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			Preface

			As the French writer Pierre Dac once wrote, ‘The future is the past in preparation’. For the purposes of this collection, one could say that future proofing is the past with sound preparation.

			All contributors to Future Proofing Australia are motivated by a desire to see Australia confront and overcome significant challenges facing our country, so that future generations continue to enjoy the prosperity, opportunity and lifestyle that are much envied around the world.

			The contributors also understand that ideas matter. New, fresh ideas are the lifeblood of any successful society. Without those ideas, societies stagnate and then wither—unable to either confront or resolve problems facing them. 

			This book was conceived to assist that blood flow. It is not designed to be comprehensive; there are many important issues not included in these pages. But for those that are, it is designed to inform, challenge and lift the level of public debate. 

			We have set out to assemble some of Australia’s great thinkers and doers to boldly confront the future and map out a path for our country. The response has been humbling as well as deeply enlightening. A cardinal, a Nobel laureate, a former head of the Australian Defence Force, Australia’s leading demographer and former ministers from three different political parties have all contributed their time and their ideas. Despite, or maybe because of this, this book is not meant to be a political manifesto or a party policy platform. Indeed, there is no ideological or partisan thread that links all the contributors, except their wish to engage in constructive debate for the betterment of our nation.

			You might find yourself nodding along with some contributors and violently disagreeing with others. Not all good ideas are popular and not every offered solution will receive broad support. But as Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr. said, ‘The best test of truth is the power of the thought to get itself accepted in the competition of the market’.

			Coming, as we both are, from a pro-market philosophical tradition, we hope this collection will be a useful contribution to Australia’s marketplace of ideas. Each essay is sure to provoke some discussion. And, after all, we have to ask the right questions before we can seek the right solutions.

			Senator Brett Mason and Daniel Wood

			February 2013

		

	
		
			 

			Introduction

			The Hon. Tony Abbott MHR

			I congratulate Senator Brett Mason, Daniel Wood and MUP for assembling and publishing this collection of essays. It brings together big thinkers on big issues. 

			Each one of these essays is worth reading. Whether it’s General Peter Cosgrove on Australia’s future military forces, Cardinal George Pell on the role of Christianity in shaping our society, Professor Greg Craven on the merits of competitive federalism or Bernard Salt on what our country might look like forty years hence, these essays are well informed, thoughtful and often persuasive. 

			These essays are the opposite of the ideological. None starts with an all-embracing idea and attempts to make the world conform to a theory. Each starts with facts and tries to tease out their implications. Still, implicit in each of them are certain values and instincts: respect for the dignity of each individual, an appreciation of the duties that citizens owe the state and each other, and a preference for freedom. Liberal conservatism is not a systematic philosophy. It’s pragmatism based on values. 

			The challenge, of course, for a liberal conservative political movement is to translate the analyses in these essays and elsewhere into a program for government. 

			I hope that the legacy of the next Coalition government will be lower taxes, better services, stronger borders and modern infrastructure. Our country needs change for the better, much of which will be restoration rather than reform. Australians aren’t looking for a new, official vision of what our country should be and what people should do. Instead, they want common sense government that fosters people’s ability to make their own choices and to realise more of their own dreams. 

			Tax reform starts with abolishing the carbon tax and the mining tax. The carbon tax will hurt families’ cost of living and make every job less secure without actually reducing emissions—which will increase by 8 per cent by 2020, not decrease, according to the government’s own modelling. The mining tax penalises the sector that has kept us prosperous through the global financial crisis and sends a message to the world that the Australian government envies success. 

			Public hospitals run by community boards and public schools where parents, principals and school communities have greater say in how their schools are run should get more value from existing funding and attract more resources into the services that people most want. 

			Offshore processing of illegal boat arrivals at Nauru, temporary protection visas to deny people smugglers a product to sell and the option of turning boats around where it’s safe to do so are the best ways to secure our borders. These policies worked before under John Howard and can work again if implemented by a government that has its heart in them.

			The next Coalition government won’t spend $50 billion of borrowed money on a nationalised telecommunications infrastructure monopoly when the private sector could deliver fast broadband at a more affordable price using a range of technologies. Instead, the next Coalition government will deliver affordable, fast broadband more quickly, as well as deliver the road infrastructure that our big cities so badly need, such as Melbourne’s East West Link and Sydney’s M4 East.

			Sensible political parties and successful governments listen to the people who have thought deeply about our country and its problems and who have reasonable steps forward to propose. Good government requires a respectful hearing for an intelligent national conversation.

			These essays are a tonic to uncertainty and disillusionment with government because they radiate hope and confidence in Australia and its people. They’re not Coalition policy, of course; or even, necessarily, official Coalition thinking. All of them, though, in their own ways, are appeals for a government that inspires us more and disappoints us less. 

			The Hon. Tony Abbott MHR has been the Leader of the Opposition since 2009.
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			1

			Education for moral understanding

			Dr Kevin Donnelly

			The deepest currents of history are spiritual and cultural, rather than political and economic (…) History is driven (…) by what men and women honor, cherish, and worship; by what societies deem to be true and good and noble (…) by what individuals and societies are willing to stake their lives on.

			George Weigel1

			During her time as Education Minister and Deputy Leader of the Australian Labor Party, Julia Gillard described herself as the minister for productivity. Much of the Rudd/Gillard/Garrett education revolution is based on the need to make the Australian economy more competitive internationally and to inculcate work-based skills and competencies designed to allow students to enter seamlessly into the world of work.

			Equally, if not more important, is the need to define education in terms of its moral and ethical value and to realise that if society is to grow and prosper, then it is critical that students are taught the characteristics of a civilised society, their rights and responsibilities as future citizens and what the Greek philosophers described as the ‘good life’.

			Unfortunately, this moral and civic view of education is lacking. As a result, across the English-speaking world, in countries such as England, the USA and Australia, increasing numbers of young people are morally adrift, prone to narcissism and violence, and incapable of knowing the difference between right and wrong.

			In response to the August 2011 London riots the UK Prime Minister David Cameron argued that the destruction and violence was symptomatic of generations of young people who are morally bereft. In a speech to Parliament Cameron suggested: ‘This is not about poverty, it is about culture, a culture that glorifies violence, that shows disrespect for authority and that says everything about rights and not responsibilities’.2

			While not as widespread or destructive, the December 2005 Cronulla riots in Sydney have also been interpreted as illustrating the assumption that many young people are morally and culturally adrift and prone to resort to violence and tribal hatred instead of acting as civilised, responsible citizens committed to the common good.

			Social commentators like Frank Furedi, Mark Steyn and Theodore Dalrymple have also commented on what they see as the lack of civility and manners in recent generations, evidenced by unwillingness to respect authority, to acknowledge once-accepted truths about what constitutes moral behaviour and to recognise the value of reciprocity and civic obligation.

			As to the reason why many young people act and think as they do, one needs to go no further than our education system and the dramatic and far-reaching changes that have occurred in our schools and classrooms since the late 1960s. 

			Beginning with a progressive, child-centred view of education, moving on to a cultural-left, Marxist model and then to one defined by postmodernism and theory and, finally, to one that defines education as utilitarian and practical, the reality is that schools and the curriculum have long since jettisoned any commitment to a classical, liberal view of education. At the same time, education has become politicised with left-of-centre governments and academics targeting schools and the curriculum as vehicles to deliver their vision of a cultural-left utopia; one where the state assumes control, political correctness rules and the rights of so-called victim groups are given priority.

			The more conservative view of education, which has been attacked on a variety of fronts, is inherently moral in nature and is based on the search for wisdom and truth. Professor Brian Crittenden, a one-time professor of education at La Trobe University, defines this type of education as involving ‘a systematic and sustained introduction to those public forms of meaning in which the standards of human excellence in the intellectual, moral and aesthetic domains are expressed and critically investigated’.3 

			The 1960s and 1970s were not only the time of Woodstock, Vietnam moratoriums and flower power; the cultural-left revolution also has had a significant and lasting impact on education systems across the English-speaking world. Best illustrated by the English school, Summerhill, the belief is that children are inherently good and, given the necessary freedom and space, that they will learn naturally and without any externally imposed discipline or constraint.

			This child-centred view leads to the curriculum being defined by what is immediately accessible, relevant and entertaining. Subjects like history, instead of dealing with ancient civilisations and far-off lands, focus on the local community; the rules of grammar and syntax are no longer taught as, the argument goes, they arise naturally; and classic literature is discarded in favour of contemporary texts like comics, teenage magazines, pop lyrics and YouTube.

			Associated with this child-centred view of education is what is known as constructivism; a theory that argues children do not have to be taught because they construct their own learning, and that content is secondary to the process of learning, and developing inquiry skills. More recently, this child-centred view has been rebranded as ‘21st Century Learning’, where teachers are replaced by computers, e-readers and the internet, and children are described as knowledge navigators and digital natives. 

			Making the child the centre of the classroom and removing any sense of external authority and clear distinctions between success and failure have led to generations of self-centred students with a superficial and patchy understanding of the world, who believe that near enough is generally good enough and that the truth of things is determined by what they believe is right or wrong.

			A second approach to education that has undermined the more traditional view is a cultural-left, Marxist interpretation of society and the role of schools. Instead of education being inherently worthwhile and schools having the freedom to provide a critique of society, the cultural-left argues that education is simply a tool employed by the capitalist class to subjugate and oppress various victim groups.

			Drawing on a number of Marxist theorists, including Antonio Gramsci and Pierre Bourdieu, the belief is that education is instrumental in reproducing inequality and that the only way to engineer the socialist utopia is by taking the long march through institutions like universities and schools.

			As argued by the American Marxist educator, Samuel Bowles, ‘unequal education has its roots in the very class structure which it serves to legitimise and reproduce. Inequalities in education are part of the web of capitalist society, and are likely to persist as long as capitalism survives’.4 

			According to the cultural-left, knowledge is merely a ‘socio-cultural construct’, and a belief in meritocracy, competitive examinations and the various academic disciplines is complicit in imposing an elitist, class-dominated society.

			A Marxist view of education is more than just theoretical. When she was Education Minister in Victoria Joan Kirner radically overhauled the then Higher School Certificate and introduced the Victorian Certificate of Education on the basis that education, in her words, had to be ‘part of the socialist struggle for equality, participation and social change, rather than an instrument of the capitalist system’.5

			Many of the initiatives introduced by Julia Gillard as Education Minister, such as positive discrimination for tertiary entry for disadvantaged groups, are also based on the assumption that inequality in education is class-based and that the existing system must be radically reformed.

			The impact of postmodernism, deconstructionism and theory has also had, and continues to have, a profound impact on education, both in relation to the tertiary sector and to schools. As noted by the Italian philosopher Marcello Pera, theory advocates a position where ‘there are no grounds for our values and no solid proof or argument establishing that any one thing is better or more valid than another’.6 How each person relates to the world is intensely personal and subjective and, as remarked by theorists such as Roland Barthes and Jacques Derrida, even the language we use is riven with uncertainty and doubt.

			Not only is the concept of a universal truth no longer credible, in addition, all cultures are considered of equal value and it is impossible to argue that the type of education associated with Western civilisation is in any way superior or preferable to the myriad of other cultures and world views jostling for attention. 

			The way multiculturalism is now accepted and promoted by the cultural-left has also led to a focus on diversity and difference in the curriculum that ignores the reality that the very peace and prosperity we take for granted is dependent on the institutions and values associated with the Western tradition and Australia’s Judeo-Christian heritage. 

			Given the above, it should not surprise that a recent version of the South Australian curriculum argues, ‘Every culture has its own ways of thinking and its own world views to inform its science. Western science is the most dominant form of science but it is only one form among the sciences of the world’.7 One of the early versions of Australia’s national science curriculum also adopted a relativistic approach when it implied that Aboriginal concepts of science deserve the same respect and attention accorded to Western science. 

			In the play Pygmalion, Henry Higgins tells Eliza Doolittle that her ‘native language is the language of Shakespeare and Milton and The Bible’. An early version of the national English curriculum enforces a different view when it states, ‘The Australian Curriculum: English makes clear that the histories, cultures, traditions and languages of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Island students should be valued’. The document adds: ‘One of the key aims of the literature strand is that all students will develop an awareness of, appreciation of, and respect for the literature of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples including inscriptional and oral narrative traditions as well as contemporary literature’.8 

			Whereas a study of literature once gave primacy to the classics associated with the Western canon and the assumption was that some readings were closer to the truth than others, the situation is now very different. The definition of a text has been exploded to include graffiti, SMSs, film posters, pop lyrics and students’ own writing, and official curriculum documents now argue that as text response is subjective and it is impossible to discern authorial intent, that all responses are worthy of consideration.

			History as a subject is also not immune from the influence of theory and a cultural-left view of the world. The grand narrative associated with the rise of Western civilisation is attacked as Eurocentric, bourgeois and obsolete. Australia’s proposed national history curriculum, as with all other subjects, must give priority to politically correct indigenous, Asian and environmental perspectives, and Christianity, the rare times it is mentioned in the history curriculum, is reduced to simply being one of the many religions of the world, alongside Buddhism, Islam, Hinduism, Confucianism and Judaism. 

			Instead of history dealing with significant events and dates, influential individuals and key issues and movements, students are given a smorgasbord of unrelated, superficial, politically correct topics and much of what they learn is episodic and patchy. 

			As noted by Mark Peel from Monash University in his submission to the 1999–2000 national review of history teaching, the result is that ‘students seem anxious about the absence of a story by which to comprehend change, or to understand how the nation and the world they are about to inherit came to be. They do have maps of the past’. Peel observes that ‘Their maps are more likely than mine to focus on particular visual images, snatches of documentary film or photographs which increasingly encapsulate the past. Indeed, their sense of the world’s history is often based upon intense moments and fragments that have no real momentum or connection’.9

			Since the late 1960s and early 1970s education in Australia has suffered a range of ideological movements and fads associated with child-centred education, a cultural-left Marxist view, a model based on theory and, most recently, one that defines education in terms of its utilitarian and practical value. All have conspired in their own ways to undermine and weaken the more traditional, conservative view of education associated with a classical, liberal approach.

			As noted at the start of this chapter, during her time as Education Minister, Julia Gillard described herself as the minister for productivity, and a number of strategic policy documents sponsored by the Commonwealth Government justified the ALP’s education revolution by referring to economic and financial benefits, such as an increase in gross domestic product. The introduction of national literacy and numeracy testing at years 3, 5, 7 and 9, allowing the public to rank schools on the My School website and introducing proposals like merit-based pay for teachers, are all justified with reference to economic benefits. 

			Making schools teach so-called generic skills and competencies like working in teams, collecting and organising information, planning activities and solving problems are also justified by the argument that if students are better prepared for the world of work, then the Australian economy will be more productive, efficient and internationally competitive. Adopting an input/output model of educational delivery where school and teacher effectiveness are evaluated in terms of what can be quantified and measured also illustrates the impact economic arguments are having on the nation’s classrooms. 

			The influence of this utilitarian view of education is such that the proposed national curriculum, in addition to schools being forced to teach every subject through a politically correct prism, also needs to teach what are termed ‘general capabilities’. These are defined as, ‘The skills, behaviours and attributes that students need to succeed in life and work in the twenty-first century’,10 and include: literacy, numeracy, competence in Information Communications Technology (ICT), critical and creative thinking, ethical behaviour, personal and social competence and intercultural understanding.

			While acknowledging the importance of education to the nation’s economic growth and future prosperity, an undue emphasis on teaching work-related competencies is misplaced and counterproductive. As argued by the US educationalist ED Hirsch Jr, generic skills cannot be taught in a vacuum, and education, in its fullest sense, should never be confused with training.11 It’s also the case that much of what is valued in education is of medium- to long-term benefit and might not have any immediate relevance or usefulness.

			Given the amounts invested in education and the need to ensure that children are properly taught it’s understandable why parents, politicians and the public at large expect schools and teachers to be accountable. What needs to be realised is that there are various forms of accountability, each with its own rationale and justification and each with its own impact on the classroom.

			In relation to testing and assessment, for example, it is possible to distinguish between summative, criterion-based, diagnostic, continuous, teacher-directed, externally set and managed, multiple choice and extended examinations under test conditions. Year 12 students across Australia, on the whole, sit externally set and marked, competitive examinations that are content based and, historically, have helped prepare them for tertiary education.

			At the other end of the spectrum are multiple choice, short answer tests that measure competencies, skills and general intelligence. Teachers, across the various year levels, are also accustomed to regularly monitoring and evaluating students’ ability and progress in less formal ways that provide an opportunity for feedback and suggestions for improvement.

			A more traditional approach to testing and assessment, one where students are ranked in terms of ability and examinations are high risk, has been gradually replaced since the early 1970s by less stressful and more student-friendly models.

			Progressive, child-centred teachers argue that failing children is bad for their self-esteem and, as a result, the idea of pass/fail is removed. Instead of receiving an ‘E’, failing students are given descriptors like ‘not yet achieved’, ‘consolidating’ and ‘deferred success’. Instead of students being ranked, one against the other, they are assessed against broad and often vacuous achievement standards that guarantee all are winners.

			Those committed to a Marxist, cultural-left view of education are also opposed to competitive, academic examinations on the basis that they are elitist (non-government schools generally achieve the best results), lead to inequity and disadvantage, and reinforce a capitalist view of schooling and society. For Marxists, assessment should be negotiated, collaborative and diagnostic.

			More recently, with the introduction of Australia’s National Assessment Program–Literacy and Numeracy (NAPLAN) at years 3, 5, 7 and 9, assessment has been driven by a more utilitarian approach that measures success in terms of basic skills in literacy and numeracy. The impact, both in Australia and the USA, has been to narrow the curriculum, inflate results and unfairly stigmatise some schools as always underperforming.

			What’s to be done? The ALP’s education revolution is highly statist and bureaucratic, and it adopts a command and control model of education that denies schools the freedom and flexibility to best meet the needs and aspirations of their school communities. Whether a national curriculum, national testing, national teacher training, registration and certification or national partnership agreements, all roads lead to Canberra and schools are controlled by educational bureaucrats (educrats) far removed from the realities of the classroom.

			Best illustrated by the Commonwealth Government’s Building the Education Revolution (BER) fiasco, where government schools, unlike non-government schools, were forced to adopt off-the-shelf designs from head office and had little, if any, freedom to manage building projects, a statist approach leads to waste, mismanagement and poorly thought through educational outcomes.

			Research both here and overseas (including Ludger Woessmann in Germany and Gary Marks in Australia) concludes that stronger performing education systems are characterised by autonomy, competition and choice in education. As proven by the example of Australia’s Catholic and independent schools that outperform government schools, even after adjusting for students’ socioeconomic background, the most effective way to raise standards is to give all schools, government and non-government, autonomy at the local level.

			While a reasonable degree of oversight is acceptable, in areas like occupational health and safety, financial probity and minimum curriculum standards, schools need to be freed from provider capture. Drawing on the experience of charter schools in the USA and free schools being introduced in Sweden and England, Australian schools should be allowed to offer a diverse range of curriculum options. Much like the community and alternative schools of the 1960s and 1970s, schools need control over staffing, budgets and curriculum focus.

			If their communities agree, schools should have the power to withdraw from national testing like NAPLAN and implement their own approaches to assessment and accountability. As education is not suited to a one-size-fits-all, straightjacket approach, and not all children have the same ability, motivation or educational interests, schools should also be allowed to offer alternatives to the national curriculum.

			While there might be a minimum core curriculum that all schools are required to teach, schools should retain the freedom to adopt alternatives to the soon-to-be compulsory national curriculum, like the International Baccalaureate and the Cambridge International AS and A Level Certificate. Given that students in Japan, South Korea, Singapore and Hong Kong consistently outperform Australian students in international mathematics and science tests, schools should also have the freedom to take syllabuses from those countries and adapt them to local circumstances.

			As what currently occurs with selective high schools in New South Wales, all schools should also be allowed to specialise in particular curriculum areas, such as performing arts, academic studies, and more practical and trade-related alternatives. If desired, schools should also be allowed to partner with outside bodies and organisations like tertiary institutions, businesses, manufacturers, and philanthropic and charity groups. Schools with different educational philosophies like Steiner, Montessori and the Erasmus school in Melbourne’s eastern suburbs also need the autonomy to manage themselves free from external constraint and intrusive regulations.

			Australia already has a de facto voucher system where non-government school students, regardless of the school attended, attract a degree of state and Commonwealth funding. The concept of school choice has entrenched itself as one of the defining characteristics of Australian education with approximately 34 per cent of students attending Catholic and independent schools (at years 11 and 12 the figure rises to over 40 per cent). Such is the popularity of non-government schools that, while their enrolments increased by over 20 per cent during the period 1998–2008, government schools flatlined at just over 1 per cent.

			In addition to freeing schools from provider capture, Australia should enable more parents to choose where their children go to school by implementing a system of school vouchers (tax credits for educational expenses are another alternative worth exploring). Every child would be entitled to a minimum amount of government funding, with additional funds earmarked for students suffering disadvantage or having particular educational needs, and the money would follow the child to whatever school was chosen.

			Schools, both government and non-government, would be free to set fees and to raise money locally without being financially penalised, and school enrolment zones would be abolished to remedy the situation where only wealthy parents can afford to buy property in the enrolment zones of sought after government schools.

			In relation to the curriculum, we also need to reaffirm and support a classical, liberal view of education. Education should not be confused with training and to be educated, by definition, is to be familiar with the various disciplines, such as mathematics, science, history, literature, music and the arts, that have evolved over thousands of years and that can be traced back to the ancient Romans and Greeks. The knowledge, understanding and wisdom associated with a classical, liberal type of education does not happen intuitively or by accident, and teachers have a central role as teachers, and not merely guides by the side or as facilitators.

			While much of contemporary society and culture is characterised by superficiality, immediate gratification and a narcissistic world view, students also need to realise that education requires hard work, concentration and a degree of humility. Instead of learning being made immediately entertaining and relevant, there is a need to refocus on education as a discipline, ensuring that children are made to sit still and learn things that might not be immediately relevant or useful.

			This more traditional view is inherently moral and rational, and based on the assumption that learning involves being introduced to what Matthew Arnold in Culture and Anarchy termed the ‘best that has been thought and said’. The English philosopher Michael Oakeshott’s idea of education as a conversation across the generations is also a useful metaphor illustrating what is meant when referring to a classical, liberal view of education. 

			Such a view of education is also transcendent in nature, best illustrated by Plato’s parable of the cave, where what appears to be reality is simply a world of shadows, and it is only when moving out of the cave and after seeing the sun that reality is revealed. Whereas Marxists and the cultural-left believe in creating a socialist, politically correct utopia on this earth and are compelled by the misguided belief in the perfectibility of the state, the reality is that human nature is flawed and while power is central to relationships, as noted by George Weigel, equally as vital are spiritual and ethical values that exist independently of the forces of production.

			Unlike a postmodern, deconstructed view of education, it is also the case that the more conservative view deals with the grand narrative associated with the rise of Western civilisation, based on the belief that some truths have greater validity when compared to others and that celebrating diversity and difference cannot disguise the fact that some cultures and cultural practices are superior. Closely associated with celebrating Western civilisation is acknowledging the importance of Australia’s Judeo-Christian heritage and the place of Christianity in the development and survival of Western, liberal democracies.

			Of course, the irony is that while the cultural-left disparages and belittles Western civilisation and Judeo-Christian values, the reality is that Western, liberal democracies like Australia have only survived, and continue to be havens of peace and prosperity, because of the very institutions and cultural heritage critics seek to cast as oppressive and ripe for change.

			Much to the chagrin of the cultural-left that enforces its politically correct and dumbed-down education on all schools, it is also the case that the more conservative view of education is elitist in nature as not every student has the ability, interest or inclination to pursue such a curriculum. 

			As previously mentioned, while there might be a core curriculum that all schools and students experience, especially during the primary school years and the first few years of secondary school, after a certain age the expectation is that students will follow different educational pathways. As occurs in countries like Italy, Germany and Singapore, some students will follow an academic stream, others a more vocationally oriented one, and others will be involved in trade-related subjects.

			Over the last fifty years or so education and the school curriculum have been radically redefined and reshaped in response to a series of ideological movements and theories. Education, instead of being inherently worthwhile and valued for its own sake, is now a vehicle used to enforce what the cultural-left considers politically correct and what educrats mandate from head office. 

			At the same time the state has increasingly sought to take control of schools and shape education to mirror what it defines as worthwhile, useful and relevant. In relation to Australia, the most recent manifestation of this statist approach is the ALP’s education revolution, best illustrated by the move to a national curriculum, national testing, and national teacher registration and certification.

			The alternative is to free schools from provider capture and to embrace an education system based on equity, diversity, autonomy and choice. At the same time there needs to be a renewed emphasis on a classical, liberal view of education; one that acknowledges and celebrates the benefits of Western civilisation and Australia’s Judeo-Christian heritage and that inculcates values such as civility, morality, humility, reciprocity, truth telling, independence and creativity. 

			Dr Kevin Donnelly is one of Australia’s leading education commentators and authors and is Director of the Education Standards Institute. Dr Donnelly is the author of Dumbing Down, Australia’s Education Resolution, and Educating your child: It’s not rocket science. He writes for The Australian on a regular basis.
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			Religion, Christianity and social capital

			Cardinal George Pell AC

			Not all Australians are religious but a good many are. At the last Census 73 per cent indicated that they were religious with the vast majority Christian.1 What believers hold to be moral truths about how we should treat and interact with one another certainly has considerable relevance for the wider Australian community. Therefore the effect of religion on the behaviour of people at both a personal and broader community level is worth exploring. How does religion, and more particularly Christianity, influence what we do, and to what extent does it contribute to our willingness and resolve to contribute to the common good?

			No one doubts that social capital is a good thing; understood as social connectedness between people of good will, where norms of reciprocity, trust, tolerance and caring for the less fortunate flourish. As an area of study it has attracted increasing interest since Robert Putnam’s book Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community.2 One of the significant distinctions often used is between ‘bonding’ and ‘bridging’ social capital. The former tends to link together people of similar background while the latter crosses over those bounds of ethnicity, religion or income that exist in all societies. Both forms of social capital are important and their links with Christianity warrant further consideration. However, there is a prior question that should also concern us. How can we develop our own personal good habits so we can become people who are more able and more readily disposed to contribute to the broader community and to the enrichment of our national character? 

			Within a community individuals should do what they can to promote good habits of life or virtues. This starts with personal commitment and a preparedness to change for the better and away from evil. It is far more difficult to help others if we are not in decent moral shape ourselves. Certainly non-religious people can be and often are moral. But religion makes a moral life easier to achieve because it provides a comprehensive ethical code, a motive for being good and ideals which challenge us to be better and battle against our lower selves. Christians believe that religion also gives an enhanced capacity to be good through the gift of grace or spiritual energy, received especially through regular worship and the celebration of the sacraments.3 This brings psychological as well as spiritual gains. What Christians have traditionally referred to as the four cardinal virtues are essentially natural moral virtues based on our human nature. The term ‘cardinal’ in this sense comes from the Latin word cardo, meaning hinge, and reflects an understanding of these virtues as points of reference around which one’s moral life ‘swings’. Justice calls us to be fair in our dealings with others and is connected with the Australian concept of a ‘fair go’. Prudence calls us to be wise in our relationships with one another and to avoid acts which are foolish and either harmful to others or self-destructive. Courage challenges us to be brave and honest, to express our opinions respectfully, and to avoid the temptation to moral cowardice and duplicity. Temperance is connected with our capacity to exercise moderation and restraint at both a personal and community level. While these virtues were outlined by the Greek philosophers Plato4 and Aristotle5 their importance is supported by Judeo-Christian teaching.6 Such virtues are worthwhile building blocks for the nurture of sound national character.

			Another very important virtue is charity. For Christians, the virtue of charity is something that we are all called to treat seriously. The Golden Rule of ‘doing unto others’ calls us to be focused on treating people decently and having a particular sensitivity towards assisting those less fortunate. Some people often limit charity to a sense of how we feel towards others, but real charity is more than this. Indeed, most of us would struggle to hold the same level of warm regard for every person that we know or meet. We are naturally drawn to and easily like some people, while others seem to rub us up the wrong way at different times and for various reasons. However, charity is founded in a sincere decision to wish the good of all other persons, even those who are unpleasant or undeserving. This means that at times we need to overcome our prejudices, which may be based largely in our feelings, and seriously consider what we are able to do for the wellbeing of others. This involves two things: being good and doing good. Good works are undoubtedly important but they can sometimes be done out of self-interest.7 We can make donations to worthwhile causes with the primary intention that others will think well of us. Even governments can undertake significant initiatives to assist particular interest groups with the self-interest of winning the next election. But if we become a good and virtuous person, we are less likely to be drawn towards acting simply out of selfish motives. This is where the regular immersion in a community of faith can matter. It can give us a valuable reminder of the sort of person we are called to be and this can make a real difference in how we then behave towards others at an individual and community level. The importance of developing a sincere love of our neighbour then becomes more broadly interwoven into our national consciousness. Regular involvement with a community of believers who adhere to a moral code based on the need to show respect for all persons helps us to resist the temptation to wish ill on others or to show indifference to them. For most Australians most of the time, wishing bad things on others is recognised as a personal shortcoming. However, more frequently we can be caught up in a casual indifference to the situation of our neighbour. It can slowly and steadily envelop us without our even realising what is occurring. Like the proverbial frog which is slowly cooked, our moral sensibilities are gradually coarsened or extinguished in a self-made stew of selfish indifference.

			Our sense of connectedness with those around us is also a reasonable indicator of the moral health of our communities and nation. As Edmund Burke noted, ‘to love the little platoon we belong to in society, is the first principle of public affections. It is the first link in the series by which we proceed towards a love to our country and to mankind’.8 Although some religious teaching can be seen as divisive, genuine Christianity brings people together. Religion enhances local communities where relationships can flourish for the wellbeing of both the individual, the community and more widely. People of faith gather to worship together, for friendship and mutual support, and to work to advance the collective good of both their own ‘little platoon’ and of the wider community. Religious belief also imposes obligations on us about how we should treat one another and draws us away from our temptation to self-indulgence and obsession. Christianity calls us to pursue the greater good and thereby enhances the capacity of our society to provide a framework for citizens to flourish. As the French sociologist Alexis de Tocqueville noted in his study of Democracy in America, the converse is also true. ‘When a people’s religion is destroyed, doubt invades the highest faculties of the mind’, he wrote. ‘Opinions are ill-defended or abandoned, and in despair of solving unaided the greatest problems of human destiny, men
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