bongiorno’s book the impression 
that Bongiorno’s book is going to be a 
political work is reinforced by learning 
that it is actually not a history of the 
eighties per se, but rather a history of 
the period of the Hawke Government, 
from early 1983 to late 1991.

Bongiorno describes Bob Hawke as 
‘the man who more than any other had 
defined Australia’s 1980s’, a statement 
which would undoubtedly annoy Paul 
Keating.

However, Bongiorno does a good 
job balancing Hawke and Keating’s 
rival claims to the government’s 
achievements, such as floating the 
dollar, and describes the trajectory of 

their declining relationship through 
the 1988 budget, the Kirribilli 
Agreement and the ‘Placido Domingo’ 
speech. 

Similarly, the book covers all 
the key political events of the era 
on the Coalition side, from Joh for 

Canberra to the release of Fightback! 
Bongiorno has done some original 
research in the archives of both 
major parties, like finding in the 
ALP’s large piles of correspondence 
from branch members objecting to 
the Hawke Government’s stance on 
MX missiles, and in the Liberals’ 
internal polling on the defining 
rivalry of the decade between 
Andrew Peacock and John Howard. 

Bongiorno also covers the rise 
of other groups and parties such 
as the environmental movement 
and Nuclear Disarmament Party 
(NDP), reminding us of the 
long-forgotten detail that Peter 
Garrett knocked the founder of 
the NDP off the top of the NSW 

  CONTINUED

IT IS THE TELLING 
OF A BROADER 
ECONOMIC, CULTURAL 
AND SOCIAL STORY 
THAT BONGIORNO 
DOES PARTICULARLY 
WELL, BRINGING THE 
EIGHTIES BACK TO LIFE 
COMPREHENSIVELY, 
EMPATHETICALLY  
AND LUCIDLY.
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Senate ticket for the 1984 election. 
However, the focus on these more 
marginal groups might perhaps 
make the Australian Democrats, 
who were well represented in the 
Senate throughout the decade, feel 
somewhat overlooked.

The labour historian in Bongiorno 
is most evident when discussing 
the industrial relations disputes of 
the decade—the famous names of 
Mudginberri, Dollar Sweets, and 
Rove River—plus SEQEB (South East 
Queensland Electrical Generating 
Board) and the pilots’ strike. 
Bongiorno’s sympathy with organised 
labour is best illustrated when, after 
describing aspects of the militancy and 
corruption of the Builders Labourers 
Federation (BLF), he writes that some 
of its members: 

Were left broken by the 
destruction of a union that, for 
all its faults, had provided a lowly 
group of workers not only with 
better pay and conditions but also 
a sense of pride and belonging.

What is surprising about this book, 
given the political superstructure, 
is how broad its canvas actually 
is. It is the telling of this broader 
economic, cultural and social story 
that Bongiorno does particularly 
well, bringing the eighties back to 
life comprehensively, empathetically 
and lucidly.

His starting point in 1983 means 
we begin with the Ash Wednesday 
bushfires, Cliff Young and the 
America’s Cup, before we go on a 
parade through all the cultural icons 
of the decade from Geoffrey Edelsten 
to Crocodile Dundee and Neighbours. 

One of the requirements of a 
book like this is the author’s ability 
to segue seamlessly between topics. 
Occasionally, Bongiorno’s moves 
look a touch contrived, such as 
when he makes the shift from 
discussing nuclear disarmament 
to bottom-of the-harbour tax 
schemes, by mentioning two rock 

bands, Midnight Oil for their 
anti-nuclear message and Painters 
and Dockers solely because of their 
name. However, at other times 
there are seamless transitions 
such as one particularly rich page 
which manages to include the 
rising percentage of women in 
the workforce, meal preparation, 
domestic wine consumption, wine 
exports, the popularity of wine 
coolers amongst young women  
and the introduction of boutique 
beers which:

Provided a means of combing 
cosmopolitan sophistication, 
contempt for Bond and Elliott 
and the love of drink still most 
commonly associated with the  
old Australia.

Bongiorno recognises that not all 
politics were conducted at a federal 
level and reading his work certainly 
gives the impression that what 
happened at state level was paid 
more attention to in the eighties 
than it is now. Of course, part of 
the reason for this was the shocking 
governance in most states at the 
time. It was certainly not a golden 
age for state governments. During 
the eighties, ABC TV’s Four Corners 
program exposed corruption in 
NSW and Queensland, with its 
memorable exposes The Big League 
and The Moonlight State respectively. 

There was also Brian Burke and 
WA Inc, the problems with the state 
banks of both Victoria and South 
Australia, and the Brian Gunn 
bribery scandal in Tasmania. Every 
state gets its turn.

Overall, this book compares 
pretty well with similar types of 
books written about Britain and 
the United States by the likes of 
Dominic Sandbrook and Rick 
Perlstein. Bongoirno’s feel for the 
issues of the time is well captured  
by his writing about the multi-
function polis, an issue which was 
a minor one in the media in the 
1990 Federal Election, but which 
was certainly one of the most raised 
topics by callers to the political office 
where this reviewer worked during 
the campaign.

Bongiorno recognises that, 
despite his book’s sub-title, there 
were ‘continuities of life for many 
during the decade’. The author 
himself was 13 at the start of 1983 
and has memories of some of the 
events he describes. Other things 
he writes about just passed him by, 
such as the Bicentennial of which  
he writes:

I have no recollection of 26 
January 1988 at all. I was with 
a group of old school friends 
holidaying on Great Keppel Island 
in Queensland where the main 
interest was in girls and drinking.

Australia was in recession at 
the start and end of the Hawke 
Government’s period in office, but 
the fact that we have not had one 
since then, is in significant part due 
to the changes which took place 
during the eighties.

Bongiorno may have some 
reservations about the reforms, and 
his opinions may occasionally stray 
off to the Left, but his book is well 
worth reading.

And this should be the case 
whether you yearn for the whiter, 
more protected Australia provided 
by the remnants of the Australian 
Settlement in the 1970s, or whether 
you prefer the transformed version, 
the increasingly multi-ethnic 
country with a more open economy 
of the 1990s and beyond. R   

READING THIS WORK 
CERTAINLY GIVES THE 
IMPRESSION THAT 
WHAT HAPPENED AT 
STATE LEVEL WAS PAID 
MORE ATTENTION TO IN 
THE EIGHTIES THAN  
IT IS NOW.

>
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P
atchy signs of economic 
recovery in Australia and 
the rest of the Western 
world aside, these last 

few years could be best described 
in economic terms as a persistent 
‘Great Exhaustion’. The uninspiring 
tale of the tape can be gleaned from 
any set of national accounts or 
other official figures, with the most 
noticeable features of the Great 
Exhaustion being slow economic 
growth, flagging productivity, rising 
unemployment, and an explosion in 
public sector liabilities.

The economics profession 
has responded to these recent 
developments by producing a flood 
of journal articles and books in 
an effort to explain what has gone 
wrong in recent years, and what 
prescriptions are required to get 
countries back on a more vibrant 
economic development path. Boiled 
down to its essentials, there are two 
schools of thought: the first blames 
markets, or the material inequalities 
fostered by market activity, for the 
symptoms of the Great Exhaustion; 
the second blames government, 
or the inequality driven by public 

sector activity, for the observed 
economic problems.

The academic debate  
about the determinants of the 
contemporary Great Exhaustion 
continues to proceed, perhaps 
unsurprisingly given there is 
economically little good news on 
the horizon, but some economists 
have sidestepped the fractious 
contemporary debates to look  
back even further in time. In 
other words, although economic 
conditions are less than desirable 
at present, what historical 
circumstances and events got the 
West to a position where it can 
worry today about patchy growth 
within a material world of radically 
unprecedented riches?

Bourgeois Equality: How Ideas, 
Not Capital or Institutions, 
Enriched the World

 Group of 13th 
century bourgeois from 
miniature in 13th century 
manuscript (AAP)

MIKAYLA NOVAK
Senior Fellow at the Institute  
of Public Affairs

By Deirdre McCloskey 
University of Chicago Press April 2015, 768 pp 

THE DESIRE THAT EACH AND ALL SHOULD HAVE 
ENOUGH TO MATERIALLY GET BY SUGGESTS THAT 
REDRESSING ABSOLUTE POVERTY, RATHER THAN 
REDISTRIBUTION, IS THE KEY ISSUE FROM THE PRO 
GROWTH PERSPECTIVE.
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It is at this point that economic 
historian and figurehead in the 
modern international liberal 
movement, Deirdre McCloskey, 
presents her latest book Bourgeois 
Equality. In an impressive sweep of 
economic history combined with 
insights from law, literature, political 
science and sociology, McCloskey’s 
Bourgeois Equality sets out to explain 
the nature and causes of the ‘Great 
Enrichment’ over the centuries prior 
to our current (hopefully temporary) 
Great Exhaustion.

The distinctiveness of 
McCloskey’s contribution to our 
understanding about the dynamics 
of long-run economic development 
is revealed by the juxtaposition of 
her work against other prominent 
thinkers of the British Industrial 
Revolution. One of the more popular 
accounts of longer-term economic 
growth in Australia, Britain, 
Europe and the United States is 
that it is the result of voracious 
capital accumulation in which, 
brick by boring brick, production 
possibilities were amazingly scaled 
up by a factor of between 30 and 100.

Another interpretation of 
the West’s impressive economic 
advance since 1800 is attributed 
to the work of another economic 
historian, Gregory Clark, who says 
that demographic changes led to the 
transfer of pro-work ethical norms 
from elites through the middle class. 
To be more specific, higher child 
mortality rates among low-income 
families in Britain meant that the 
children of the rich eventually 
spread down the social hierarchy, 
taking their prudential values with 
them and fostering rapid economic 
growth.

Deirdre McCloskey refutes 
the materialist and demographic 
interpretations of Western economic 
development to make the bold claim, 
supported by reams of literary 

and other evidence in Bourgeois 
Equality, that ideas were the major 
factor causing the vast expansion in 
incomes and wealth.

In amongst the opening pages 
of her book McCloskey explains her 
notion as follows:

The original and sustaining causes 
of the modern world … were 
ethical, not material. They were the 
widening adoption of two mere 
ideas, the new and liberal economic 
idea of liberty for ordinary people 
and the new and democratic social 
idea of dignity for them. The two 
linked and preposterous ethical 
ideas – the single word for them is 
‘equality,’ of respect and before the 
law, their theory being liberalism – 
led to a paroxysm of betterment.

Drawing upon the intellectual works 
on entrepreneurship by economist 
Israel Kirzner, the material in 
Bourgeois Equality aptly conveys 
the sense of wonder embodied in the 
abundant goods and services created 
and produced by entrepreneurs ever 
alert to opportunities to service other 
people. And McCloskey rightly points 
out that the material abundance of the 
Great Enrichment, such as cheaper 
food, clothing, cars, computers, 
washing machines, and so on, has 
become increasingly accessible to 
Westerners on low incomes and, 
more recently, the masses in the 
developing world. But giving private 
sector entrepreneurs who compete 
in domestic and global markets 
the confidence to risk their funds, 
available capital, time and other 
resources to buy inputs low and sell 

outputs high depends on conditions 
amenable to such activities to be 
performed in the first place. 

Ensuring that politicians 
maintain rule of law, and don’t 
unduly violate secure property 
rights through exorbitant taxation 
and stifling regulations, are just one 
part of those conditions needed for 
exponential long-term growth.

The central point of Deirdre 
McCloskey’s Bourgeois Dignity is 
that market-tested betterment can 
only thrive in societies embracing 
an equalising extension of economic 
dignity to small-time tinkerers, 
dealers, and suppliers, holding various 
forms of anti-market snobbery at bay:

The Bourgeois Era is egalitarian 
… admiring a justice of equal 
dignity and liberty accorded to 
commoners. If the rhetoric of 
backward-looking solidarity in 
tradition or utopia-imagining 
solidarity in socialism dominates 
over the rhetoric of forward-
looking prudence, the Bourgeois 
Deal can be stopped.

The concept of bourgeois equality, 
and its practical emergence over the 
past two centuries, is quite similar 
to the ‘analytical egalitarian’ theory 
expounded by academics Sandra 
Peart and David Levy, and it is 
worthwhile to read the two concepts 
together.

Analytical egalitarianism is 
based on the classical economic 
notions of Adam Smith and John 
Stuart Mill that every human 
being, from the elitist philosopher 
to the lowly street porter, has an 
equal capacity to undertake self 
improvement in their own lights, 
with observed differences in 
material circumstances influenced 
only by luck, incentives, and 
institutions.

In explaining that the West grew 
as it did because practically anybody 
could test their economic wares in the 
marketplace, McCloskey is effectively 

  CONTINUED
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suggesting that ethical evolution 
ensured tweaks in both incentives and 
institutional structures catalysing the 
observed enrichments. It is important 
to recognise that the McCloskeyian 
idea of equality is far removed 
from the much-vaunted equality of 
outcome which has been elevated as 
a widespread public concern by the 
likes of Thomas Piketty, Anthony 
Atkinson, Robert Reich, and  
Joseph Stiglitz.

McCloskey engages in a lengthy 
discussion about the disincentivising 
effects of attempting to tax or 
regulate income and wealth 
disparities out of existence, arguing 
instead that ‘people are actually and 
ethically looking for a standard of 
what is enough for a dignified life in 
a given society’. 

The desire that each and all 
should have enough to materially  
get by suggests that redressing 
absolute poverty, rather than 
redistribution, is the key issue from 
the pro-growth perspective:

Solving absolute poverty came in 
fact from the Great Enrichment, 
and attempting to solve a logically 

insoluble relative poverty resulted in 
slow growth and the encouragement 
of an insatiable envy.

Readers of this review run the risk of 
conceiving that Bourgeois Equality 
might elucidate a novel explanation 
for the Western legacy of Great 
Enrichment from the Industrial 
Revolution onwards, with providing 
only limited value during this 
contemporary period of the Great 
Exhaustion. From McCloskey’s 
perspective, such a view would be 
mistaken.

In Bourgeois Equality it is noted 
that the rapid development of China 
and India in recent decades has 
been informed by a revaluation 
favouring market-led economic 
growth, enabling and ennobling 
millions of people to upwardly climb 
ladders of economic opportunity 
as public sector economic controls 
have gradually eased. Expressing her 
concerns about recent anti-market 
rhetoric from both left and right 
of the political aisles in Western 
countries, McCloskey counsels the 
pro-market ethical ‘revaluation … 
came out of a rhetoric that would, 

and will, enrich the world’.
It is certainly wise of McCloskey 

to suggest that classical liberals and 
libertarians pay closer attention to 
cultural perceptions of voluntary, 
marketbased activities, given 
the modern fashion of so many 
proponents of freedom to rest 
their case for liberty on economic 
grounds. In the spirit of Bourgeois 
Dignity, liberals should care far 
more about how the market, and the 
entrepreneurs which inhabit them on 
the supply side, is depicted in art, film, 
literature, music, as well as in popular 
media and political discussion.

Hopefully, McCloskey’s effort 
will rouse more liberty supporters 
from their slumber on cultural issues, 
devising ways to lay the groundwork 
for more people to agreeably look 
to decentralised, intimate markets, 
rather than centralised, distant 
politics, for their means of material 
flourishing. Unapologetically 
advancing an ideational thesis to 
explain prosperity in the modern 
world, Deirdre McCloskey’s Bourgeois 
Dignity is a landmark contribution for 
the benefit of generations to come. R   
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S
ince the Second World 
War, right-of-centre 
politics in the United 
States has been dominated 

by an order of intellectuals, 
commentators, and institutions 
that together make up what has 
been known as the conservative 
movement.

The movement began in the early 
1950s with the philosopher Russell 
Kirk and consolidated towards 
the end of that decade behind the 
flagship magazine National Review, 
founded by William F. Buckley, 
drawing together a diverse mix of 
traditionalists, libertarians, and, 
from the 1970s, neoconservatives. 
This alliance settled on a program 
of defending religious and social 

custom, free market economics, 
and the development of an 
overwhelming military capability, 
which it has attempted to implement 
through control of the Republican 
Party. But with the rise of  
Donald Trump to that party’s 
presidential candidacy, the terms  
of this right-of-centre consensus are  

now in dispute.
In this context, George 

Hawley’s new book Right-Wing 
Critics of American Conservatism 
is very timely. Hawley’s book is 
a taxonomy of right-of-centre 
thought, describing movement 
conservatism and contrasting it 
with other forms of right-of-centre 
thought that the movement has 
deliberately excluded, beginning 
with Buckley’s vanquishing of the 
paranoiac anti-communist John 
Birch Society through to the more 
recent shunning of members who 
evince racist attitudes. However, 
despite the conservative movement’s 
tight policing of its boundaries, 
these other philosophies and styles 
never disappeared.

TRUMP:  
CHIEF CRITIC 
OF AMERICAN 
CONSERVATISM

Right-Wing Critics of American 
Conservatism

By George Hawley 
University Press of Kansas, March 2016, 
376pp 

ANDREW BUSHNELL
Research Fellow at the Institute  
of Public Affairs

The outcry associated with Trump fundamentally 
misunderstands right-wing politics, writes 

Andrew Bushnell 
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  Donald Trump (Getty Images

Movement conservatism has 
never been the full extent of right-
of-centre thought. 

As Hawley points out more than 
once, the three traditional principles 
of the conservative movement do not 
necessarily cohere. There is nothing 
essential in social conservatism, 
classically liberal economics, and 
military adventurism that suggests 
they are inseparable. They came 
together in the way that they did 
specifically in response to atheist, 
command-driven, and nuclear-armed 
communism. Moreover, communism 
made plain what Hawley takes to 
be the central point of contention 
between left-wing politics and right. 

In his conception, the left is united 
in its pursuit of one goal above all 
others: material equality. The right 
is made up of every other political 
movement which places some other 
value above this idea of egalitarianism, 
whether it be religious virtue, liberty, 
hierarchy, or anything else. Twentieth-
century communism was ruthless 

in its egalitarianism, prompting a 
reaction on the right, which had 
previously been, in the leftist critic 
Lionel Trilling’s phrase, no more than 
a series of irritable mental gestures. 
In the absence of a common enemy, 
the conservative movement faces an 
identity crisis, which Hawley posits 
may well lead to its dissolution:

It is conceivable that organised 
conservatism’s weakness will 
open up new space for right-wing 
ideological movements that have 
long lived on the fringe.

Hawley is cautious not to overstate 
the possibility of a conservative 
crack-up. Such an event has been 
predicted many times in the past 
without coming to pass.

But since the publication of 
this book, American right-of-
centre politics has experienced an 
unprecedented shock. It is surely not 
a knock on Hawley to say that he did 
not anticipate Trumpism—almost 
no-one did. But a look at what 
Trump represents reveals a fatal 

flaw in Hawley’s logic. Hawley could 
never have predicted Trumpism, 
or anything like it, because he 
fundamentally misunderstands 
right-of-centre politics.

For Hawley, the right-of-centre 
ideology most likely to supplant 
movement conservatism is a moderate 
form of libertarianism. Because 
of social changes brought about 
by globalisation, information 
technology, and the demise of 
religion, and the demographic 
changes caused by decades of 
heavy immigration, right-of-
centre politics—and its vehicle, 
the Republican Party—will need 
to moderate its social policy 
to maintain any possibility of 
nationwide appeal. For this reason, 
of the ideas that Hawley considers, 
the only one he pronounces dead 
is paleoconservatism. This is the 
ideology, most famously, of Pat 
Buchanan. Nationalist (and fiercely 
anti-internationalist), realist, 
suspicious of free trade, opposed to 
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immigration, and always fearful of the 
coming collapse of society.

Who does this sound like? Hawley 
might even be proved correct in the 
medium-to-long term.

But for now, in the wake of the 
disastrous second Bush presidency 
and the leftist agitation of the Obama 
years, the ideological space on the 
right is being filled by a populist 
candidacy, the chief appeal of which 
is that it is opposed to everything that 
Hawley, liberals, and, in its review of 
the 2012 elections, the Republican 
Party itself, all said right-of-centre 
politics simply needed to accept. 
Trumpism might be the dying gasp 
of white Protestant America, a 
temporary hiatus in the conservative 
movement, or a sign of a shift in right-
of-centre thought. Whatever it is, 
and turns out to be, it is revelatory of 
something true and immutable about 
right-of-centre politics, something 
Hawley gives no indication of 
understanding.

Left-wing politics is not defined 

by its commitment to egalitarianism. 
And right-of-centre politics is not 
merely the opposition to this idea. 
Hawley’s book rests on a falsehood. 
The reductio ab absurdum of Hawley’s 
argument comes in a section dealing 
with the indisputable historical fact 
that many leftists in the first half of 
the twentieth century were racists. 
This point cannot however simply be 
dismissed by an appeal to popularity. 
If men and women of good standing 
on the left were committed to the 
inequality of the races, this indicates 
that egalitarianism is not the basis 
of leftism. Hawley compounds his 
error by stating that the racism of 
these progressives is now chiefly of 
interest because these ideas continue 
to reappear in right-of-centre thought. 
With this sleight of hand, Hawley 
absolves the left of its racist past and 
essentially implies that, were they 
alive today, Woodrow Wilson and 
Margaret Sanger would be right-
wingers. 

What makes the racist and 
eugenicist progressives persons of 

the left is that they were committed 
to the creation of a new social order 
based on reason. Left-wing politics 
is fundamentally the argument 
that society can be remade by 
human will. Thus the Rousseauvian 
emphasis on the will of the people, 
and on the education of children 
to become activist citizens. 
Egalitarianism is often a by-product 
of the left’s critique of inherited 
hierarchies, which are considered 
arbitrary and subject to conscious 
and forceful revision. But all leftism 
has a need for a technocratic class 
(even and especially the softly, softly 
kind of Blair and Clinton), belying 
the idea that egalitarianism is 
somehow necessary or essential  
to leftism.

In contrast, the political right 
is committed to the defence of the 
natural order, however conceived. 
For religious conservatives, this is 
the order as divinely revealed. For 
libertarianism, our negative liberties 
are ours naturally and the restriction 
of them is a deviation from order. For 
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conservatives, authority and hierarchy 
emerge from humans’ social nature. 
Even the neoconservatives (who are 
the mainstream group most difficult to 
comprehend as right wing) argue first 
for a global order made natural by the 
unique strength of the United states. 

For all of those of the 
conservative disposition, the 
existing state of affairs is a product 
of history, of compromises reached 
by humans to support their mutual 
flourishing, and in that sense 
indicative of what it is to be human.

The material circumstances of 
society can and do change, but the 
fundamental needs and desires of 
humans do not. The social order 
reflects those needs and desires, and 
rationalist attempts to remake the 
world conflict with them and must 
be opposed. Roger Scruton described 
this fundamental difference between 
left and right as mirroring the 
distinction between deduction and 
induction. The left begins with its 
premises (humanity’s limitless will 
and capacity to reason) and deduces 
the society that should follow. 

The right examines what society 
and individuals are actually like and 
argues for an order that accords with 
its observations. Early on, Hawley 
muses that it is quite strange, noting 
the origins of left-right terminology, 
that a nation predicated on the 
rejection of monarchy and nobility 
should be considered so right-wing.

But while Louis XVI was literally 
a king, the king symbolises, and 
always has, an establishment in 
accordance with nature. That is what 
the right defends.

Seen this way, both left and right 
are coalitions of interests bound 
together because of how they reason. 
Their radicalism grows as their sense 
of society’s unreasonableness grows. 
And this brings us back to Trump. 

As others have noted, the clue to 
Trump’s appeal lies in the last word 
of his slogan, ‘Make America Great 

Again’. Trump is a man of the right 
and his message is that the United 
States has strayed from its natural, 
historical order, which he claims he 
can restore. His diagnosis of where 
America went wrong includes a 
number of movement conservative 
nostrums, like free trade, high levels of 
immigration, and reducing the size of 
the government.

But there is one idea of Trump’s 
that has resonated more than 
any other, and its reverberations 
threaten to open a wide fissure in the 
conservative movement, which it may 
not be able to overcome. 

Trump’s proposal to build a giant 
wall along the United States’ southern 
border may do as much to divide 
traditionalist conservatives from 
libertarians and neoconservatives 
as it does to separate his country 
from Mexico. The wall is a symbol 
of an idea of nationhood prevalent 
elsewhere but long dormant in the 
United States. Trump’s proposal 
states very plainly that, liberal theory 
notwithstanding, the United States 
is not an ‘idea’ to which anyone can 
subscribe. It is, like any other country, 
a place.

And moreover, that place is the 
home of a specific people. Those 
people might be exceptional in their 
achievements but their country, contra 
the neoconservatives, is not formally 
different from any other.

The conservative movement 
is characterised by its ‘fusionist’ 
philosophy, combining traditional 
conservatism and libertarian 
ideology. But the latter group, unlike 
the former, are committed to the 
idea that a country can be conceived 

as a social contract, which implies 
that anyone who agrees to the terms 
of the contract can be a party to it. 
Conservatives do not conceive of 
countries in this way. To the extent 
that there is something contractual 
about the individual’s relationship 
with the state, the key question for 
conservatives is how the parties are 
defined. The contract is between 
members of a group, and that group’s 
existence predates the contract.

For social contract theory, this 
is the classic critique. Why should I 
contract with these people, and not 
with others? Why should the contract 
stop at this border and not elsewhere? 

This is the reason why many 
liberals and libertarians are for more 
open borders, and most conservatives 
are not. The conservative movement 
has acted as though shocked it might 
ever be challenged.  But its present 
difficulty has been a long time coming. 
It has preferred abstract ideology to 
received doctrine. It has steadfastly 
defended its failures, like the war in 
Iraq, without apology. Movement 
conservatives have committed the 
mortal sin of right-wing politics: they 
have ignored life as it is actually lived.

If the conservative movement 
wants to reclaim its wandering 
right-of-centre flock, it will need to 
defend its ideas in terms the right 
can understand—order, tradition, 
truth, and permanence—rather than 
repeating leftist nonsense about the 
inevitability of radical change and the 
non-existent ‘wrong side of history’.

Trump is a TV clown, but don’t let 
his crassness obscure the seriousness 
of the ideas with which he playing, 
and the depth of his challenge to the 
right-wing status quo. R   

MOVEMENT 
CONSERVATISM HAS 
NEVER BEEN THE FULL 
EXTENT OF RIGHT-OF 
CENTRE THOUGHT.
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O
n the 25th of January 
1504 a meeting was 
held in Florence to 
decide where to display 

Michelangelo’s latest work David. 
Among those in attendance where 
Michelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci, 
Botticelli, Roselli, Filippino Lippi and 
Piero di Cosimo. Titans of their age 
whose work continues to be displayed 

centuries after their deaths and will 
continue to be displayed centuries 
after ours. All in the same room, 
all in the same city. So what was it 
about Florence in 1504 that explains 
such a rush of genius? That is the 

central question of Eric Weiner’s 
highly entertaining The Geography of 
Genius. Why are there certain times 
in history where so many geniuses 
inhabited the same city and changed 
the world together?

Weiner’s quest to answer this 
takes him across the world. He 
travels to Greece to study Athens, 
to Florence, Calcutta, Edinburgh, 
Hangzhou, Vienna and Silicon 
Valley—all possessing a golden age 

The Geography of Genius: A Search 
for the World’s Most Creative Places

By Eric Weiner
Simon & Schuster, January 2016, 368pp 
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of creativity and genius that we still 
feel the effects of. 

It is tough to nail down what this 
book is – aside from highly enjoyable. 
With the narratives of his travels, 
history lessons and practical guides 
to stimulate creativity in your own 
life woven throughout the pages, the 
only question you are left with harder 
than what stimulates genius in a city is 
where to store this on your bookshelf.

But keep it within reach—
Weiner’s wit and friendly prose 
easily lends itself to second and third 
readings. Weiner possesses both the 
endless optimism and confidence to 
endear the reader to him, and the 
surly wit to deliver great one-liners 
where the moment requires.

So what quality did Florence 
possess that flourished such genius 
in such specific a time? Or any of the 
other cities Weiner visited?

What was it about the 24 of 
years of the Golden Age of Athens 
that saw Socrates, Plato and others 
come to the fore? What was it 
about the rule of the Song Dynasty 
in Huangzhou that saw such a 
flourishing of art, literature and 
scientific breakthrough? 

Or nineteenth century Edinburgh 
that saw its citizens succeed in such 
diverse fields that the steam engine 
was invented around the same time 
Adam Smith was finishing The Wealth 
Of Nations? Or Austria that ensured 
such a musical revolution that the 
city counted Beethoven, Mozart and 
Haydn as citizens at the same time? 
Or the technical revolution currently 
under way in Silicon Valley?

The problem is that there is no 
one distinct quality that combines 
these times. Florence in 1504 was 
extravagantly wealthy, able to pay 
artists to work in the city far more than 
any of its neighbours—but if wealth of 
a city is key to the flourishing of genius, 
what explains Edinburgh? Huangzhou 
and Silicon Valley boomed in times 
of peace. Not needing to focus on 

defeating an enemy allowed the city’s 
creative leaders to focus on their own 
passions.

But how does this explain 
Florence— a city so constantly under 
threat from its enemies (yet still so 
committed to rewarding the arts) 
that the contract for the city’s most 
impressive building, the Duomo, was 
handed out while the city was under 
siege?

There is no one clear answer. But 
there are themes that run across the 
cities. Themes we must replicate if we 
are to cultivate our own explosion of 
genius in Australia.

The book opens with a quote from 
Plato—‘What is honoured in a country 
will be cultivated there’.  

Perhaps a simple thought, but the truth. 
The populations of the cities studied in 
The Geography of Genius highly valued 
the traits that set their cities apart from 
their neighbours. Athens honoured 
thought, Florence honoured art, 
Vienna honoured music and so on. The 
geniuses of these ages received love and 
support from their fellow citizens—
encouraging them to keep working.

But this still does not fully explain 
it. Athens still values thought but their 
government is in shambles. Florence 
still values art but do art tourists 
visit the city for their modern works? 
Vienna still values music. 

That the trait is honoured is 
important, but it is not enough. Other 
factors must come in to play. And 
one factor is that in these times of 
creative flourishing no one told these 
geniuses what they could not do. The 

freedom to try and to fail, to shake 
up conventions and upset popular 
knowledge allowed these people to 
change the world. As Weiner notes on 
several occasions, studies show that 
the best ideas are generated out of 
places where dissent is not just allowed 
but encouraged—even when the 
dissenters are just plain wrong.

People must be allowed to question 
the sacred cows of a society and to 
break free of the norms. Art was 
honoured in Florence, and therefore 
it was cultivated. But it was cultivated 
so well because the Florentine leaders 
encouraged its artists to explore the 
limits of their own talent. 

Maybe Florence hosted artists 
before Leonardo and Michelangelo 
that were even more talented 
than those two. But before the 
Renaissance, conventional art 
was religious iconography set to a 
clear style. Every painting seemed 
similar to each other—the tyrant of 
conventional wisdom ruled. 

Then the Medicis, the rulers 
of Florence in Leonardo and 
Michelangelo’s time, set their geniuses 
free. They gave them money to work, 
and expected results, but they trusted 
them to create works of art. They did 
not stand in the way of the progress 
that was rushing at them. 

As Weiner notes, the thought 
that lies at the heart of all progress 
is ‘surely, there must be a better way 
of doing this’. And it is the freedom 
of a population to ask that question 
and follow that question to its 
answer that progresses mankind.  

But for those in power, there is 
surely no more concerning thought 
in one of its subjects than ‘surely, 
there must be a better way of doing 
this’. Because whatever ‘this’ is has 
contributed to the powerful  
holding power. 

But, as The Geography of Genius 
shows, places that allow that question 
to be asked unleash the geniuses 
among its population. R   

THE BEST IDEAS 
ARE GENERATED 
OUT OF PLACES 
WHERE DISSENT IS 
NOT JUST ALLOWED 
BUT ENCOURAGED—
EVEN WHEN THE 
DISSENTERS ARE JUST 
PLAIN WRONG.
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SOVIET  
CYBERNETICS

The failed use of cybernetics to save the Soviet command 
economy acts as a cautionary tale for building the future 

connected network, writes Daniel Wild 
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T
he story of the failed 
attempt to save the Soviet 
command economy 
using cybernetics (the 

systemisation of all organisational 
problems with computing 
technology) from 1959 to 1989, 
may seem distant historically, 
ideologically and geographically, the 
key theme in How Not to Network 
a Nation by Benjamin Peters is 
close to home: the ascendance of 
bureaucratic empire building and 
institutional self-interest  
over reform. 

The ultimate failure to network 
the Soviet economy, according 
to Peters, was not the result of 
technological ineptitude, lack of 
skills or totalitarian ideology. But 
the interception and disruption of 
change by the parties who benefited 
from the status quo—often the 
military, the Central Statistical 
Agency (CSA) and influential 
individuals who didn’t want to cede 
control of information as a result of 
digitisation and decentralisation

In exploring this failure, the 
central question the book turns 
to is a practical rather than moral 
one: How do you actually plan an 

economy? What takes the place of a 
price system in directing resources? 
What replaces the profit motive in 
incentivising work and allocative 
efficiency? How does one  
coordinate action?

As has been documented 
elsewhere, the Soviets tried to do 
this through a huge bureaucratic 
and administrative apparatus. 
The two central economic bodies 
were Gosplan (the state planning 
commission) and the Gossnab (the 
state commission for materials 
and building supplies). Gosplan 
created economic plans by defining 
economic inputs such as labour and 
capital, the time table for execution, 
wholesale and retail prices and 
divided the plans into five-year 
increments (the five-year 

How Not to Network a Nation: 
The Uneasy History of the 
Soviet Internet
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plans). Gossnab was responsible 
for implementing the plans by 
procuring and supplying producer 
goods to factories. Using the 
analytical tools from Hayek, one 
can immediately see the problems 
with this: the information needed to 
allocate resources is decentralised 
and scattered across communities 
and societies, not available at 
a central location. Attempts to 
coordinate actions and allocate 
resources based on this conceit will 
be futile at best and catastrophic at 
worse.

And so, predictably, the planned 
economy never worked as planned: 
Gosplan would plan things but 
Gossnab wouldn’t deliver. Or 
Gossnab would implement such 
poorly designed plans from Gosplan 
that the outcome did not meet the 
‘economy’s needs’. Or when things 

were planned and coordinated 
properly, by the time they reached 
Gossnab they were irrelevant—life 
had moved on.

This epic coordination failure 
drove the search for a better way of 
planning the economy. The attempts 
to digitise this paperwork empire 
were, according to Peters, genuine 
attempts at making the Soviet 
Union’s economy work better driven 
by publically-spirited reformers. 
They wanted to build a national 
computer program that would 
digitise and ‘network the planned 
economy, automate and optimise 
the immense coordination problems 
besetting that economy, and thereby 
speed the grand socialist experiment 
toward a prosperous and stable 
Communist future.’ They were 
essentially trying to solve Hayek’s 
information problem without 
introducing prices. 

The book analyses four main 
attempts at digitisation: the 
Economic Automated Management 
System (EASU) system, the Unified 
Communication System (ESS), the 
unabbreviated Rational System of 
Central Control and that biggest 
attempt of them all, the All-State 
Automated System for Management 
of the Economy (OGAS). Although 
all of these systems had problems 
relating to technological feasibility 
and cost, they all ultimately failed 
because they spelled the erosion of 
the power of those who benefited 
from the status quo.

For example, the EASU aimed 
to apply the technical networks 
used by the military to the civilian 
use of economic planning. But the 
military, with all of its political clout, 
opposed this because it was seen as an 
existential threat to their domination 
of key technological resources of the 
Soviet Union. Similarly, the ESS ‘fell 
prey to strategic veto points in the 
state administration that depended 
not on bureaucratic rules but on 
charismatic leadership and personal 
power’. And the rational system of 
control was kyboshed by those who 
would lose their place at the centre 
of the socialist economic planning 
empire: Gossplan, Gossnab, the CSA 
and regional and branch committees.

All of these examples are essentially 
a political-economy primer to the main 
event in the book—the development, 
attempted implementation and 
ultimate failure of the grandest attempt 
a reform: the OGAS. 

The OGAS was a gargantuan 
project that aimed to digitally 
connect the entire Soviet Union 
through decentralised command 
and control protocols that would 
automate, mathematically model, 
optimise and rationalise away the 
profound inefficiencies that beset the 
planned economy. It was to provide 
the same outcome as a perfectly 
competitive economy, except with 

  CONTINUED
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preferences determined centrally 
rather than by individuals. It would 
be designed so that economic 
planning could be transmitted, 
modified and managed in close to 
real time up, down and laterally 
across the networked administrative 
pyramid. The original version, which 
ultimately was scaled back, was of a 
three-tiered model, including twenty 
thousand computer centres at the 
regional level, one to two hundred in 
the middle of the chain and one at 
central command.

The ambitious project had 
many problems independent 
of institutions—it was beset by 
technological problems and came 
with a massive price tag. But 
ultimately it was the institutional 
environment that sounded the death 
knell for the Soviet internet.

After a series of delays and 
setbacks the project was passed 
to the CSA for review. The CSA 
just happened to be headed by 
an outspoken critic of the project 
primarily because its success would 
see his agency (and his career) 
pushed down the pecking order.

Still, despite protest from CSA 
head, the Central Committee 
mandated the CSA finalise the 
project. Unperturbed the head of 
the CSA employed a tried and true 
bureaucratic strategy—he used 
bureaucratic processes to grind the 
project a halt. Reviews, costings, 
testing, meetings and committees 
were thrown at it. Ultimately, the 
CSA sent the program for finalisation 
review out to regional departments in 
Siberia. There it went through a series 
of ‘reviews’, ‘tests’, and ‘feasibility’ 
studies. Ultimately a ‘cost-benefit 
analysis’ which found the project 
would cost ten times the amount as 
the equivalent done by hand killed 
the prospect of reform (since when 
did costly administration ever deter 
central planners?). Anyone who has 
read a Regulation Impact Statement 

which magically finds a huge net 
benefit for the preferred option and a 
huge net costs for alternatives would 
recognise this as a vehicle to prevent 
change.

So the attempts to network 
the Soviet economy to make 
practical the seemingly intractable 
and inherently corrupt process 
for planning was crushed by 
information power arrangements.  
It is a story of the political economy 
of the Soviet Union as much as it is 
of cybernetics.

The story of institutional resistance 
to change is the right framework for 
thinking about why policy may or 
may not succeed.

We see this every day, from 
legalising Uber through to tax, 
education and industrial relations 
reform. The best ideas won’t win if 
they cut the powerful off at the knees. 
But the author suggests that issues 
with digitisation were not primarily 
ideological, but mostly a function of 
political economy.

Isn’t the political economy of a 
country at least partly determined 
by its ideology? The institutions 
and administrative processes 
that establish the incentives and 
‘rules of the game’ are different in 
totalitarian economies than they are 
in western liberal democracies. Our 
own bureaucracy has its fair share 
of corruption and personal empire 
building that comes at the expense of 

national welfare. But the reach of the 
public sector is limited by the extent 
of our market economy and rule of 
law. At its core totalitarian ideology 
is the centralisation of control 
and the dismissal of individuality 
and associated markets based 
on preferences, prices and profit. 
Communism and central planning 
go hand in glove.

This goes part of the way to 
explaining why the civilian internet 
succeeded in the West and not in 
the Soviet Union. While the political 
institutions may not have always 
been favourable to the civilian use of 
the internet in the West, their ability 
to grind change to a halt were  
more limited.

But the book also explores  
broader issues relating how to  
reform a system when no one in that 
system has the incentive to reform. 
The author suggests reform needs 
to be based on the actual economic 
behaviour of organisations not 
their stated or formal workings. For 
example, if the actual behaviour of the 
Soviet Union was actually to execute 
central planning in the best way 
possible, it is more likely cybernetics 
would have won out. But because the 
objective was directed toward other 
things, such as power preservation, 
career building etc. the changes did not 
work. We see the same problem here. 
Trying to cut the pay of bureaucrats 
by arguing that money could be 
re-allocated for purposes that would 
increase national welfare assumes 
public servants are publically spirited.

They, like most, are not. So they 
resist change. So, change can only be 
achieved by either making reform 
irresistible to those who benefit from 
the current system (by making them 
central to change) or overwhelming 
them with popular support for 
alternatives. Ultimately, neither of these 
conditions were met in the attempts to 
digitise the soviet economy, resulting in 
it ultimately failing. R  

THE ATTEMPTS 
TO NETWORK THE 
SOVIET ECONOMY 
TO MAKE PRACTICAL 
THE SEEMINGLY 
INTRACTABLE 
AND INHERENTLY 
CORRUPT PROCESS 
FOR PLANNING 
WAS CRUSHED BY 
INFORMATION POWER 
ARRANGEMENTS.
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Critiquing the idealism of Marxist intellectuals reveals the  
failures of leftist thought since the mid-20th century,  

writes Scott Hargreaves
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T
o judge Roger Scruton 
by his demeanour 
and suitably tweedy 
appearance, it would be 

easy to assume he comes from a strand 
of British philosophy previously 
personified by the later versions 
of Michael Oakeshott; suspicious 
of Continental idealism and more 
generally, the practical claims of 
metaphysics and rationalism.

But through his works we see 
he is supremely learned in the 
main streams of modern European 
philosophy, with a framework 
very much grounded in the work 
and approach of Georg Hegel and 
Immanuel Kant. Before he was 
squeezed out of academia during the 
radical takeover of the universities, 
Scruton produced notable works 
of high philosophy in the field of 
aesthetics—rich with complexity 
and suitably difficult terminology.

In Fools, Frauds and Firebrands: 
Thinkers of the New Left Scruton 
provides a conservative analysis of 
a range of continental, British and 
American philosophers of the left, 
while beginning the analysis on 
their ground. He knows that Marx’s 
philosophy was a bastard child of 

Hegelian dialectics and French 
materialism, with additional DNA 
from Ricardo’s labour-theory of 
value, and writes:

Marx’s ‘materialist’ theory of 
history was a response to Hegel, 
who had seen the evolution of 
human societies as driven by the 
consciousness of their members, 
as this is expressed in religion, 
morality, law and culture. Not so, 
Marx famously wrote. It is ‘not 
consciousness that determines life, but 
life that determines consciousness’

With his knowledge of Hegel 
and the German philosophy Marx 
absorbed at the University of 
Jena, Scruton is able to trace the 
intellectual lineage from Hegel to 
Marx via Feuerbach, then subsequent 
elaborations and further distortions 
by later thinkers such as Alexandre

MARX’S PHILOSOPHY WAS A BASTARD CHILD OF 
HEGELIAN DIALECTICS AND FRENCH MATERIALISM, 
WITH ADDITIONAL DNA FROM RICARDO’S  
LABOUR-THEORY OF VALUE
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Kojève and György Lukács, and finally 
all the way to our own era’s Slavoj 
Žižek. Scruton’s own philosophical 
work shows this part of Hegel’s 
philosophical family tree is by no 
means the only one, and has few valid 
claims to be truly Hegelian.Scruton 
sets out to be as open to the works 
as possible, and by any measure 
is scrupulously fair. He writes, 
for instance, of a British Marxist 
historian that:

No reader of Hobsbawm’s historical 
works can fail to be engaged by them. 
Their breadth of knowledge is 
matched by the elegance of their 
prose 

This methodological fair-
mindedness—itself a hallmark 
of conservatism—only makes 
his subsequent conclusions 
more powerful, and damning.
Scruton’s approach also produces a 
degree of psychological insight that 
helps explains how so many of the 
intellectuals studied are driven by 
alienation, cultural relativism, and 
resentment (the resentment examined 
by Kierkegaard and Nietzsche). 

These tortured geniuses of the 
left find their subjectivity unbearable 
and the meaning of life elusive, and 
the existential nausea this produces 
is conveniently attributed to the 
modes of expropriation embedded in 
capitalist society. Their politics must be 
revolutionary and totalitarian because 
they seek not so much a political 
outcome as a transformational act of 
grace. Sartre is the prototype of this 
otherwise inconsistent leap from a 
fiercely individualistic philosophy to 
an embrace of revolution and neo-
Stalinism.

There are three features of 
Marxism that endeared it to Sartre. 
First, a philosophy of opposition 
through and through, saturated 
by a quasi-religious contempt for 
the ‘bourgeois’ order. Second, it is 
total in its solution and promises 

a new reality; obedient to a perfect 
conception of itself. In other words, 
Marxism abolishes reality in favour 
of an idea. Of the writers covered 
in this book a lucky few like Bertolt 
Brecht and the Hungarian György 
Lukács got to live out their final years 
in the socialist utopias they had so 
fervently craved. Most of the rest were 
condemned to live out their days 
as tenured academics, best-selling 
authors, Guardian columnists and 
‘public intellectuals’ of choice for state-
funded broadcasters. 

Only Louis Aluthusser escaped 
this fate, by murdering his wife 
(allegedly for her ‘revisionism’) and 
subsequently being confined to a 
psychiatric hospital. The epitome of 
the terrible life Marxist intellectuals 
are condemned to lead in the West 
is that of Jürgen Habermas, who 
has found the reward of a half a 
century of producing neo-Marxist 
‘sociological jargon’ (in which ‘tedium 
is the vehicle of an abstract authority’) 
is to become the house philosopher 
and defender of the EU’s unelected 
technocracy headquartered in 
Brussels. He has been forced to settle 
for the achievement of revolutionary 
ends by the incremental abolition of 
the EU’s constituent nation states and 
of democratic freedoms. Althusser 
had to settle for being released three 
years after his act of murder, giving 
him much-needed peace and quiet so 
he could write his autobiography.

In the US the intellectual 
history of the left has played out in 
a different but no less pernicious 
manner. Marxist intellectuals 
require the existence of a 
‘proletariat’ so they can be at its 

vanguard on the path to revolution, 
but in America this did not and does 
not exist as a self-conscious entity, 
and no amount of sociological 
gymnastics could bring it into being. 
Naomi Klein’s supposedly fresh and 
radical attack against consumerism 
in No Logo merely recapitulated a 
hundred years of social critique, from 
Thorstein Veblen through to Vance 
Packard, J K Galbraith and many 
others. The pattern is:

Far from seeing…consumerism 
as the necessary result of 
democracy, the left has tried 
to show that consumerism is not 
democracy but a pathological form 
of it. 

Scruton in his fair-minded and 
conservative way acknowledges 
an element of truth in the leftist 
critique of consumer society and the 
emptiness of mass culture. Indeed, he 
believes it merely echoes in modern 
times from the Hebrew bible’s 
injunction not to bow down to false 
idols and thus betray our God and our 
humanity. 

In America the left ultimately 
found a unique foundation on 
which to stand while they set about 
to dissolve from the inside the 
institutions and cultures that had 
made the most free and prosperous 
mass democracy the world has ever 
seen: the US Constitution.

Richard Dworkin took this 
urtext of American exceptionalism 
and rewrote its meaning and role 
to claim that its main clauses 
embody the proposition ‘that men 
have moral rights against the state’ 
and that therefore ‘a court that 
undertakes the burden of applying 
those clauses fully as law must be an 
activist court’.  Scruton examines 
the contradiction in Dworkin; 
that while he somehow finds these 
individual claims against the state 
as inherent in the Constitution, 
he can nevertheless also argue for 
positive discrimination, because the 

MARXIST 
INTELLECTUALS 
REQUIRE THE EXISTENCE 
OF A ‘PROLETARIAT’ 
SO THEY CAN BE AT 
ITS VANGUARD ON THE 
PATH TO REVOLUTION.
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Constitution creates for the citizen 
an ‘overriding right’ to be treated as 
an equal, which in turn means the 
courts must create and oversee:

A system of a handicaps and 
privileges, distributed according 
to group membership rather than 
the citizenship of the country or 
membership of the human race. 

The left in America (and in Australia 
for that matter) have also absorbed 
the output of what Scruton calls the 
‘Parisian nonsense machine’, built 
by Jacques Derrida and Jacques 
Lacan, and thereafter extended by 
others including Gilles Deleuze and 
Félix Gattari. From (Alain) Badiou 
to Zizek the followers of Lacan 
have rejoiced in the discovery that 
he bequeathed to us, and is easy to 
see why. Derrida cast doubt, in his 
theory of deconstruction, on the 
possibility of meaning anything. 
Lacan showed that is not necessary 
to mean anything anyway. 

Scruton’s philosophical training 
leaves him uniquely placed to get 
to the heart of why the nonsense 
is nonsense. For example, Lacan is 
feted for supposedly ‘discovering’ the 

‘mirror-stage’ of human development, 
which is a sort of bizarre analogue of 
the Hegel’s account of the subject’s 
awareness that it can also observe 
itself as an object (the so-called 
self-as-other). Scruton notes how in 
this as in so many other intellectual 
‘discoveries’, the thinkers of the left 
neither acknowledge antecedents nor 
address any subsequent refutations. 

Elsewhere he points out the 200-year-
old labour theory of value that lives 
on in Marxist thought—despite being 
pulled apart by various economists 
including Hayek from the late 
19th century onwards. Through 
Scruton’s writing we get more than 
an understanding of the moral and 
intellectual failings of the leftist 
thinkers; we get an understanding 
of how the intellectual notions that 

dominate our public sphere were 
created, and how they are now 
enforced after the largely successfully 
Gramscian march of the left through 
our cultural institutions. 

We understand better why 
classical liberals and conservatives 
report so much frustration when their 
attempts to debate the New Left finds 
no purchase; fundamentally because 
there is no shared commitment to 
finding the truth or even admitting 
that there is a truth capable of being 
found. We understand better why the 
left not only does not admit the need 
for debate (and for political reasons 
seeks to prevent it), but that it is now 
incapable of even using or permitting 
the language that admits alternatives 
to its ruling ideology. And finally 
we understand why anyone who 
stands against all this might, like 
Scruton, be occasionally mistaken 
for a slightly crusty anti-intellectual 
from a pre-modern age. For some 
of us, we realise this is a small price 
to pay if we are ever to preserve 
our heritage and reclaim the public 
sphere from the Fools, Frauds and 
Firebrands of the left. R   

CLASSICAL LIBERALS 
AND CONSERVATIVES 
REPORT SO MUCH 
FRUSTRATION WHEN 
THEIR ATTEMPTS TO 
DEBATE THE NEW LEFT 
FINDS NO PURCHASE.

>

  Roger Scruton 

LEFT BEHIND R
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STRANGE TIMES WITH JAMES BOLT

SPILL THE BEANS

E
ver wondered why coffee 
sometimes spills when 
you walk? 
What’s that? You’ve 

literally wondered that every waking 
second of your life? The endless 
pursuit of the truth has left you 
unemployable and you have found 
it impossible to maintain human 
relationships? Well worry no more!  
       The Pentagon has recently given 
UCLA researchers US$170,000 
to research this issue, and their 
findings were collated in the 
University’s magnum opus, ‘Walking 
with coffee: Why does it spill?’.

Now, that’s a lot of money to 
spend on a report which basically 
boils down to ‘because of motion 
and gravity, you dingus’. But this is 
the Pentagon we’re talking about…
they know what they’re doing. 

The cost of the report was all 
over the press, but no attention was 
given to the Pentagon’s comments, 
buried deep at the end of the report.

   

THE PENTAGON: 

This complex study into the causes and effects of coffee 
spillage will advance the Pentagon’s counter-terrorism operations 
immensely. Spilling coffee is embarrassing, degrading and leaves 
the subject insufficiently caffeinated—thus unable to continue 
operations against the United States. Therefore, we wish to 
weaponise this report’s findings. Possible designs include:
1. AN INVISIBLE TRIPWIRE special agents can lay in office 

environments of terrorists. This tripwire only becomes live 
when it detects coffee in motion nearby. The target will 
spill the coffee everywhere and be unable to detect the 
cause, as walking back through the area sans coffee the 
terrorist will not be impeded.

2. A FRAGMENT GRENADE which, when exploding, sends 
fragments in the direction of Styrofoam cups. There will be 
coffee everywhere, and the terrorists will have to clean all 
of it up, completely destroying morale.

3. AN INCREDIBLY LARGE STICK (ILS) that can be held 
from a US base and pointed through open windows in 
target buildings to knock over unprotected cups of coffee. 
While there is no doubt the ILS will achieve the intended 
frustration of spilt coffee, the overall effectiveness and 
logistics of this weapon are still in review. R
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Every year businesses spend thousands of 
hours complying with unnecessary reports, 
confusing permits, and needless licenses.
 
Every minute employees spend pandering 
to red tape requirements is a minute those 
employees are not dedicating to their 
businesses and economic activity.
 
Red tape costs the Australian economy  
$176 billion. To unleash prosperity, 
governments need to reduce the red tape 
burden on businesses and entrepreneurs.

        The unions and the government 
are driving me and other truck 

drivers out of business.

TELL US YOUR RED TAPE STORIES AT
www.ipacutredtape.org.au

unleash      prosperity
cut red tape to

”
“

Craig Prosser
Pross Haulage, Murray Bridge,  

South Australia 




