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INTRODUCTION

Wandering between two worlds, one dead, the other powerless to be born
(Matthew Arnold, ‘Stanzas from the Grande Chartreuse’)1
This book has been written on shifting ground, in conditions that may – or
may not – prefigure a radical transformation in our way of life. The sense of
wandering between the worlds of a moribund past and a future that refuses
to arrive was captured by the English poet Matthew Arnold, as he reflected
on the cultural deadlocks of the Victorian era. Almost a century later, in a
world changed beyond Arnold’s imagining, his words were echoed by
Antonio Gramsci, writing from a fascist prison in 1930:
The crisis consists precisely in the fact that the old is dying and the new
cannot be born; in this interregnum a great variety of morbid symptoms
appear.2
Gramsci, co-founder of the Italian Communist Party, was writing as a
leading figure in a revolutionary movement that seemed at that time to have
stalled in the face of Benito Mussolini’s stranglehold on the government.
Arnold was a literary intellectual whose image of wandering between
worlds was inspired by a visit to a remote monastery where the inhabitants
seemed to be suspended in time. Perhaps there are moments in any lifetime
when this sense of being frozen on the threshold between past and future
can take hold. There are also moments in history when the interregnum
Gramsci describes carries with it a widespread and urgent longing for
sweeping transformation.
Surely, we are at such a moment. Neoliberal orthodoxy with its economic
credo continues to inspire government policies that play out through ever
more radical cuts to public services and civic institutions. The dispossessed

society is the inevitable outcome. A decade after the global financial crisis
of 2007–08, we have yet to shake off its hold on our economy and our
culture. With the assistance of spin doctors, biased media and massive
corporate donorship, unpopular governments are left clinging to power,
with an agenda almost entirely contrary to the interests of the people who
voted for them. Yet as the second decade of the twenty-first century draws
to a close, the mood for change is as strong as it has been in previous
periods of revolutionary upheaval.
Gramsci’s statement is appearing frequently in commentaries on the
contemporary political situation. New York Times correspondent Roger
Cohen used it in a 2013 op-ed piece entitled ‘A Dangerous Interregnum’,
where he identified a coalescence of ‘morbid symptoms’, in a depressed
Europe, an exhausted America, a dysfunctional United Nations and the
festering war zones of the Middle East.3
A year later, Jerome Roos, media commentator and Fellow in
International Economy at the London School of Economics, cited Gramsci
again, and saw the dying of the old world in defunct regimes of
neoliberalism that were ‘having serious trouble reproducing themselves’,
while popular movements against these regimes were failing to gain
traction.4 As I write, this is still evident. The hopes and ideals of the Syriza
party in Greece have been ploughed under by the deep austerity measures
imposed on the government of Alexis Tsipras in its negotiations with the
European Union. Separatist movements in Catalonia, Scotland, Italy and
many other parts of Europe continue to ferment, fuelled by a new blend of
hostilities that includes right-wing resentment of asylum seekers and fury
against the economic agendas of rightwing governments. The Gilets Jaunes
(Yellow Vests) uprising in France has broken out in a nationwide campaign
of riots against the Macron government.
Worsening ecological crises only seem to exacerbate the splinter effect.
In a 2018 manifesto ‘Towards ecological democracy’, Tim Hollo addresses
the dilemmas of Gramsci’s interregnum, starting with a recognition that the
Greens’ political project has stalled. Hollo takes up Gramsci’s ideas in some
detail, and with a critical perspective, exploring how they may provide
guidance – and misguidance – in ‘this extraordinary moment of political
flux’.5
The New Economy Network Australia (NENA) is a Melbourne-based
organisation dedicated to economic transformation in accord with principles

of ecological sustainability and social justice. It runs a range of seminars
through local hubs around Australia and hosts an annual conference that
draws several hundred delegates. The 2018 NENA conference was
promoted with the statement that ‘at the heart of the transition to a new
economy lies the commons: the wealth we inherit and create together which
includes the gifts of nature, civic infrastructure and knowledge in all its
forms’.6
Historian Peter Linebaugh offers a ‘primer on the commons’, listing 18
areas relevant to our current conditions of life. These include food sharing,
healthcare systems, housing, knowledge and communications, law and
ecosystems.7 To many people now, the immediate association may be with
Wikimedia Commons, or the global commons of our oceans and
atmosphere. I have chosen to focus on the commons in its more traditional
sense, as it applies to land, locations and public institutions. Climate change
and ecological crisis are at issue in every aspect of commons management.
This is the subject of many other studies. Mary Graham, a Kombumerri
person and specialist in Aboriginal history, opened the NENA conference
with an address in which she spoke of the commons as a heritage founded
in the moral economy of shared land. Why and how had the last 230 years
happened? This was a question she used to ask her grandfather, whose reply
was that those who took over and destroyed the land-based systems of
governance ‘didn’t know what they were doing’. It’s an overused
expression, Graham acknowledged, but her grandfather gave it real
meaning, teaching her that the settlers were driven by ways of thinking and
modes of practice that did not belong here.8 This violent rift in the
Australian past has much to do with the difficulties we face in making the
transition to a viable economic future.
In another keynote presentation, Samuel Alexander spoke of the need to
undergo this transition ‘by design rather than by disaster’.9 Waiting for
governments to act, he said, was playing with time we no longer have. We
must ‘invest in transition with the urgency of a wartime campaign’. Yet the
conference closed on a note of uncertainty with John Thackara, one of the
pioneers of the movement for a sustainable future, suggesting that what is
missing is a politics of change.
A politics of change is my concern here, and it involves strategic
responses that may not always seem direct. The Australian situation is my
primary focus, but our models of government are derived from British and

American traditions. An inquiry into the politics of the common good will
gain no traction without an awareness of the extent to which Australian
government policies continue to be imported from Britain and the United
States. The impact of these policies plays out in parallel and with
remarkable similarities; I want to highlight both the extent of the replication
and the reasons for it.
This means going into the history of the commons and its changing
significance, but this is history as back-story, a process of inquiring into the
causal factors of our present condition, and the traditions that may be
renewed to show a way forward.
Political culture is a maze whose walled pathways are built up over
generations and centuries. The walls prevent us from seeing where we are
going and the twists and turns cause us to forget where we have been. It
gives us the illusion of having travelled long distances while leading us
round in circles, so we keep returning to the same junctures, yet fail to
recognise them. However urgent your predicament, you cannot fight your
way out of a maze by running at the walls. You have to try and retrace your
steps, and that involves the slow and careful work of recall.
We are caught in a dying regime, says Thackara, without an emerging
story. So just where are we, and how did we get here? The risk is that we
are so busy wondering about where we are going that we forget to ask
ourselves this question. ‘Going forward’ is a key phrase in public
statements of every kind. With the 24-hour news cycle providing a
continuing distraction, there is little concentration to spare for recollection
of what happened a few decades ago, let alone a few centuries.
If we remain wandering between worlds, failing to discover an emerging
story, this may be the reason. Stories do not emerge out of nothing.
Enduring stories strong enough to be a formative influence on cultural
consciousness have their roots in the deeper geological strata of tradition:
story and history, as the words suggest, are profoundly related. The story of
the commons which NENA claims is ‘at the heart of the transition to a new
economy’ is one we have forgotten how to tell. We have lost touch with its
origins and its potency. We are suffering from a radical form of cultural
amnesia.
But who are ‘we’? What do we have in common other than the shared
experience of this predicament? As I introduce the pronoun, my academic
caution lights go on. Can any argument presume to speak on behalf of some

generalised, unlimited collective? Of course not, but the academic embargo
on the collective pronoun has its own problems. There are no commons
without commonality. Story itself can strengthen this commonality by
intensifying a sense of shared experience and collective consciousness.
However various our cultural backgrounds, Australian citizens are bound
together by an economy invested in the narrative of competitive
individualism. This has its origins in the early phase of the Industrial
Revolution in Europe and underwent several major reinforcements during
the twentieth century as it was woven into neoliberal ideology. At the
outset, the issue is that a longstanding investment in the doctrine of the
‘survival of the fittest’ has caused us to lose touch with a much deeper and
more vital story: that of the commons and the common wealth.
‘Like the baker’s blinkered horse we cannot look behind’, writes
historian Bruce Pascoe, whose book Dark Emu offers a radical change of
perspective on the pre-colonial commons of Aboriginal Australia. Pascoe
compiles evidence of a pre-contact Aboriginal economy involving cycles of
planting, irrigating and harvesting, the storage of produce, the building of
dams and digging of wells. Settler-farmers introduced sheep-grazing in
areas previously farmed for produce by Indigenous groups, and as the sheep
ate out the croplands, the ground hardened, run-off accelerated and the earth
itself became furrowed and impoverished. Introduced stock devastated yam
(Microseris spp.) plantations and in some areas wiped out Coopers clover
(Trigonella suavissima), a natural ground cover that was also an essential
dietary component for Indigenous farming communities.
This picture of a subtle and highly developed agrarian culture is also the
subject of Bill Gammage’s The Biggest Estate on Earth. Gammage argues
that we can only ‘become Australian’ through reconnection with the great
lost traditions of the commons in Aboriginal culture. While the fisheries,
yam fields, villages and earth-works of those Indigenous commons are
almost entirely destroyed, Gammage writes in the hope that ‘we’, the
diverse immigrant populations of postcolonial Australia, may still be able to
learn from the ancient land-based philosophies and values of its precolonial peoples.10 It was only in an industrial and post-industrial world that
human beings could even begin to conceive of any separation between
social, ecological and economic spheres. As Pascoe writes in his Preface:
‘the fate of the emu, people, and grain are locked in step because, for
Aboriginal people, the economy and the spirit are inseparable’.11 That

separation has been sharply accentuated through the influence of
neoliberalism, which is fundamentally antipathetic to the common good. In
a polemical essay for Meanjin, Pascoe is scathing about the politically
motivated amnesia. ‘First Nations land management, finely tuned over
100,000 years,’ he says, ‘might have the ability to clear the fog from our
brain.’12
On the opposite side of the picture, and in contrast to the colonial
perspective, an account of the British history of land rights may also help to
clear the fog, and prepare the way for better understanding between ancient
and modern cultures. Those responsible for the destruction of Aboriginal
heritage brought with them the scars of their own broken tradition, one in
which land rights had been cruelly suppressed, and with them a communal
heritage that some have traced back to the origins of human life on earth.
Central to the theme of the common good is the story of those who were
at the forefront of the first great revolution of the modern political era, the
English revolution of the 1640s, which led to the execution of the monarch
in 1649. There is a potent and enduring resonance in the ideas of these
visionaries, ideas that are finding new relevance in Britain as more and
more lives are ruined by ideologically driven austerity measures. The
heritage of these ideas also runs deep in American culture, because many of
the first settlers of the Massachusetts Bay Colony were refugees from the
punitive constraints of the English church and state under Charles I. In
Australia, the case for Aboriginal land rights has had to be argued in accord
with legal principles that the English revolutionaries of that era also had to
confront.
In April 1649, two months after the beheading of the King, a small group
of people made a land rights claim over an expanse of waste ground on St
George’s Hill near Walton-on-Thames in Surrey. Organised, highly
competent and equipped with a long-term strategy, they set about clearing,
burning off and ploughing to prepare the ground for crops. They had made a
bulk purchase of seed corn, hoping to trade future crops, and there were
plans to harvest the timber, also for trade. These people were not just
looking for subsistence. They intended to engage in commerce and create a
small independent economy for themselves.
The Diggers, as they called themselves, were led by Gerrard Winstanley,
a cloth merchant whose business had failed in adverse trading conditions
and who was now responding to the widespread famine following a severe

winter and poor harvest season. Winstanley’s ideas were both visionary and
practical.
In practical terms, he had an economic perspective and a clear plan.
There was sufficient land in England to feed the whole population, he
insisted, but barely a third of it was under cultivation. Powerful landowners
in the church and state had been extending their boundaries by enclosing
ground – ‘the commons’ on which local residents had traditional rights to
graze their animals, collect fuel, catch fish and build cottages. If all
commons land were restored to the people and managed through working
communities who would share what they produced, Winstanley said, there
would be no famine.
The right to be self-employed on commonly owned land, rather than to
be compelled into bond labour, was central to Winstanley’s agenda, and
here he contributed a visionary dimension to what he and his community
were about. England was a land of ancient law and ancestral spirit, found in
the bond between ‘a Free people’ and the ground they walked on. Only by
repossessing the land could the people reclaim their freedom in accordance
with a form of universal law unknown to the courts of the judiciary. ‘But
when once the Earth becomes a Common Treasury again, as it must’, he
wrote, ‘mankind must have the Law of Righteousness once more writ in his
heart, and all must be made of one heart, and one mind.’13
These pronouncements rang in Winstanley’s head like a clarion call,
waking him up in the night so he was compelled to go to his desk and write,
even when the biting cold gripped him so that he could hardly control his
limbs. Possessed of ‘the Spirit Reason, which I call God’, he saw the state
of the earth and the state of humanity as bound together, in service to each
other. Such ideas might be readily understood by an Aboriginal elder, but
they were outlandish and threatening to the English church and state. And
Winstanley’s intent was indeed revolutionary.
Since King Charles and his lineage were now gone, the Diggers argued,
all titles to land under the English Crown since the time of William the
Conqueror were annulled. The charge of false authority also extended to
those ‘making Lawes under specious pretences’. ‘The true Levellers
standard advanced’, in which these claims were set out, was the first of a
series of extraordinary manifestos issued by the new movement in 1649.
The Diggers too had a sense that theirs was an enterprise strung between
two worlds: ‘the present state of the world that is running up like parchment

in the fire’ and a new order ‘waiting for deliverance’. But for them, the
secret of the future waiting to be born lay in the deep past, in a world lost
through human betrayal and corruption. ‘If you cast your eye a little
backward, you shall see’, urged Winstanley.14
His image of the world running up like a parchment in the fire was no
extravagant metaphor. Civil war raged through the land, and for a time the
forces of revolution prevailed. ‘The Commons’ – as in what we know as the
House of Commons – took control of Parliament and condemned the King
for treason against his own people.
‘Common’ as the keyword for a national transformation was applied
across the domains of constitution (Commonwealth), government (House of
Commons), the justice system (common law), society (‘a common
community of livelihood’) and the earth itself (‘a Common Treasury’). It
was the principle of the common good that held all these foundations in
place, and provided an overarching discipline governing the activities of
citizens. ‘Do as you would be done by’ was the golden rule of the Digger
movement.
Oliver Cromwell, whose brief term as head of the British government is
known to historians as ‘the interregnum’, was appointed Lord Protector of a
nation that declared itself a Commonwealth. But Cromwell was a
powerbroker and political opportunist who broke with his former
revolutionary allies. He did not share their conviction that the world could
be remade on some primordial model of fairness and equity.
A propaganda campaign against the Diggers – not unlike any that might
be run in today’s tabloid media – portrayed them as a dissolute and
dangerous sect, and they came under attack from nearby villagers. Gangs
led by a local sheriff turned them out of their beds in the dead of night, beat
them, burned their houses and destroyed their crops. Some of those sent
with the sheriff’s parties to trash the Diggers’ foundation baulked at the
task, and refused to carry it out, but eventually all their work, their
livelihoods and their ideals fell victim to the vandalism of the law. In
subsequent widespread purges, leaders of the Digger and Leveller
movements were hunted down and punished by public mutilation.
Following Cromwell’s death, the government of England’s new Republic
was in disarray, and moves were made to restore the monarchy – not as a
new appointment, which was an idea Cromwell had entertained – but as a
direct continuation of the lineage. Charles II, reinstated to the throne in

1660, set about purging his enemies and ordered the exhumation of
Cromwell’s body so that it could be symbolically executed. The old world
had returned with a vengeance.
Although cultural memories of revolution and civil war do not haunt the
Australian psyche in equivalent ways, our political heritage is derived from
the British regimes of government and economy that the Diggers and
Levellers of the English revolution sought to overthrow. This vital seed of
dissidence has been buried from consciousness, though the Diggers’
enterprise, which stands at the dawn of the modern era, has been replicated
many times by communities seeking to detach themselves from the burdens
of a resource-greedy, profit-driven economy.
The Diggers’ manifestos were reissued in a 2011 volume with a preface
by Tony Benn, Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn’s mentor. Corbyn himself
acknowledges the English Revolutionaries as formative influences, and he
gave the keynote address at a conference commemorating the four hundreth
anniversary of the birth of John Lilburne, leader of the Levellers, in March
2015. ‘Birthright’ and ‘common wealth’, the keywords of Lilburne’s
rhetoric, remain central principles of the commons movement.
Samuel Alexander did not mention the Diggers in his address to the
NENA conference, but his emphasis on the need ‘to reduce work in the
formal economy and share work in the social economy’ has clear
resonances with the determination that drove their experiment. Their
concern was not with who owned the fruits of their labour, but with the
ownership of the work itself. Labour, they believed, must be freed from the
management and control of those who made themselves owners of the land,
and returned to the social domain.
In 2015, Alexander was involved in a project to create a self-sufficient
community at Wurruk’an in Gippsland, Victoria, with the aim of finding ‘a
simpler way’ to live and to work. Wurruk is a local Indigenous term
meaning ‘Earth’ and ‘story’; K’an is the Mayan term for ‘seed’. The place
was named Wurruk’an to express the group’s endeavour to ‘seed a new
Earth story’: since the story eluded them, they determined ‘to live it into
existence’.
A documentary released the following year titled A Simpler Way: Crisis
as Opportunity follows the participants through a 12-month period in which
they build small dwellings from recycled materials, plant crops, make
furniture and clothing, cook, talk, play music and reflect on their own

progress.15 It’s not all plain sailing. Disagreements on matters of priority
and principle sometimes grow stronger rather than come to resolution. The
group is isolated and life gets monotonous.
Yet in the longer term, some of the residents remained to found a centre
for the development of skills in permaculture, mud-building and alternative
technologies. A Simpler Way is a project of enduring importance, part of a
deep tradition based on the understanding that the commons must be
earthed. As First Nations peoples have always known, the land is a teacher
and guide to human reason; it is where economy meets philosophy, and
where the work of daily life is infused with forms of meaning and purpose
other than those attached to personal ambition. The politics of change may
mean turning back to the most enduring forms of constancy.
The Politics of the Common Good is concerned with the civic impact of
commons loss, the dispossession of local communities and the social
damage that flows on from this. The impulse to write it came from
watching an ABC Q&A program during the 2016 general election
campaign. The program was broadcast live from Tamworth in New South
Wales, where one of the most high-profile contests was underway. National
Party leader Barnaby Joyce was being challenged for the seat of New
England by Independent Tony Windsor, who had previously held it for 12
years, between 2001 and 2013. Both were on the panel, and the occasion
turned into something of a people’s forum about the state of the regional
economy.
At one point, a questioner described inadequate local hospital services
and issued the challenge, ‘I wonder, when it’s a matter of life and death,
why do rural Australians have to accept a lesser treatment?’ Joyce made a
defence in which he outlined a range of investments in improved regional
health facilities, and finished with a counter-challenge: ‘we have to try and
always do things within our means to repay the debt that we have and that,
unfortunately, is the raw rule of economics: trying to do as much as we can
to make sure we run a tight ship’.16 As, time and time again, he insisted on
the constraints of the federal budget, nobody seemed ready to put the
counter-challenge. Why are we so poor?
Joyce, who was also speaking in his capacity as deputy prime minister,
showed not the slightest shame or embarrassment in asserting that the
government is too poor to afford the most essential resources of health,
education and technology for large sectors of the Australian population.

This is an obvious point to make – perhaps too obvious – and as it struck
me, I became increasingly concerned about how and why it gets bypassed
in so much public discussion about the economy.
It is one thing to accuse your opposition of having overspent while they
were in government. It is another to plead budget constraints in the face of
urgent and fundamental social needs. For any government in a prosperous
developed country, such pleading amounts to an admission of massive
political failure. Surely, we as a nation should be able to afford the kinds of
things those questioners in Tamworth were concerned with, and if we
cannot, our governments – on both sides of the political divide – should be
held accountable for making such a woeful job of managing the nation’s
wealth and resources.
That edition of Q&A was broadcast from the Tamworth War Memorial
Town Hall, a fine local edifice opened in 1934, at the end of the Depression
era. The council had been trying to raise the funds for it since 1921 and
were finally able to go ahead with it when they obtained a low-interest loan
from the New South Wales Unemployment Relief Council. The work was
done almost entirely by local craftsmen and labourers.
Now, after decades of free market growth, international investment,
trades union accords and the resources boom, such an initiative would be
entirely beyond the resources of most regional councils. They can no longer
afford even to maintain and staff the town halls and court houses, the
museums, post offices and municipal parks that former generations found
the means to construct. Instead, the civic buildings that once defined our
towns and cities are being left to deteriorate or are sold off into private
ownership to help pay council bills for basic amenities. There is no end, it
seems, to what we cannot afford.
The health of the budget has become the foundation upon which all other
forms of health and livelihood depend. When there is a budget emergency,
all human emergencies must concede priority. This is a bizarre form of
triage. What if we were to insist instead that the government’s paramount
responsibility lies in a duty of care to the citizens? To begin with, this
would mean telling different stories about ourselves and what matters to us.
It would mean asking new kinds of questions of our politicians and, most
importantly, voting on the basis of a radically different understanding of the
relationship between ‘wellbeing’ and ‘the economy’.

Australian economist Ken Henry, who was Secretary of the
Commonwealth Treasury from 2001 to 2011, liked to remind people that
the mission statement of Treasury starts with a commitment ‘to improve the
wellbeing of Australian people’.17 Henry said on a number of occasions
that, in his view, the principal purpose of public policy was ‘to ensure that
citizens have the capabilities they need to choose lives of value’. Judging
from his testimony to the 2018 Banking Royal Commission, he seems to
have veered from that conviction in his subsequent role as chairman of the
National Australia Bank, a position from which he resigned following the
release of the report by Commissioner Kenneth Hayne in February 2019.
If you do a Hansard search for the keywords ‘well-being’ and ‘economy’
in records from the Australian Parliament for the past year, the first entries
that come up are for the phrase ‘wellbeing of the economy’. It’s a stark
indication of how our priorities have become twisted. Behind this, of
course, is the presumption that if the economy is not well, we the people
will experience all manner of ills as a consequence.
This may be a well-grounded supposition, but unfortunately, the inverse
– that if the economy is in a good state, this will flow on to create a state of
well-being for the citizens of the nation – is not well grounded at all. When
John Fraser, Ken Henry’s successor as Treasury Secretary, announced in
September 2016 that he was removing the ‘wellbeing framework’ from
strategic planning, he was effectively saying as much.18
The governments that have held sway for more than a generation in the
United States, Britain and Australia are committed to policies that serve the
good of the economy, not the people, who are supposed to benefit by proxy
from the humming commercial environment that will surely prevail if only
the economic technocrats can be allowed to get the ‘settings’ right. Such
assumptions and priorities move public understanding further and further
away from the governance principles Mary Graham describes as the land
economy of pre-colonial Australia.
Advocates of neoliberalism commonly refer to themselves as
‘conservative’, but I have tried to avoid this term. Governments and parties
with neoliberal agendas do not ‘conserve’ anything. On the contrary, they
plunder the natural world and degrade urban environments with incessant
rebuilding. They are ideologically committed to dismantling public culture,
to abolishing traditional rights and to selling off common land and civic
heritage.

When I started work on the book in 2016, I felt the need to explain how
‘the commons’ as a term belonging to an archaic English tradition was
relevant to us now. But as I began trawling for the relevant literature, I
realised articles and books on the common good were appearing on an
almost weekly basis. The growth of an international movement for the
commons has led to the creation of new organisations and projects
throughout the world. Sharing Cities, a compilation published by the
Shareable Collective, provides 69 case studies of how cultures of resource
sharing are burgeoning in urban environments, with Seoul, Barcelona,
Amsterdam and San Francisco among those leading the way.19
Then, in May 2018 the Business Council of Australia (BCA) announced
that its new campaign slogan was ‘for the Common Good’, and it was clear
that the term was already turning into a political football. The BCA was
fighting to get new tax cuts through that would benefit big business and
might further accelerate the trend towards privatisation by putting all the
money in the hands of corporate developers and depleting the resources
available to councils for preserving public and civic amenities. Keep calm
and think of Orwell, I counselled myself.
There can be no commons without common sense, but we are in an
environment where public intelligence is under continuous assault from
propaganda and misinformation, often presented in highly emotive ways.
But as Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four tops the bestseller list at Amazon,
there is also a growing public consciousness of these forms of
manipulation.
In a functioning democracy, Gramsci’s interregnum can only be
prolonged through failures of political will and deficiencies in public
intelligence. ‘We the people’ must assume responsibility for the loss of the
commons and take on the challenge of restoring the common good to the
centre of the political agenda.

CHAPTER 1

THE POLITICS OF HUMAN
NATURE

The mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battlefield and patriot
grave to every living heart and hearthstone all over this broad land, will yet
swell the chorus of the Union, when again touched, as surely they will be,
by the better angels of our nature.
(Abraham Lincoln, Inaugural Presidential Address, 1861)
The longing for a new world becomes urgent when it is infused with a sense
that the old world has gone bad: when it seems that the worst individuals
have taken control, but perhaps more significantly, the worst aspects of
human nature have come to the fore and spread like a virus from the centres
of power, infecting the behaviour of ordinary people in everyday situations.
Abraham Lincoln’s appeal to ‘the better angels of our nature’ was
addressed to a nation divided by civil war, as if it were some conflict not
just between the warring states, but between polarised aspects of humanity.
Essentially, he was saying that it is the worser aspects of our nature that
divide us, and the better angels that unite into one body as ‘we the people’.
Under good leadership, the people can be encouraged to be guided by the
better angels. It is a matter of choice, and politics is involved in that choice.
Here, though, another danger arises – that of nationalism. Former US
Secretary of State Madeleine Albright characterises Donald Trump as a
president who sees the world as a field of conflict ‘where nations compete
like real estate developers to ruin rivals and squeeze every penny of profit
out of the deals’.1

Nationalism, Albright warns, paves the way for fascism when a leader
emerges who claims not to represent the people, but to embody them. The
image of the people as a united body then becomes literalised in this single
figure, whose will and presence symbolises the nation. Fascism, says
Albright, ‘turns the traditional social contract upside down’. Instead of a
democratic process in which citizens entrust the state with power so that it
will protect their rights, the leader becomes an autocrat and strips the rights
of citizens. Dissenters are routed out through vigilant programs of
expulsion, incarceration and execution. In other words, militant nationalism
is a false commonality.2
As the regime becomes more entrenched, totalitarian government invades
the minds and hearts of the people, seeking to eliminate any thoughts or
feelings that might interfere with absolute and comprehensive loyalty. How
can a new world ever arise from such a dystopia? And yet it happens.
Through the course of her political career, Madeleine Albright saw the rise
and fall – and rise again (her book on fascism is subtitled ‘a warning’) – of
totalitarian regimes in many parts of the world.
Her insights into the causes and impact of the worst kinds of political
pathology arise from personal as well as professional experience. She was
born in Czechoslovakia, just a year before the Nazi invasion. Ten years
later, in 1948, her family fled to the United States when a communist
government took control of the country. The Prague Spring of 1968 saw a
revolutionary insurgence, but that was short lived, and it was not until 1989
that the power of the Stalinist regime was decisively broken in what became
known as the ‘Velvet Revolution’ and Václav Havel was elected President.
Interviewing Havel for PBS NewsHour in February the following year,
Jim Lehrer asked whether he thought all human beings had an instinct for
freedom, whether or not they had experienced it. Havel replied that he had
no doubt about it, but that humans were also weak creatures with bad
qualities. ‘The totalitarian system was masterful in how it managed to
mobilise all the bad qualities.’3
This exchange brings into focus a matter that has caused immense
controversy and confusion. What qualities are intrinsic to human nature,
and are these susceptible to alteration through external influence? Havel is
suggesting that the instincts for freedom and dignity (surely among the
better angels of our nature) can survive regardless of the political
environment. ‘Bad qualities’ are also intrinsic, but although they can be

mobilised in the cause of fascist objectives, they can also be controlled and
modified through regimes of social and psychological management.
Lincoln’s vision of better and worser angels, and with it the commitment
to a fundamental political morality based on collective interest and
communal service, remained at the core of Havel’s philosophy. But through
the course of the twentieth century a debate has evolved in which claims
about what is ‘essential’ to human nature are laden with ideological
determinations that have set the policy direction in many countries,
including the United States, Britain and Australia. One side of that debate
has gained dominance, with consequences that have been profoundly
detrimental to the commons and the common good.

THE NAME OF THE GAME
Before he became president, Václav Havel had made his name writing for
the theatre and participating in dissident movements in Prague, which led to
a four-year prison sentence in the early 1980s. At that time, I was teaching
drama at Newcastle University in New South Wales and his plays were
studied as part of an ‘absurdist’ movement, together with those of other
writers who saw a relationship between totalitarianism and the perversion
of language and logic.
A central figure in Havel’s dramatic world is a man called Vanek who is
trying to hold on to some sense of his authentic self while he is required at
every turn to speak and act falsely. Perhaps those around him are trying to
do the same thing, but every conversation becomes twisted and unreliable.
Are his friends and associates just collecting information so they can inform
on him? He knows he is everywhere under surveillance, as Havel himself
was when he wrote the plays. ‘Fake news’ may be a problem now in the
public domain, but these plays showed how fraudulent accounts of reality
crept into private communications and thought processes.
Live theatre is a great medium in which to conduct experiments in
communication, throwing the rules of engagement into question. On one
occasion, I gave my drama class an improvisation based on a game I had
read about. The game, well known to most students of economics, is called
‘the prisoner’s dilemma’.

It goes something like this. Two people are apprehended after committing
a burglary and taken to a police station where they are put in isolation cells.
They are interviewed separately; each is told that there is enough evidence
to charge them with possession of stolen goods, for which the penalty is
likely to be a two-year jail sentence. If either one of them agrees to be a
witness against the other for the more serious crime of breaking and
entering, their own sentence will be reduced to one year, but the other
offender will get at least three years. In this hypothetical situation, the
chances are – so the theory goes – that neither prisoner will risk being
betrayed and getting the longer sentence. Both will figure that it is better to
turn informer, incurring the maximum of two years with some chance that it
will be only a one-year sentence, should the partner in crime refuse to talk.
The paradigm of the prisoner’s dilemma was first put forward by two
researchers at the Rand Corporation in 1950. Despite the lack of real-world
testing, it became widely influential as grounds for an assumption that
human beings were not, essentially, a cooperative species.
I didn’t know much about the theory at the time, and did not have the
mathematical background to understand the ways in which economists
subjected it to elaborate statistical modelling. It just looked like an
interesting game for my students. There were about a dozen in the class –
not enough to form a sample for any research study – so the results of the
experiment were not sociologically relevant. But they were interesting.
None of the students took the betrayal option. When I asked why, they
seemed bemused and regarded it as a dumb question. If they were partners
in crime, someone said, that suggests a relationship of mutual dependency
and a trust bond. The two crooks had planned and committed a burglary
together, so they were already collaborators.
Drama students play trust games as part of their training, so it would be
fair to object that they were not a representative test group for the
hypothesis, but they were able to point immediately to its essential flaw.
The game of the prisoner’s dilemma, and most of the theory constructed
around it, depends upon excluding the dimension of the social. In
presuming that each of these two individuals will be operating as an
isolated unit of motivation and strategy, the model is blind to all the
complexities of human interdependency.
Imagine a version of this scenario in Stalinist Czechoslovakia (or in any
totalitarian state). The least trustworthy people in this situation would be the

police, and the questions they were asking would be heavily motivated. In
all likelihood, the two people under interrogation would be dissidents,
brought in on trumped-up charges. Prosecuting them would be a means of
reinforcing state power and spreading the fear that ensures public
compliance with a regime of fake truth. In an environment of pervasive
mistrust and routine betrayal, the underlying aim would be to convince each
of the prisoners that loyalty of any kind was a fool’s game.
The notion that there is some essential ‘human nature’ separate from the
dynamics of social interaction and the influences of cultural value or
political circumstance is itself untrustworthy. Such ideas allow ideology to
masquerade as science, and are too readily used to support political
agendas.
The prisoner’s dilemma is central to a major ideological division over the
place of the common good in a contemporary economy, a division that goes
back to the 1940s and to the origins of neoliberalism as a political force. In
the closing years of the Second World War, Austrian economist Friedrich
Hayek became convinced that communism and socialism led directly to the
conditions of dictatorship. He began to write about what he saw as the
inherent danger in all forms of collective ownership and management.
The very notion that humans were altruistic or cooperative by nature, he
argued, was delusion; attempts to enforce communist principles had created
‘the road to serfdom’. Hayek’s fears had some legitimacy. He had seen
National Socialism morph into Nazism in his homeland. Communism had
led to the Stalinist regime in Russia. Mussolini had turned the Italian
Socialist Republic into the first fascist state. The prospect of any
government taking control of the economy with an agenda to manage the
distribution of wealth set off alarm bells.
Yet instead of turning against any essentialist view of human nature,
Hayek offered another one. A free society, he insisted, was one in which
self-interest as the ‘natural’ driver of human motivation, was given free
rein.
His ideas took hold progressively, leading to the neoliberal policy shift of
the Reagan–Thatcher years. While Václav Havel was still living under the
constant threat of re-arrest in communist Czechoslovakia, a free-market
ideology was on the rise in Britain and America. Traditions of social and
communal commitment were overridden by an aggressive focus on
competition between individuals.

An important theoretical support for this came from public choice theory,
an approach to economic modelling developed by James M Buchanan at the
Rand Corporation. Buchanan had trained in game theory, and elaborated
forms of the prisoner’s dilemma were central to his research, which sought
to demonstrate that human agents in any political situation were out for
themselves. Buchanan was awarded the Nobel Prize in 1986 for his work on
how ‘political actors’ in government and other major institutions are
motivated by self-interest and personal advantage, in ways that override
their supposed commitment to the common good.
An advocate for Buchanan’s view might interpret the responses of my
drama class in a way that would not at all conflict with the theory: rather
than making altruistic choices and demonstrating that there were bonds of
trust that transcended individualism, the students had identified a form of
relationship based on a coincidence of self-interest between the two parties.
This is a rather grim vision of the underlying laws of human interaction,
but it has comedic potential, as scriptwriter Antony Jay proved in his classic
BBC series Yes, Minister. Jay developed an interest in public choice theory
when, in collaboration with John Cleese, he worked on a set of comedy
videos to be used in management training. His initial proposal to the BBC
for a sitcom based on these scenarios was greeted with some scepticism.4
But with a perfectly chosen cast, headed by Paul Eddington as Minister Jim
Hacker and Nigel Hawthorne as Sir Humphrey Appleby, the civil servant
who effectively manages him, it became one of the most successful comedy
series of the 1980s.
‘Party Games’, the Christmas finale of the third series in 1984, is a
textbook illustration of game theory and a masterpiece of dramaturgy.
Following the announcement of the prime minister’s retirement, the home
secretary is involved in a drink-driving incident and forced to resign. This
triggers a cabinet spill. All the players must renegotiate their appointments.
And so, in a sequence of Machiavellian dialogues, the cohort of high-level
government operatives try to manoeuvre themselves into positions of
relative advantage, forming alliances in order to undermine rivals or create
pacts of mutual benefit.
Is this really what government is about? That question hovers over the
proceedings, as it does in every episode. Jay had a light touch, even with
such loaded ideological material. Its darker implications do not seem to
have led him, or Margaret Thatcher – who let it be known she was ‘a great

fan’ of the series – to be at all cynical about a government in which game
theory was central to the whole policy-making agenda. In the neoliberal
mindset, this was not cynicism but realism. Any idea of the common good
was either a political strategy favoured by those with vested interests, or a
delusion that appealed to people of weak intelligence who fondly thought of
themselves as ‘good’.

A DRAMA OF INEVITABILITY
Buchanan’s study of gaming focused on the behaviour of political actors,
but he and others later expanded it to identify what was termed ‘the
collective action problem’. Tensions between the collective interests of the
group and the incentive to pursue individual benefit, they argued, would
tend to defeat any collaborative approach to the management of property
and resources.
This model of thinking drew support from a theory known as ‘The
Tragedy of the Commons’. In an essay with that title published in 1968,
microbiologist Garrett Hardin made the case that the commons – by which
he meant all forms of communal property and shared resources – is
ultimately doomed to destruction because it will always be plundered for
personal gain. In the prototypical case of the village grazing common,
human nature decreed that each of the villagers would be motivated to
increase their stock to a point where the land could no longer support the
number of animals.
Thus, in Hardin’s view, ‘freedom in a commons brings ruin to all’.5 From
the early mediaeval institution of the village common to the civic parks and
swimming pools of the modern town, the eventual outcome would be the
same: spoliation through the competitive determination of each user to get
the most out of it for themselves. It was, in his words, ‘a drama of
inevitability’.
Hardin’s primary concern in the essay is actually with questions of
population control. He had studied game theory and sought to apply it in an
interpretation of the balance of ecosystems, arguing from the premise that
biologically determined self-interest meant that humans were programmed
to reproduce beyond the limits of the environments on which they
depended. This would ultimately spell ruin for any shared natural resource.

Writing in 1968, at a time when the contraceptive pill had only recently
become widely available, he could see no ‘technical solution’ to the urgent
need to limit human population. But the other blind spot at the centre of his
essay is more serious and, given the wide influence of his argument in
policy circles, more consequential. Hardin could see no way in which
humans could be trained or persuaded out of their intrinsically selfmotivated patterns of behaviour. Responsibility, he claimed, was ‘a verbal
counterfeit’ because appeals to self-restraint were really just futile attempts
‘to browbeat the free man in a commons into acting against his own
interest’.6
Appeals to conscience were worse than futile, they were ‘pathogenic’
because if only those with conscience were prepared to limit their use of
resources and control reproduction, they would soon be bred out, so that
conscience itself would be bred out of the race. ‘If we ask a man who is
exploiting a commons to resist “in the name of conscience”’, Hardin writes,
‘what are we saying to him? What does he hear?’7 It is telling that Hardin
puts his case here in terms of an address to the individual.
This focus blinds his argument to the realities of a vast dimension of
human history. The history of the commons is, in the most fundamental
sense, the history of human society itself. Resource sharing is one of the
founding elements of social organisation: at the simplest level it may mean
apportioning food and shelter to members of a community, but more
sophisticated forms of human cooperation are involved in sharing the
produce of an ecosystem.
If there were a prize for the most misconceived argument ever to be put
before the public, Hardin’s ‘The Tragedy of the Commons’ would surely be
a hot contender. Yet his essay has had a formative influence on generations
of economics graduates and policy makers. There is no sustainable
commons without collaborative management, and it is this essential point
that Hardin misses. By sweeping aside the very principle that humans are a
collaborative species, and taking the presumption of self-interest as a
foundation for his theory, he puts himself in a false position.
How does a scenario of unadulterated self-interest really play out, in an
environment where there are no holds barred? The successful American
series Billions offers a dramatic exploration of this question. In season one,
Bobby Axelrod, self-described ‘activist investor’, who heads up a rapacious
hedge fund management company, is set against US attorney Chuck

Rhoades in a contest that puts both their reputations at stake. It’s a case of
‘winner takes all’, in a legal battle that will mean ruin for one or the other.
Rhoades boasts of working for the public good, but it is clear from the
outset that he is entirely ego-driven, with a fierce compulsion to gain status
through the humiliation of his adversaries. Axelrod, the only executive in
his former workplace to survive the 9/11 attacks, poses as a philanthropist.
He has made a big donation to the New York firefighters, and is bankrolling
a scheme to fund college fees for the sons and daughters of his dead
colleagues. Addressing a meeting of the grateful families, he says he is only
doing what they would do for him.
No Buchanan-trained player would fail to see how he was gaming them
with that line. ‘Do as you would be done by’ is a fine principle (one that
goes back to Winstanley and the Diggers), but that’s not how game theory
works. The players in Billions are canny enough to know that predatory
behaviour needs to be disguised. The primal battle between adversaries has
evolved into a battle of wits, in which success depends upon disguising
motives and strategies. There is also a game of reputation management: the
press must be played, as well as one’s clients and rivals. At the family
dinner table, Axelrod teaches his young sons a quiz game in which you can
win a round by playing dumb and losing points in the first pass.
According to game theory, the most self-interested response in any given
situation is also the most rational. Mutual self-interest is therefore,
paradoxically, the only trustworthy foundation for trust. This corresponds
with Ayn Rand’s contention that altruistic people are untrustworthy because
they are not being true to themselves and their essential instincts as rational
beings. But what if a significant advantage is to be gained through a
betrayal of trust? In the Billions scenario, a skilled gamer should be one
step ahead in the reasoning pattern, predicting how the ally will react, and
prepared either with some compensatory deal to repair the bond, or with a
double-down strategy for dispensing with a partner who is now a loser. As
Axelrod learns, though, betrayals prompt counter-moves in which the profit
motive is bound up with the revenge motive, and the revenge motive has
deeply personal repercussions.
Although Billions makes compelling television, it portrays a world
dominated by psychological banalities. Ultimately, the only relationship any
of its characters has is with money, and their only occupation is the game of
getting it. Yet what is this money? We see some of the things it buys –

sports cars, designer clothes, an impulse trip to the Galapagos Islands by
private plane – but it fulfils no basic human need. If the profit motive is
supposed to be natural and instinctive, there is nothing natural about the
profits themselves. Billions of dollars are an abstract commodity, sustained
only through perpetual circulation in the hyperspace of global financial
trading. As Axelrod subjects the members of his team to their performance
interviews, the seven-figure bonuses he hands out to the winners are
conjured out of nothing. No real work is done in this place, and there is no
sense in which the money is earned through the application of skills that are
of any value outside the phantasmic world of stocks and shares.

THE DISCIPLINES OF THE COMMONS
Almost all higher-order human activities involve some element of
collaboration. The scientific inventions of the Middle Ages – mechanical
clocks, optical lenses, mirrors, the printing press, the artesian well –
involved the combined skills of drafters, mathematicians, metal and glass
cutters, engravers and carpenters. We like to tell the history of technological
advance as a sequence of narratives about the great lone genius, but even
Steve Jobs, when he revolutionised the personal computer, did not, so to
speak, pull an apple out of a hat. Steve Wozniak provided complementary
expertise in electronic programming, and Wozniak in turn drew on the
expertise of Rod Holt in developing the switch-mode power supply.
Here I’d like to return to my opening story of the experiment performed
by my drama students, and the significance of trust games in performance
training. There is no effective collaboration without trust, and if the trust
breaks down, so does any enterprise on which it was based.
Performance students learn that trust is not a simple contract but an
ongoing process involving extraordinary subtleties and complexities of
communication. This is evident when you watch a team of acrobats in the
Cirque du Soleil or the fine choreography of a dance company. At every
moment, every microsecond of the enactment, an exchange of mental,
emotional and physiological information is taking place, with such a high
degree of synergy that it becomes impossible to separate the motivation of
one performer from another.

In the Bangarra Dance Company’s rendition of Black Emu, movement
ripples across the stage, seeming to pass in a wave through one body, into a
spiral in the next, and wind back in unexpected folds as the bodies merge.
This is more than collaboration; it is a form of creative fusion. Underlying it
is an extraordinary commitment to discipline, involving long hours of
training, with gruelling repetition of exercises calling for the utmost
strength and precision.
Curiously, Garrett Hardin’s career could have gone another way. At the
age of seventeen he won a scholarship to study Dramatic Arts at the
Chicago College of Music, but he chose instead to focus on biology.
Looking at the choice of keywords in his essay – ‘tragedy’ and ‘drama of
inevitability’ – I wonder if he is haunted by this missing dimension.
Classical tragedy is indeed a drama of inevitability, based on a view that
human nature is essentially flawed. Even the most powerful and heroic
figures act according to predetermined patterns, and are incapable of
adjusting to changing situations. Yet bringing a tragedy to the stage requires
a team of performers who are trained to exercise the most finely honed
skills in responsive adaptation to each other. The same is true of an
orchestral concert.
Perhaps if Hardin had had the experience of playing in an orchestra he
might have realised that a species capable of such versatile and intricately
interwoven behaviours is surely capable of collaborating effectively over
the common use and management of the environment.
The real issue with the commons is how this management can be
effective: how adjustments are made to changing circumstances to ensure
the continuance of shared systems over many generations. Of course, there
will be problems. Those of us who advocate for the return of the commons
as a response to the ravages caused by neoliberal policies do not propose
this as some kind of ‘answer’ to all our problems. There will always be
situations in which people take more than their share, where there is
deterioration through negligence, where quarrels within a community lead
to conflict over the ways in which usage is regulated. Commons require
management, and management involves constant response to problems,
from everyday tensions to major crises. Regenerating a true culture of the
commons must be a determined process, in which management works not
as a system of command and control, but as a multilateral and dynamically
responsive process.

Elinor Ostrom, a political economist at the University of Indiana who
was Hardin’s most cogent and determined critic, had the distinction of
being the only female Nobel laureate in economics, ‘for her analysis of
economic governance, especially the commons’. She died in 2012, before
her life’s work began to show signs of paving the way for the next
economic revolution. Her most widely read book, Governing the Commons
(1990), still provides the best account of the challenges involved in a
commons-based economy.
Taking exception to Hardin’s way of prefacing statements with ‘my
theory proves …’, Ostrom set out to investigate whether there was any realworld proof for the theory. She and her husband, Vincent Ostrom, studied
practices of commons management among communities in alpine
Switzerland, rural Japan, Kenya, Guatemala, Nepal and Turkey. Hardin’s
insistence that common fields would necessarily be ruined by over-grazing
and that rivers and lakes would be fished out and wildlife hunted to
extinction was easy to refute.
Ostrom dedicated herself to the dissemination of specific forms of
knowledge about particular situations in which the commons were under
traditional ownership. There was never anything arbitrary about her own
thinking, which was eclectic and pragmatic. In political terms, she wanted
to replace antagonism with an older concept of agon, or struggle. Struggle
between peoples, communities and individuals was an inevitable aspect of
diversity. It should not be avoided, or ramped up into ideological warfare,
but rather engaged in as an ongoing process of maintaining balance in
governance.
The commons, Ostrom always insisted, were not a panacea. But that very
point introduces the case for studying commons governance: how are
breaches of fairness and communal responsibility to be addressed, with a
view to minimising the risks to land and ecosystems? Ostrom’s work
became oriented towards the development of Institutional Analysis and
Development (IAD) as a field of study. Central to IAD was the principle of
seven generations adhered to by the Native American Iroquois Confederacy,
according to which all practices and decisions about the land must be made
with a view to their impact over seven generations of the community.
In his recent book Elinor Ostrom’s Rules for Radicals, Derek Wall seeks
to show how her research might provide essential guidelines for those
working towards a resurgence of the commons. Wall, one of the leading

scholars on Ostrom’s work, criticises her for remaining embedded in the
paradigm of ‘methodological individualism’. But Ostrom was working in
defiance of an aggressive consensus, and it is easy to underestimate the
difficulties of thinking against the grain in a cultural climate where dissent
from a set of essential tenets is seen as some fundamental failure of
understanding.
Half a century on from the time at which Hardin was writing, it is
overwhelmingly evident that the real tragedy of the commons is
privatisation itself, and the ideology that raises self-interest to the status of a
moral imperative. In Australia, the tragedy of the commons is writ large
across the Great Barrier Reef, the Murray-Darling basin, the Hunter Valley
and the old growth forests of Tasmania. The culprit is not human nature but
corporate culture. Fears of further massive environmental damage have
prompted widespread opposition to the Adani corporation’s plans for the
Carmichael coalmine in Queensland’s Galilee Basin. Who does, after all,
own ‘the golden treasury’ of the earth? Without the traditions of
custodianship established by First Nations peoples, this question becomes a
mere political football.

‘HOW DARE THEY DO THAT?’
While working on this book, I have been keeping a daily ledger of relevant
examples of the commons in crisis as they have been reported in the news,
focusing on parallels between cases in Britain and America, and here in
Australia. These range from local communities protesting against the loss of
a public space or building, to campaigns about threats to ecosystems in
national parkland and conflicts with major corporations over development
plans. The larger cases obviously attract wider attention and have a greater
political urgency, but specific local battles have ways of bringing the key
issues into sharp focus.
The case of ‘The ice cream wars in Newbiggin’ sounds about as trivial as
any you’d find. A BBC Radio 4 documentary with that title was broadcast
in August 2016, and told the story of a conflict that had broken out in the
small town of Newbiggin-on-Sea, half an hour’s drive from the English city
of Newcastle.8 The trouble began when the Northumberland County
Council invited tenders for the right to sell ice cream in the Church Point

car park, at the end of the beachside promenade. Tommy Brash, who had
traded from his van on the site for 47 years, put in an application as usual,
and was devastated to learn that he had been outbid.
He was not the only one devastated, and although that seems a strong
term to use for the loss of an ice cream seller’s pitch, in this case the
response tapped into a deeper and more pervasive sense of loss and
frustration among local residents. A petition against the council’s decision
quickly gathered 1700 signatures, rising to over 3000. Then there was a
street march in protest. ‘Mr. Brash has been a wonderful advocate for
neighbourliness in our community,’ said one protester. Many of them
remembered buying his ice creams on their way home from school, and
now their own children did the same. And he’d sneak a free one across the
counter to a child who didn’t have the money. The lost and the lonely would
stop by for a chat.
Brash himself, after his initial reaction, offered a sage perspective on
what had happened. The car park was formerly held on a freehold contract
by private owners who ‘looked after local people’ and were glad to support
his enterprise at a nominal charge of £100 a year. Then the council bought
the land back and put the fee up to £700. Well, that was understandable,
said Brash. They needed the money. But this time round the tender was
competitive, and early in 2016 he was outbid by another trader.
For a time, urged on by the tabloids, Brash’s supporters turned their
outrage on the new incumbents, who were reported to be immigrants, set on
raising the price of the ice creams. When a BBC reporter tracked them
down, she found they were a Greek couple, Manos and Dimitra, who had
taken a loan to get the franchise. Manos had lived and worked in Britain for
16 years – most of his adult life – and Dimitra was expecting their first
child. Manos worked a night shift at a science laboratory and came for his
day job selling ice creams with very little sleep. They had no idea they were
buying into a hostile environment and no way of anticipating how this
might impact on their already precarious livelihood.
Northumberland County Council, under pressure to respond to the
situation, issued a statement that they had implemented ‘a standard process
to ensure that businesses are given an equal opportunity to trade and which
also generates income that helps support the provision of council services’.
What they had signally failed to preside over was the interests of the

residents and communities. They had behaved like a corporation, concerned
only with costs and returns.
Interviewed for the BBC radio program, Tommy Brash exhibited no
resentment towards the couple who had taken over his patch, but he let rip
with a denunciation of the council:
They’ve took away the schools. They’ve took away the pubs, they’ve took
away the post office, they’ve took away the banks. Newbiggin people love
Sunday on the beach and ice cream off Tommy the Ice Cream man. They’ve
took away that. How dare they do that?9
One of the interesting aspects of this situation is that it does not illustrate
the standard equation between public ownership and public benefit. It
serves rather as an example of how the commons are underpinned by
cultural values, first and foremost. Those who had formerly held the
freehold rights over the car park were evidently far more attuned to
community interests than the council that acquired it as part of their
redevelopment plan for the seafront area of the town. This redevelopment
was put under the management of commercial contractors who, in the face
of fierce public protest, set about the demolition of two old pubs, a school
and the library in order to make way for new commercial and residential
premises on the prime strip of real estate. Public facilities were to be
recreated in a new leisure and sports centre, but things did not proceed
according to plan.
In a journal column posted to the Facebook group ‘Working together for
Newbiggin-by-the-Sea’, Hilton Dawson wrote:
This whole affair reeks of maladministration by the County Council and a
company established only in 2012 which now boasts a portfolio of £138
million of land, commercial and residential property. All of which are
surely public assets, all of which should be managed openly, reported on
transparently.10
A commission of inquiry in 2018 found that the corporate enterprise
entrusted with the work suffered from poor leadership, weak governance,
poor strategic direction, lack of due diligence and weak financial
management.11

Dawson, who can trace his family back 12 generations in Newbiggin, has
been compiling a memory book of stories from other residents who have a
long-term family history in the town. What he hears, he says, has convinced
him that ‘the world’s most overlooked and squandered resource must be the
intelligence, insight, humour, wisdom and character of human beings …
Everybody matters. Everybody matters here.’12 Clearly there was a
polarisation of values between a local government operating on principles
belonging to an ideology of market-driven growth and development and a
population with strong traditions of community responsibility, to whom the
role of the council seemed ‘alien and unaccountable’.
The story of the ice cream wars, and the larger picture of social
dispossession behind it, is an all-too-typical version of the tragedy of the
commons. In Hardin’s terms, it might be seen as an illustration of how the
principle of the common good just cannot stand up to the realities of
competitive self-interest, which is here expressed in bids for tender,
corporate development plans, and the repurposing of land in order to yield
greater profit. But this is not some law of nature working its way out
through the agency of the market. It is a clash of cultures, and cultures are
created over time, through the reinforcement of one choice over another and
through shared investments in principles of human conduct. A culture that
allows commercial self-interest to become paramount creates the
preconditions for exploitation and corruption.
A particularly serious manifestation of this arose recently in the Sydney
suburb of Auburn, where I lived for many years. When I moved there in
1995, house prices in the area were depressed. With a rapidly growing
multicultural population and large cohorts of recent immigrants, Auburn
had its troubles and its challenges. It also had its attractions. Family-owned
cafes selling wonderful fresh food alternated with dollar shops on the high
street, where Muslim women in hijabs and Asian Australians in singlets
passed each other without a trace of tension. The local park was a
community hub from first thing in the morning, when elderly people came
out to practise tai chi, to the late afternoon, when dozens of extended family
groups laid out their picnic blankets.
This diverse population brought high levels of need: for healthcare,
housing, education and training. Many languages were spoken and many
religious traditions were represented. Each community wanted its place of
worship, and some founded schools to offer a faith-based educational

environment. But there were also high levels of entrepreneurial energy and
good will, with groups like the Affinity Intercultural Foundation reaching
out to exchange knowledge across the divisions.
The Auburn Council, meanwhile, was developing a culture of its own,
based on a profound commitment to self-interest on the part of a powerful
cohort who saw the rapidly changing demographic profile of the suburb as
an opportunity for some adventurous profiteering. Signs of trouble became
public in March 2013, with the dismissal of general manager John Burgess
in what has been interpreted as a political move against an official who
served as a brake on some of their activities.13
Early in 2016, matters came to a head when the New South Wales
Government moved to suspend the entire council pending an inquiry into
multiple allegations of councillors misusing their positions to promote their
interests as property developers. Most of the more serious allegations
related to the behaviour of six council members who formed a voting bloc
(sometimes referred to as the ‘Super Six’) to push for rezoning of land they
had purchased. It was claimed that two of the developers stood to gain over
$30 million from rezoning decisions.
A 230-page report from this inquiry caused almost as much public
consternation as the allegations themselves. Fairfax journalist Jacob
Saulwick argued that the failure of the inquiry to make any findings of
misconduct was an indictment of a larger political culture in which local
corruption was allowed to flourish. Anthony Klan wrote a feature article in
The Australian on the ‘untouchable’ councillor Salim Mehajer, who became
a tabloid celebrity following the spectacular celebrations for his wedding in
2015. Klan commented on the ‘soft touch approach’ of the inquiry, which
failed even to call for those implicated to be banned from serving on
councils in the future.14
‘How dare they do that?’ Tommy Brash’s ringing question has an all-tooobvious answer: because they can. The whole situation in Auburn was one
in which the law seemed to make a late and reluctant appearance at the
party. Governments of a neoliberal persuasion are strongly resistant to the
imposition of legal parameters on the operations of developers and
investors, regardless of the impact they may have on the civic amenities of
a neighbourhood.
In Australia as in Britain, towns and cities all around the country are
losing their tennis courts, ovals, swimming pools, libraries, community

halls and post office buildings to make way for corporate-run stadiums and
leisure centres, the costs of which are co-funded and often underwritten by
local governments. People who once gathered casually on small patches of
common ground now make their way as individuals through the doors of an
edifice run by franchise companies. Subscription membership may be
required for the sports facilities. The library’s book collection remains in
storage after the move, and the space is used for desks with monitors for
internet access. Plans for the changes are made public and protests
invariably ensue, but the usual story is that protests, however determined,
have little consequence.

‘NO SUCH THING AS SOCIETY’
Soon after the commencement of her third term as prime minister in 1987,
Margaret Thatcher did an extended interview with Douglas Keay for
Woman’s Own, during the course of which she made the notorious statement
that ‘there is no such thing as society’.15 Thatcher was using the wrong
tense. Given the policies and principles to which she had committed her
government, she might, with some accuracy, have made the pronouncement
as a prediction that there will be no such thing as society. Of course, the
quotation is taken out of context and Thatcher did not envisage the longerterm social consequences of neoliberalism that have now set in through
continuing austerity policies.
During the course of a wide-ranging discussion, she evoked naive
pictures of ideal family and community worlds: children inviting their
friends home for tea after school; townspeople getting together to plant
trees and shrubs in public spaces; ‘a living tapestry of men and women’
taking responsibility for themselves, then turning to lend a helping hand to
‘those who are unfortunate’.
Although one might make allowance for the fact that she was addressing
the readers of a traditional women’s magazine, Thatcher had never in any of
her pronouncements shown any understanding of the structural and cultural
aspects of social cohesion. Certainly, her much vaunted sense of
‘responsibility’ did not extend to any concern about how the tapestry of
individuals might be dependent upon the maintenance of a social fabric.

Thatcher took up the glib equation between free markets and a world of
free individuals as a personal credo. Society itself came to be seen as a
straitjacket, to be wrenched and torn at with crusading fervour. Almost forty
years on from her notorious pronouncement, the ideology she instated as a
controlling influence on rightwing politics has created a situation in which
nearly a quarter of Britain’s children are living in poverty. They have no tea
to come home to, and they steal each other’s lunches at school because they
are hungry. Townspeople do not get together in public spaces to plant trees
because of the plethora of regulations that would prevent them doing so.
They are far more likely to congregate as rough sleepers in adjacent
doorways of the high street. No helping hand is extended to those who are
effectively exiled from society through extreme poverty. Government
rhetoric and government policy are ever more hostile to the homeless, the
disabled, the mentally ill, and those who cannot earn enough to feed their
families.
A 2018 report on extreme poverty and human rights in the United
Kingdom made by Philip Alston for the United Nations concludes that
‘poverty is a political choice’ and that the driving force has been a
commitment to achieving radical social engineering rather than any
genuinely economic objective. Alston also stresses how household poverty
is accompanied by the erosion of social infrastructure and the loss of the
commons.16 He
observes that libraries have closed in record numbers, community and
youth centres have been underfunded and made smaller, and public spaces
and buildings have been sold off. Brexit, he warns, is set to make the
situation worse.
Aside from its blunt account of the impact of poverty on vulnerable
groups, including children, the old, the disabled and immigrant
communities, the report offers hard-hitting comments on austerity as a
political choice. ‘The government has made no secret of its determination to
change the value system to focus more on individual responsibility’, it
states, and ‘it is the underlying values and the ethos’ that is the source of the
greatest problems, including the problem of ministers being in denial of the
consequences of their determinations.17
This is Thatcher’s legacy, but it is also Hayek’s. An entrenched antipathy
to collectivism produces extreme forms of individualism and effectively
ruins the fabric of society. People are shut out of the economy on the

assumption that they have somehow ‘failed’ in the competition for survival
and are unworthy. Now, in Britain, that means they may be literally left to
die.
If competitive individualism is the bedrock of human nature, it is hard to
explain the huge ground-swell of opposition to this state of affairs and the
belief system behind it. A weekly Twitter campaign badged
#SocialistSunday has created a rapidly expanding network of people to
whom austerity is anathema. Given the historical associations of ‘socialism’
with communism, social control and economic depression, I was curious to
know what it meant to those embracing it now, and sent out a tweet asking
that question.
Looking at the several dozen responses I received, in combination with
answers to a question along the same lines on the Socialist Sunday home
page, I was struck by their consistency. ‘A socialist is one who believes in
community, society, inclusion and fairness’ was a typical statement.
‘Listening to others’, ‘basic respect and compassion’, ‘seeing everyone as
equal in value’ were qualities identified numerous times.
Only one contained a Marxist resonance, with a reference to ‘controlling
the means of production’ but all converged on the view of ‘a society that is
run for the benefit of the people’.
In the same week as Alston released his report, the Morrison government
in Australia announced cuts to funding for foodbanks. The influence of
neoliberalism in Australia is strong, but the Thatcherite agenda is not as
fully realised as in Britain. Taking conditions there as an advance warning,
we have a chance of turning things around before they lock in to a cycle
that is almost impossible to reverse without something approaching a
revolution. The French Gilets Jaunes movement has served as an inspiration
to disaffected people in other European countries, but the widespread chaos
and destruction it has caused should also serve as a warning.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE GOOD?
As citizens in a democratic society, we compose our own views on the basis
of experience, persuasion and information. We make choices about what
information we attend to and what persuasions we adopt as guiding
influences. If we are being dispossessed of our communal and civic

heritage, this is because enough of us have allowed ourselves to be
convinced that it is inevitable, or a good thing, or perhaps both. Those of us
who think otherwise are left with the burden of trying to persuade our
fellow citizens that it is neither.
‘Self-interest’ is a principle open to contradictory forms of interpretation.
In a society and an economy based on competitive individualism, the self is
an isolated unit, embattled or empowered, according to its successes or
failures in the environment. In a communal economy, the self is absorbed in
and defined by the collective, whose interests are indistinguishable from
those of the individual.
In seeking to address this cognitive divide, where can we find common
ground? I recall a visit to the Mossman Gorge rainforest about an hour’s
drive north of Cairns in Queensland, where I joined one of the Kuku Yalanji
Dreamtime Walks that are conducted by guides indigenous to the area. Our
guide explained some of the survival strategies developed by the traditional
owners of the Kuku Yalanji land. Besides the food and water it provided, he
told us, the forest was a source of many medicines and healing practices
that depended on subtle combinations of elements. This intricate knowledge
was passed from grandfathers to grandsons and grandmothers to granddaughters, so that it was ‘double stranded’: if it missed out in one
generation, it would still be crossing through to the next. This strengthened
intergenerational bonds.
The walk culminated at a place deep in the forest dominated by the
presence of a giant strangler fig, also known to Europeans as a cathedral fig,
for its creation of a massive arched space bordered by the ring of trees that
became the supports for its powerful roots. It was an awe-inspiring
phenomenon. This was a sacred place, the ranger told us. The tree itself
kept the law of the forest. When the smaller trees became too numerous and
threatened to take over, it would exercise ‘a bit of discipline’ by
incorporating them into its own life support system.18
A few days after this tour, I went on another guided walk, this one led by
a biology research student wearing a Harvard T-shirt. On this walk, too, we
encountered a strangler fig, but the commentary on it was a Darwinian
narrative of natural selection, and how evolution would favour the strongest
individuals in a species.
There is truth in both accounts, though the scientific view would claim
precedence for its supposedly more objective and technical understanding

of biological systems. But where does a scientific account morph into a
cultural interpretation? The theory of natural selection is just that – a theory.
There are many ways of reading and interpreting the technicalities of
genetic transmission, and it is easy for cultural assumptions to creep in. In
the case of the giant fig tree, one interpretation sees it as a manifestation of
the triumphant individual, dominating through genetic ‘success’; the other
understands the tree as an expression of the ecosystem itself, working to
influence a sustainable balance of species.
The image of the upstart individual needing to be corralled into the fold
of communal life, often by stern means, has its equivalents in many deep
cultural traditions. Self-serving and narcissistic behaviour was anathema to
the societies of puritan America and is condemned in countless works of
British literature. The cultivation of selfishness and its equation with some
law of nature is a post-Darwinian phenomenon. It belongs to the domain of
ideology, not of science, and is a relatively recent phenomenon.
Two months after his election as President of the Czech Republic, Václav
Havel made an address to the US Congress in which he spoke of ‘the
people’ as a dynamic and living entity. His experience, he said, had given
him one great certainty – that Consciousness preceded Being, not the other
way around, as ideologues claimed. What did he mean by that? He spoke of
a ‘sphere of human consciousness’ belonging to a larger ecological sphere
of life, and concluded that ‘responsibility is the order of being’ was the
fundamental imperative for all human individuals. That is something the
Kuku Yalanji people also knew. If we in Australia are to ‘progress’ from the
morass of a failing and misconceived political ideology, we will need to
look back at what our larger history can teach.

CHAPTER 2

NEOLIBERALISM: A BRIEF
HISTORY

When Sally McManus gave her inaugural address to the National Press
Club as the secretary of the Australian Council of Trade Unions in March
2017, she put neoliberalism front and centre of a new campaign, declaring
that the movement had run its course.1 The policy trends whose demise
were on her agenda included failure to raise or enforce the minimum wage,
the dismantling of fair work regulations, and tax cuts for big business. The
wealth of the nation has not been shared, she said. Too much has ended up
in offshore bank accounts or in CEO’s back pockets.2 A year later, chief
economist at the Australia Institute, Richard Denniss, wrote a Quarterly
Essay in which he presented the case that neoliberalism was ‘dead, buried
and cremated’, its agendas having reached tipping point with the Abbott
government.3
There is, though, an important distinction between these two
declarations. McManus is delivering a call to arms, saying that the game is
up. The implication is that some fighting is involved. Denniss is offering an
analytical overview, which he introduces as if it were a post-mortem report,
though he does offer a caveat: even as a corpse, the idea harbours some
rhetorical and political power.
In fact, the failure of neoliberalism to lie down and die has been a matter
of much speculation since the global financial crisis of 2008, following
which a succession of high-profile commentators, including Naomi Klein
and Joseph Stiglitz, pronounced it done and dusted. Yet ten years on from
the crisis, a conference held at York St John University was titled ‘The
Non-Death of Neoliberalism’. Canadian political economist, Jamie Peck,
who has given keynote addresses at many conferences on the subject,

describes it as an ‘undead ideology’. Having incurred terminal brain
damage in the months leading up to the fatal seizure of the global financial
crisis, he says, it continued to exercise a form of zombie control over
governments throughout the world.4
Paradoxically, the presence of neoliberalism in public debate has become
increasingly prominent since 2008. Peck shows a graph indicating that
academic citations of the term have gone up astronomically in the past ten
years. Journalists have discovered it. So have bloggers and political
campaigners – usually those who are opposed to everything neoliberalism
stands for. Some commentators argue that it is just a catch-all term for
everything the left doesn’t like. The counter-argument is that it has gone
under the radar for too long, since those who promoted it prefer to avoid
making an identifiable target of their beliefs and ideas. In October 2016,
London’s Adam Smith Institute broke with this tradition of evasiveness
with the statement: ‘We’ve recently decided to start calling ourselves free
market “neoliberals” ’.5
It is not easy to dislodge entrenched forms of human power. They rarely
die off of their own accord. When they reach the phase of decadence and
excess, the terminal symptoms are evident; they see their adversaries
circling, but they do not give up without a fight. We can expect the
neoliberal endgame to get ugly. There are signs of that already in the
escalation of propaganda surrounding government policy directions, in the
punitive ‘crack-downs’ on welfare, with the push for legislation to
criminalise union activities and public protests. In early 2019, Theresa
May’s Tory government continued to cling to power after being found in
contempt of parliament and subsequently losing a vote on her Brexit ‘deal’
by a massive opposing majority. Meanwhile a Liberal government in
Australia that had lost its majority shrank the schedule of parliamentary
sitting weeks in order to minimise opportunities for a no-confidence
motion, but lost a key vote on asylum seeker policy on its first day back in
the House.
Corporate media players are actively campaigning against parties and
candidates who are seen as a threat to their dominance, and the role of the
national broadcaster has been thrown into an arena of contending interests.
In September 2018, the chair of the ABC Board was forced to resign over
apparent capitulation to government demands on political reportage, while
in Britain there are troubling, well-grounded claims that the BBC is heavily

biased towards the Tory government. Strategies are needed in response, and
that means having an astute sense of what we are up against. On the eve of
the Liberal Party leadership spill that took place in Canberra on 23 August
2018, Channel Nine political correspondent, Chris Uhlmann, denounced
Sky News and other News Corp media as having ‘crossed the line’ in a
deliberate attempt to cripple the government and force a change from
Malcolm Turnbull to Peter Dutton. ‘They are players in the game’, he said.
‘Listen to them. Watch them. And the Australian people are being caught in
the cross fire.’6
In order to get some perspective on where we are, it is helpful to go back
to where it all began. Daniel Stedman Jones, whose Masters of the Universe
provides an account of how neoliberal ideology became a political force,
points to a moment in time when those who led the movement saw
themselves as the heralds of a new era.
What they felt they were up against was epitomised in Franklin D
Roosevelt’s 1944 State of the Union address, where he laid out the social
and economic rights of the twentieth-century citizen.7 These rights included
useful and meaningful work, with wages sufficient to cover food, clothing
and shelter. Families had the right to a decent home and medical care.
Farmers should expect a fair price for their produce, and businesses should
be able to trade in an environment of free and fair competition. Those who
suffered from periods of sickness or unemployment, or were too old to
work, should be entitled to support from the government.
All this might seem uncontroversial, an expression of the basic social
provisions that any advanced nation would seek to make. Yet in the minds
of some, it was a sign that the government was steering the nation in a
dangerous direction. Friedrich Hayek, founder and doctrinal leader of the
neoliberal movement, was in the process of bringing forward a very
different agenda, based on principles quite contrary to those that inspired
Roosevelt’s speech.
Stedman Jones points to a synchronicity: Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom,
his own manifesto for a new world, was in press at the start of 1944. In this,
he argued that freedom meant ‘the march of individual liberty’ and its
greatest enemy was ‘collectivism’, which he saw as leading inevitably to
socialist dictatorship. With the rise of Italian fascism, the spread of
Stalinism and the horrors of Nazism becoming fully evident, Hayek’s fears
were shared by many of those around him.

In spite of the grim realities of the postwar world, Hayek’s blueprint for
an alternative future had a utopian quality. He still believed in the prospect
of freedom, justice and prosperity. As an economist, he saw the means of
achieving this in economic terms. Prosperity was to be achieved not
through government programs for employment and welfare, but through the
growth of commerce.
Hayek’s naively selective view of history translated to a wilfully
blinkered vision of the way forward. The ironies he himself sought to
highlight now glare back at everything he stood for. The promise of greater
freedom, he declared, had become one of the most effective weapons of
socialist propaganda. It would only ‘heighten the tragedy if it should prove
that what was promised to us as the Road to Freedom was in fact the High
Road to Servitude’.8 And so neoliberalism, the movement that was born
from Hayek’s fantasy of a greater freedom under the rule of the markets,
comes to its endgame as the twenty-first century’s High Road to Servitude.
In the United States and Britain, every single one of the modern citizen’s
rights identified in Franklin D Roosevelt’s speech is either lost or being
eroded.
As ‘we the people’ wake up to the realities of the neoliberal endgame, it
is easy to become confused and overwhelmed. The market in its unbounded
wisdom has brought us the obesity epidemic, the smoking epidemic, the
vast masses of waste plastic cruising on our oceans, coal-fired power and
global warming, the destruction of the Great Barrier Reef, slave labour in
the garment industry and the live export trade. What can Hayek’s muchvaunted ‘individual’ do in the face of all this? It is time to work collectively
again, but if we are to avoid repeating the destructive cycle, we need to do
so with a strong balance of foresight and hindsight.

WHAT IS NEOLIBERALISM?
The Adam Smith Institute declares its mission as ‘freedom from poverty
through markets and economic growth’. According to the mission statement
on the Institute’s website, no system has been as successful as the free
markets in lifting people out of poverty and giving the public freedom to
live their lives as they wish. The aim of the organisation is ‘to use free
markets to end poverty’.9

There follows a set of policy objectives, which include a flat tax system,
a voucher-based education system, free trade, use of green belt land for
housing developments and a liberal immigration system to meet
employment needs and facilitate entrepreneurial ventures.
In the face of the grim realities of the austerity program in Britain, the
vision of a ‘richer, freer, happier world’ looks like folly. It all sounds so
clear, so simple and so benign. And indeed, there is an extent to which this
is so. There are elements in the mission statement that signal a genuine
engagement with the challenges of poverty and inequality.
The Institute is committed to a land tax, a measure that has been
advocated since the 1880s as a means of compensating for wealth
inequalities arising from real estate speculation. It also supports a negative
income tax or a basic income scheme. Here it is in accord with many critics
of neoliberal economics. Basic income is one of the most significant and
potentially transformative ideas in current economic thinking. It has a long
history, but has come to the fore in recent years, prompted by the urgency of
finding a radical policy response to widening inequality. More will be said
of it in Chapter 6 of this book, but it is important to acknowledge here that
the neoliberalism of the Adam Smith Institute is not without its
commitments to the common good, albeit firmly circumscribed and
subordinated to the good of the market.
Neoliberalism is perhaps easier to comprehend as an ideology than as a
school of economic thought. Philip Mirowski, its premier historian and
critic, characterises it as a ‘thought collective’, a cosmopolitan, transatlantic
movement that goes back to the foundation of the Mont Pèlerin Society
(MPS) in 1947. From the outset, it was a political project with an agenda to
achieve a high degree of cultural penetration and would, over the long term,
have a significant influence on public consciousness. Although it promoted
a market-centred view of political economy, this was not just an economic
theory – nor, Mirowski insists, should it be confused with the doctrine of
laissez faire with its attendant hostility to state control. Neoliberalism is all
about control.
The state and its powers are vitally important to the neoliberal agenda.
Neoliberals believe that the optimum social and political conditions do not
evolve spontaneously, and perpetual intervention on the part of government
is required to bring these conditions about. While deregulation is good for
the markets, the people need to be brought into line so, as Mirowski puts it,

‘deregulation cashes out as reregulation’.10 The management of public
consciousness is a vital accompaniment to political control.
Hayek sought to inspire the 39 invited delegates at the first meeting of
the MPS with an incitement to recognise their own powers. ‘Public
opinion’, he said, ‘is the work of men like ourselves, the economists and
political philosophers of the last few generations, who have created the
political climate in which the politicians of our time must move.’ To
reinforce the point, Hayek quoted from the work of his adversary John
Maynard Keynes: ‘Economists and political philosophers, both when they
are right and when they are wrong, are more powerful than is commonly
understood. Indeed, the world is ruled by little else.’11
But where Keynes was making a wry, cautionary observation, Hayek was
speaking in a spirit of crusading zeal. With the rise of the press barons in
the late twentieth century, and their increasingly controlling influence on
governments, his statement now comes across as a rallying cry for a new
era of propaganda.
His crusade was against the totalitarian regimes of socialism, but with his
vision of remaking the world according to the superior insight of a select
group, he opened the door to a new form of totalitarianism – so new that it
has never been easy to recognise as such. This was to be a regime under the
dictatorship of an abstract entity: the market. The subject population would
be managed not through the vulgar coercive methods of Stalinist Russia,
but through the creation of a cultural milieu in which people could be
persuaded that there was no alternative and, to cite Mirowski again, the
political and economic principles ‘would do dual service as a moral code’.12
It was a moral code based on a belief in biological programming, with
competitive self-interest as the principle governing human affairs.
The market was seen as a super-human expression of this biological
principle, adapted and evolved for a complex modern environment.
Mirowski suggests that the neoliberal idea of the market is best understood
through the metaphor of the computer: as an ‘information processor more
powerful than the human brain’.13 Our comprehension as biological beings
is too fragmented, distorted and crude to be of any use in steering the course
of a nation, so the argument goes. We should leave that to the market, and
charge the government with the task of removing any impediments to its
operations. As for freedom – the great rallying cry of the MPS – the

freedom of the market was freedom itself, the ultimate guarantor against
human dictatorship.

PRECURSORS: ADAM SMITH, THOMAS MALTHUS,
HERBERT SPENCER
Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations, first published in 1776, has been
proclaimed as ‘simply the best book on political economy ever written’.14
Although Smith is widely referred to as ‘the father of political economy’,
economics was not a recognised independent discipline in his time. His
Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations was framed by
larger philosophical questions about human interaction in a civil society,
and in his earlier book, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759), he began to
argue that commerce was at the heart of it.
In the mid-eighteenth century, the word ‘commerce’ had a much broader
meaning than it has now: it was used to refer to all forms of human
communication and relationship. Smith writes about the ‘commerce’ of
sympathy and mutual regard between individuals, which he sees as the
foundation for wider forms of social accord.15 Living in Scotland when the
Industrial Revolution was in its early stages, he looked to economic forms
of commerce as the means of underpinning the transition from feudal, clanbased systems of organisation to a more fully conceived version of civil
society. It is important to note that the word ‘commerce’ carries strong
positive connotations from its transferral from the realms of community
bonding to the realms of economic transaction. So, for Adam Smith, there
was a natural correlation between commerce and the common good.
Smith saw the wealth of a nation as an overarching benefit from a
multitude of transactions between groups and individuals, driven by
instinctual forms of self-interest that, through the chemistry of market
exchange, ultimately benefit all the participants. As he wrote in The Theory
of Moral Sentiments:
The rich are led by an invisible hand to make nearly the same distribution
of the necessaries of life, which would have been made, had the earth been
divided into equal portions among all its inhabitants, and thus without

knowing it, without intending it, advance the interests of the society, and
afford means to the multiplication of species.16
This ‘invisible hand’ has been interpreted as the profit motive, operating
like some ingrained principle of nature to prompt us to act for our own
benefit in ways that, paradoxically, add up to an overall system of optimal
performance in the economy.
A talented mathematician, Smith began to look to the operations of
human economy in schematic terms. The annual produce of the land and
labour of every country, he asserted, naturally divides itself into three parts:
the rent of the land, the wages of labour and the profits of stock.
Landowners make their income from the rent and workers from the wages,
while merchants produce wealth from the trade in stock. These, he wrote,
were the three great, original and constituent orders of every civilised
society.
Although they are unequal sectors in terms of the share of wealth, he saw
their positions as being fundamentally in balance, with the dynamic role
being played by the third sector – the merchants – whose profits drive
growth through enlargements of scale in the market. The logic behind
Smith’s advocacy of the free market remains convincing. The natural
determination of every individual to better their own condition, he argued,
was so strong that, if freed from constraints, it would draw the whole of
society towards wealth and prosperity.17
There is a harsh but determined optimism about this view. For those
small farmers, craftspeople and traders who were going to the wall as the
Industrial Revolution got underway, the answer lay in a new concept of
work practices. Industrialisation meant the breakdown of manufacture into
sequences, each of which must be put into the hands of operators who
would develop a specialisation for that part of the construction and could
thus accelerate the process in workshops purpose built for the activity. In
his account of the diversification of labour, Smith was foreshadowing the
factory production lines of the future.
Twentieth-century interpretations of Smith’s work take account of the
vastly more complex economic landscape created by the Electronic
Revolution, and produce theoretical accounts based on more sophisticated
technical modelling of economic change. But that said, it is worth returning

to the historical source of his thinking, to see where his ideas are radically
out of kilter with the conditions of a twenty-first-century economy.
First, Smith was writing at a time when economic activity was still
substantially embedded in traditional community relationships. Of course,
these were not always harmonious, but the correlation between commerce
as a description of personal relationship and commerce in the form of trade
was still very much intact. His vision of the civil society was profoundly
influenced by the ancient Stoics, whose account of the human place in the
world was holistic and cosmological. In Smith’s own words,
man, according to the Stoics, ought to regard himself as a citizen of the
world, a member of the vast commonwealth of nature.18
In the Scottish economy of the 1750s, there was still widespread reliance
on some common resources. There were fish to be caught. Fuel could be
dug from peat bogs. Smith points out that chickens were more plentiful than
corn, because they could be kept on common ground. He did not envisage
the extent of privatisation that occurred through the twentieth century. And
for all his condemnation of state interference with the markets, he believed
in the duty of government to erect and maintain public institutions, to
secure the property of poorer citizens against the rich who might seek to
appropriate it, and to preside over a strong justice system.
Smith may have been prescient in his argument that the strengths of
labour lay in diversity and specialisation, but he did not foresee the
devastating impact of industrial advancement on the working poor. He did
not foresee the extent of forced migration to the cities, or the ways in which
international trade would be accompanied by an international labour
market, in which the citizens of poorer countries would be virtually
enslaved to provide goods for the richer countries.
Although he did focus on the problem of monopolies and gave persistent
attention to how they should be prevented, he failed to equate the very
principle of free markets with the inevitability of corporate takeovers and
market domination. He acknowledged that merchants would strive for profit
and operate through self-interest, but never envisaged how their
determinations might destroy the balance of his original equation. The
merchant who profited from the sale of stock could buy the land, so

merging two of the three sectors and gaining disproportionate levels of
control over the labouring sector.
Corn production was Smith’s preferred model, but food production is
now substantially in the hands of a few major global corporations. They
own the seed stock, sometimes with genetic copyright, and control the price
levels, keeping them suppressed in the interest of market competition,
regardless of the impact of climate conditions for the farmer, who is now
their hireling rather than a stakeholder. Clearly this also throws the trickledown theory out of the equation. Who, other than the corporate investor, is
benefitting from any growth in profits?
And then there is the question of how the wealthy contribute to the
economy through expenditure and consumption. Smith made a number of
observations about this. There is a limit to what a man can physically
consume, so the benefit of increased wealth, he said, took the form of
conspicuous consumption. The wealthy wanted to look and act wealthy, and
so they created trade in silks and jewels, fine plate, expensive furnishings,
vehicles and household staff.
But now, ordinary people rarely catch a glimpse of the super-rich. They
quite literally do not occupy the same territory as regular citizens. What
they spend as consumers is a fraction of the wealth they accumulate. Their
money is capital, used to create more capital, or to buy more corporations
and achieve greater monopolies. No doubt the billionaires of the twentyfirst century still buy diamonds and designer handbags, yachts and
Lamborghinis, but only those who make their wealth as celebrities have any
interest in displaying these things to the public. Extreme wealth in our own
time is not about consumption at all. It is about control: control of the
media, and of public opinion; control over government policy; and over
natural resources, transport routes and land values.
So how is it that Smith’s theories of the free market and ‘the invisible
hand’ – a term he himself only used a couple of times – continue to hold
such a central place in contemporary economic thinking? The obvious
response is that they are in the interests of those who have gained control in
our present economic environment, who invest heavily in think tanks and
seek to promote this economic orthodoxy as the basis for government
policy. But the orthodoxy contains elements from other historic sources.
Two generations later, the population theorist Thomas Malthus revisited
Smith’s ideas in his Essay on the Principle of Population (1797). Writing at

a more advanced phase of the Industrial Revolution, Malthus questioned
Smith’s assumption that every increase in the stock or revenue of the
society is an increase in the funds for the maintenance of labour, or the
demand for it.19
So the trickle-down effect was a principle already being challenged two
and a half centuries ago, but the neoliberal tradition has a very selective ear
for history.
Although by the end of the nineteenth century, manufacturing had
advanced more rapidly in production than agriculture, the improvements in
machinery and factory design meant that there was no proportional increase
in the demand for labour. Nor did the increased wealth translate to an
increased capacity to provide means of subsistence to a growing population.
In short, more people were out of work, and more people were going
hungry. As Malthus put it, ‘the funds for the maintenance of labour do not
necessarily increase with the increase of wealth, and very rarely increase in
proportion to it’.20 So much for Adam Smith’s neat equation, and his
presumption that a return to equilibrium would ‘necessarily’ occur.
Malthus proposed a more troubling equation: every species has a drive to
increase its numbers by reproduction, but among humans, population
increase will tend to outstrip the increase in means of subsistence. Hence
the ‘terrible correctives’ of starvation and disease, which work to counter
‘the redundance of mankind’.21 These terrible correctives, Malthus argued,
are a necessary part of life, and he proceeded to attack those philosophers
who wanted to combat them through social improvements and the provision
of welfare. Starvation, he concluded, is one of the manifestations of the
inevitable laws of nature.
He and Smith may have differed in their account of how the laws of
nature work on human society, but they were alike in their insistence that
governments should not interfere with the operation of these laws or
attempt to modify their impact. Inequality, in Malthus’s view, is a fact of
life only fools would try to challenge. Attempts to modify it through the
provision of benefits to the poor only have the effect of removing the ‘spur
to productive industry’ that is associated with the struggle for survival.22 If
the market for labour is oversupplied, wages will fall, and fall they must in
order to provide incentive for workers to increase their skills and
productivity. Competition for employment protects industry from the

burden of those who are lazy and incompetent, and so contributes to the
wealth of the nation.
Already, then, we see a crucial twist in the meaning of that key phrase
‘wealth of the nation’. For Adam Smith, it meant the wealth of the people
and the overall prosperity of a civil society, brought about by activity
directed towards the production of material and monetary wealth. For
Thomas Malthus, it was the other way about. The wealth of the nation is
gauged in material and monetary terms, and the needs of the people are
subordinate, making them parasites. This distinction cannot be too strongly
emphasised – it goes to the heart of the politics that has suppressed
commonwealth and the common good in our own time.
The influence of Malthus on twentieth-century neoliberalism is not as
readily acknowledged as that of Adam Smith, and there are obvious reasons
for this. While the neoliberal tradition has been all too ready to embrace the
priorities of Malthus, it fights shy of overtly supporting starvation and
disease as necessary side effects of a healthy economy. Results of a study
released in 2017 by the British Medical Journal indicated that Tory
austerity policies had been responsible for over 120 000 deaths, and the
figure was projected to rise to 200 000 by 2020 if the policies went
unchanged. The deaths of rough sleepers are becoming a regular occurrence
through the winter months, the suicide rate has increased dramatically –
especially among those on disability benefits who live in fear of having
them cut – and the National Health Service is breaking down.
In Britain, the bluff is being called. Philip Alston’s reference to austerity
policies as ‘social engineering’ signals that those who continue to support
hardline neoliberal policies are steering close to the winds in which Malthus
was happy to sail. With an estimated 48 deaths a day in Britain attributable
to denial of welfare, the ‘terrible correctives’ are being rebadged as sensible
measures.
Another precursor of neoliberalism whose ideas are transferred more by
osmosis than conscious argument is the social theorist Herbert Spencer, a
contemporary of Charles Darwin and, along with Malthus, a key influence
on his thinking. ‘Nature will be obeyed’, Spencer insisted, and it was not
the business of government to interfere with the processes or consequences
of natural law.23 As part of this commitment to natural law, he did
acknowledge the principle of commons rights, stating that ‘man has a claim
to subsistence derived from the soil’ and that this is a ‘natural birth right’.24

Yet he did not question the rights of landowners and industrialists to take
the commons away and replace them with what is effectively forced labour.
For all his insistence that he had cornered the market in logic, Spencer’s
arguments are seriously confused. On the one hand, he weighed in against
any attempt to keep wages from sinking below the poverty line, and on the
other, he wanted to draw a sharp dividing line between workers and
paupers. He insisted repeatedly that it is imperative to keep to ‘the natural
state of things’, by allowing impoverishment and inequality to run rampant
while industry forges ahead. But, in ‘the natural state of things’ the
Industrial Revolution would never have occurred.
Besides being confused, Spencer’s arguments contain a nasty streak. He
attacked welfare provision with even more virulence than Malthus, and in
terms that continue to echo through the headlines of the tabloid press: ‘Can
any individual, whose wickedness or improvidence has brought him to
want, claim relief of his fellow-men as an act of justice?’25 He shared
Malthus’s contempt for the Poor Law, which worked by imposing taxes
specifically for the provision of relief to the hungry and destitute. A
political economist, Spencer asserted, would say that welfare legislation
divides the community into two classes: labourers and paupers, ‘the one
doing nothing towards the production of general stock of food and clothing,
and the other having to provide for the consumption of both’.26 Here we see
how rhetoric about ‘lifters and leaners’ used by Australian Treasurer Joe
Hockey in 2014 goes back two centuries.
Spencer’s most enduring coinage is the phrase ‘survival of the fittest’.
This phrase is linked with the case Malthus made against poor relief but
loads the force of the argument in a new way. Government provision of
welfare, Spencer claimed, ‘favours the multiplication of those worst fitted
for existence’.27 This harks back to the ancient Roman idea that weak
infants should not live because they will be a burden on the strong. Spencer,
though, linked it with Darwin’s theory of natural selection. If society
interferes with natural law by assisting the weak to survive, they will pass
on their inferior qualities through reproduction and so multiply. They will
use up the resources of food and land, leaving less room for the strong. By
assisting their own inferior stock to survive, human beings will ultimately
promote their own decline as a species.28
Thus, Malthus’s argument about ‘harsh correctives’ of disease and
starvation as the necessary cost of economic advancement is given a

creative twist in Spencer’s reasoning: the cost becomes a benefit. If the poor
are allowed to die, their inferior characteristics will become extinct and the
species as a whole will improve. One might call this the trickle-up theory, in
genetic terms.
It was a theory very seductive to the upper classes in a nation bent on
imperial expansion and the escalation of commerce through colonial
dominance. With Spencer’s guidance, the invisible hand of the markets
meets the invisible hand of natural selection: both are guided by the
principle of the survival of the fittest. Here was an argument for the
necessary concentration of resources among superior members of the
human race, and when presumed racial superiority entered into the
equation, the consequences were powerfully toxic. As Bruce Pascoe puts it,
‘the European brain was so intrigued by its own superiority’ that it rendered
every other civilisation as primitive or savage. And so unfolds the
fundamentally racist narrative of colonial history, which served as a pretext
for the enslavement and dispossession of First Nations peoples. In a British
context, this narrative also served to justify policies of ‘driving their own
people into the ground rather than allowing them to work upon it’.29
Suppose no-one had ever come up with the idea of survival of the fittest?
Or suppose, at least, that Darwin had never adopted it and it had fallen into
obscurity as the coinage of some second-rate, obsolete theorist. It is as if at
some point in the mid-nineteenth century, influential European thinkers
swallowed a poison pill, the effects of which are still playing out in rightwing think tanks and the government policies they advocate.

THE ROAD TO THATCHERISM
Friedrich Hayek’s career is fraught with ironies. Almost everything he set
out to oppose came to pass through his influence: the establishment of
another ideology and a new orthodoxy, the introduction of a new high road
to servitude, the instigation of doctrinaire government agendas that were to
dominate economic policy for over half a century.
At a shadow cabinet meeting soon after she had assumed the leadership
of the British Conservative Party in 1975, Margaret Thatcher took a copy of
Hayek’s recent book, The Constitution of Liberty, out of her bag and placed
it on the table, saying, ‘This is what we believe.’ The story has become one

of the defining narratives of Thatcher’s reign. She had lost patience during
the delivery of a paper arguing that the Conservative Party needed to set its
course back on to the ‘middle way’ as it was defined by former Prime
Minister Harold Macmillan. Macmillan’s term in government (1957–63)
had been one of prosperity and consensus politics, with its socially attuned
policies on unemployment and housing, and its acceptance of the need for a
planned economy. Thatcher wanted no truck with consensus. It was her
view that the economic conditions of the mid-1970s required sterner
medicine and Hayek was the one who had the correct formula for it. Hayek
became required reading for members of the Thatcher cabinet.
The much lauded ‘special relationship’ between Margaret Thatcher and
Ronald Reagan had much to do with the convergence of their ideas on
economic policy and the common ground forged by their advisers in a
growing network of think tanks. Reagan was an advocate of small
government. He believed in free trade and argued that tax cuts were at the
root of wealth creation. And he understood the freedom of the individual in
the same terms as Thatcher did. Given their synchronous terms of office as
conservative leaders (Reagan’s presidency ran from 1981 to 1989 and
Thatcher was prime minister from 1979 to 1990) the convergence of ideas
would seem unremarkable, but they were from very different backgrounds.
Thatcher was a grocer’s daughter from the provincial English town of
Grantham where a Methodist culture of self-help was entrenched. These
childhood influences instilled in her a strong work ethic, a loyalty to
middle-class suburban values and a no-nonsense approach to economic
management. Reagan was born in a poor neighbourhood in Illinois in 1911
and lived through the Depression during his teenage years, learning selfsufficiency as the only means of escaping the dismal prospects that drove
his father to alcoholism.
As leaders, Thatcher and Reagan converged from widely different
political contexts. The Britain in which Thatcher came to power was in a
state of economic crisis, with rampant inflation, industrial unrest, alarming
levels of national debt and a currency crisis. A devastatingly effective
Conservative Party poster created by Saatchi and Saatchi for the 1979
election campaign showed a mass of people queueing for the
Unemployment Office with the slogan ‘Labour Isn’t Working’. By halfway
through her first term, though, it became clear that the Thatcher agenda was
not working either. The privatisation of major British industries,

confrontation with powerful unions and a program to sell off council houses
were among her first moves to implement Hayek’s principles, but the
results were little short of disastrous. By the end of 1980, unemployment
had almost doubled and was at its worst since the Great Depression.
Inflation went up and recession set in. Thatcher’s approval rating fell to 25
per cent.
Her response to all this was the famous declaration to the Conservative
Party Conference that ‘the Lady’s not for turning’. As she and her leading
policy advisers became more deeply committed to the credo of
neoliberalism, they also became immune to real-world evidence of their
failures. The credo itself could not be wrong, and their implacable faith in it
was backed by equally determined advocates in America, led by the
Chicago economist Milton Friedman.
Friedman, who studied the bureaucracies of authoritarian regimes in
Eastern Europe to learn firsthand about what spoiled the conditions for a
free world, focused on the more technical aspects of the economy, and
especially on monetarism. Adam Smith’s ‘invisible hand’ became
Friedman’s favourite metaphor. Where Smith himself only used the
metaphor a couple of times, and in passing, Friedman adopted it as the
linchpin of his economic philosophy. For him it was the expression of some
mysterious and higher wisdom at work, that should be trusted above all
merely human judgments and determinations.
Speaking at the start of the Reagan years, Milton Friedman exhibited a
crusading spirit in making the case for the free market. He himself was up
against an orthodoxy: the postwar Keynesian era of strong economic
management by governments. It was not easy to shake the hold of those
with a vested interest in preserving the status quo, he said in 1991. After the
global financial crisis proved that the entrenched privilege and power of the
neoliberal oligarchy is virtually impossible to dislodge, this rings with the
same clanging irony as Hayek’s pronouncements about the road to serfdom.
It was Friedman’s contention that where people obstinately adhered to
mistaken views, crises and disasters were often the best means of clearing
the ground. In her polemical treatise, The Shock Doctrine, Naomi Klein
refers to Friedman as ‘Doctor Shock’ for his skill in exploiting situations of
political crisis and natural disaster. His most significant opportunity came
with the September 1973 coup in which President Salvador Allende of
Chile was ousted by General Pinochet. The United States government,

which backed the coup, already had a well-established scheme to bring
Chilean students to Chicago to study economics, and by the time Pinochet
was installed in power, over a hundred students who had been educated in
Friedman’s department, were ready to participate in a new regime that
would become ‘the epicentre of the Chicago experiment’.30
It was an experiment of great interest to Margaret Thatcher, who
described it as ‘a striking example of economic reform from which we can
learn many lessons’. Keen as she was to implement these in her own
domain, she drew the line at military crackdown, writing to Hayek that ‘our
reform must be in line with our traditions and our Constitution’.31
Nevertheless, the idea that one should never let a good crisis go to waste
struck home when Argentina invaded the remote British territory of the
Falkland Islands in April 1982.
On the back of her crusading intervention, Thatcher regained public
support and won the next election, after which her policies bit harder. There
were confrontations with the unions, more privatisations, cuts to welfare
and an attempt to introduce a flat rate tax system with the poll tax. Along
with this went a great deal of hectoring rhetoric in which what Mirowski
terms the ‘moral code’ of neoliberalism was instilled into public
consciousness, with the help of the Murdoch press.
Austerity, with all its failing services and wretched social problems, is
ultimately what Thatcherism bequeathed to Britain. The Labour party under
Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership has worked assiduously to restore the principle
of the common good as the core of a new policy agenda, but in doing so it
has attracted an unprecedented level of attack from the press, including the
BBC, whose responsibilities as the national broadcaster seem to have been
laid aside in favour of a crusade against Corbyn. These are the tactics of the
neoliberal endgame, where confusion reigns and trustworthy public
information is in short supply.

NEOLIBERALISM IN AUSTRALIA
Friedrich Hayek made a five-week Australian tour in October 1976, as the
Fraser government entered its second year of office. Among those who
were drawn to his ideas at that time were Greg Lindsay, a maths teacher
from the western suburbs of Sydney and David Kemp, a young academic

with political ambitions who had recently been appointed as adviser to the
prime minister. Both Lindsay and Kemp got the idea that think tanks were
the means by which to spearhead a neoliberal agenda. They would do this
in very different ways, Lindsay as an independent entrepreneur and Kemp
as a political insider.
Think tanks began to multiply in the United States and Britain in the
1970s. The Heritage Foundation, the Cato Institute and the Adam Smith
Institute were among the most significant. Older foundations such as the
Brookings Institution, the American Enterprise Institute, the Hoover
Institution and the London-based Institute of Economic Affairs were also
stepping up their involvement in government policy making at that time.
The movement took hold in Australia during the Fraser years. In 1976
Greg Lindsay convened the first meeting of the Centre for Independent
Studies (CIS) in a suburban shed, with the purpose of disseminating
Hayek’s ideas. Frustrated at the moribund state of political thinking in
Australia, Lindsay was spurred on by this to draw together a group of
people who might make a difference. He certainly did that. Over the course
of his 40 years at the helm, the CIS published many hundreds of articles in
its magazine, Policy, and hosted over a thousand public events, including its
annual John Bonython Lecture, for which the speakers have included James
Buchanan, Rupert Murdoch, Niall Ferguson and Francis Fukuyama.
Lindsay himself has had a distinguished career, including a term as
president of the MPS (he is the only Australian to have held that office).
Perhaps as a consequence of Lindsay’s dedicated leadership over four
decades, the CIS has had the most consistent and substantive track record as
a foundation dedicated to neoliberal ideas. Lindsay does not come across as
a hardline ideologue, but rather as someone motivated by genuine concerns
for effective policy. The CIS is committed to religious freedom and
sponsors research on social cohesion, like that of the late Helen Hughes, a
senior fellow who led projects concerned with improving conditions in
remote Aboriginal communities.
Other think tanks in Australia have had a more volatile history, and been
more directly involved as political players. The discussion group
Crossroads, first convened in 1977 by West Australian Liberal MP John
Hyde, published no documents and referred to themselves wryly as a ‘secret
society’, but soon became a small powerhouse, attracting people who would
be key players in the politics of the next two decades. They included three

future Howard government ministers: Rod and David Kemp, and Ian
McLachlan. John Stone was to become Treasury Secretary, Nick Greiner
would be Premier of New South Wales. They were joined by head of
Western Mining Corporation Hugh Morgan and MPS member Michael
Porter, an influential US economist who arrived to take up a position at the
ANU. Ray Evans, another MPS member, worked as a personal assistant to
Hugh Morgan.
As the think tanks evolved, these names would appear again and again.
Porter established the Tasman Economic Research Institute, later renamed
the Tasman Institute, with the backing of Hugh Morgan, John Elliott and
Rupert Murdoch. Morgan also became the head of the Centre for Policy
Studies at Monash University, set up with an endowment from the Ford
Foundation in 1980, in time to host a visit from Milton Friedman the
following year. Evans founded the HR Nicholls Society in 1986, enlisting
Morgan, Stone, McLachlan and David Kemp as core members, along with
Peter Costello and Sir John Kerr.
The Kemp brothers were sons of Charles Denton Kemp, who had served
as director of the Institute of Public Affairs (IPA), Australia’s oldest think
tank, from its inception in 1943 until 1976, when its role began to change.
Kemp Senior had kept the organisation at one remove from government, but
after his retirement that began to change.
Roger Neave, its subsequent director, witnessed its transformation with
alarm, following the attendance of a cohort at the Hong Kong meeting of
the MPS in 1978. ‘I was appalled,’ he said to journalist Mike Seccombe in a
2016 interview. ‘I saw greed with a capital G. Economic rationalism was
being promoted with no checks and balances.’32 The ideological shift was
locked in with the appointment of Rod Kemp, following Neave’s departure.
With Morgan as treasurer and Stone as a senior fellow, the group became
dedicated to economic transformation.33 Under Rod Kemp, the IPA
strengthened links with US neoliberalism through joint conferences with the
American Enterprise Institute, which had a close association with Milton
Friedman.34
There was extraordinary assurance among these organisations, based on
consistent mutual reinforcement. Never shy of conflict with government,
even on the Liberal side of politics, they had been contemptuous of Fraser
for his soft line on economic management. It was during the Hawke years
though, when they saw themselves as ‘a free market counter establishment’,

that their doctrinal positions became entrenched. The HR Nicholls Society,
described by Bob Hawke as ‘political troglodytes and economic lunatics’
devoted itself to industrial relations policy, working on strategies to break
the power of the waterfront unions and dismantle the conciliation and
arbitration system.
Since it has become commonplace to refer to the Hawke/Keating
economic approach as ‘neoliberal’ it is worth emphasising that their social
and industrial policies were anathema to the true neoliberals. Though they
adopted the strategies of tariff reduction and privatisation, introduced
tertiary education fees on a loan system and reduced corporate taxes,
neither Hawke nor Keating were ideologues. The economic stability of the
Hawke years had much to do with their joint determination to balance these
measures with a raft of social and industrial policies that were genuinely in
the service of the common good.
They implemented policies for wage restraint through the Accord, an
agreement between the government and the Australian Council of Trade
Unions (ACTU) by which union controls were relaxed in exchange for
government guarantees of a ‘social wage’ that incorporated Medicare
provisions, education funding and social security payments. The Accord is
one of the most interesting and exceptional instances of a genuine attempt
at rapprochement between socialist principles of government and the tenets
of neoliberal economics.
Those in the HR Nicholls Society could not wait to pull it apart, and
when John Howard took office in March 1996 they were impatient to push
his government towards confrontation with the Maritime Union of Australia
(MUA). With Peter Costello as his Treasurer, and a first ministry that
included the Kemp brothers and Ian McLachlan, the boundaries between
the government and the think tanks were now permeable.
The waterfront dispute of 1998 was protracted and virulent, epitomised
by the image of a bulky security officer seated in a crate, his face concealed
by a balaclava. On the night of 8 April, armed guards with dogs had entered
the premises, expelling those who operated it from the precinct. Fourteen
hundred workers were sacked overnight, to be replaced by an alternative
workforce ill-trained to operate the heavy and dangerous machinery. After a
Federal Court challenge in which the unions prevailed, a new agreement
was drawn up between the Patrick Corporation and the MUA that included
a reduced workforce, smaller crews and longer hours.

Sally McManus is entirely correct in identifying neoliberalism itself as
the prime adversary of working people. As in the case of Thatcher’s dispute
with the British miners, we can ask why a free market policy involves
control over the organisation of labour. If the workers in the Patrick case
were, as the government claimed, damaging productivity, how was this
different from any other situation in which one partner in a trading
arrangement uses whatever strategies are available to get the upper hand
and make conditions to their advantage? Adam Smith had originally
identified three parts to the market economy: land, labour and mercantile
trading. Were the unions, with the labouring sector they represented, not
part of the free market? Why were even their most aggressive tactics to be
seen on different terms from the untrammelled quest for market dominance
by big corporations? If one side can exercise maximum power by whatever
means the market makes available, why shouldn’t the other side do
likewise?
The Howard government was as assiduous about removing constraints on
corporate activity as it was about imposing them on unions. Environmental
protections, taxes on profits, and the land rights of Indigenous people all
came under hostile review.
Following the Wik High Court decision on native title in December 1996,
Howard introduced a ‘Ten Point Plan’ to amend the Native Title Act in
favour of agriculturalists and mining corporations. This played out through
a sequence of escalating political contentions between Aboriginal people
and pastoralists. Public demonstrations continued for weeks on end, and
scenes of the two groups congregating outside parliament were a recurring
feature on the nightly news. Labor Senator Pat Dodson remembers it now as
‘an attempt to return to terra nullius’ with National Party leader Tim
Fischer promising ‘bucket loads of extinguishment’.35
This was all part of the rollout of an economic agenda that sought to put
profit and the makers of profit in control of all common resources. It was an
agenda that radically undermined the status of public services and social
amenities essential to a common wealth. Neoliberal principles of
privatisation, competition and cost effectiveness triggered comprehensive
changes in the institutional culture of hospitals, schools and universities,
museums and public libraries. The bedrock purpose of serving the common
good as part of a common wealth of the people came under unrelenting

assault from a Commonwealth government concerned primarily with
reducing its expenditure.

‘WE’RE THE GOVERNMENT. WHO ARE YOU?’
To many of us, it seemed that the nation’s values were changing in banal
and ugly ways. Working in a humanities department in a university, I was in
a situation that was a prime target for the change imperatives. Everything
was being costed. Each student attending a course represented a dollar
value that had to be set against the costs of staff, teaching spaces and other
institutional infrastructure. One of my colleagues worked out that even if
our largest lecture theatre was packed to capacity, it was impossible for
someone on a professorial salary to deliver a lecture without making a loss.
Each year we were under pressure to cut more courses, attract larger
numbers of students, fast-track the rate of graduations and higher degree
completions, reduce library orders and increase teaching hours. Soon whole
departments were being cut and merged. At senior meetings people wore
suits and spoke of business models, mission statements, promotional
strategies, client bases and key performance indicators.
These were intelligent people but they were churning out Orwellian
newspeak in all seriousness, in a genuine attempt to be diligent, responsible
and effective. Yet this was, after all, a university. Shouldn’t our primary
responsibility be towards the intellectual development of our students?
Wasn’t it part of our mission to contribute to knowledge and intelligence in
the public sphere? Endless fraught discussions about where we sat in the
league table, or how our overseas enrolments were doing were no substitute
for what used to be the core business of institutions of higher learning.
I remember visiting a friend at one of the sandstone universities at the
end of a long day in February, near the start of the teaching term. He was
the studio manager in a creative arts department and had just been informed
that all the space they occupied must be costed per square metre against the
department’s budget. That included a storage area where lighting and sound
equipment, construction materials, screens, tools and other essential
materials were kept. It was a resource he had assiduously built up and
maintained, but there was no way its ‘footprint’ could be factored into a
viable account statement. We stood outside on the steps overlooking the

adjacent public park and he said: ‘You know what we should do? We should
move all our classes onto the lawn down there. Then we should look up
here at the people occupying all these buildings and say, “We’re the
University. Who are you?”’
In these moments of crisis, fundamental human principles are at issue
and as time goes on, the stamina for arguing them diminishes against the
constant onslaught of controlling rhetoric. The role of Rupert Murdoch and
his media empire in promoting and sustaining a neoliberal policy agenda is
no secret to anyone. Less well known is the extent to which a campaign of
public communications – or to put it more bluntly, the creation of an
environment of propaganda – has always been a primary commitment of the
think tanks.
Public opinion, as Hayek said ‘is the work of men like us’. The Institute
of Public Affairs maintains a high media profile. It boasts of being
‘Australia’s oldest and loudest free market think tank’. With Rupert
Murdoch and mining billionaire Gina Rinehart among its principal donors,
and several cabinet ministers among its members, its influence on
government policy is assured.
Prior to Tony Abbott’s election as prime minister, the IPA released a wish
list of 75 policies they wanted him to take to the electorate. These included
a repeal of the carbon tax, abolition of the Department of Climate Change
and the Clean Energy Fund, withdrawal from the Kyoto Protocol, repeal of
Section 18C of the Racial Discrimination Act, abolition of media ownership
restrictions, elimination of family tax benefits, repeal of the mining tax, cuts
to company tax, the privatisation of Medicare, the breakup of the Australian
Broadcasting Corporation, repeal of the Fair Work Act and the termination
of all public funding for sport and the arts. The list goes on. It is hard to see
a single item that is anything other than hostile to the public good.
If we do see the end of the neoliberal era, it will mean a new parliament
being bold enough to turn to the think tanks, their media associates and
their corporate backers, and saying: ‘We’re the government. Who are you?’

CHAPTER 3

DISPOSSESSION

There is a constancy underlying the politics of change. The relationship of
humans to the ground on which they live is the primordial form of
subsistence, and communally held land rights are the most ancient and
fundamental expression of the commons. In the words of Gerrard
Winstanley, ‘these landlords have thus stoln the Earth from their fellow
Creatures, that have an equal share with them, by the Law of Reason and
Creation’.1
At the height of the Industrial Revolution, as people were being moved
off the land where they and their families had found a living for centuries
and into the cities where they huddled in slum tenements, American
economist Henry George saw a radical form of dispossession taking place.
‘The equal right of all men to the use of land is as clear as their equal right
to breathe the air – it is a right proclaimed by the fact of their existence,’2
he wrote.
Henry George’s Progress and Poverty, published in 1879, was a
landmark work on this theme. It sold over three million copies within a few
years of its publication and continued to roll off the presses through the next
two decades. Progress and Poverty was a book about political economy,
written for the general reader. It began with a polemical challenge: why,
after all the upheavals and with the massive increases in production, had the
Industrial Revolution failed to deliver on the dream of plenty for all?
George saw around him the growing impact of an industrial depression:
ragged and barefoot children, squalid slums, falling wages and growing
ranks of the unemployed being turned out onto the streets to beg. ‘This
association of poverty with progress is the great enigma of our times,’ he
said.3 The mass production of goods that should have led to widening
prosperity had resulted in the mass production of poverty and distress. In

these circumstances, ‘the great body of the people’ looked to the
government to respond.
In Australia, the book was circulated through the libraries of the
mechanics’ institutes, and George’s ideas came to have a deep and lasting
influence, leading to the foundation of the Henry George League of Victoria
(now known as Prosper Australia), whose magazine, Progress, launched in
1904, is still being published. In 1928, the Henry George Foundation of
Australia was established to further his teachings in a twentieth-century
context. It was an initiative of great foresight, right at the start of the Great
Depression. Edgar William Culley, a Melbourne osteopath who was its
original benefactor, had become convinced that George’s ideas contained ‘a
simple, natural solution of the land problem’ and ‘had laid down a
foundation for the social wellbeing of man’.4
George was adamant that the standard equation between labour and
capital was wrong: growth in employment and rises in wages were not, as
was generally believed, driven by increases in capital investment. During
the depression years of the 1870s, capital lay idle. With escalating
unemployment and falling wages, there was no money in circulation, so
goods were not being bought. What was the point in producing more of
them? Progress and Poverty offered an original and striking diagnosis of
the situation, identifying the problem at the heart of it all as a new and
ruinous form of the land economy.
Advancements in technology meant that the value of land had
dramatically increased. A few dozen acres of ground on the outskirts of a
village, which might once have been used to grow vegetables, became part
of a growing city, with paved roads, electric lighting, a sewage system,
ornate buildings and a nearby railway line. Such ground was now too
valuable for keeping chickens or growing vegetables and must be used for
more intense forms of wealth generation to offset escalating rental costs.
Along with this rise in land values, though, went a growing practice of
speculation, which drove land values up further as investors saw the
prospect of capital gains writ large. Thus, the land itself began to soak up
wealth instead of producing it.
As a countermeasure to land speculation, George advocated that a land
tax should be used to provide social services, public amenities and basic
income as compensation for privatisation of a natural heritage. His insights
are returning to the agenda with renewed force in the twenty-first century.

In Australia, modelling and analysis of this approach has been undertaken
by the Land Values Research Group, founded in the 1940s in association
with Prosper Australia and the Henry George Foundation.5 The weekly
radio program Renegade Economists, broadcast on Melbourne community
radio station 3CR, acknowledges Henry George as the philosophical
inspiration for the program. Presenter Karl Fitzgerald facilitates in-depth
discussion with economists who are dissenting voices in the neoliberal
environment.6

WELFARE AND ENTITLEMENT
Let us apply the Henry George logic to the situation impoverished people
face now in an advanced democracy like ours. Escalating house prices have
led to escalating rents and decreasing home ownership which in turn has led
to an alarming rise in homelessness. Land becomes ‘real estate’ and real
estate holdings are a premium element in investment portfolios. In a market
economy, the competition for investment in urban land drives values up in a
feedback loop, even when the buildings on it remain empty, while
competition for living space in a crowded market drives rents and house
prices up for residents. In a fiery speech to the 2018 ACTU congress, chief
executive officer of the St Vincent de Paul Society John Falzon proclaimed:
‘Homelessness is not caused by poverty. Homelessness is caused by
wealth.’7
An argument for the commons was the bedrock of George’s vision for a
sane and just economy, but this meant restoring a principle that the
industrialised world had suppressed: material progress, however
sophisticated, could never rid us of our fundamental dependence on the
land. Along with this principle went the recognition that the earth is our
common heritage and that, in a moral sense, all land is common land.
On this point, we see the ideas of a nineteenth-century American political
economist converging with those of a seventeenth-century English
Revolutionary. Gerrard Winstanley’s insistence that the earth is a Common
Treasury belonged to a more impassioned and fundamental form of
radicalism, but in both cases we see a conviction that equity of claim on the
earth’s resources was the very essence of reason in an economy. This

conviction is of compelling relevance to present-day situations of
impoverishment.
Winstanley saw Reason (which he always spelled with a capital letter) as
born of the earth, and expressed through human relationship with it.
Although he was from a land-owning family, he came to view private land
ownership as a violation of the very laws of creation. ‘Do as you would be
done by’ was the Golden Rule of the Diggers, and that meant sharing the
fruits of the earth on equal terms, and working for them in freedom,
according to the needs of a community rather than the demands of an
employer.
Although Henry George associated himself with the labour movement, he
was no revolutionary and his interpretation of ‘common heritage’ did not
involve opposition to the buying and selling of land. Hence his focus on the
tax system as a compensatory mechanism of distribution. Perhaps it may
seem a stretch of the imagination to connect his thinking with that of
someone who belonged to such an entirely different cultural framework. Yet
the common (quite literally common) factor in their vision is of the essence
if we are to make an effective challenge to the syndrome John Falzon
identifies. Wealth causes homelessness. Extreme poverty is a direct
consequence of extreme affluence.
Along with this goes a view of the poor not as a perpetual underclass of
‘failed’ or ‘struggling’ people, but as people who would be as strong and
capable as anyone else if they had not been stripped of their rights and
entitlements. The poor of an advanced industrial economy, George claimed,
were worse off than those who lived according to the simplest conditions of
survival. The poor of the great modern cities had been dispossessed of their
birthright as creatures of the earth. ‘Take away from man all that belongs to
land’, he wrote, ‘and he is but a disembodied spirit.’8
UN rapporteur Philip Alston, whose report into extreme poverty in the
United Kingdom is discussed in chapters 1 and 2, made the same point in
his official press conference. As public land was sold off, Alston stated,
libraries, parks and community centres were closing and there was nowhere
for people to congregate. With no way of mitigating loneliness, many
people, especially the elderly disabled, were left in complete isolation. In
many ways, he said, this was worse than the situations he had seen in Chad
or Mauritania, where the supports of family, tribe and community made
poverty a much less wretched experience.9

In his report, Alston sought to inquire into the motivation behind policies
that caused such damage to the fabric of society. There was an overriding
set of objectives, he observed, based on a determination to cut the welfare
system which the government saw as a form of dependency. The ‘command
and control’ approach with harsh and often irrational sanctions created an
environment of ‘fear and loathing’.10 It would be hard to come up with an
approach that offered greater discouragement, and yet the consequence of it
was massive increases in the key indicators of extreme poverty: hunger,
homelessness, relentless insecurity, mental health problems.
Guardian journalist Aditya Chakrabortty describes a community meeting
Alston held earlier in his visit, in the East London district of Newham. ‘The
atmosphere crackles. So it should, for this is what it feels like when an
entire society is held to account.’ People break down as they try to speak.
One woman tells of a friend who committed suicide when her benefits were
stopped, leaving two small children. There are stories from people whose
entire income is spent on rent, in places infested with mice or cockroaches,
where abusive landlords take advantage of the sheer desperation with which
people will cling to at least some kind of shelter, in an environment where
destitution and rough sleeping are commonplace.11
The punitive impact of austerity measures under Britain’s Tory
government is, it seems, an end in itself. The impoverished must be made to
wear the blame for their dependency, and to suffer for it. As Alston put it,
those who designed the policies ‘did not see it as the government’s place to
be assisting people who can’t make it on their own’. In response to a
question about the need to discourage dependency, he reflected that a
capitalist system necessarily has winners and losers, and therefore needs a
safety net to enable it to keep functioning and ‘to make sure that there are
not a lot of losers who just fall off the wagon’.12
This is where Gerrard Winstanley and Henry George would have parted
company with him. Hard-hitting as he was in both his report and his
statements to the media, Alston was not trying to challenge the ideology
behind austerity policies, but only to ask for a more forbearing and rational
approach to inequality. Winstanley, with his doctrine that ‘the poor shall
inherit the earth’ would have condemned the entire system of winners and
losers, and regarded the thinking behind it as a perversion of true Reason.
George would have insisted that ‘benefits claimants’ were indeed owed a

living, and were entitled to a subsistence as compensation from the affluent
who had gained control of more than their own share of the land.
In both cases, at the core of the argument is the unwavering assertion that
everyone has land rights. Where ancestral land rights or rights in the
commons have been lost, the basic requirements of food, shelter, fuel and
clothing are still due. It is easy to lose sight of the ancient and fundamental
priority accorded to common land, and the resources it affords.

RUDE AWAKENINGS AT WAVE HILL
‘Blackfella’s country – until recently, few people realised that there might
be such a thing.’ These were the words with which the ABC’s current
affairs program This Day Tonight introduced a report on the land rights
claim at Wave Hill in 1968. That the Gurindji people were claiming
ownership of their traditional lands, said reporter Peter Luck, was ‘one of
the rude awakenings for Australians in the 1960s’.13
The Gurindji campaign had started two years earlier, with a walk-off
from the cattle station on which members of the tribe were employed as
stockmen, paid as little as $6 a week (the average weekly wage for a male
in 1966 was $55–$60) under the terms of discriminatory legislation
covering Aboriginal employment. But Vincent Lingiari, the elder who led
the walk-off, was not interested in bargaining over wages. Like many
Aboriginal communities across Queensland and the Northern Territory, the
Gurindji had been forced into paid – and frequently unpaid – labour on the
cattle stations by the expropriation of their traditional lands. Lingiari
wanted the land back.
In April 1967, the Gurindji submitted a petition to the governor-general
for 500 square miles (1300 square kilometres) of land around Wattie Creek.
They made their own act of enclosure by getting a bale of wire and fencing
it off. When a supervisor appeared on behalf of the Vestey family, who had
tenure of the 32 000 square miles (83 000 square kilometres) of Wave Hill
cattle station, his reaction was, ‘Hey! You’re stealing another man’s
country.’ This only lent force to the opening statement of the Gurindji
petition:

We, the leaders of the Gurindji people, write to you about our earnest desire
to regain tenure of our tribal lands in the Wave Hill–Limbunya area of the
Northern Territory, of which we were dispossessed in time past, and for
which we received no recompense.14
Two legislative frameworks were colliding here, and the stakes could not
have been higher.
Assisted by the Australian novelist Frank Hardy, the Gurindji elders
made their claim under Section 112 of the Crown Lands Ordinance, by
which the governor-general was empowered to grant a lease to Aboriginal
people over land with which they were traditionally associated. Under the
Act, this was not a recognition of traditional ownership, but was defined as
‘a lease of land vested in the Commonwealth’. And the Gurindji, as they
stated, were prepared to pay the same annual rental as the Vestey family
were paying.
Yet the overriding purport of the submission was a claim to prior
ownership, resting on a history of occupation and cultural significance
‘from time immemorial’, and, in accord with their opening statement,
backed by a charge of ‘dispossession’. A map was attached, marking out the
boundaries of sacred Dreaming places, bordering the Victoria River from
Wave Hill Police Station to Hooker Creek, Inverway, Limbunya and Seal
Gorge. The area included burial sites and caves with sacred paintings.
Whose laws should have precedence here? Lord Casey, the governorgeneral who rejected the Gurindji petition, did so on the grounds that it did
not meet the terms of the legislation for a grant of leasehold under
Australian colonial law, based on the terra nullius principle invoked by
Captain James Cook when he claimed possession of the east coast of
Australia for Britain in 1770. The claim was only valid, though, in cases
where the land was uninhabited, or had been taken by invasion and
conquest. If a country was inhabited, British law required that the settlers
must ask permission from the indigenous people to use it or be prepared to
pay them for its acquisition.
The Gurindji had laws of their own, under which they were the rightful
owners and occupiers of the Wattie Creek area. That an assertion of their
land rights should have been ‘a rude awakening’ to non-Indigenous
Australians in the 1960s is perhaps the most bizarre aspect of the situation.
Aside from the fact that their capacity to demonstrate traditional occupation

should have rendered the terra nullius ruling invalid, their claim was in
accord with the deeper traditions of English law, in which land is of the
essence. Claims of ‘ancient rights and liberties’ on common land had been
recognised for centuries.
The land rights of Native Americans were legally affirmed during the
earliest period of plantation settlement of the 1630s, thanks to the efforts of
Roger Williams, who had been trained in the principles of common law by
the great British jurist, Sir Edward Coke, Chief Justice of the King’s Bench.
Williams put the case to the governor of the colony at Plymouth,
Massachusetts, persuading him that the Sachim people knew the bounds
and limits of their country, that they had highly developed techniques for
managing forest growth, and that since every individual in the tribe saw this
terrain as ‘his own property inheritance’, no planter could claim ownership
of any part of this terrain ‘unless he had purchased it from the rightful
owners’.15
Thus, in the founding stages of the American settler economy, land rights
were acknowledged as the primordial form of the commons, though as the
number of settlers increased, those in quest of fertile land came armed and
aggressive, and indigenous peoples were driven further west, off their
native grounds. Following the Indian Removal Act, passed in 1830, native
title was extinguished in many of the southern states, and from the midnineteenth century the process of designating tribal lands as Indian
reservations spread across fifteen states, effectively destroying the
commons traditions that had enabled their original owners to thrive.
In Australia, studies like those of Eric Rolls, Bill Gammage and Bruce
Pascoe take us a step further towards understanding the correlation between
loss of land and destruction of the commons. The commons in Elinor
Ostrom’s research are characterised by processes of management,
governance, cultural interpretation and collective action by self-organising
groups, enabling survival over long periods of time.16 All these dimensions
were clearly in place in pre-colonial Aboriginal lands. Alienation of the
lands also meant the loss of those other dimensions.
Lingiari broke through by asserting traditional authority as well as
traditional rights, resisting as he did a prolonged phase of siege in which his
people were almost starved into submission. In the documentary The
Unlucky Australians, made for the ABC in 1974, Frank Hardy recalled
advising Lingiari to give in, and accept a compromise offer made by the

Vestey family, but Lingiari was adamant. Hardy found himself on a learning
curve. Reflecting back on the situation, he cited the government practice of
granting ‘a bit of land’ to individuals and commented ‘but that wouldn’t
work for the Gurindji. It’s gotta be for the whole tribe and all the tribal land.
They can organise the details themselves.’17 It is this self-organising
capacity that Ostrom would take as a criterion of commons possession.
Under Lingiari’s leadership, the Gurindji made what she would call
‘collective choice arrangements’, took action and decisions as a unified
body, and in the event emerged successful in a dispute resolution process
with a much more powerful antagonist.

WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE POOR?
A few years ago, when I was living in Queensland, I made a visit to
Jondaryan sheep station on the Darling Downs, where the original buildings
and equipment are largely preserved. Among some antiquated machinery
propped against the side of a barn, I saw something labelled ‘a shepherd’s
mobile shelter’. It was a framework of branches lashed together to form a
stretcher with a raised cover of thick canvas, just long enough to
accommodate one adult lying down. The front of the structure was on
wheels, and there were handles at the back so it could be pushed along like
a wheelbarrow.
Poets throughout the ages have celebrated the shepherd as a symbol of
humanity embedded in the natural landscape, possessed of nothing but a
staff and woollen blanket, and a small hut for shelter. Wordsworth tells the
story of Michael, an ageing shepherd of Grasmere Vale in the Lake District,
whose ‘mind was keen, intense, and frugal, apt for all affairs’. His hilltop
cottage has a panoramic view of the landscape. Every night, Michael and
his wife light an old lamp:
And from this constant light, so regular
And so far seen, the House itself by all
Who dwelt within the limits of the vale,
Both old and young, was nam’d The Evening Star.18

This shepherd does not need to own the landscape in order to preside over
it. Its streams and mountains, its changing weathers and ancient trees may
not belong to him, but he belongs to them.
In folk tales, an encounter with a poor man or poor woman often leads to
a lesson in wisdom. ‘The Shepherd Boy’ in the Grimm brothers’ Household
Tales tells of a child who is brought into the king’s palace to answer three
questions: How many drops of water are there in the ocean? How many
stars are there in the sky? How many seconds are there in an eternity?19 The
shepherd boy responds by first requiring that the king demonstrate the
boundaries within which the counting is to be done. At one with the natural
world, the shepherd is an example of how a human being may, in the words
of Shakespeare’s Hamlet, be ‘bounded in a nutshell and count himself a
king of infinite space’.
On one level, being poor means doing without the things you may want
but don’t need, ‘the luxuries and so-called comforts of life’ as Henry
Thoreau put it. To Thoreau, these were ‘positive hindrances to the elevation
of mankind’. Thoreau would have loved the shepherd’s barrow. He was
impressed by something like it used by railroad workers: a wooden toolbox,
6 feet long by 3 feet wide (1.8 x 0.9 metres), which suggested to him ‘that
every man who was hard pressed might get one for a dollar, and, having
bored a few auger holes in it … get into it when it rained and at night, and
hook down the lid, and so have freedom in his love, and in his soul be
free’.20
Through the continuing influence of his classic work Walden, Thoreau
remains perhaps the most effective advocate for this ideal of freedom
through poverty. No-one could be a wise or impartial observer of human
life, he claimed, without practising it. In the summer of 1845, Thoreau
embarked upon a life of voluntary poverty in a hut he built for himself
beside Walden Pond in Concord, Massachusetts. Although there were no
luxuries here, there were basic amenities: fresh water and fish in the pond,
timber for building and burning from the densely wooded slopes around
him, rich soil in which he could grow vegetables. No-one else’s demands
had to be catered for. He had time to think and to write about his days in his
diary.
Voluntary poverty, though, is not real poverty. Thoreau’s vision of
poverty as freedom of the soul has a stern counterpart in George Orwell’s
first published essay, ‘The Spike’ (1931). Orwell begins with a description

of the queue waiting to get into one of the shelters for vagrants during the
Great Depression. These shelters, known as ‘spikes’, were places of severe
discipline and stringent rules. Shelter was in such high demand that it was
rationed, so one of the rules was that you could not apply to more than two
London spikes a month.
Among those with whom Orwell is waiting for admission, the talk is of
the Tramp Major who runs the place, a bawling, mean-spirited tyrant: ‘You
couldn’t call your soul your own when he was about.’21 So much for
Thoreau’s evocation of the homeless man who may ‘in his soul be free’.
This character supervises a strip search of the entrants, during which their
clothes are confiscated and they are issued with workhouse shirts. After a
supper of bread, margarine and tea they are marched up to the sleeping
cells, where they are locked in for the night. The morning wash is a
disgusting process, with one tub of water shared between some forty
people. One glance at the black scum on it, Orwell says, and he decided to
go dirty for the day. While men lined up for admission at the spikes, women
were often forced into prostitution, with all the abuses that entailed.
The essential difference between Thoreau’s vision of poverty and
Orwell’s is that Thoreau is rich in those things afforded by what the Diggers
called ‘the common treasury’. He has clean water, fresh air, fish, timber and
land on which to grow crops. He also has privacy and freedom to spend his
days as he wishes. And society is there for him, when he chooses to return
to it. None of these luxuries were available to the city vagrants of the
Depression years.
As the social world returns to Depression conditions in Britain and the
US, we are also seeing a return of punitive treatment of the poor seeking
refuge. Homeless people are reporting on social media that they are made to
queue for hours in harsh weather for entry to shelters, and subject to
bullying that includes confiscation of property, refusal of entry to
bathrooms and toilets, and arbitrary expulsion, even at night in bitter
weather.22

DOWN AND OUT IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY
The lure of the simple life epitomised in Thoreau’s Walden inspires the
growing numbers of twenty-first-century city dwellers who are drawn to the

tiny house movement. What is the appropriate scale for a human dwelling?
That was Thoreau’s question, and with it went other questions about what
we would now call the ecological footprint. How much stuff does anyone
need? What are the domestic essentials to provide life support for a single
human being? How much work and stress do we create for ourselves by
trying to provide more than we need?
Darren Hughes, founder of Tiny Houses Australia, gives motivational
talks on the benefits of quitting the real estate hustle in the capital cities,
where rents are at record highs and the average first home loan is over $300
000. For a tenth of that, you could get your own custom-designed cabin,
complete with solar panels. They have a very appealing look, with their
brightly painted doors and window frames, and are often embellished with a
small deck.
Free of the worries and costs of conventional home ownership, urges
Hughes, tiny householders have more time for friends and family, for sports
and creative pursuits. And for anyone called to the contemplative life, this
surely is an answer. Yet it is easy to deceive ourselves with ideals that work
out very differently in reality.
‘Poverty appropriation’ is a term used by critics of the tiny house
movement who see it as a trend among those who like to experiment with
lifestyle choices. Real poverty, as Orwell testifies, is a life of coercion, and
that is still the case. In contemporary Australia, it means keeping Centrelink
(Australia’s social security administrator) appointments, applying for the
requisite number of jobs to keep Newstart (unemployment benefit)
payments coming in, and dealing with final demands on household bills.
Those who fail at this level of poverty descend to the next, which is
homelessness.
Homelessness is the most visible indicator of real poverty levels in an
urban environment. In the past decade, rates of homelessness in New South
Wales, Victoria and Tasmania have gone up by over 20 per cent, and the
ACT has seen a hike of 70 per cent. Rough sleepers are an increasingly
common feature on the streets of our capital cities. Canberra, where I live,
has the highest per capita rate of homelessness in Australia, and there is
insufficient shelter accommodation for the winter months. Richard
Griffiths, who coordinates Safe Shelter overnight accommodation in three
church halls around the inner city, is urgently seeking volunteers so they
can be open seven nights a week in the coldest months.

In January 2017, the growing numbers of people camping around
Flinders Street Station in Melbourne generated a major public controversy.
Under the headline ‘The Grand Slum’, the Herald Sun reported that
international tourists visiting Melbourne for the Australian Open were
confronted with piles of bedding, rubbish and pet waste.23 Follow-up
articles prompted a gathering chorus of complaints from regular commuters
about the aggressive and disorderly behaviour they encountered as they
passed. There were allegations that those camping on Flinders Street had
refused offers of accommodation from the council and were there to trade
drugs.
The heads of 36 organisations representing the homeless responded with
an open letter, asserting that the City of Melbourne was ‘struggling
valiantly’ to engage with chronically disadvantaged people, some of whom
have complex needs, in a situation where suitable accommodation was in
desperately short supply. Over-night billeting in crisis centres was no
answer. ‘The irony of reading news coverage of property investor
borrowing skyrocketing alongside coverage of the homelessness crisis is
not lost on us,’ they concluded. ‘These two issues are intrinsically linked,
and until we join the dots, we’ll never solve the crisis.’24 That, precisely, is
John Falzon’s point.
David Wooldridge, CEO of the Tiny Homes Foundation, sees tiny homes
as a potential answer to the crisis. ‘I actually think Australia could be the
first nation on earth to solve homelessness,’ he said in an interview with
Ellen Fanning for ABC Radio National in August 2016.25 The Foundation
obtained a two-year land grant from Gosford Council in New South Wales
to build a group of dwellings with a communal laundry, meeting area and
gardens. Prospective tenants were encouraged to take part in the building
process, with an offer of skills development courses in construction.
Opportunities for training and employment were a key element in the plan.
It is unlikely that tiny house developments such as the one created in
Gosford will ‘solve’ the problem of homelessness, as Wooldridge hopes,
but they are a critical test of the extent to which our economy supports a
civil society. Without vital social and infrastructural dimensions – transport,
maintenance, mental health support services, employment opportunities,
leisure and recreation facilities – any project to create an enclave of small
shelters, however well designed they may be, is fraught with risks.

Let us envisage the Gosford tiny house community ten years down the
track. In a best-case scenario, the original aspirations might be realised in
an arrangement of well-kept, pretty houses surrounded by communal
gardens. Trees provide shade for the outdoor tables and chairs where
residents meet to have their morning coffee or happy hour drink together. In
bad weather, they can congregate in the meeting hall where there is a library
corner, a computer hub, a games table and a workshop area for arts and
crafts. A well-managed roster system ensures that the shared facilities are
kept clean and in good repair, with maintenance funds provided from the
markets held every weekend.
The residents are a mixed group. Some now have young families. The
children play outside most of the time or roam the bush tracks; from an
early age, they are taught gardening and maintenance skills so that they can
contribute to the work of the community. Those residents who struggle with
mental health issues and addiction problems are on support programs that
include regular visits from counsellors.
The successful tiny house community may be seen as a model for the
commons in miniature, as a local and neighbourhood commitment, but it
cannot thrive without resources from the macro-commons. What would be
its prospects over the next decade if these resources were gradually eroded?
As low-cost housing for the homeless, a foundation such as the Gosford
project might work well initially, with appropriate support from the council.
But from the point of view of a neoliberal government, it doesn’t serve the
economy. Since many are unemployed, perhaps seen as unemployable, they
are ‘leaners’ – a drain on the economy. When the budget is in crisis, as it is
usually deemed to be by governments of neoliberal persuasion, the stress
will filter down through the various systems by which the tiny house
residents are supported.
Centrelink will be required to put them under constant investigation in an
attempt to reduce the number of claimants. Payments may be cut. Mental
health and disability support, social welfare services and healthcare
provisions will be outsourced to commercial providers with a constant eye
on the business plan.
When the loss of such support services results in increased problems with
drug and alcohol dependency, and decreased standards of maintenance in
the houses and grounds, the community will get a bad reputation. The
council will be under pressure to move them somewhere ‘out of the way’.

Given the proximity to transport and other civic amenities, the value of this
land is relatively high, and no doubt rising by the year. Some much-needed
capital could be realised by relocating the residents to the outskirts of the
town.
How long would it be before the simple, peaceful enclave envisaged for
these residents descends into a squalid ghetto, where substance abuse, with
all its attendant distresses, becomes a way of getting through the empty
days?

POVERTY WEEK IN PARLIAMENT
On the day when Australia’s richest ever prime minister assumed his seat at
the table in the House of Representatives, beside the despatch box, the
Nobel Prize in Economics was awarded to Angus Deaton of Princeton
University for his studies of consumption, poverty and welfare. By some
quirk of synchronicity, Malcolm Turnbull’s first week in parliament as
prime minister in September 2015 coincided with National Anti-Poverty
Week, with its campaign to strengthen public understanding of the causes
and consequences of poverty, in Australia and around the world.
During question time, Turnbull was confronted with repeated questions
from the opposition about the offshore processing of his millions in the taxfree haven of the Cayman Islands, while new figures compiled by the
Bankwest Curtin Economics Centre in Perth showed that some 2.3 million
Australian households were living below the poverty line. His front bench
colleagues were bullish in response to questions about the impact of
abolishing penalty rates for low-paid workers, and about falls in
employment resulting from cuts to public spending.
The (then) new Treasurer Scott Morrison’s assertions that growth was the
cure-all, and that the one way to growth was the route of tax cuts and
austerity, were riding on a cause-and-effect formula unsubstantiated by
evidence or particulars. That’s what Nobel laureate Angus Deaton would
want to know about. He would want to know what forms Morrison’s growth
projection would take, how it would occur, when and where it would
manifest. Parliamentary question time rarely deals in this kind of
specificity.

Deaton is a stern critic of ambit claims about causality in macroeconomics. His work is based on detailed modelling, and he is sceptical of
generalisations that are not backed by strong data. He is especially critical
of claims about the causal factors in economic growth – or the lack of it –
though he does affirm that falling growth in the major economies is ‘one of
the big facts’ of the contemporary world. The macro-environment is not one
in which growth can be created through some simple policy equation and
claims that it can should be subject to the sternest scrutiny.
Like most leading economists, Deaton is concerned about the correlation
between growth and inequality and insists that the wellbeing of the people
should be one of the primary tests of a nation’s economic performance.
Rich people, ‘the 1%’, have an influence on governments as
disproportionate as their share of the wealth, and rich people, as Deaton
says, don’t care about public provision.26 Health services, education and
public facilities are irrelevant to those who are in a position to buy their
own, so income inequality is a negative force when it comes to public
resources.
In his 2013 book The Great Escape: Health, Wealth and the Origins of
Inequality, Deaton puts forward a controversial theory about foreign aid and
its negative impact on development in poor countries. Where there is a
chronic lack of state capacity to invest in the conditions of collective
wellbeing, the provision of services cannot depend on a traditional
‘contract’ between the government and the taxpayer. Instead, services are
established and funded by aid agencies, which drill the wells, staff the
schools, build and equip the hospitals, and level the roads. Too often, the
governments siphon off foreign aid for purposes of their own. They devote
their attention to arms trading and other kinds of wheeling and dealing in
attempts to shore up their power and create a wealth base for themselves
and their cronies.
Deaton’s argument has come in for some robust criticism (notably by
billionaire philanthropist Bill Gates) for its failure to take account of the
range of major successful initiatives in foreign aid, but what is not contested
is his fundamental point that the quality of government is a critical factor in
the development of a sustainable quality of life for the citizens of any
nation.
Unless the conditions of collective wellbeing – clean water and
sanitation, health services, education, transport, legislation, policing,

pensions and communications, research and cultural institutions – are a
priority for governments as they are for NGOs, Deaton says, there is no
reliable way out of the poverty trap. Doing without these things is part of
what it means to be poor in the world.27 Governments need incentives to
raise money to provide services: this, in Deaton’s view, is the crux of the
problem.
As I read Deaton’s account, a wayward thought struck me: isn’t our own
government behaving very like the governments he describes? It wants to
wield power by keeping large and well-equipped armed services, enforcing
law and order and presiding over international trade deals, but it has little
respect for the dimensions of government that are concerned with the actual
wellbeing of the people. Public services and civic resources translate to
costs and ‘burdens’ on the budget. Ours is a government that has little
tolerance for the costs involved in maintaining and developing those things
that serve the public good.
At the start of the 2015–16 financial year, the Turnbull government
sought to address the growing national deficit by targeting ‘recoverable
debts’ through Centrelink. Where debt notifications were previously sent
out by staff, at the rate of about 20 000 a year, they were now managed by
an automated system that generated 169 000 debt notices in six months.
Since this harvested some $300 million in repayments, the government
clearly thought it was onto a goldmine, and increased the rate of notices to
20 000 a week at the turn of the year, targeting even those with chronic
illness and disability with threats of heavy penalty. ‘We’ll find you, we’ll
track you down and you will have to repay those debts and you may have to
end up in prison’, as Human Services Minister Alan Tudge warned.28
In January 2017, whistleblowers responded with the inside story from
Centrelink, alleging that only a small percentage of those targeted had
legitimate debts, and that staff had actually been directed to ignore errors
caused by the automated data matching. Specifically, in reviewing those
cases that became subject to manual intervention, they were told to leave in
duplicated income calculations, not correct debts based on information
already provided by customers, and leave in income not legally assessable.
Recipients of the letters were faced with overwhelming demands for
supporting documents if they sought to appeal.
The backlash was virulent. Opposition leader Bill Shorten described the
whole exercise as ‘a toxic mix of incompetence and cruelty’.29 Anglicare

Australia’s executive director, Kasy Chambers, said the system was a ‘step
towards criminalisation of poverty and disadvantage’, and Paul Shetler,
former head of the government’s digital transformation office, suggested
that the whole affair arose from ‘a sort of blind faith in data’ that was part
of ‘a culture of blame aversion’.30
If government ministers were averse to taking the blame for a deficit that
blew out during their term of office, they were even more obtuse about their
own personal contributions to it. Accounts of their grotesque expenses
claims began to emerge at the height of the Centrelink affair. Health
Minister Sussan Ley was forced to resign for attending New Year social
events and purchasing a luxury apartment while on a taxpayer-funded trip
supposedly in connection with her professional duties. Her expenses
included $13 000 for charter flights on trips for which she could easily have
used normal airline services. The Ley scandal prompted a wave of further
investigations. Foreign Minister Julie Bishop had claimed $2700 to attend a
polo event as a guest of its two corporate sponsors, Finance Minister
Mathias Cormann had spent $3500 on a trip to Melbourne to attend the
AFL Grand Final, Immigration Minister Peter Dutton ran up a bill of $4000
at a five-star Washington hotel for a small lunch party at which the guests
were his personal staff and ‘think tank’ personalities favourable to the
government’s agenda.
There comes a point at which irony tips over into sheer absurdity. The
juxtaposition of these stories with accounts of aged pensioners, disabled
people and the mentally ill being dunned for thousands of dollars they did
not owe and without any means of repayment was simply obscene. In such
a political environment, ‘welfare’ becomes a term that describes a zone of
ongoing border skirmishes, where those without an income are constantly
trying to fight their way back from the cliff of destitution, while
government-funded agencies are employed to press them ever closer to the
edge.
A government committed to policies based on something called
‘economic rationalism’ was presiding over a radical divorce between
economy and reason. Rather, the economy they had created was becoming
the cause of some pathologically unreasonable human behaviour. I am
reminded again of Winstanley’s visionary focus on Reason as some
principle of nature to which humans must adhere if they are not to create
madness in the world.

FROM THE WORKHOUSE TO THE GHETTO
I was born in the coal town of Wakefield in the north of England, where my
brother and I spent much of our time in early childhood years with an
elderly couple across the road who became surrogate grandparents. They
took us for walks, fed us home-made apple pie and scolded us for our
mischief with threats of ‘the workhouse’. Workhouses were the poorhouses
of their own childhood, places where abandoned children might be sent,
along with assorted vagrants described to us in lurid terms as mad, drunk
and criminal.
Yet historical evidence offers another picture. Inspectors visiting the
Wakefield workhouse on behalf of the British Medical Journal in 1894–95
reported that the beds were clean, with flock mattresses. The bathrooms,
‘adequate’ in number, had flushing toilets and fixed washbasins with hot
and cold water. Meals were prepared in the kitchen and served in the dining
room three times a day, and fresh vegetables were grown in the extensive
gardens at the back. Residents worked a ten-hour day doing laundry,
cleaning, gardening and food preparation, with breaks of an hour for lunch
and half an hour for breakfast. Those too sick to work were sent to the
infirmary, where they were attended by nurses. The inspectors were much
pleased with the ‘comfortable, home-like appearance’ of the wards in the
infirmary, which were provided with cushioned armchairs for the older
patients, and bright, chintz-covered privacy screens around the beds.
They were not so pleased with the treatment of patients in the isolation
block, where the bedding was poor and the atmosphere dingy. ‘Is it that
these poor creatures are treated as naughty children who must be punished
for their infirmity as for a fault?’ The Board were required to answer to
some stern criticisms and recommendations, which included doubling the
nursing staff, refurbishment of the isolation ward, and the provision of
garden access for recreation. There were standards to be met.31
That there were such standards – and people to enforce them – is a
reflection of the state of public services in Britain at the time, but also of the
cultural attitudes prevailing among those responsible for providing them.
Clearly, they were showing some advance on the attitudes satirised by
Dickens in Oliver Twist, in the mid-nineteenth century.
While acknowledging the aspects of community and the physical
standards of living maintained in what was admittedly a model workhouse

establishment of late Victorian England, it’s also important to know the
downside. Residents were effectively interned, deprived of the freedom of
the streets, and required to observe strict timetables seven days a week.
Segregation into male and female quarters meant the separation of families.
Yet how many homeless people now even have partners or families?
Isolation and social exclusion are almost inevitably accompaniments to
destitution. And freedom of the streets doesn’t have any happy connotations
for someone with nowhere but the streets to spend their days, and
sometimes nights.
The social stigma attached to the workhouses of the later nineteenth
century was deeply entrenched, yet many of them provided conditions
better than those available to the destitute in contemporary Britain or
Australia or indeed, judging by the revelations in a 2018 exposé by the
ABC’s Four Corners documentary ‘Who cares?’ in September 2018, those
provided in many aged care facilities.32
A meal in an average Victorian workhouse might have been a hunk of
bread and a bowl of gruel, but would this be any worse than a dry
frankfurter and handful of chips, shown as one of a series of images of what
is served up to residents in Australian nursing homes? The conditions
uncovered in the Four Corners investigation have come about because
there are no inspectors on the case. The failure of oversight and
enforcement emerges as the most scandalous aspect of the whole situation.
The free-market economy has delivered widespread prosperity over the
past four decades, or so we are persistently told, but evidence to the
contrary is growing. It may be part of the progress illusion that continues to
persuade us that our standards of social provision are so much better than
they were in the bad old days of Victorian England, or during the Great
Depression.
On 30 January 2017, the Birmingham Mail in England ran an article with
the headline, ‘Birmingham “worse than the 1930s” for homelessness,
poverty and unemployed’. The author, Ros Wynne-Jones, was retracing the
steps of George Orwell on the journey he documented in The Road to
Wigan Pier (1937), to demonstrate how the conditions he described in the
towns and cities of the north were being replicated 80 years later under
‘Tory Austerity’.33
Under socioeconomic policies that have broadly replicated those of the
Tories in Britain, Australia is travelling in the same direction. If we

compare the prosperity of those born during the four decades of neoliberal
economy with that of their parents, the baby boomers, it’s the older
generation who are better off, often dramatically so. There are signs, too,
that the Millennials or Generation Y suffer more from loneliness, substance
abuse, anxiety and depression. They are, in a sense, the dispossessed,
lacking in rights to meaningful work and cultural connection to the
environment. Addressing the dispossession of Indigenous Australians may
be the start of a more widespread form of re-enfranchisement, and a deepseated cultural change. But how far have we really come in that regard?

RESTITUTION
‘Vincent Lingiari, I solemnly hand to you these deeds as proof in Australian
law that these lands belong to the Gurindji people, and I put into your hands
part of the earth as a sign that this land will be the possession of you and
your children forever.’ In August 1975, Gough Whitlam returned the
Gurindji lands around Wattie Creek, marking the occasion by pouring
Daguragu soil into the palm of Vincent Lingiari’s hand as he announced the
transfer of ownership.34
Was this change to Australian law the correction of a temporary anomaly,
a reversion to the traditional principle of ‘ancient rights’ as it was accepted
in English law? Native title legislation had an additional dimension, in that
it addressed the issue of racial equality, and in particular the rights of
indigenous peoples on colonised lands. But in the longer term, legal
recognition of traditional ownership has failed to redress the profound
cultural damage done through the colonial expropriation of land, here and
in America.
Native Americans and Aboriginal Australians are alike in being the most
disadvantaged peoples in their home country. They live in third-world
conditions in first-world nations, suffering ill health, unemployment and
homelessness. If homelands are the grounds of cultural bonding, in literal
and symbolic terms, the cultural dissolution following the rupture of bonds
with the land cannot be repaired just through its restoration.
Where possession is nine-tenths of the law, any act of restoration,
however generously intended, takes place on the terms of those who have
taken control over the land and law of the nation. In America as in

Australia, indigenous communities have been relegated to tracts of remote,
poor-quality land far from the coast.
In a 2016 article for The Atlantic, Naomi Schaefer Riley reported on the
living conditions on a Crow reservation in Montana.35 She described trailer
homes with broken windows, surrounded by trash in a desolate landscape.
Suicide, alcoholism, child abuse and crime rates were off the scale. There
was really no employment there, except for those who came in as
representatives of the Department of the Interior, charged with the task of
trying to bring about improvements in health and education.
The legal status of this place is such as to render it a no man’s land, a
postcolonial version of terra nullius; what was once homeland becomes a
place evacuated of all meaning and value. In current American law,
reservation land is held in trust for Native Americans by the government, on
the pretext that its cultural preservation requires oversight. Those who live
on it thus cannot claim ownership as householders or have control over its
resources.
Traditional communities who had their own forms of economy and land
management for centuries have been grafted onto an economy that has no
place for them as producers or workers or investors. The resulting social
problems, exacerbated by demeaning stereotypes, are addressed through
attempts at micro-management.
Many remote Aboriginal communities are in equally critical states of
depression. They too are the target of remedial government policies that
often make things worse, and the failures give rise to similarly obtuse
debates about social causes and economic consequences. Noel Pearson,
founder of the Cape York Institute for Policy and Leadership, has made
numerous attacks on the policies and the misguided thinking behind them.
Writing in The Enabling State, an anthology of essays on the need to put
people before bureaucracy, Pearson states bluntly that there was no analysis,
no understanding, only confusion disguised as progressive thinking. Such
facile notions of progress, he says, signalled a failure to take up battle with
the laws of thought.36 Pearson is a controversial figure, and his record as a
policy leader in Cape York has itself drawn stern criticism, often from other
Aboriginal leaders, but his fundamental challenge remains the gateway for
any attempt to find a viable way forward. The battle with the laws of
thought involves a conflict between radically different ways of
understanding what an economy is.

If, as I suggested at the beginning of this chapter, land rights are the
primordial form of the commons, no restoration of them can be effective
without connecting them up to the life-support systems that evolved on the
land. The supply lines for pre-colonial economies ran out into forest and
bushland, along waterways and across plains, adjusting to seasonal patterns
in flora and fauna. Farming and land management practices created
concentrations of resources that sustained pre-colonial villages. Myths,
songs and stories connected people to the traditional knowledge of their
ancestors, and carried it forward for following generations. Cordoning off
reserves, or demarcating areas of terrain under native title, is equivalent to
handing over a body part without any of its vital circulations and
interconnections.
The commons may begin with a tract of land, but the dynamics of its
sustaining role in a society are complex. If the end of neoliberalism means a
revolution in government policy, this must be one that looks to the future in
ways that are deeply informed by the past, and the enduring traditions of
land, habitation and human work that are part of our history.

CHAPTER 4

COMMONWEALTH AND COMMON
WEALTH

As King Charles I faced the charge of high treason brought against him by
the solicitor general on behalf of the Commonwealth on 22 January 1649,
one of the most dramatic episodes of English history commenced. At the
reading of the indictment in Westminster Hall, the king was advised that he
was to be tried ‘in the name of the Commons in Parliament assembled and
all the good people of England’.1 The constitutional legitimacy of the
proceedings was a matter of fierce dispute and the king’s response was,
‘Show me wherever the House of Commons was a court of judicature of
that kind.’
Knowing full well that his first move would be to challenge the
legitimacy of the proceedings, the House of Commons had passed a law
declaring that ‘the people under God are the origin of all just power’, and
that ‘the Commons of England, chosen by and representing the people, have
the supreme authority of this nation’. As Geoffrey Robertson comments in
his superbly immediate account of the trial, it was ‘the first modern
enunciation of democratic principle by a legislative body purporting to
embody it’.2 Through the course of the proceedings, the monarch and the
people were pitted against each other as claimants to the ultimate authority
of the law.
The King’s defence was based on assertions of divine right and
constitutional precedent. In the event, his challenge to the authority of the
Commons cut no ice against the solicitor general’s argument that he was
‘obliged to use the power committed to him for the good and benefit of the
people, and for the preservation of their rights and liberties’. As Robertson
interprets it, ‘the loose constitutional suggestion was that the King was

obliged to exercise his power for the public good and might be arraigned for
breach of trust if he exercised it for the public bad’.3
The bad was about as bad as it gets. Evidence was heard that the King
had gone to war against Parliament and his people, that he was guilty of war
crimes, that wherever they went he and his troops had laid waste, destroyed
livelihoods and committed atrocities. Whether the legal issue was just how
bad this king was, or whether it was that the essential duty of the sovereign
was to serve the public good, is a question of some significance to posterity.
Bad rulers had been unseated and killed before, as anyone familiar with
Shakespeare’s Macbeth or Richard III would know, but in this case the
monarchy itself was condemned to death. Following the King’s execution
on 30 January 1649, the English Parliament proceeded with legislation to
declare the country a republic.
Three factors made this a watershed moment, and the first was that the
public good was put forward as a constitutional imperative. The second was
that ‘the people’ played the lead role in this drama, not as individuals or
defined groups but as a legally recognised entity. Effectively, there was a
transference of divine right from the sovereign to the people, but this could
only be conceived of when the people were understood as a single body.
With this, the whole question of the common good, what it was and how it
should best be served, came to the fore, infused with the natural justice of
claims to common land and livelihood as a birthright.
The third factor was the argument that, since monarchy was no longer a
prerequisite for government, the nature and purpose of government was
reconceived as service of the common wealth. When the King as ‘public
enemy to the good people of this nation’ was sentenced to death on 27
January 1649, most of those who had worked to bring him to justice
believed this was indeed the end of the monarchy in England. It didn’t turn
out that way, and nor did this become the longed-for transition to an era in
which better people would lead better lives, served by governments
dedicated to their wellbeing. Yet the symbolic power of this event would
never go away. It is the point at which modern political history begins in the
English-speaking world, and a point to which we should return if we want
to understand the full strength of the common good as a constitutional
principle.
It may also serve as a vital corrective to perspectives on the significance
of a Commonwealth as we understand it in contemporary Australia. In her

introduction to the Griffith Review issue Commonwealth Now, Julianne
Schultz recalls her participation in a gathering of cultural leaders from
many nations, invited to London to offer ideas about the Tower of London
and its future role in the changing symbolism of Crown and
Commonwealth. ‘To those of us from the former colonies, who had grown
up in places named for long-forgotten monarchs and were quickly
discovering how much we had in common, it was straightforward,’ she
writes. ‘The Empire had been built in the name of, and to the benefit of, the
Crown.’4 The essays collected in the volume reflect how there remains in
the public understanding a strong correlation between Commonwealth,
Empire, Crown and colonies.
Tim Hollo is the only contributor to the collection who draws attention to
the commons as a concept ‘hidden inside’ the term ‘Commonwealth’. The
question of how and why it has become hidden should be exercising our
attention, Hollo argues, because this concept is ‘a powerful lens through
which to examine the past, present and future of the Commonwealth of
Nations’.5 He proposes a return to the commons as a form of governance
that has the potential to counter the relentless encroachments of corporate
power against the interests of the people.
Those who do not like such arguments are prone to dismissing them as
ambient noise from the fringe sector of greenies and radicals, which is why
it is important to recognise that they have a history that spans nearly four
centuries and have led to the overthrow of powerful regimes many times in
the past. The question is, can the commons survive under government
policies that are profoundly antithetical to the common good? Our current
governments (I use the plural as state and local governments are implicated
here) may be worse in this respect than any we have experienced since
Federation.
No founding fathers were involved in the realisation of the
Commonwealth of Australia under the Constitution of 1900, though Sir
Henry Parkes, Premier of New South Wales, had played a leading role,
bringing gravitas and some forceful rhetoric to the case. After four decades
of commitment to ‘the entire freedom and independence of this land’,
Parkes delivered the Tenterfield Oration on 24 October 1889 on the theme
of ‘It’s Time’:

There will be an uprising in this fair land of a goodly fabric of free
Government, and all great national questions of magnitude affecting the
welfare of the colonies will be disposed of by a fully authorised
constitutional authority … The opportunity has arisen for the consideration
of this great subject and I believe that the time is at hand … when this thing
will be done.6
Parkes, who started his working life as a road labourer in a brick pit, had
made his way into the world of commerce, albeit with mixed success, and
was a leading free-trade advocate. ‘Good government and commercial
freedom’ was his campaign slogan for the 1887 New South Wales election,
but those two objectives have since become alarmingly incompatible in
Australian politics.7

ACTS OF ENCLOSURE
In the early afternoon of 7 January 2018, a post appeared on my Facebook
feed from a friend in western Sydney:
Woke at 5 am – it was 20.5 degrees. Seven hours later it was 44. Jeez, the
wisdom of the council taking out the pool for several years is
overwhelming.
The pool in question was the Parramatta Memorial Pool, built in 1959 with
volunteer labour on Crown land, and largely paid for by a local community
fundraising drive. It was closed on 31 March 2017.
Although the council contributed almost nothing to its creation, as some
residents have claimed, the closure proceeded in the face of widespread
community protest. State Premier Gladys Berejiklian wanted approval for a
major commercial stadium and aquatic centre to be built on the site.
Hundreds of people turned up at the pool on its last day for a final swim and
polo match. A month later, it was a demolition site surrounded by a cyclone
fence bearing a patchwork of angry posters.
Enclosure of the commons, a practice that has incited public rage over
the centuries, is very much a current phenomenon.8 Laws that protect public
land in Australia are perpetually in contention and subject to compromise

when they obstruct the plans of corporate developers. In one recent case, a
small group of people protesting against the WestConnex motorway
construction was subjected to an ad hoc act of enclosure by the developers.
Journalist and academic Wendy Bacon was arrested on 21 October 2016
with four others on a residential street in Sydney’s Newtown, where they
were protesting against drilling for the motorway, which had already driven
a wide corridor of devastation through long-established residential suburbs
in Sydney’s inner west. Under the direction of an engineer from the
AECOM corporation, construction workers built a fence around the
protesters and accused them of trespassing. Police arrived in a contingent
far outnumbering this small group, who were subjected to some rough
handling before being locked up at the local police station for seven hours.
They were charged with remaining on enclosed land without lawful
excuse.9
If the intention was to deter protest by asserting legal entitlement,
AECOM had found a determined adversary. Bacon, who has a long history
of contesting the appropriation of public land, has made herself something
of an expert on the laws governing Crown Land, and her solicitor mounted
a defence cogent enough to have the impact of a counter-attack. At the final
court hearing in December 2017, the magistrate ruled that in order to be
guilty of trespassing on enclosed land, a person must have entered an
enclosure. In this case, the company had effectively built a cage around
those it was seeking to prosecute, and the engineer who had ordered this to
be done had failed to produce evidence that he had the right to conduct the
drilling in that location in the first place. Under cross-examination, it was
suggested that the police response was punitive and, in the words of
Bacon’s lawyer, ‘highly reprehensible’.
Essentially, the legal argument was based on a technicality, covering a
minor and highly specific infringement of the terms for an Enclosure Permit
under the Crown Lands Act 1989, but the judgment has a larger symbolic
significance. Acts of enclosure have historically been expressions of the
unequal power relations between the common people and wealthy
entrepreneurs who operated as if they were a law unto themselves.
Records of civil conflict sparked by attempts at enclosure go back to the
twelfth century in Britain. During the late fifteenth century, in a country
ravaged by plague and civil war, the practice of appropriating common land
became widespread, leading to a dispossessed peasantry and lost capacity

for food production. Thomas More, writing in 1516, reflected on the
continuing fallout. That one ‘covetous and unsatiable [sic] cormorant and
very plague of his native country’ could enclose thousands of acres meant
whole villages were abandoned. ‘Men, women, husbands, wives, fatherless
children, widows, woeful mothers, with their young babes, and their whole
household small in substance and much in number … away they trudge, I
say, out of their known and accustomed houses, finding no place to rest
in.’10
Thirty years later, the situation was growing worse, as high prices for
wool became an incentive for landowners to invest in sheep, and to push
their own boundaries further out into common ground to accommodate the
growing herds. This led to a swathe of rebellions, as impoverished villagers
began to tear down the fences and reoccupy the land, making encampments
to defend themselves. A turning point came when Robert Kett, a prosperous
yeoman farmer in Norfolk, found a group of commoners dismantling the
fences around his own recently expanded grounds. Instead of attacking
them, he attempted a parley, during the course of which he became
convinced of the justice of their complaints and agreed to head a more
organised campaign against enclosure.
Kett and some 16 000 followers set up a major encampment in the woods
on Mousehold Heath on the outskirts of Norwich, where he held court
under a large oak known as ‘the tree of reformation’ and dispensed an
alternative form of natural justice. Threatening to lay siege to the city of
Norwich, they sent a petition to the King’s Protector. The 29 clauses of the
‘Mousehold manifesto’ detailed aspects of a central demand that ‘no lord of
no manor shall common upon the common’. Landowners were not to
charge rent on land where commoners had rights of usage; common land
was not to be sold to the clergy; tolls traditionally imposed by the Crown on
reed and meadow ground were not to be increased; the lords were not to
take profits from the produce of common land; all rivers were to be free for
passage and fishing.11
The response to these claims was a contingent of armed men, combined
forces of the Earl of Warwick and the Marquess of Northampton, who
surrounded the encampment and tried to starve the rebels into submission.
Kett held out until the troops attacked and he was taken captive in the rout.
As a warning to the populace, he was hung from the walls of Norwich
Castle in chains.

If you visit Norwich Castle today, you pass a plaque near the entrance,
placed there by the citizens of Norwich in 1949 to commemorate the four
hundredth anniversary of Kett’s death, ‘in reparation and honour to a
notable and courageous leader in the long struggle of the common people of
England to escape from a servile life into the freedom of just conditions’.
Kett is now seen as a pioneer of the modern concept of a fair society. As
part of his legacy, Mousehold Heath remains a commons stronghold,
protected by a local organisation known as the Mousehold Heath
Defenders. It continues to be a thriving communal amenity, under the
stewardship of a stringently selected group of conservators whose
management plan is based on commitments to public access and safety,
leisure activities and maintenance of the environment.
Conflict over the commons goes to the heart of the relationship between
government and the people. It tests the quality of that relationship like
nothing else. Because public ownership is legally paramount, acts of
enclosure that are sanctioned by government in the face of widespread
popular opposition are indications of a potentially dangerous imbalance of
power. As Bacon wrote in New Matilda in November 2016:
Instead of the stronger role in planning for local communities and the
strengthening of public resources across Sydney, we are now faced with the
wholesale transfer of public decision-making and resources into private
hands with no accountability to the public.12
This may occur at national, state and local levels. When state and local
governments are in concert with the interests of developers, the impact of
decisions against the commons can be widespread and fundamental. The
WestConnex project in Sydney has had a dramatic impact in the suburbs of
Haberfield, St Peters, Rozelle and Alexandria, with a threat to heritage
buildings, parks and endangered species in many other areas.
Haberfield is a suburb I know well. A close friend lived there and
brought up her daughter in a beautiful early twentieth-century house with
spreading trees in the garden. With their polished floors, decorative
plasterwork and leadlight windows, these houses may seem luxurious now,
but they were built as middle-class family homes, providing work for
skilled builders and craftspeople. During one year, when my friend and I
were both experiencing extreme stresses at work, we met regularly for what

we called ‘the Haberfield walks’, during which we opened our minds to
wider topics as we wandered through the leafy environment.
Returning there together in early 2017, we recognised nothing. The place
looked like a war zone: through the gaps in the cyclone fence, all we could
see was a wasteland of rubble and machinery. On this, the last of our
Haberfield walks, we passed several other people walking aimlessly,
looking shell-shocked, greeting each other with a shake of the head. Protest
is dwarfed by the sheer vastness of the upheaval, and by the imperviousness
of the government and corporate regimes bent on serving their own
purposes.
Conflicts involving national government are most often concerned with
the privatisation of public assets such as transport, water, national parks and
waterways. In these cases, opposing views become heavily politicised, and
the symbolic significance of public ownership gets submerged in
contradictory arguments about national benefit. There was, however, no
disguising the symbolism when, in September 2018, work began on a 2.6
metre security fence to block off public access to the summit of Capital Hill
above Parliament House in Canberra, in violation of all the principles that
architect Romaldo Giurgola had brought to his vision for the building.
When Giurgola won the design competition for New Parliament House in
1979, he envisaged its position in the landscape as an expression of the
spirit of democracy. The House should not be built on top of the hill ‘as this
would symbolise government imposed upon the people’, but should rather
be set into the hill.13 This would be the only parliament house in the world
that expressed openness as a primary design principle: ‘Every side, north,
south, east and west is open, just as the first Australians sitting on this hill
could welcome people from every direction’. In accordance with his idea of
‘extending an invitation to all citizens’, the roof of the building was covered
with a wide sweep of sloping lawn.
In 2015, growing security concerns, prompted by terrorist attacks on
government buildings in Europe, Canada and the United States, led to
discussion about fencing in the ministerial wing of Parliament House.
Giurgola took a walk around the site and allowed his reflections to be
recorded.14 A fence, he said, had ‘only one message’, which was to keep
people out. He suggested a glass wall or light sensors as alternatives and
sounded a note of warning. Parliamentarians can behave badly when they

feel they are not in public view, and planners may not understand the full
message about transparency.
The government in power at the time, under Prime Minister Tony Abbott,
understood only too well the symbolism expressed in the building. It was
not what they wanted. Hostility to public access led at one stage to the
proposal that the entire structure should be surrounded with a concrete
trench or ‘berm’ of the kind used against tanks in military fortifications.
This was vetoed by Malcolm Turnbull when he replaced Abbott as prime
minister in September 2015. But although Turnbull thought the trench
approach too extreme, enclosure remained firmly on the agenda.
A pretext for going ahead was provided by an incident that occurred on
29 November the following year. Seven people from the Whistleblowers,
Activists and Citizens Alliance, protesting against the treatment of refugees
in offshore detention centres, entered the House of Representatives during
question time and superglued their hands to a railing.15 Two days later,
more protesters were arrested for abseiling down an external wall of the
House and posting banners.
From the government’s point of view, it was too good an opportunity to
be wasted. In what one journalist described as a ‘strange coincidence’, a bill
to upgrade security with the 2.6 metre fence was rushed through the Senate
on 1 December, the day of the abseiling protest.16 The coincidence was
genuine – parliamentary bills take months in preparation and preliminary
debate – but it provided timely ammunition against protests over the
enclosure itself. Leader of the House Christopher Pyne pointed out that the
abseiling demonstration showed how easy it would be for a terrorist group
to gain access to the building, and could not have occurred if the increased
security measures were in place.
The Australian Institute of Architects (AIA) issued a statement
expressing ‘deep concerns’ over the lack of consultation and public
discussion of the measures to be taken. The fence would ‘fundamentally
change the character of the building and its symbolism as the people’s
house’, said AIA President Professor Ken Maher.17 Young Canberra
architect Lester Yao set up a Facebook page urging people to gather on the
hill for a final demonstration of their rights before the act of enclosure took
effect. Yao did not wish the event to be angry or political, but rather a
celebration of the spirit of place as Giurgola had envisaged it. In his call for
participation, Yao wrote:

It’s a story I hear often from people that live in Canberra or visit Canberra
and the Parliament House. They walk up that beautiful green lawn and see
the amazing view of Canberra, then they fall to their knees and roll down
the hill. This simple fun action embodies a very simple yet powerful symbol
of democracy.18
Yao was hoping to attract a couple of dozen friends but, as the date
approached, over 350 people had responded with an intention to participate.
So many turned up for the mass roll-down on 17 December 2016, the event
had to be choreographed, with lines of 100 people at a time, timed for
release at safe intervals.
These three examples of acts of enclosure – the Parramatta Memorial
Pool, the WestConnex encroachment on residential properties, and the
fencing of Capital Hill – all show failures of public protest in the face of
government determination. They are indicative of how at council, state and
federal levels, government respect for public ownership, public rights and
the will of the people is at an all-time low in Australia. But the people were
not always the losers.

FEDERAL CAPITAL
In parliamentary debates about the foundation of an Australian federal
capital, arguments about the location reflected contrasting interpretations of
the public good. One of the most cogent opponents of a purpose-built
national capital on the Canberra site was Agar Wynne, the member for
Balaclava, an independent committed to broadly based economic
development across the states. ‘We want to settle people on the land, and
make this a great producing country,’ he said, in a speech to the House of
Representatives on 15 August 1912. His vision of the great producing
country was based on support for plantation and irrigation in remoter
reaches of the land, with the creation of regional hubs to foster
manufacturing and trade.
Wynne did not begrudge the expenditure of government funds on civic
amenities. Part of his case against the Canberra location was that it would
require a suite of major civic institutions – law courts, hospitals, town halls,
public libraries, post offices and public parks – when the priority should be

to provide these facilities in existing population centres. The cost of the new
city, he argued, would be borne by the hard-working citizens in the regions
who were the primary producers in a growing economy. He accused those
caught up in the romance of the new Federal Capital of acting, not in the
public good but in outright contempt of it: ‘It suggests that the Federal
parliament consists of members differing from the rest of the people, and
antagonistic to them.’19
The costs of the plan were public knowledge. During the course of the
year 1912, when Fisher’s government spent £130 000 on the capital site,
every council in Victoria passed a resolution condemning the expenditure.
Colonial Australia in the early twentieth century was still a settler society;
people were focused on the practicalities of making a living in an
environment that challenged their experience and expectations at every
turn.
It fell to King O’Malley, as minister for home affairs in Andrew Fisher’s
Labor government, to make the case for the investment in an enterprise
whose relevance to the general population was nebulous. He started by
directing his rhetorical ammunition at his colleagues in cabinet. In an
address given soon after his appointment to the ministry, O’Malley set out
to raise the level of the argument: this was not about what the people as
individuals needed in their daily lives, he said, but rather about what ‘the
people’ as a collective entity are or might become.
He spoke of ‘national spirit’ and ‘high conceptions of national action’,
conjuring the prospect of future generations ‘attesting the dignity of
purpose of their ancestors’. Against this prophecy of Australian
advancement stood ‘men of small horizon, and without idealism’. Now it
was time to put to the test ‘whether we are people worthy to hold a large
continent in trust for mankind or whether we are mean and limited in our
national acts’.20
Economics was at the forefront of O’Malley’s thinking. As a politician,
he was equal parts idealist and pragmatist. And he was a crusader for the
federal capital in more than one sense: the future of the nation, as he saw it,
depended on the foundation of an institution to preside over the nation’s
economic capital, a people’s bank dedicated to fostering common wealth,
understood as the prosperity of the citizenry. O’Malley started his career as
a banker in America, where he was inspired by the model of the United
States First Bank, established by Alexander Hamilton, Treasury Secretary

to George Washington. As Hamilton argued, the proposal was validated
under the Constitution as an aspect of Congressional responsibility ‘to
promote the general welfare’.21
O’Malley regarded Hamilton as ‘the greatest financial man who ever
walked the earth’. During the course of a marathon debate in the House of
Representatives on 30 September 1909, he argued the case for a
Commonwealth Bank, declaring himself ‘the Hamilton of Australia’. For
almost that entire day, O’Malley was on his feet in parliament. The masterkey to the financial health of the nation, he said, was who controlled the
movement of the volume of money, because money, as the medium of
exchange for land, labour and commodities, determines the value of all
other things. Nation building in all its aspects, from the creation of the
national capital city to the marketing of produce in country towns,
depended upon the supply of funds for investment.
To whom should this ‘omnipotent financial power’ be trusted? With the
commercial banks in control, the wealth of the Commonwealth was
accumulating in the hands of a few people in the cities, when the producers
of wealth in farms and businesses around the country were subject to
sudden withdrawals of the money supply:
Power to dominate the operation of the money volume is power to do
justice or injustice between debtors and creditors, employees and
employers, purchasers and sellers, landlords and tenants, money-lenders
and borrowers; power to increase the weight and value of every debt –
public or private – in the Commonwealth, power to generate prosperity or
panic, power to regulate industry and determine the distribution of wealth.22
O’Malley insisted that the Commonwealth live up to the literal meaning
of its name by taking over the control of money supply, and ensuring credit
was available where it was needed, at reasonable rates. Through the
foundation of a national bank – a people’s bank – a system of deposits and
loans could be established, underpinned by ‘the faith of the community’. A
bill establishing the Commonwealth Bank of Australia was passed through
parliament on 22 December 1911, almost exactly six months prior to
O’Malley’s announcement of the winning entry in the Federal Capital
Design competition.

In the original 1911 designs submitted by Walter Burley Griffin and
Marion Mahony Griffin, the city is overlooked by a pyramid-shaped
building situated on Capital Hill.23 Its structure was to be based on the
ancient Mesopotamian form of the ziggurat, and in the original drawing it is
the centre of the whole design, its presence enhanced by reflection in the
lake. Its stepped brick façade was to enable the outer walls to be climbed.
Traditionally, the ziggurat was both a shrine and a cultural memorial to the
highest achievements of the people. In the Griffin plan, it was to be an
archive and repository, filled with tributes to the culture of the citizens.
The Griffins’ plan promised to realise the symbolic qualities of the
people’s capital, but also demonstrated a thorough understanding of the
topography and of the engineering challenges of the site. Visionary
prospects soon faded against the hard practicalities of keeping the work on
track. Over the next two years, the Griffin plan became something of a
political football as engineers and rival architects began to question its
viability, and politicians with agendas of their own weighed into the
argument. When O’Malley lost his ministerial position on Labor’s defeat in
the May 1913 election, the parliamentary steerage was gone. In a bid to
prevent the whole project being taken over and their design dismantled in
favour of a pastiche of other people’s plans, the Griffins made the trip to
Melbourne from America in October.
Although Prime Minister Joseph Cook was persuaded to appoint Griffin
Federal Director of Design and Construction for the capital, this role came
under threat when a double dissolution of parliament led to an early election
in June 1914. The Fisher government was returned to office in September,
but without O’Malley in cabinet, and the new minister for home affairs,
William Oliver Archibald, went head to head with Griffin by questioning
the terms of his engagement and calling his involvement ‘a grave mistake’.
Archibald’s political allies began to characterise Griffin as an egocentric
American who sought ‘to assume a position of dictatorship to the
Government’.24 Griffin’s vision, said Archibald, amounted to no more than
‘grand theorising, moonshine and dreaming’.25 All thoughts of the common
good were erased in this onset of naked power-play.
O’Malley was returned to cabinet in October 1915 and made a priority of
setting the work in Canberra back on track. If he was the kind of materialist
who could see sense in idealism, Griffin was an idealist whose visions were
grounded in the materials of the natural world. Once Griffin had

experienced firsthand the qualities of the setting, he was inspired by the
landscape and the light, the changing weathers and diversity of plant life.
More immediately in tune with O’Malley’s way of seeing things, though,
was Griffin’s experience in the commercial environment of Chicago, where
his ideals were influenced by modernists who saw the rise of commerce as
entirely commensurate with the advancement of the people as a cohesive
body, bound by democratic principles and a fundamental sense of equity.
In his biography of the Griffins, Alasdair McGregor provides an
illuminating account of how the prehistory of Canberra lies in the visions
that inspired the rebuilding of Chicago after the great fire of 1871. Both the
Griffins grew up in the environs of Chicago in the years after the fire, and
they began their careers under the mentorship of architects who helped
define the ethos of the new city.
Marion Mahony was employed in 1894 to draft plans for her cousin
Dwight Perkins, a member of the Chicago Special Park Commission. As
she commented later, Chicago ‘achieved the finest park system in the
world’.26 The presence of the natural environment was an overwhelming
priority in the approach to design, and one that conformed with the
principles of Frank Lloyd Wright, to whose studio she moved a year later.
Lloyd Wright spelled out these principles in a 1908 essay entitled ‘In the
cause of architecture’, which begins with the assertion that ‘there is no
source so fertile, so suggestive, so helpful aesthetically as a comprehension
of natural law’. A sense of the organic, he said, is indispensable to the
architect, and underlies the rule that form follows function. These
reflections led to one of Lloyd Wright’s most widely quoted statements: ‘A
building should appear to grow easily from its site and be shaped to
harmonize with its surroundings if Nature is manifest there.’27
In a city characterised by an ethos of myopic individualism where ‘every
man cultivates his own little bed and his neighbor his; but who looks after
the paths in between?,’28 visionary architects and planners like Lloyd
Wright and Louis Sullivan offered a modernist reinterpretation of
commonality. A major symbolic opportunity arose with the occasion of the
1893 World’s Fair, for which leading American architects were
commissioned to create the purpose-built ‘White City’ of grand pavilions
and brilliantly illuminated walkways. President of the American League for
Civic Improvement Charles Zueblin described it as ‘the most socialistic

achievement in history, the result of many minds inspired for the common
good’.29
Walter Burley Griffin visited the Fair at the age of 17 and rode up on the
giant Ferris wheel to take in the whole panorama. It was a sophisticated
playground for a prosperous citizenry, with water as the element that
vitalised, naturalised and harmonised the plan. Here, McGregor suggests,
lay the origins of Griffin’s vocational commitment to the fully designed,
holistically realised city of the future. The idea of the Chicago White City
as Canberra’s forebear may not be very convincing to twenty-first century
Australians. Canberra, for all its assets, is no inspirational theme park. We
might expect to find some resonance, though, in the ideals through which
the two cities are associated.
The Griffins brought to Australia a visionary modernism in which the
grand ambitions of the industrial era were fused with the continuing ideal of
a unified people whose interests were paramount, and whose right to
literally climb over the great structures of the capital expressed their
collective dominance.

THE HOUSE ON THE HILL
Griffin sought to make his design for Canberra an expression of democracy
itself, as Giurgola did subsequently, when he created the design for New
Parliament House. From the era of Griffin and O’Malley through to that of
Menzies in the postwar period, there was a fundamental continuity in this
commitment to democracy as a fusion of commercial enterprise and the
common good. Individual profit was not seen as incommensurate with
communal benefit. Lake Burley Griffin was formally opened to the public
in October 1964, with a speech in which Menzies declared that it would
fulfil a vision of the national capital as a symbolic expression of the
Commonwealth. And ‘commonwealth’, he stressed, was not to be
understood here as the oversight of a foreign power but as ‘something that
is interwoven through the whole structure of Australia and through the
hearts and lives of all its people’.30
When Menzies spoke those words, he quite literally failed to realise what
he was saying. His rhetoric ran ahead of him, but some words have a way of
haunting the scene long after they are spoken. He left office in 1966, just six

months before Vincent Lingiari began to galvanise support among the
Gurindji people for the first major land-rights claim at Wave Hill Station.
As prime minister in the postwar years (1949–66), Menzies presided over
a nation situated between polarised ideas of Commonwealth. His statement
about hearts and lives epitomises a deep-seated paradox in the meaning of
‘commonwealth’ in Australia. On the one hand, the word was indeed an
expression of Australia’s colonial status subject to the British Crown, and
there was no doubt of Menzies’ own fervent allegiance to the Queen. On
the other, in its history and etymology, ‘commonwealth’ is a word with
distinctly republican connotations going back to the English revolution of
the 1640s.
The gift of Lake Burley Griffin to the Australian people was a
contribution to the common wealth in accordance with deeply traditional
measures and it also resonated with the older term ‘common weal’,
meaning health and wellbeing of the people. This great expanse of water
and air, with all the birds and fish that would be drawn to inhabit it, was to
be a place of freedom and leisure.
Not everyone, though, was in favour of this gift. During the course of his
speech, Menzies made a wry allusion to the ‘evil men’ who repeatedly tried
to take it away. The evil men were in Parliament House – specifically, in
Treasury – and they did not like the cost of it. Paris and London may have
been blessed with waterways, but no-one had to pay for them. Nor did
parliamentarians readily accept the loss of the large golf course that they
had come to regard as a shared fiefdom. Treasury officials took advantage
of one of the prime minister’s overseas trips to get cabinet to reconsider the
proposal and ‘kill it off’. Menzies promptly reinstated it on his return and is
now credited with more-or-less unilaterally ensuring that the money was
found.
A more widely shared spirit of magnanimity prevailed in the building of
New Parliament House, though the bipartisan support of government was
not without self-interest. Life in Old Parliament House was getting difficult,
with increasingly cramped quarters for members and their staff, and plans
for the new building presented a vision of palatial expansiveness. The issue
here was not whether Treasury was inclined to pay for it, but whether
Australian taxpayers would wear the cost of it without too much protest.
Here, the government took a far-sighted view, offering something much

more substantive than a public relations exercise in the narrative
surrounding the venture.
This was to be both a project for the Commonwealth and a foundation for
common wealth. According to the terms of the architectural competition
announced by Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser in April 1979, the building
must express the principles of ‘open government’ and ‘the people’s
Parliament’. The winning team of Mitchell, Giurgola and Thorp responded
with an ambitious and highly symbolic interpretation of a parliament for a
new era in Australia’s history: the colonial heritage reflected in the Old
Parliament House building was to be replaced by an architecture that
expressed how government arises from ‘the natural condition of man’.
Romaldo Giurgola, principal architect, was already philosophically
attuned to the criteria governing the competition. Brought up in Rome, he
was deeply influenced by the Classical and Renaissance periods of civic
architecture. During the Renaissance, he said, the dynamics of public
presence in the civic environment changed the nature of assembly and
produced new kinds of spaces.31
Australia in the 1980s was ready for this kind of dynamism. As Fraser
turned the first sod in September 1980, a small gathering of protesters held
signs saying ‘Hands Off Capital Hill’, but they were effectively disarmed
by the whole ethos surrounding the occasion. This, Fraser declared, would
be ‘a building that knows its place’, one that would not dominate the hill
but be embedded in it. It would be, in Giurgola’s description, ‘very
generous in receiving the landscape’.
For all the modesty expressed in Giurgola’s rhetoric, though, New
Parliament House was a grand design, set to tower over the white painted
‘colonial style’ edifice of Old Parliament House in both scale and setting.
Over the next eight years, construction work proceeded through the course
of an economic crisis. The Hawke government took office in 1983, facing a
deficit of $9 billion, a pale shadow of the deficit economy now, but enough
to dampen the party atmosphere surrounding any major investment of
public money. Nevertheless, it is remarkable how little outcry there was as
the estimated costs of completion rose to $1.1 billion. ‘Generous’ was a
word Giurgola used repeatedly to express the spirit of the building, and this
evidently communicated to a public who were, by and large, disposed to be
generous towards it.

If no expense was spared in the fitting and finishing, the expenditure
itself reached out far and wide across the communities of Australian arts
and crafts. Vast quantities of the finest marble, timber and stone were
sourced from around the country, to the specification of leading
craftspeople for whom this was an opportunity to push their artistry further,
finding new visions and techniques for their medium. Weavers and
embroiderers working on the major tapestry hangings saw them as a means
of bringing the landscape into the building, enhancing its connections with
the remote regions. ‘Banks’ Wall’, an intricate set of panels with marquetry
by Michael Retter displaying native flora that evokes the drawings of
Joseph Banks, symbolises the intrusion of the colony into ‘an unknown
exotic land’ and also expresses the relationship of the grand interior to the
great outdoors and the Australian bush.32
Pamille Berg, one of Giurgola’s collaborators from New York,
coordinated much of this work. She spoke of the ‘wealth of public arts’
incorporated into the fabric of the building, on the Renaissance model of
fusing arts and architecture in a unified vision. Giurgola’s idealism erased
the distinction between wealth and wellbeing. He wanted to bring higher
order aesthetics to a building that was a workplace. Over 10 000 workers
were involved in its construction, and up to 5000 continue to be employed
there. Their roles as cleaners, caterers, security staff, maintenance officers,
painters, carpenters, electricians, guides and curators are celebrated in
Parliament House at Work, a photographic documentation by Anne Zahalka
to mark the twenty-fifth anniversary of the opening.33
In his speech at the opening ceremony in May 1988, Bob Hawke
acknowledged the traditional owners:
The aboriginal civilisation and culture that developed from those earliest
times was so quickly disrupted after the arrival of European settlers that we
do not even know with precision what they meant by their word ‘Canberra’.
Certainly, one version is that it meant ‘a meeting place’.34
There was an implication here that Hawke missed on that occasion.
Parliament Hill is in fact a meeting place for the dual heritage of Australian
democracy. The Aboriginal Tent Embassy, set up in 1972, with the banner
‘Sovereignty Never Ceded’ looks up from the lawns below the giant edifice
as if to say, ‘We’re the representatives of the land. Who are you?’

WHERE ARE WE NOW?
Kevin Rudd’s ‘Apology to the Stolen Generations’ at the opening of
parliament on 13 February 2008, the most significant public statement ever
made in the Australian parliament, was an act of contrition:
We apologise for the laws and policies of successive Parliaments and
governments that have inflicted profound grief, suffering and loss on these
our fellow Australians.35
In clause after clause, Rudd’s speech enumerated the wrongs of the past,
leading to the simple reiteration ‘we say sorry’. He ended with a series of
statements about the future, a future ‘based on mutual respect, mutual
resolve and mutual responsibility’ and ‘where we embrace the possibility of
new solutions to enduring problems where old approaches have failed’.36
Ten years down the track from this occasion, the sober question of where
we are now has warped into an alarm cry. With the gap between Indigenous
and non-Indigenous Australia as wide as ever, and the incarceration of
desperate asylum seekers on Manus and Nauru as a festering sore on the
national conscience, where the bloody hell are we? Having voted down the
option to become a republic, we retain the Queen as our head of state, while
the principles and traditions of common ‘weal’ have been displaced by an
overriding political concern with the welfare of the national economy.
When King O’Malley campaigned for the creation of a Commonwealth
Bank, he was unquestionably on the side of the enlargers, focusing on
national growth and economic expansion. But his ideas of what was good
for the nation and its economy were inseparable from deepseated
convictions about what was good for the people.
Paul Keating began moves to privatise the bank in 1990, with a focus on
maintaining this correlation. He had taken a special interest in its history
and was knowledgeable about the principles of its foundation, but by the
1990s, he asserted, its original role had become obsolete. With the status of
‘publicly owned central bank’ and provider of federal capital now taken
over by the Reserve Bank, symbolic arguments for continuing state
ownership of the Commonwealth Bank were weakened. Recapitalised
through a 30 per cent privatisation in 1990, the bank was in a position to bid
for the failing State Bank of Victoria and so head off a crisis that would,

Keating claimed, ‘have threatened the very stability of Australia’s financial
system’.37 The whole financial world was undergoing a quantum leap in
sophistication, and Keating saw himself as the strategic mastermind facing
up to the challenges. As with so many of his radical moves, he was able to
caricature those who opposed his position as retrograde and blinkered.
In a 2013 series of interviews with Kerry O’Brien, Keating was still
portraying the sale in terms of national advancement and public advantage.
‘Its service to the country and to Australian society is now far greater than
anything it could have done or did do as a government owned bank’, he told
O’Brien.38 Economist John Quiggin saw it differently, arguing that the
escalation in share prices following privatisation should be interpreted as a
public loss. The shares had been floated in 1991 at a bargain basement
price, and huge subsequent profits were channelled into the accounts of
corporate investors.39
By 2018, the case for the prosecution was being pursued more literally in
the Banking Royal Commission, where, following a litany of stories
illustrating rapacious and often ruinous treatment of customers, the assisting
counsel suggested that the Commonwealth Bank would be ‘the gold
medallist’ in the business of charging fees for no service. The relationship
between the bank as it was originally established and the bank under
investigation by the Royal Commission was one in name only, but the name
stands as a bitterly ironic comment on a broken heritage.
‘What does it mean for me?’ That is a question which drew some very
distressing answers from those providing evidence to the Commission, yet
in his 2018 budget speech, it was the question then Treasurer Scott
Morrison (who had been implacably opposed to the commission) wanted
people to ask. Politicians who like that question are those who like to see
the electorate as made up of self-serving individuals. And in election
campaigns, it isn’t hard to find something to offer the individual punter, to
distract them from asking questions about an overall policy approach that is
fundamentally contrary to their interests.
In her reply to Morrison’s budget speech, independent MP Cathy
McGowan identified the ‘me’ question as part of the problem. She’d
prepared her response by talking extensively to constituents, whose
particular issues she laid out, in order of priority, and concluded:

The answer to having a common wealth and strong, resilient communities
in Australia doesn’t only lie with government; it also lies with the
community. Strong and resilient communities don’t exist because of
government programs only, but also because of community leadership,
collaboration and a real and genuine commitment to make things better.40
But how do we respond in a situation where our government seems bent on
making things worse?
Question time in Parliament House has become a grandstanding
competition, in which those on the front benches pontificate with their
hands on their hips, repeating slogans as if they were doctrinal truths and
attacking each other with humourless attempts at sarcasm.
Going through Hansard for King O’Malley’s contributions, I was struck
by how often he would respond to a question with a one-line answer, either
to give information or to defer response until he could report in more detail.
Heather Henderson, daughter of Robert Menzies, recalls her father focusing
the attention of the parliament by lowering his voice, a stratagem that
worked well in the Old Parliament House, where the debating chamber was
more on the scale of a company board room. The new House of
Representatives is now a great theatrical arena, surrounded by upper
galleries that accommodate nearly 400 members of the public and 150
representatives of the press. The scale of the place, in Henderson’s view,
serves to encourage shouting and posturing.41 Fine visions and architectural
symbolism have done little to ensure the quality of government housed in
the national parliament.
While writing this book, I was surrounded by confident speculation that
there would be a change of government at the next election. That did not
happen. Regardless, what counts is whether in the longer term we see an
improved relationship between the electorate and the parliament. That
would mean a restoration of genuine intelligence in public communication,
as distinct from sloganeering, browbeating and vituperative gotcha
techniques in debate. Expansionist rhetoric about economic growth and
progress masks a determined campaign to keep the electorate fearful,
divided and self-defeating.42
Determining what serves the common good, and how, involves tracking
long policy arcs that move through phases of government we might broadly
characterise as left and right. Although there is no question that

neoliberalism, with its fundamental hostility to the commons, is
predominantly associated with right-wing politics, there is a strong
historical relationship between political conservatism and commitment to
the public good. We need to restore the common wealth in its original sense
to its place as a bipartisan heritage, and an overriding priority.

CHAPTER 5

REGIONAL RECOVERY

‘Rural people are living, and have lived for a long time, at the site of the
trouble. They see all around them, every day, the marks and scars of an
exploitative national economy.’1 These are the words of Wendell Berry, a
sixth-generation farmer from Henry County in Kentucky. Besides being a
farmer, Berry is a prominent figure in the American literary establishment.
He has been called ‘a prophet of responsibility’ and ‘the finest moral
essayist of our times’.2 Here, in a 1988 essay ‘The work of local culture’, he
sounds a keynote on the question of what makes a sane economy. Without
prosperous local economies, he insists, the people have no power and the
land no voice. But what does it mean for the land to have a voice, and how
is this bound up with the power of the people?
Over the past four decades, Berry has given lectures and talks to
audiences all around America, identifying the ways in which the free
market economy ravages the land and hollows out the lives of those who
live on it. In the face of globalisation and all its imperatives, he wants us to
dwell on the constancies of the world. It is the alignment of political power
with wealth, he says, which ‘destroys the commonwealth – that is, the
natural wealth of localities and local economies of household,
neighborhood and community – and so destroys democracy’.3 In a forceful
reconfiguration of Hardin’s tragedy of the commons, Berry sees the free
market as a pseudo-commons, limitless and unmanaged, an enabler for the
most extreme forms of large-scale plunder. Whether the commodity is corn
or milk or palm oil, whatever the land yields is sucked into ever-expanding
systems of mass production. The ancient work of growing produce from the
earth is subordinated to the business of growing wealth, which circulates in
a financial stratosphere, touching down as scantily as possible in the places
from which it was generated.

Berry uses the term ‘centrifugal’ in describing how the wealth of the land
is swept outwards into international patterns of circulation. How can human
communities hold out against this? Perhaps, they can, he says, through the
exertion of ‘a sort of centripetal force, holding local soil and local memory
in place’.4 Obviously, there is an imbalance of power here, and of scale.
Can pockets of human community really manage to hold their own in the
face of vast systems of wealth and power? That question echoes down
through the centuries and connects us again to the Diggers on St George’s
Hill, at the dawn of the modern era.
While the challenge may look hopeless in political terms, it has a
metaphysical resonance. Ultimately, what are we doing here on this planet,
and why? We are a biological species, kept alive by the resources of the
earth and by our co-dependency on other species. This, at the bottom line, is
our economy, and it is on these terms that Berry argues the need to recover
what it means to be ‘economic’ in a more fundamental sense. To call his
perspectives metaphysical is not to say that they are abstract or
disconnected. The metaphysical can encompass the physical, the literal
ground of being. And against that, what could be more disconnected and
abstract than the neoliberal phantasm of the all-knowing and self-generating
markets?
The words ‘centripetal’ and ‘centrifugal’ are cumbersome, but they can
serve a very important purpose by replacing the ‘trickle-down’ metaphor
with an image that is more sophisticated and reminds us that wealth
distribution is not governed by some simple process of gravity. Any centre
of gravity that is going to hold must be able to do so at the centre of a force
field, and the neoliberal economy creates force fields in which processes of
concentration and dispersal are constantly manipulated. Centrifugal patterns
rip wealth and resources away from the places and people that produce
them, and concentrate them in some upper atmosphere from which they
may never be released back to the place from whence they came. Against
this, Berry presents the image of a land community exercising a centripetal
dynamic in order to hold its own concentrations of resources and its own
forms of social cohesion.
In his 2012 Jefferson lecture, Berry tells a story of how his grandfather
made one of the great errors of his life on the family farm: he ploughed a
field on sloping ground in the wrong season; the rains came, and the topsoil
was all washed away. He wanted to plant corn, and this was during the

Depression years, so the urgency was very real, but the mistake haunted
him, and he dedicated himself over many years to repairing the damage.5
On one level, this serves as a parable about the farmer working to maintain
the field against the centrifugal forces of wind and rain. It also serves as a
moral touchstone for the kind of economic thinking Berry advocates.
Traditional farming depends upon a bond of conscience and care between
humans and the land. Industrial agriculture breaks this bond, with drastic
psychological and practical consequences. We lose sight of moral questions
about land ownership and what it means. For a working farmer or
householder, to own the land means to be responsible for it, but an
industrial producer has none of the caretaker’s consciousness or
conscientiousness. Land becomes monetarised as property, assessed for its
value in a real estate market or for its yield capacity. Indigenous land rights
and historical commons rights are a recognition of what Berry calls ‘land
community’, a sense of belonging to a place and to one’s fellow inhabitants
and a consciousness that the fate of the land is the fate of the people. Those
of us who have no indigenous heritage must look to the most enduring
elements of our own traditions for an understanding of what this means.
From an ecological point of view, the commons is a stronger bond of
entitlement than ownership through purchase or appropriation, because with
entitlement goes the ‘bond’ of responsibility and a culture of land care that
is passed down through generations in order to ensure the livelihood of
future generations.
To say this is to invoke a spectre that has continued to raise alarm since
the Levellers made claim to the commons as a universal birthright. Hayek
and his followers were hyper-alert to any views that might be construed as
attacks on private property because to them private ownership was a bastion
against communism and the gulag. But the damage wrought through the
dominance of neoliberal principles now rivals that caused by the totalitarian
regimes of communism. Ideology itself may be the trap. Marxism, with its
views of the state as ‘the great organism’ and capital as a super-agency with
its own inherent determinations, echoes neoliberal ideas of the market as a
super-processing system.
Perhaps the maxim ‘Think Global, Act Local’ should be reversed. It was
originally adopted as a slogan by the Friends of the Earth movement but has
become all too apt a description of what predatory mining companies are
doing in regional areas. We have had too much influence from theorists

with sweeping ideas about political economy, and been too ready to
implement them in local contexts. We should listen more to the poets and
philosophers, especially those who are earthed through enduring connection
to places. ‘The reality that is responsibly manageable by human
intelligence’, Berry says, ‘is much nearer in scale to a small rural
community or urban neighborhood than to the globe’.6 ‘Thinking globally’
has had an inflationary rather than a genuinely expansive effect on our
consciousness.

THE CENTRIFUGAL BIAS
Can the words of an American farmer–philosopher who is now in his mideighties really apply to the circumstances of regional towns in Australia as
we approach the next phase of a rolling technological revolution? These are
places whose economies were created by manufacturing ventures as much
as by pastoral heritage; many have been transformed by the invasion of
mining companies and the creation of malls controlled by retail giants.
Their future, as envisaged in a major federal government report on
regional development released in 2018, is in export industries, tourism,
growth and connectivity; in order to thrive, they will need highly skilled
human capital and demand-driven migration. This is an important and
multi-faceted report, drawing on a wide range of expert opinion and based
on an extensive process of research and consultation, but it has its blind
spots. Almost all the strategies considered in it are what Berry would call
centrifugal. The regions are conceived as resources – for locating excess
population, for the provision of ‘lifestyle’ advantages, for the servicing of
wider economies. There is endorsement throughout of groups engaging in
networks and clusters focused, as one such group puts it, ‘on turning from
an inward facing community to an outward facing community’.7
The implication here is that no-one would contest such a mission. But the
value of Berry’s perspective is that it makes us aware of some overriding
presumptions that have crept into our culture. The pastoral communities of
the early settlement period in America would have found no pejorative
connotations to the idea of being inward looking. ‘Look deep into yourself’
was advice heeded by all citizens of conscience. Applied collectively, it was
also an exhortation to monitor social behaviours and communal practices,

with the aim of subordinating personal drives to the imperatives of the
common good. This is how the community strengthened its magnetism, the
centripetal drawing power that kept it together, binding individual strengths
and energies to collective goals. Of course, there were dangers attached to
that. Puritanism became puritanical; physical and psychological cruelties
were devised for the punishment of non-conformity. Through their better
qualities, though, these communities had extraordinary capacities of
endurance and self-sufficiency.
Now, the image of an inward-facing community evokes stereotypes of
small-mindedness, resistance to change, an anxious clinging to the
restricted spheres of the familiar. This leads to an unquestioning preference
for outward-looking orientations, and can blind us to the dangers of a
centrifugal dynamic. Human geographer Anthony Sorenson, one of the
consultants for the report, describes the influences of globalisation on
regional communities in terms of ‘five tyrannies’. These are the tyrannies of
a macro-economic environment, of technological change, of future
uncertainty, of the expanding scale of enterprises, and the tyranny of
distance. Doctrines of change as the new constant can be catalytic, but they
can also become a form of imperative that creates cultures of anxiety,
disorientated rather than dynamic. When the relationship of the local to the
global is pictured as essentially one of compliance, tyrannies come to the
fore that are very different from those practised in puritanical societies, but
they can be just as destructive of human health and wellbeing.8
We need to pay more attention to this, or, more pointedly, we need to
look at the cultural histories of regional life as something more than the
preservation of heritage environments. What really is the bottom line here?
Is it that a regional economy must preserve itself by serving a national
economy that serves a global economy? Or is it that we are biological
beings, and our more elaborate needs and demands can be put aside if we
have food, shelter and company? Taking the service of the common good,
rather than of the national economy, as a steering principle in regional
planning means addressing the imbalance in the conflicting determinations
of the local and the global, tradition and change. It also means looking in
different ways at the opposing pull of past and future influences in local
communities.
Certainly, isolation and self-containment will put a regional community
at an economic disadvantage, but the balance between centripetal and

centrifugal dynamics – or in the preferred terminology of regional
economists, endogenous and exogenous models – is a critical and nuanced
matter, one that involves a weave of tradition and innovation.
In a neoliberal policy environment, the centrifugal dynamic prevails, and
with it a bias towards innovation that is typically accompanied by a failure
to understand the vital sustaining elements of tradition. Research and
development strategies are targeted so as to increase gross domestic product
(GDP), on the assumption that the government, like any shareholder in the
market, should invest according to projections of capital return. New
technologies, seen as the drivers of capital growth, thus assume priority and
a set of reductive equations comes into play. Policies badged ‘science and
technology’ aim to put science at the service of technology, which is in turn
at the service of corporate enterprise and the growth of GDP. ‘Intellect’
means intellectual capital, seen as an asset where it is directly linked with
business advantage, and otherwise not seen at all. ‘Big ideas’, so beloved of
politicians, almost invariably equate with ideas for big business.
‘Innovation’ is the catch-all label for the disciplines by which we
humans, as lesser information processers, strive to live up to the demands of
what Mirowski calls ‘the greatest information processer in human history’:
the market.9 When Malcolm Turnbull took over as prime minister from
Tony Abbott in September 2015, this was essentially his message. The
Australia of the future, he said, must be agile and innovative: ‘We have to
recognise that the disruption that we see driven by technology, the volatility
in change, is our friend if we are agile and smart enough to take advantage
of it.’10
Mirowski’s identification of innovation as a ‘catch-all label’ signals how
a market-driven economy becomes a technology-driven economy. In the
world of commerce, ‘innovative’ and ‘competitive’ are words that have
become almost synonymous, and in government ‘innovation policy’ is
directed towards economic growth through the acquisition of new territory
in the markets.
There is nothing new about the rhetoric of innovation. It’s as hackneyed
as any other language used to promote political agendas. What is new is the
glib, uncritical way in which it is adopted, as if it were axiomatic that
technological innovation is the driver of human destiny. A hundred and fifty
years ago, discussion of the relationship between technological innovation
and the common good was widespread and infused with sceptical

intelligence. Copies of Henry George’s Progress and Poverty were being
read with avid concern – not by men of letters in the cities, but by shearers
and miners, tradesmen and labourers.
In Australia and New Zealand, the book circulated through the libraries
of mechanics’ institutes and had a transformative effect on the
understanding of working people. The mechanics’ institutes – also known
as schools of arts – spread through regional Australia in the later nineteenth
century, until there were some 2000 across the nation. With their
commitment to the spread of literacy among working men, these
establishments provide a wonderful illustration of the complex cultural
relationship between local populations and the wider world.
From one point of view, it was a ‘top down’ initiative, designed to
promote cultural conformity. As historian of the movement Philip Candy
emphasises, the institutes were part of a campaign for public education and
the advancement of knowledge throughout the British Empire. Although
there was no centralised policy behind them, and no unanimity of purpose
other than this generalised and somewhat sweeping objective, they reflected
the cultural values of Victorian Britain and were part of the centrifugal
dynamics of Empire.
Self-help, rational recreation, the spread of literacy, the diffusion of
useful knowledge, moral improvement: these were important components in
the growth of a new civilised society, especially one whose citizenry
included former convicts and their descendants. Middle-class patronage
reinforced the ethos of ‘improvement’ and lectures – given by local
teachers, doctors or ministers – often had little relevance to small audiences
of men tired from the day’s labour, drawn together more by the promise of
some congenial company in the evening than by any wish to get educated.11
Here, though, the goals of ‘diffusion’ and ‘dissemination’ that reflected
the centrifugalism of imperial culture were counterpointed by the ways in
which the institutes were literally ‘grounded’ in local communities and
became a vital part of civic infrastructure in regional towns. Lectures were
only an occasional event, and members were for the most part left to
themselves with a comfortable sheltered premises, books from the
circulating library, whatever newspapers came their way, and a few board
games. Travellers passing through might spend an evening there, bringing
news from other parts of the country.

As part of a movement, the mechanics’ institutes represent a very
interesting balance between diffusion and concentration through their
presence in regional towns. The most obvious vestiges of the movement,
Candy observes, are the buildings they left behind. From the modest timber
hut to the imposing brick edifice, these buildings remain as important
heritage landmarks, many of them still serving as libraries, museums and
information centres.
One of the professed aims in the drive for worker education was to create
a labour force with some understanding of the science and technologies
involved in their work. According to Candy, delivery on this aspect of the
mandate was poor, but the principle was there: innovation was now part of
working life, and people should ‘own’ the technological knowledge that
was transforming their trades. As techniques of mechanisation spread
through the agricultural sector, there was a sense in which all workers were
becoming ‘mechanics’. Increasing numbers of them were also becoming
participants in political debate, so the institutes could serve as hubs for
localised response to wider influences.
The institutes hosted discussions about a range of contemporary issues,
and that a book like Progress and Poverty could attract such a broad
readership was testament to a level of political alertness that extended well
beyond the cities. Henry Parkes delivered his speech on Federation in 1889
from the Tenterfield School of Arts. Through their commitment to new
ideas and principles, the mechanics’ institutes bequeathed a cultural
tradition that went in its own directions, involving more women as the
decades passed. Perhaps what remains most relevant about the legacy of the
movement is its assumption that a skilled workforce is one engaged in
independent thinking and critical dissent, rather than one in which ‘agility’
means compliance and ‘innovation’ means conformity.

LAND ECONOMY AND LAND COMMUNITY: A CASE
STUDY
Central to Henry George’s perspective was the conviction that land
‘determines the social, the political and consequently the intellectual and
moral condition of a people’.12 But the history of any long-established

country town in Australia shows how community is stress-tested in a settler
culture where the land economy is precarious.
In 1999, residents of the historic village of Gundaroo in New South
Wales submitted a vision plan to the New South Wales Government,
projecting a sustainable future to the year 2020. Senator Robert Hill, then
federal minister for the environment and heritage, provided a foreword in
which he stated that the plan ‘places Gundaroo at the cutting edge of
planning around the world as, increasingly, governments, communities and
individuals are realising that unless we plan for a future in which
environmental and social concerns are fully integrated with economic
activity, we will compromise the quality of our lives in the future’.13
The challenge of carrying out this plan has been more about contesting
imperatives to change than complying with them, but stereotyped notions of
‘resistance to change’ do not apply here. Rather, what we see is an example
of commons management at work: the portrait of a community that
maintains its services and activities in the face of diverse problems arising
from tensions within and outside pressures. Gundaroo is situated on the
Yass River, and the outskirts of the village are prone to flooding. Floods
further down the river at Sutton can cut off the road to Canberra, which for
many of the residents is the route to work. The Soldiers Memorial Hall,
built as the Elite Skating Rink in 1890 and now used for functions of
various kinds, including screenings by the film society, has to be
maintained, licensed and insured. Cows must be tended in a collectively
managed herd kept on the common. It is up to the Gundaroo Community
Association to resolve differences of opinion on the management of
heritage buildings, and to represent a consensus view in response to plans
from council or state government that may have an impact on the village.
A 2014 rezoning policy for the Yass Valley raised the prospect of fringe
developments on adjacent land, with the potential to transform the area into
a hybrid suburban landscape. The rezoning plan was linked with a state
government ‘corridor strategy’ identifying key towns between Sydney and
Canberra as growth centres. Gundaroo’s Community Association responded
with a document spelling out the social and environmental impacts, and
most importantly the implications for the heritage character of the village.
Their case might be dismissed in some quarters as special pleading from a
relatively small residential cohort wanting to cling to the conditions of the
past.

In this case, the heritage values were exceptionally high, but Gundaroo is
more than a collection of old buildings. With its original footprint intact and
a street plan laid out by surveyor John Mann in 1849, it is a surviving
model of a holistic design for a settlement. Fringe development would mean
altering the historical boundary of the village and disrupting a social
ecology that has evolved over nearly 200 years. Thanks to the efforts of
residents, who have taken the trouble to record and preserve the local
history, and a meticulously researched book by Errol Lea-Scarlett, we have
a detailed account of the growth of the village over that period.
The Gundaroo area was first explored and settled in the 1820s on land
traditionally owned by the Ngunnawal people. By the mid-1830s, squats
and freeholds multiplying within a radius of a few miles began to create a
distinct settlement. It could hardly have been called a village at that stage,
but William Jackson, who owned a profitable inn on the Sydney Road, saw
the potential and built the Harrow Inn, the first commercial enterprise in
Gundaroo. The residents who gathered there were a disparate group that
included convicts, itinerant labourers, squatters and professional men who
had bought land as a capital investment.
The Harrow may have been the first social hub, but it takes more than an
inn to create a community. Lea-Scarlett sketches a portrait of a divided and
random social assemblage, fraught with tensions that often broke out in
drunken brawls. It was, in the words of one resident, ‘a dull, isolated and
monotonous life’ in which drink played a dominant role. There were a few
growing families, but infant mortality was high. When crops were lost to
drought and pests, possums and other wildlife were often the only food. The
Ngunnawal people, dispossessed of their hunting grounds, were decimated
by diseases caught from white settlers.14
As a land economy, it was precarious. Squatters moved on when crops
failed, and farmers who lacked the skills to improve their holdings went to
the wall. Wheat had to be sent to the mill at Queanbeyan, so there was little
chance of accumulated profit from grain crops. Some of the men had to
look for additional work as shearers and so were absent for months on end,
leaving women to manage the farms once the ploughing had been done.
Children did fetching and carrying, and gathered fire-wood on their way
home from school. With little money in circulation, work was paid for
through the provision of living quarters and an allocation of rations, which
typically included tea, tobacco, sugar, an allowance of bread and beef, items

of bedding, boots and shirts. Records of these allocations suggest that, in
spite of the struggles, a subsistence economy was taking shape.
John Mann’s street plan, which marked out locations for a park, a
cemetery and a common, was a clear indication that the Gundaroo residents
were starting to think of themselves as a village. The first elements of civic
infrastructure were a post office, established in 1848, and St Luke’s Church,
opened in 1850, which also served as a school house. A few years later
there was a police station, with resident constable, and a lock-up. The
Harrow Inn came under new management by an enter-prising businessman
who set up a store on the premises and purchased a horse-powered mill
from Queanbeyan. Soon things were going so well he moved the store to its
own two-storey building and upgraded the horse-drawn mill to a steam mill.
In 1855, he brought his brother and young nephew out from Scotland to
help out.
It was the nephew, William Affleck, 19 years old at the time of his
arrival, who became a prime mover in advancing the identity of Gundaroo.
There was a way to go. According to one recorded comment made in 1857,
a Philadelphia lawyer would be unable to see where the township was, even
if he were standing in the middle of it. There was no sense of cohesion to
the few buildings that should be its identifying features.
Focused as he was on improving the moral fibre of the community,
Affleck was given to boring his fellow residents with dour and tedious
sermons. But he was also a determined pragmatist. By the mid-1880s, when
Gundaroo was formally proclaimed a village, there was a court house, a
telegraph station, a Presbyterian church, a bridge over the Yass River and a
park, all of which were the results of Affleck’s shrewd and persistent
campaigning. Commercial activity was increasing, with three Caledonian
stores in operation, and the distinctive Sally Paskins Store in a slab hut
building that still stands in the village main street.15
Although it was at the centre of the gold rush fever in the 1860s and ’70s,
Gundaroo remained a land economy. As Lea-Scarlett wrote, the periods of
greatest mining and gold rush speculation coincided with times of drought,
when farmers were battling hard for the survival of their stock and crops,
‘for there was no impulse operating more strongly on the farmer than the
desire to own and cultivate his own land, and the satisfaction of farming
was not worth forsaking while the ground was capable of giving some
return’.16 During the 1880s, the ideas of Henry George came to the fore in

debates about protection and free trade. In November 1888 a visiting
lecturer to Gundaroo explained George’s argument about land speculation
and presented the case for a land tax. The impact on his local audience was
such that a land nationalisation league was formed in Gundaroo, committed
to the introduction of a single tax.
By the turn of the twentieth century, Gundaroo was an established rural
hub, with several inns, three churches, a school, a large general store and
other shops, a bank, a flour mill, a library and a hall for entertainments.
With these establishments came a diversity of trades and employments:
there were storemen and stablehands, farm labourers, a bank manager, inn
keepers, constable, post master, school teacher, ministers of religion,
carters, carpenters and brickmakers. Local amusements were also
diversifying, largely due to the efforts of William Clemenger, who came to
the village in 1882 to manage the telegraph office and remained in the
position until his death in 1918. Clemenger was a sportsman, and something
of a vaudeville performer who wrote comic sketches and performed them at
musical evenings.17 A micro-economy was taking shape, with a high degree
of self-sufficiency and social cohesion, but with connections to a state
justice system, daily communications through the post office, and the stores
serving as centres for the exchange of produce with other villages and
towns. In Wendell Berry’s terms, the centripetal and the centrifugal were in
balance.
As the village of Gundaroo approaches the bicentenary of its first
settlement, the community retains a strong centre of gravity, in spite of
transformations in the wider economy that mean that the land and its
produce have been displaced from true north on the economic compass.
There is no longer a self-sufficient land economy here, yet the village
endures as an example of a commons-based social organisation, which
continues to own and manage its essential infrastructure through Crown
Reserve Trusts and locally incorporated bodies. Its remaining heritage
assets include the park, hall, literary institute, police paddock and common.
The common itself is one of 130 or so traditional commons remaining in
New South Wales, only 46 of which are managed by local trusts.
Applications for enrolment as a commoner can be made by anyone resident
in the Gundaroo village, by filling in the simple form available at the local
post office. A 2016 legislative revision of the NSW Crown Lands Act was
proposed to bring the commons under the statutory regime covering Crown

land, but the amendment was withdrawn following a campaign led by
supporters of St Albans Common, an exceptionally beautiful tract of land in
the northern Hawkesbury and one of the oldest commons in the state. A
letter to Gundaroo commons trustees from the state Minister for Lands and
Forestry Paul Toole states: ‘The Government values the important role of
current managers of commons trusts. This role will continue, ensuring local
management in commons is maintained.’18
Sustained practices of community management are fundamental to the
sustainability plan for the village. There is an active historical society,
which organises heritage walks and maintains archival material in the tiny
wooden building with an iron roof that was donated to the residents as a
library and literary institute in 1897. The Gundaroo Film Society, which has
held regular screenings at the Soldiers Memorial Hall since 1905, is a
heritage organisation in itself, having been through a succession of
technological transitions: it began with projections from the back of a truck
onto a sheet in the hall, graduated to a projection room with reel-to-reel
equipment and has now progressed to a collectively owned high definition
cinema projector and electronic screen. The 18 screenings a year are always
packed out. Audiences bring their own picnic supper, setting out tables and
chairs at the start and packing them up at the end with well-choreographed
efficiency.
Activities of other community organisations, including the Rural Fire
Service, Scouts Group, sports teams, the Arts and Culture Committee and a
school choir are reported in the Gundaroo Gazette, the back page of which
also provides information about the Community Association defibrillator
and a list of volunteer responders for cardiac emergencies. On Friday
nights, residents gather to eat at the Gundaroo Pub, the oldest of several
nineteenth-century inns in the main street. In Gundaroo, it is not just the
village that has survived, but the principle of community, with its diverse
and intricate forms of practice.
There are concerns, though, about how long this may continue, given that
the submission to preserve the village boundaries cut no ice with the Yass
Council, which has gone ahead with the rezoning. This is one of countless
stories from around the country of councils going against the majority will
of residents with decisions that appear to be in the service of business
profits rather than the public good. Real estate potential is almost invariably

the deciding factor, as if the common good were itself an outmoded form of
investment.

ENTERTAINMENTS
Wendell Berry tells of walking out to see an old log house where a friend’s
grandparents and great-grandparents once lived. His companion talks about
how ‘the oldtime people’ developed a habit known as ‘sitting till bedtime’:
they would cross the fields in the dark to visit each other, and sit together
popping corn, telling stories drawn from memory. When bedtime came, the
visitors lit their lanterns and went home. This is a resonant illustration of
what Berry means when he says land communities generate ‘a sort of
centripetal force, holding local soil and local memory in place’.19
But it takes time to build up this kind of holding pattern – time and the
maturity that comes from generations of connection to a place. The early
days of Gundaroo present a very different picture, in which the ‘dull,
monotonous life’ drove people to drink and drink drove them to fighting.
Participants in the Wurruk’an experiment in Gippsland were well prepared
for the simpler way they had chosen, but as they discovered, stresses build
up in an isolated social world.
‘Sitting till bedtime’ would not be everyone’s idea of entertainment – it
might make some people want to run away and join the circus. A society
needs its mavericks and adventurers. Yet it is easy to lose sight of how
much live entertainment was on offer in regional towns before the age of
mass media, and of the vital role it played in balancing the grounded
continuity of local life with the more volatile and exciting influence of
wider cultural energies. Bands played in the park at weekends; horse races
were a regular and hugely popular event in most country towns; there were
visits from touring singers and comedians, and vaudeville nights in local
halls. And there were times when the circus came to town.
In larger centres it would stay for several nights, and in small towns like
Gundaroo just one night, but its presence charged the whole atmosphere
from the moment of its appearance on the road to that of its departure. The
St Leon Circus, which visited Gundaroo on a biannual basis in the 1870s en
route from Yass to Goulburn was described in the local press as a
‘Magnificent Troupe of Star Artistes, the crème de la crème of their

profession, consisting of the most talented Equestrians, Athletes, Lady
Riders, Clowns, Gymnasts, Contortionists and equilibrists’.20
Entertainments constituted a profitable sector of the economy and
provided diverse forms of employment in regional Australia. Particular
events gained in popularity and reputation, effectively putting the host town
‘on the map’ in national consciousness. The Birdsville Races, the Tamworth
Country Music Festival, the Parkes Elvis Festival, the Grenfell Henry
Lawson Festival and the Outback Festival in Winton are examples that
maintain a strong continuing presence in the calendar of major tourist
attractions. They are examples of centripetalism as a vital force: as
‘attractions’ they literally draw people in from surrounding areas, but they
also radiate outwards in their influence, giving wider recognition to the
places in which they are held.
Historically, an enabling factor for all these forms of live entertainment
was the availability of commonly owned public ground and civic buildings.
From the mid-nineteenth century, the regions also provided opportunities
for building theatres and other entertainment venues on low-cost land.
These catered to the rapid population increases caused by the gold rushes,
and met a growing demand for family amusements in towns where there
were larger, more settled communities.
Launceston, in what was then called Van Diemen’s Land, became a
significant entertainment hub in the 1840s, when it was a thriving sea port
with a population of over 10 000. The Royal Victoria Theatre provided a
venue for visiting opera singers and other international performing artists,
but also staged events drawing on local talent, including a masquerade ball
with diorama, pantomime and concert interludes. There were also more
casual, open-air performances, such as a display by the Dalle Case
gymnastic troupe, who visited in 1843, and an equestrian circus organised
by the proprietor of the Horse and Jockey Inn.21
Circuses, as the primary purveyors of travelling entertainments, were a
vibrant if feral element in the economic environment. Mark St Leon,
premier historian of Australian circus and himself a descendant of one of
the leading circus families, emphasises their significance as commercial
entrepreneurs who introduced an extraordinary range of skills and
innovations. Besides their more spectacular talents as acrobats, animal
trainers, clowns and equestrians, they had a repertoire of practical
capabilities. As ‘good rough engineers’, they managed a complex rolling

stock of wagons, carts and caravans, doing their own repairs and
maintenance, and often negotiating impasses where the road turned to mud,
or was blocked by fallen trees. In three hours, they could erect canvas tents
which in the larger circuses had an audience capacity of 3000 to 5000 and
contained all the apparatus for aerial acts, equestrian tricks and clowning.
Management and accounting were essential to their businesses, and they
set up their own processes of book-keeping in a cash-based business that
tracked ticket sales and multiple forms of cost and expenditure. It was often
the wife of the owner who took on the role of business manager, responsible
for hiring and firing. These were, as St Leon highlights, companies run for
profit, but they were not great accumulators of capital and gave as much as
they took in local environments. Robert Avis Radford, owner of the
Launceston circus that started life at the Horse and Jockey Inn, received
testimonials as a towns-man who spent his money in the town, not an
outsider come ‘to take away with him his profits’.22
As employers, they provided options that were outside the frame of those
locally on offer. Most people employed in the circus, according to St Leon,
were drawn from under-privileged backgrounds. The adventure of life on
the road was alluring to young people, including children, who soon found
that the challenge of performance was more about hard grind than glamour,
but the training was genuine. Itinerant circuses may have operated on the
margins of settled society, but they were family-based and their survival
depended on shared goals and practices.23
Aboriginal performers played a significant role in the industry, often
starring as equestrians or acrobats. Being employed in this capacity was
very different from the exploitation Indigenous people sometimes
experienced in the ethnological shows of Barnum and Bailey, where they
found themselves mere exhibits for curiosity value. Wendy Holland has
researched the career of her great-grandfather Harry Dunn, who was picked
up as a child by the Fitzgerald Circus and trained as an equestrian to
perform as Harry Cardella. This ‘cover’ for his Aboriginality – the audience
were led to assume he was Spanish – might be read as a denial of his
identity, but as Holland indicates, there are other ways to interpret it. It is
common for performers to adopt a persona. This can provide a form of
disguise, mediating between the performer’s own sense of identity and the
stereotyped perspectives audiences may bring with them.24

Entertainers – and live performers especially – have ways of opening up
frameworks of social judgment and identification and creating more
fluidity, just as their way of life opens up new modes of commerce and
employment. Regional cultures of live entertainment evolved with shifts in
demographics and changes in public taste, but remained buoyant through
the mid-twentieth century.
It is a common assumption that their demise was caused by the arrival of
cinema, and then of the various smaller screens that now perpetually call for
our attention, but this is not entirely the case. An equally significant factor
was the loss of cheaply available public spaces. Ground rents went up as
land values rose, and the grand buildings designed for performances in the
mid-nineteenth century were entirely out of reach of the budget of most
companies. Many of those buildings have fallen into disuse as councils
cannot afford the structural repairs needed in order to conform with public
safety requirements.
Public liability itself is one of the great killers of communal
entertainment. The situation might be transformed by changes to the law to
limit liability for community groups. Council insurance schemes for
activities in civic buildings and public spaces should also be part of any
genuine commons culture. The provision of unconditional basic income is
another factor that would contribute to a revival of live entertainments.
Time is of the essence – time spent with neighbours and associates in a
local environment.

TIME WARPS
‘City with a Future’. The words appear on screen over images of a country
town where Holdens cruise at a leisurely pace along the main street. We
move to an interior shot and the camera approaches a door labelled ‘Board
Room’, which swings open as the voice-over begins: ‘Thank you Mr
Chairman. Now as a result of our previous discussions, gentlemen, I have
visited many provincial towns and cities, all of which were carefully
investigated. I have now reached the decision as to which place is the best
for the location of our venture.’ The promotional video that follows, made
for the Wangaratta Council in 1969, is thus framed as a business
presentation.25

It’s a scene that encapsulates the stereotype of a small world caught up in
its own narrow ideas of enlargement. Five suited gentlemen sit around a
table that would have fitted comfortably in the average suburban dining
room of the period. Clearly, the council’s target audience is not big business
but the modestly aspiring company seeking to expand: looking for a
headquarters that will be a home for its senior staff, where they may live
like an extended family, fishing and playing golf in their leisure time,
raising children who will attend the local high school, and taking their
wives out to wine and dine on a Saturday night.
This vision of the ‘City with a Future’ remains in the comfort zone of a
white Australia, framed by the aspirations of middle-class suburbia, in
which there was hardly a glimmer of the encroaching cultural revolution of
the later 1960s. It was around this time that Nick Cave, who had some early
notoriety as a wild boy in Wangaratta, was expelled from school. Cave was
also discovering Leonard Cohen, listening to Songs of Love and Hate in a
back shed with his girlfriend. As he has said in interviews, Wangaratta and
Cohen represented polarised worlds, the one a place of limited lives and
limited imaginings, the other a universe of large and strange energies.26
Cultural suffocation in a small community with narrow horizons was a
real enough threat, but this stereotyping of small towns and regional
communities belies the depths of human experience they contain. Bob
Dylan became the most influential prophet of the sixties revolution not by
leaving behind the depression zone of the mid-west where he came from,
but by taking it with him, turning its stories into narrative songs like ‘The
Ballad of Hollis Brown’ and ‘Highway 61 Revisited’.
Though the five gentlemen in their boardroom contemplating Wangaratta
as the City of the Future are themselves emblems of a limited cultural
vision, the prospect they offer has something to be said for it. They plan to
live and work in the area, spending their salaries in the town and employing
local tradespeople whose skills match their requirements. As a corporate
presence, they are unlikely to be destructive. They show no signs of being
the kind of outfit that will start bringing in the cranes and the bulldozers,
buying up large blocks of the CBD and hiking the rents, or pumping
noxious waste into the waterways.
Council promotion videos have become more sophisticated in obvious
ways, but some elements don’t change very much. There are ingrained
generic elements in almost any campaign to promote a regional centre. A

fast-paced voice-over provides a narrative of promise for the future.
Commerce and economic growth are the primary focus, with images of
people at work, demonstrating skills of various kinds. The experience of
living in the town is portrayed in terms of ‘lifestyle’ – shopping precincts,
sports and entertainments, educational opportunities – and the visitor
experience is characterised as a succession of cafe and restaurant meals,
broken up with a bike ride or bush walk. Apart from the odd passing
glimpse of a heritage building or iconic statue, there’s not much to tell these
places apart and, typically, the larger the urban centre, the more uniform the
profile becomes. Images of major corporate retailers and hotel chains
feature strongly as signs of a flourishing economy, and a thriving culture of
employment is associated with scenes of people at work in franchise
businesses, vast warehouses or office suites.
Yet most council planning and development initiatives now involve
programs of engagement with residents, so that decisions are a genuine
reflection of their priorities. The real question is how these priorities are
weighed against those of multinational industries and major investors. In
this respect, Wangaratta makes an interesting comparison with the City of
Wodonga, 70 kilometres away on the Victorian border. In 2008, the
Wodonga Council initiated a project to envisage the city in 25 years time.
This started with widespread community consultation. A video released in
2015 to show-case their efforts over the first seven years was an impressive
production, with a funky percussive soundtrack and streamlined graphics.
Instead of the hackneyed voice-over narrative, there are captioned
images, flowing in a dynamically choreographed sequence that
communicates the themes with some flair.27 ‘Working hard to deliver on
your vision’ is its opening manifesto and the concluding message is ‘Make
Wodonga Yours’. Scenes under the heading ‘Family and Community’ show
The Cube, a council-owned entertainment centre, followed by images of the
Waves swimming pool, Belvoir Park Playground and a new skate park. The
council also boasts improvements to community and child care centres. We
see night-time views of public spaces, artistically illuminated. Things are
happening: a children’s fair, the Red Carpet Youth Awards, neighbourhood
barbecues, people at work in community gardens and on tree-planting
campaigns. Transport improvements include new bridges over the creek for
cyclists and pedestrians and upgraded street crossings. All this is clearly a
genuine enhancement of the commons in the broad sense of the term.

Interspersed with these scenes, as if in a seamless weave, are images of
other kinds of development. A sequence titled ‘City Heart’ shows a
comprehensive upgrade of the CBD, featuring Mann Central Shopping
Centre, Huon Hill Hotel and the Quest Apartments. The Regional Living
Expo promotes real estate investment. On the outskirts of the city, the Logic
Trailer Interchange and Fatigue Management Centre reflect the importance
of Wodonga as a centrifugal hub, facilitating interstate transport and
distribution. Geographically, the Logic Precinct is ideally situated on
Australia’s ‘premium freight corridor’ with routes spanning out through
Victoria, New South Wales and South Australia. Here are visions of a future
created through corporate enterprise, as if the two sides of the equation –
the commons and the corporate economy – are seamlessly interwoven.
Wodonga, with its adjacent city, Albury, was designated a growth centre
under the Whitlam government. It has been a target location for major
commercial enterprises and has accordingly seen a rapid increase in
population over the past half century. Wangaratta, in contrast, has grown
more gradually, retaining much of its heritage character. It has kept its
vintage hotels, late-nineteenth-century churches, Art Deco court house and
historic railway station. The main streets of the centre are still defined by
fine colonial buildings: the two-storey former library building with its
arched façade now houses the Information Centre; the ground floor of the
restored Post and Telegraph Office, originally built in 1874, is occupied by
a cafe and food store that sells high-quality locally produced teas;
Wangaratta’s Historical Society has a suitable home in the old Fire Station
building, also known as the WH Edwards Museum, whose collection
includes artefacts from the Yorta Yorta people, the traditional owners of the
land. Just behind the shopping area, the King George V Gardens with their
magnificent towering plane trees lead up to the river front.
The Wangaratta Performing Arts Centre was opened in 2009 as part of a
defined arts precinct. The architecture has a ‘modernist’ geometrical
aesthetic, but is designed to blend into the streetscape, in contrast to the
monolithic presence of The Cube in Wodonga, which is situated as a
dominant visual focus in the CBD. The presence of ‘big players’ in the
commercial environment is increasing, but they are located in areas behind
the main street, or on the outer edges of the town.
Business cultures change. Where the manufacturing industries of the
postwar years were strongly identified with the towns in which they were

established, often investing in amenities to enhance the civic environment,
the corporations of the neoliberal era are under management that has no
interest in locations other than for their capacity to resource and sustain a
profit-making enterprise. Employees become ‘human capital’, valued for
skill sets that are subject to constantly changing demand.
This is what ‘resilience’ means, according to the Institute of Resilient
Regions, whose views are quoted at some length in the government’s
regional development report, ‘Regions at the ready’. ‘The most constructive
thing to be done by government in regional development will be to help our
regions challenge themselves, think new things, explore possibilities
unimagined and renew their own particular pathways to the future’, they
argue.28 There are many ways to interpret such a statement, if we take it
outside the framework of the report. The ‘possibilities unimagined’ might
mean a focus on the traditional commons, for example, with a drive to selfsufficiency through local markets for barter and exchange. Suppose a
particular region were chosen as a test case for unconditional basic income,
and as a consequence developed thriving local trades, higher-order crafts
and skilled entertainments?
These are not the prospects envisaged in the report, where the section on
‘Resilience of communities’ starts with a reiteration of an axiomatic tenet of
the neoliberal economy: regional communities now operate in a world
characterised by ‘mega trends’. Failure to face up to this means risking an
obscure and dismal future. It is not that the report is simply a manifesto for
neoliberal economics; the neoliberal agenda works by instilling certain
presumptions so that they set the parameters for discussion about policy and
planning. This can result in some confusion as genuine observations based
on experience come into conflict with a consensus version of reality.
Andrew Beer, a Fellow of the Regional Australia Institute, is quoted on
the importance of ‘endogenous’ factors, a perspective that correlates with
Wendell Berry’s insistence on the centripetal dynamic. ‘Good practice in
regional economic development,’ says Beer, ‘is accepted as focusing upon
endogenous growth – that is, growth that takes place because of the assets,
abilities and talents of the region and the people that live within it.’29
Stewart Webster, Director of Economic Appraisal and Evaluation in the
Department of Premier and Cabinet, spells out the implications: ‘it follows
that you really need to have a good handle on what each little economy …
specialises in’.30 How does this sit with the imperative to develop skills to

order – and change them – in response to demands from the global market
with all its caprices? Which gets priority?
The electoral division of Indi, which encompasses both Wangaratta and
Wodonga, has in recent years been engaged in some initiatives that move
towards a more balanced correlation of global and local economies. When
she entered parliament as independent MP for Indi in 2013, Cathy
McGowan brought her enduring interest in common wealth and resilient
communities to some intensive policy work. McGowan’s candidature began
with the support of Voices for Indi, a group dedicated to working for more
community engagement in politics, with a strong commitment to involving
younger residents and youth leaders. Over 700 volunteers were involved in
the election campaign, organising pub nights and dances, across the 16
towns of the Indi Division.
Following her election – and re-election in 2016 – Voices for Indi has
continued to promote community networks and to facilitate processes of
consultation. McGowan is a firm believer in collaboration as the basis for a
thriving regional economy. This means a diverse range of interrelated
initiatives: social justice and community support groups, a community
college at The Centre in Wangaratta that provides training and education
programs to assist with transition to employment, kitchen cabinets to
identify priorities, focus groups for key players in particular areas of the
local economy.
On a four-year timeline between 2014 and 2018, there have been
concerted initiatives to develop renewable energy throughout the electorate.
Here, the Totally Renewable Yackandandah (TRY) plan is leading the way.
With backing from the Indigo Shire Council, and industry partnerships with
Mondo Power and North East Water, there has been substantial progress
towards the goal across the four-year period. In 2017 they announced a
proposal to build Australia’s first commercially-operated community minigrid. With the election of Independent Helen Haines as McGowan’s
anointed successor in May 2019, this work can continue.
The centripetal dynamic is strengthened by such initiatives. People get to
know each other. They pool their energies and develop capabilities through
the exchange of skills; they work together to enhance the environment and
encourage businesses that provide a secure foundation for the local
economy. At the same time, and in robust synergy, partnerships are formed
across the community, government and the corporate sectors, with a shared

commitment to a project that has the interests of the planet as the
foundation for its business model.
Is it ‘the economy’ – in some abstract, monolithic sense – that we should
be ultimately responsible towards, or the world itself, with all the natural
resources on which we depend? If we are talking ultimatums, that is the
ultimate question. In the metropolis, we can lose sight of it, but those who
live on the land never lose sight of it. We need to hear their voices more
because they are the ones who will give the land a voice.

CHAPTER 6

THE QUALITY OF WORK

In the closing weeks of 2018, mass protests broke out across France
drawing hundreds of thousands of people in yellow hi-vis vests (Gilets
Jaunes) onto the streets. They picketed roundabouts in towns and villages
around the country, and barricaded major thoroughfares in the cities. As
crowds massed in the centre of Paris, the marchers dispersed into gangs of
rioters, overturning cars, smashing windows and setting fire to police
vehicles.
The immediate flashpoint for their anger was a new fuel tax imposed by
the Macron government, a measure that had a particular impact on rural
areas, where the livelihood of producers and small businesses depends on
daily deliveries. Soon, though, a much more comprehensive set of
grievances emerged, carrying with them resentments that united people
across the political spectrum. With estimates that at that stage, some 80 per
cent of the electorate supported the protests, it was an extraordinary
manifestation of civilian consensus. There were stories of emergency
workers choosing to join the protests rather than act to contain them.
A list of 42 demands issued by the movement on the third weekend (‘Act
Three’ as it was called) of the demonstrations is testament to how this
consensus is founded in an opposition to the entire raft of neoliberal
economic policies implemented by Emmanuel Macron, and in particular to
those affecting working life. The first ten items included a rise in the
minimum wage, measures to protect small business from the predatory
moves of major corporate retailers, a moratorium on raising the retirement
age, a cap on fuel taxes and an increase in tax for big businesses. There
were also demands for housing of the homeless, an end to ‘delocalisation’
of industry, universal health insurance and increased job security and work
for the unemployed. Item 17 was ‘End the politics of austerity’.

The catalogue of demands reads as a stunning indictment of the extent to
which neoliberal policies have worked against the common good. Nowhere
is this more acutely felt by the population than in its impacts on the
conditions of work and employment – not just for ‘workers’ in the
traditional sense of those hired by an employer, but also for businesses and
those in professions with a social and community orientation.
One of the most damaging manifestations of late-phase neoliberalism is
the conflation of austerity with working life. The Alston report on poverty
in the United Kingdom (discussed in chapters 1 and 2) places strong
emphasis on how the working poor are a growing phenomenon. Low
wages, insufficient working hours and high rents are major contributing
factors. The Gilets Jaunes movement presents a similar picture. Families are
unable to support themselves even when there is full-time work in the
household. The prevalence of insecure contract work means that many
people are working at two or three different jobs and still can’t earn enough
to make ends meet.
In Australia, it is the same story. Single parents figure prominently in
accounts of the impact of deteriorating pay and employment conditions.
ABC presenter Julia Baird, who conducts research into domestic violence,
said on The Drum that many of the women she interviewed just managed to
pay the rent and feed their children, but had not themselves eaten for days.
Speaking at the National Press Club in March 2018, Sally McManus
emphasised the problem of wage stagnation and the trend towards attacking
the basic protections of workers, including workplace health and safety
provisions, dispute arbitration and penalty rates. She warned of ‘the
Americanisation of our working lives’.1
As secretary of the ACTU, McManus is concerned with the imbalance of
power between workers and employers, and the ideological determinations
of a government bent on making this worse. Pay and conditions are her
primary focus. But deeper kinds of damage are done to the quality of
working life through the long-term effects of policies that are inimical to
social welfare and the common good.
Besides redressing the imbalance of power and regaining the kinds of
advantages for which she is fighting, we need to challenge the very ways in
which work and employment are controlled in our economy.
In the past, the words ‘work’ and ‘employment’ have been associated
with tasks to which someone might apply themselves, often of their own

volition. A character in a Jane Austen novel might be ‘employed’ writing a
letter or sewing. Now, most of the vocabulary associated with work in the
public mind is attached to the terminology of the economy at large: we
speak of being in or out of work, of ‘labour hire’, ‘the workforce’,
‘employment figures’, ‘the job market’. Intense debate around the politics
of work generates labels and slogans such as ‘work choices’, ‘jobs and
growth’, ‘workplace health and safety’, ‘job security’, ‘unemployment
figures’ and ‘work–life balance’.
Discussion of ‘work–life balance’ is typically based on an assumption
that work and life are separate domains and in competition with each other.
The time and energy expended at work are subtracted from what is
available for life. There are concerns that work is taking more than its share,
not just of our time, but of our attention, motivation and concern. In his
recent book on the future of work, Tim Dunlop points to the irony of his
wife being called to a meeting on work–life balance, commencing at 6.30
am.2
For many people, the demands of work have reached levels of
psychological intensity that lead to conditions of anxiety. In a situation
where life is taken over by work and subordinated to it, a fundamental
challenge presents itself. Dunlop makes the case for liberating ourselves
from a mindset in which there is an unquestioning acceptance of work and
the work ethic as central to our existence and to our understanding of what
it means to be human. He envisages a world in which the robot revolution
might see us liberated from the compulsion to work and faced with the
centrality of leisure as the new cultural challenge.
I want to offer a different perspective here, one that is not incompatible,
but based rather on a reconception of what work can be if it is released from
the framework of a neoliberal economy. Perhaps it is not simply a matter of
reversing the priorities, so that we have more life and less work, but rather
of acknowledging that the quality of work and the quality of life are
inextricably related.
Those involved in the Tham Luang cave rescue in Thailand in 2018
worked tirelessly for 18 days in the most difficult and dangerous conditions,
but they were doing so with the goal of rescuing the 13 trapped youths; they
were using advanced skills they had acquired through their own
determination, and engaged in a superbly coordinated team operation. To
give a more everyday example, my stepmother was a dedicated primary

school teacher who would spend every evening preparing imaginative
lessons and activities for her class. She never counted the hours.
There are many circumstances that call for long hours of intensive work,
where the work is so clearly and directly in the cause of life that the process
of doing it can be described as ‘vital’ and the effort expended, rather than
being a cost in vital energy, is a form of vitality in itself. It may be
exhausting, so that leisure is needed to recover from it, but the will to do it
is an expression of the life force.

THE WORK OF THE COMMONS
If we think of the commons as parks and waterways, public amenities and
civic buildings, we are thinking of them as an asset, a form of capital owned
by the people. But the commons are more than communal property. The
very fact of common ownership and benefit implies work. As David Bollier
puts it in the introduction to his book Think Like a Commoner, ‘the
commons consists of working, evolving models of self-provisioning and
stewardship that combine the economic and the social, the collective and
the personal’.3
Commons lands in traditional definition are demarcated areas that have
been cultivated or otherwise worked upon. Bill Gammage’s study of
Aboriginal land management in pre-colonial Australia presents evidence of
the diverse and wide-ranging forms of work directed towards containing
forestation and controlling the distribution of flora and fauna. The terra
nullius decree meant not just a dispossession of land and land rights, but, in
Gammage’s assessment, the destruction of an ancient philosophy linked to
vast and intricate modes of knowledge.4
In the work of the commons, philosophy, knowledge and labour are
fundamentally related. It is not simply that the commons involve work, it is
that the commons are created and defined through work, and work draws
meaning and purpose through its service of the common good. Over time,
commons and community become indistinguishable, and the work of the
commons is what binds them together. This is why the tradition of the
commons teaches us much about the history of human work and provides
insights into the evolution of its meaning and purpose.

When the Diggers staked out their claim for land rights in 1649 in the
name of a Free People, they were not claiming freedom from work, but
rather freedom to work, no matter how arduously, in order to make a
genuine common wealth. ‘The work we are going about,’ wrote their leader,
Gerrard Winstanley, ‘is to dig up George’s Hill and the waste ground
thereabouts, and to sow corn, and to eat our bread together by the sweat of
our brows.’5 The aim ‘to work together and eat together’ is reiterated
throughout his manifesto.
We find a similar vision in the great sermon John Winthrop preached to
the New England settlers on their departure from Southampton in 1630.
Winthrop exhorted his fellow voyagers ‘to make others’ conditions our
own; rejoice together, mourn together, labour and suffer together, always
having before our eyes our commission and community in the work, as
members of the same body’.6 The settlers formed a congregation deeply
invested in the Puritan ideal of ‘the calling’, which meant the destined role
in life for each individual, according to a divine plan.
The idea of the calling in its sternest articulation was to reconcile those of
the lowest ‘estate’ in life to their lot and convince them of the God-given
rights of those in the highest estate. Interpreted in this way, the idea was an
ideological ballast for the most brutal forms of the status quo in society,
where the church and king exercised almost total control over land and
property and, through laws enforcing compulsory churchgoing, enforced a
belief system that justified it. The Massachusetts Bay colonists had rejected
this control and, in adhering to the principle of the calling, they adapted it
so that it lost the connotations of placement in an unjust hierarchy and was
focused instead on the correlation between an individual’s life purpose and
the kind of work that was their particular form of service to the community.
Through the obedience of each member to his or her personal calling, the
united body of the community was formed.
In a modern context, Dunlop discusses the calling as the Protestant work
ethic, which then becomes harnessed to a neoliberal culture of work as the
measure of self-worth. This slippage in the meaning and interpretation of
calling follows a recurrent pattern: what is essentially a form of deep inner
motivation, arising from self-knowledge and intuitive conviction about the
value of one’s life, becomes co-opted into a system of values imposed from
without, to serve the vested interests of powerful people.

Calling in its true sense can be rediscovered, but not in circumstances
where work is so overwhelmingly controlled that psychological
independence from it becomes virtually impossible.
A kind of neo-feudalism is creeping back, through new modes of control
and dependency. A neoliberal work culture is one in which the corporation
does not own the worker, it owns the work – and can offer it, withdraw it, or
change the rates at which it is paid for and the terms on which it is
contracted. When public services are privatised, the work attached to them
is transferred to the corporate sector. Those employed are external service
providers with no claim on the employer and no designated position. One of
the long-term consequences of this will be a generation with greatly
reduced superannuation coverage. If corporate employers also continue to
lobby successfully for tax breaks, where will the money for pensions come
from?
Where an industrial economy sucks workers in, a neoliberal economy
shuts people out, making it harder to get and to keep work, and readily
declaring people ‘unemployable’ for the sole reason that they have not been
employed over a prolonged period of time.
And so we have a situation in which the corporatisation of work is almost
pervasive. Yet the corporate sector is inherently hostile to the costs of
employment and is always seeking ways to reduce them – by employing
fewer people, for less hours, on lower wages. In recent decades, the
corporate model has extended to cover work in hospitals and schools, legal
practices, health centres, entertainment providers, social service providers
and charities. Small businesses are progressively being taken over by
franchises, which impose their own business model. While many
organisations are now side-stepping the financial obligations of being an
employer by requiring workers to operate as independent contractors, their
control over the culture of work remains paramount.

‘WORK AS IF YOU LIVE IN THE EARLY DAYS OF A
BETTER NATION’
This is one of 26 quotations engraved on the Canongate Wall of the Scottish
Parliament. It is attributed to novelist Alasdair Gray, who acknowledges
that it is an adaptation of some lines from ‘Civil Elegies’, a poem by

Canadian author Dennis Beynon Lee, whose wording is ‘the early days of a
better civilization’. Lee’s theme is citizenship, but Gray turns it into an
aphorism about work. What they have in common is a vision of regained
possibilities, drawn from an imaginative engagement with the life of a
nation that is as yet all potential.
In 1993, Gray was asked to perform just such an experiment in the
‘Heaven and Hell Quiz’ for The Weekend Scotsman. In answer to the first
question, ‘What and where is your idea of heaven?’, he said that it was the
Scottish Co-operative Wholesale Republic, ‘where everyone lives by
making and doing good things for each other’. His idea of hell, in response
to the second question, was a hyper-competitive United Kingdom where
‘20% of the damned are unemployed and 75% work in terror of being fired
by the devils who are the 5% in senior management and finance’.7 It would
be hard to find a more succinct statement of the antithesis between
neoliberalism and the common good, or one made in plainer language.
Some thought experiments, even the most extravagant, can have results
that bring about real-world consequences. One of the most remarkable cases
of this began in England in the 1850s when a small group of young English
gentlemen studying at Oxford University were brought together by a shared
love of mediaeval romance. The world of Arthurian legend inspired them,
with its dream visions of an England that never was, peopled with heroes
and beautiful ladies who moved through scenes of exquisite natural beauty.
The group soon merged with like-minded artists in London to become what
we know as the Pre-Raphaelite movement.
Its leading members – Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Edward Burne-Jones,
William Holman Hunt and William Morris – were high-minded young men
from privileged backgrounds, but they thought of themselves as
revolutionaries, and they had at least an interest in radical ideas about
society and culture. For William Morris, the immersion in romance was the
prelude to an intense political engagement with the dystopian realities of
working life. The quality of human work was always his overriding
concern. Reflecting back on his Pre-Raphaelite period in an 1892 interview
for the socialist newspaper The Clarion, he spoke of the need to understand
the manner of work under which the art of the Middle Ages was created,
‘only to discover that it is impossible to work in that manner in this profitgrinding society’.8

Soon after he completed his Oxford degree, Morris began to train himself
in some of the traditional handicrafts that were being abandoned with the
spread of industrialisation, turning his hand to engraving, clay-modelling
and manuscript illumination. Troubled by the urbanisation of labour and a
growing awareness of how workers spent all their waking hours confined in
factories and mines, he sought to relearn the relationship between crafts and
natural forms that was still visible in early Renaissance buildings. This
prompted a move away from the city, and in 1859 he bought a field near
Bexleyheath in Kent and supervised the design and construction of a
residence that became known as the ‘Red House’.
The house with its studio annex was to be both a workplace and a
showcase for the artefacts he wanted to produce. These included decorated
tiles, hand-woven carpets, tapestries, wallpapers, furnishing fabrics and
stained glass. The ancient forests and winding roses of the Pre-Raphaelite
romances were not gone but were reintroduced as design templates, based
on the study of patterns organically formed in plant life. Recovering lost
arts meant learning forgotten techniques, which in turn meant assembling
the materials, equipment and tools of a pre-industrial age. In the workshops
of the Red House, creative invention began with the dyeing vat and the
loom, the lathe, the kiln and the printing press.
A dedication to the teaching and learning of craft was central to Morris’
enterprise. He took on apprentices without looking for pre-existing skills,
believing in the educative value of the working process itself. One of his
fundamental principles was that the roles of craftsman and designer should
not be separated: the technical work of counting the threads on a woven
carpet, for example, should be done by the one who devised the pattern. No
master should be too proud to do the hardest labour involved in turning raw
materials into fine artefacts. He himself was known for greeting visitors in
his linen smock, arms stained with blue dye.
From the time of his move to the Red House, Morris was dedicated to the
art of the possible, but this meant more than exchanging the aesthetic
fantasies of the artist’s studio for the rougher tasks of the artisan’s
workshop. It entailed finding a place in the ‘profit-grinding’ economy for
his working methods as well as for what he produced. This was where the
conditions of possibility were most under stress, and it became a pressing
issue as he gained more contracts and took measures to formalise his
business status with the inauguration of ‘the Firm’ in 1869. Apprentices

trained in his workshops found that their skills were not transferrable to
manufacturing businesses, where specialisation and the subdivision of tasks
were essential to the equation of labour cost, time and production levels.
Adam Smith had mounted a forceful argument for the division of labour
in The Wealth of Nations, published nearly a century previously, in an
earlier phase of the Industrial Revolution when the mechanisation of work
had yet to show its terrible human costs. Smith gave the example of the pinmaker’s workshop where ten men might create a simple production line.
One man draws the wire, the second straightens it, the third cuts it, the
fourth points it, the fifth grinds the head, and so on. In this way, he
estimates, they could make 12 pounds of pins in a day, or a total of 48 000
pins, equating to 4800 pins to each worker, where a lone worker trying to
make the entire pin might be hard-pressed to complete one or two in the
same timeframe.9 Smith was entirely focused on the commercial
implications of his example and shows no awareness of how it demeans the
quality of work. No individual involved in the bulk manufacturing ‘makes’
anything – not even anything so trivial as a pin, which itself is only a minor
contributory part of a finished product.
In his 1844 essay on ‘Estranged labour’, Karl Marx argued that the
assembly-line approach locked the worker into a mode of labour that did
not ‘belong to his essential being’. It was, as he put it, ‘a devaluation of the
world of men in direct proportion to the increasing value of the world of
things’.10 And a world of ‘shoddy things’, as Morris would have added.
Long before he read Marx, Morris’ obsession with the relationship between
the quality of work and the quality of life led him to an instinctual hostility
to the alienation of labour. Two expeditions to Iceland in the early 1870s
gave him firsthand experience of a land economy in an awe-inspiring
environment that afforded ‘a grim livelihood of hardship and incessant
struggle’.11 He learned to make stew on a camping stove and ‘fry bacon
under difficulties’.
In Morris’ eyes, the battles of making a living from the remote arid
landmass crossed by volcanic rifts and the ‘terrible inky mountains’ of its
surrounding sea still resonated with the mythic heroism in the great Norse
sagas. His attempts at new English-language versions of these on his return
to England were semi-successful, but the two expeditions had administered
an elemental shock treatment that further ruptured any remaining

identification he may have had with the gentrified milieu of his life in
Victorian England.
With growing business responsibilities, Morris kept a city office in
Hammersmith, where he fulminated against being tied to the apron strings
of the idle privileged classes. He resented their constant demand for ‘more
stuffed chairs and more cushions’ when he would rather spend his time
making serviceable items like a well-fitting boot.

ON THE OTHER SIDE OF THE WINDOW
In a talk he gave for the Wedgwood Institute in 1881, Morris described
looking through the window of his room onto a bleak riverside street,
watching the ‘brutal reckless faces and figures’ of the working poor and
feeling the same brutality and recklessness growing inside him. He found
himself speculating on the randomness of a destiny which had placed him
on one side of the window with his books and paintings, and them on the
other.12 The sense of being suspended between two worlds is expressed in
more poetic terms in another lecture: ‘for between us and that which is to
be’, he said, ‘there is something alive and devouring … a river of fire that
will put all that tries to swim across to a hard proof indeed’.13 It was around
this time, in the early 1880s, that Morris did indeed put himself to the hard
proof, cross the river of fire, and become part of life on the other side of the
window.
The distinguished socialist historian EP Thompson, who wrote one of the
best biographies of Morris, views his transformation from romantic aesthete
into socialist agitator as ‘one of the great conversions of the world’. This
implies that in crossing the ‘alive and devouring gulf’ between two worlds,
he was making a transition between two versions of himself. This is
partially true, but one of the remarkable aspects of Morris’ conversion to
socialism was that he took so much of his former self with him. His most
trenchant rhetoric about the condition of workers in the industrial
powerhouses came through in lectures about the arts, because for Morris the
arts were always fundamentally about work, and about the condition of life.
Architecture ‘means the moulding and altering to human needs of the very
face of the earth itself,’ he said, and dwelt on the example of a labourer’s
cottage in the Cotswold Hills, built by village masons from local limestone

that had matured to a lovely warm grey, everything about it well
proportioned and well wrought: ‘a work of art and a piece of nature’.14 It
was a work of art with the emphasis on work.
In the same lecture, he goes on to talk about the degradation of human
work in the machine age, and he takes issue with the idea that no-one would
work unless they hoped by working to gain leisure, as some kind of reward
for the toil. That this has come to be regarded as an axiom, he says, is a
reflection on how work has lost its quality and become divided from life.
Work should be ‘human, serious, and pleasurable, not machine-like, trivial
or grievous’.15 In EP Thompson’s words, ‘all his life it had been his
business to make things … Now he had decided it was necessary to make a
revolution.’16
With his deep attachment to the work and works of the past, Morris
proved to be not behind the times, but ahead of them. As socialist ideas
began to influence radical organisations and trades unions in England at the
beginning of the 1880s, he was at the forefront of the movement. He joined
the National Liberal League, the Democratic Federation and the Labour
Emancipation League – which later became the Socialist League, with
Morris himself at the helm. He went out onto the streets selling copies of
the socialist newspaper Justice and gave stump speeches in public parks as
well as lectures to workers in institutes around the country. He read Henry
George’s Progress and Poverty when it was published in England and was
strongly influenced by George’s argument about land speculation.
Morris’ own rhetoric about land rights was close to that of the Diggers.
He used the phrase ‘fairness of the earth’ repeatedly and described land as
‘this great treasure of mankind’. And he became a champion of the
commons, urging his audiences to join the Commons Preservation Society,
which had recently prevented the enclosure of Epping Forest, near his
childhood home in Walthamstow.
In this new outpouring of lectures and writings on socialism,
‘commonwealth’ became one of his keywords. Socialism to Morris was ‘the
realization at last of the meaning of the word Commonwealth’. He railed at
the state of a so-called ‘civilisation’ that made the enemies of the
commonwealth so rich, and he denounced the progress narrative of the
British Empire. The idea that industrialised Britain was travelling in the
direction of ever greater prosperity, abundance and enlightenment was, in
his eyes, a delusion more fantastical than any of the myths of past

civilisations. Instead of the promised advancements, it had produced only a
‘sordid, aimless, ugly confusion’, ‘a dull squalor’.17
Although he spoke of socialism as an ideal, and was certainly an idealist
himself, Morris was no ideologue. The distinction is important. He may
have steeped himself in the writings of Marx and other contemporary
revolutionary thinkers, but Morris was not one of them. He called himself
‘a practical socialist’ and his way of looking at things had much in common
with that of Wendell Berry in our own time. The life of the artisan was
bound to the land economy, to the forms and materials of the natural world,
and he used his influence in the Arts and Crafts Movement of the later
nineteenth century to campaign for the reintroduction of crafts guilds as key
elements of the land community. He did not foresee the overthrow of the
empire of capital, in the way Marx did, as a massive historical reckoning.
As infighting began to cause factions and schism in the movement he had
joined, Morris experienced some loss of faith in the political cause, but he
never lost his vision of a civilisation with its roots plunged deep into ‘the
soil of a thriving and un-anxious life’.18
At a time when the cultures and practices of work had become bound to
the imperatives of industrial profit grinding, William Morris had the
strength of mind to break free of the prevailing rhetoric and think again
about work, what it was and what it should be in a healthy and enduring
civilisation. That is why I have returned to his story here.
Suppose we were to take the Gilets Jaunes’ list of demands as a starting
point for a comprehensive manifesto about the transformation of work in a
post-neoliberal economy: Morris would provide us with some substantial
enhancements to the picture by insisting on the quality of work. This relates
to questions about what its purpose is, who it benefits and in what ways. It
also brings in considerations about the design of the working process, how
the pace and volume of work are controlled, the quality and source of
materials.
For centuries, clothing industries provided locally based employment for
a significant portion of the population, and involved a diversity of skills.
There were weavers, spinners, cobblers, hat makers, dyers, haberdashers,
tailors, seamstresses, sock-knitters, button makers and menders. Those who
were good at their work would get enough trade to run an independent
business, employing apprentices and assistants. Towns or regions became

known for their particular expertise in one area, and this brought external
trade.
Morris has long been a personal inspiration of mine because I have had a
lifelong interest in fabrics and textiles. I was taught to knit at the age of five
by two great aunts, who also introduced me (very strictly) to the basics of
needlework. By the time I reached my teens, in the 1960s, this childhood
training seemed fussy and irrelevant. Until I discovered the wonders of the
’60s fashion world, and schoolfriends taught me how to use a sewing
machine. We began to run up bell-sleeved tunics, mini dresses and capes at
a fraction of the cost of buying them in boutiques. We got good at copying
designs from the most wanted labels, such as Biba and Mary Quant.
In my twenties I discovered a specialist shop in Oxford that sold heritage
wools and craft materials. It was run by a man who had studied the
traditional knitting patterns of Guernsey and the Shetland and Aran islands.
Examples were always displayed in the shop, with antique hand-worked
shepherds’ smocks. The owner liked to explain the enduring traditions of
work and economy behind these items, and their role in the evolution of
distinctive local cultures. I learned the techniques of Aran knitting,
fascinated by how the cabling and cellular patterns created a threedimensional texture for more effective wind-proofing and insulation.
More recently, I took classes with a trained dress-maker to learn the
techniques involved in making a Chanel jacket. This iconic fashion item
was first created by Coco Chanel in the early 1950s, as a gesture of
rebellion against the formal, sculptured jackets produced by the design
houses of the time. Chanel’s jacket was a simple, straight-cut garment made
in loose-weave tweed, based on the shape of a man’s cardigan. It looks like
something that could be sewn up in a couple of hours, but the construction
techniques are intricate and counterintuitive.
It is worked from the centre outwards, so that the seams are sewn last,
after the layers of lining and interfacing have been hand-quilted together
with silk thread. A length of fine chain is sewn into the lower edge to
improve the hang and drape of the garment. All this involves many hours of
work, but it is the kind of work that a professional working in a traditional
atelier would find deeply absorbing.
Half-finished, it was an unrecognisable mess of loose threads. The
completed jacket, though, tells of all the ingenuity and original thinking that
went into its conception. It sits lightly on the skin, skimming the natural

contours of the body. The tweed is frayed to create a textured braid around
the edges, which accentuates the line and shows off the colours of the yarns
in the fabric.
I still make clothes, with a fiercely selective approach to colours and
materials. I think nothing of driving across town to get the right kind of
thread for an over-shirt in authentic Japanese Kasuri cotton. My problem is
these things won’t wear out, and in an economy where most clothing is
mass-produced with sweatshop labour, no-one else ‘needs’ clothes any
more. But I look at items in the shops sometimes and they tell me a long sad
story.
The limp, rather crushed-looking dress on the rack for $70 has just been
pulled from a compressed bale containing several dozen of them. I can see
from the amount of detailing (extra pockets with fussy stitching) that the
designers are trying to compensate for the fact that the fabric is too limp
and characterless to look much without some embellishment. It also tells
me that the extra work done must have been one of the least costly elements
in the manufacture. Workers are paid so little in Chinese factories that they
can be required to spend an extra hour on a garment without it having any
impact on the price. The dress won’t last long, but will probably only be
worn a couple of times before it’s sent to an already overstocked charity
shop, and thence to landfill.
We are at peak stuff, and the way in which the manufacture of goods is
now controlled by global corporate enterprises has much to do with that.
The equation between the quality of life and the quality of work cuts both
ways.

BUSINESS MODELS
It is an irony that while ‘the Firm’ Morris founded was dedicated to the
combined practice of craft and design, his long-term heritage has been an
industry of mass-produced personal items, imprinted with his own
immediately recognisable designs. A free-market economist would no
doubt dismiss Morris’ original principle as one simply not viable in a global
trading environment, where everything depends on a ratio of costs and
profits and the design of work is factored into that ratio.

This is a profiteer’s view of viability. The whole question of what is
viable, how and for whom, needs to be thrown wide open, and revisiting
Morris’ ideas is a way of reorienting ourselves to some timeless principles
of human work. Certainly, there is a heritage aspect. High-end crafts retain
a symbolic role as part of our cultural tradition. Some of the finest
Australian crafts work can be seen in Parliament House where, in tune with
Morris’ principles, the most intricate forms of artistry have gone into
rendering the forms of native flora and fauna and the colours of the
landscape. Heritage value, though, should not have to be divorced from
commercial viability, or the more utilitarian aspects of the artisan model.
Many companies are now returning to the artisan approach, specialising
in products or services where the entire manufacturing process is under the
control of a small team of workers. Regional economies are enhanced by
the presence of wine-makers and bakers, tea growers, woodworkers,
suppliers of handmade cosmetics and crafted leather goods.
Managing growth in ways that do not ruin the original business model is
the key challenge for an artisan business: with growth comes participation
in the price wars, and pressure to replicate the practices of the larger
corporations dedicated to selling more for less. Balance is extremely
difficult to sustain in the wider field, where growth at all costs is the
overriding determination. Far from being a sphere of freedom, the market
becomes a forcing house for systems of control and coercion. One option
for a successful small business is to become a franchise, but nowhere is the
culture of control and coercion more nakedly evident than in the franchise
sector.
In Australia, franchising is a $170 billion industry, constituting a larger
proportion of the economy than it does in Britain or America. Investigative
journalist Adele Ferguson has published a series of articles about
franchising in the catering industry, documenting the effects of a brutal
business model that is pushing franchisees to the wall. She tells the story of
a couple who bought into a Donut King franchise in Marsden, Queensland,
and found themselves working round the clock while debts and losses
mounted. When they closed the business, they were left with nothing. All
their savings, and even the family home, were lost.19
What she describes violates point for point Hayek’s criteria for healthy
commercial trading in an environment of free competition. ‘Central
direction of economic activity’, anathema to Hayek, is a defining

characteristic of the franchise system, under which franchisees must comply
with centrally determined store design and fit-out, utilities, accounting
processes, staff training and promotional campaigns. Non-negotiable
charges may be imposed for any or all of these things. Micro-management
extends to electronic surveillance over store transactions, and some
companies hire shoppers to make random checks. These too count as part of
an overall suite of ‘services’ for which franchisees pay the costs. Exit may
be almost impossible without drastic loss of capital, but entry – facilitated
by banks with loans at the ready for approved franchising corporations – is
all too easy.
A free market, according to Hayek, gives individuals a chance to decide
whether the potential profits in a particular venture are sufficient to
compensate for the financial risks it may entail.20 Ferguson discovered that
it was common practice for parent companies to conceal the trading records
of a business until after the contracts with a new franchisee were fully
signed and sealed. In most of the cases she documents, those who took on
the lease had very little idea of the business history of the place they were
buying into. They were led to overestimate the anticipated income, and
underestimate the anticipated costs, and soon found themselves running at
such a loss that they and members of their family had to work long hours
for nothing just to pay the bills.
Parties should be free to buy and sell at any price at which they can find a
partner to the transaction, according to Hayek. But not in a franchise, where
franchisees can find themselves contractually obliged to use suppliers who
routinely indulge in price-gouging and provide inferior merchandise. Here
‘the price system’ in which Hayek placed so much faith, has been sabotaged
by the market itself, as the big franchising brands increase their profits and
share values, so entrenching their market dominance.
Many of these businesses are run by families, people of modest means.
Some are migrants, determined to make themselves and their families selfsupporting, ready to work long hours to break even, and all too easily lured
into a contractual arrangement they don’t fully understand. Ferguson
recounts a litany of human misery. Those trapped in a cycle of loss risk
bankruptcy and face deeper personal ruin if they are forced to sell the
business at a fraction of what they paid for it. As Ferguson reports, ‘the
network is littered with franchisees who have lost their homes, suffered
marriage breakdowns and decimated retirement savings’.21

Hayek, with his benign vision of the economy as a means to an end, as a
freewheeling operating system in which citizens can find their own entry
and exit points according to need, had no realistic sense of the degree to
which the markets might exercise their own forms of tyranny. A merely
economic loss, he writes, ‘is one whose effect we can make fall on our less
important needs’.22
This is a situation in which the historical stand-off between ‘socialism’
and ‘capitalism’ needs to be put aside, as does the broader left–right into
which it has evolved. Right-wing parties are conventionally supposed to be
‘business friendly’ and those on the left are often accused of being hostile to
business, yet they have common cause in a dedication to thriving local
economies and a common enemy in the giant players of the corporate
sector, who remain almost unregulated in a neoliberal environment.
Since 1976, there have been 17 parliamentary inquiries into the franchise
sector. The most recent of these, held in 2018, received well over 200
submissions, many of which represented significant cohorts of franchisees.
One of the largest is the Licensed Post Office Group (LPOG), also
geographically the most widespread, with 2880 businesses nationwide.
Australia Post, the government-owned corporation that is the franchisor,
operates according to a statute that imposes regulatory constraints and
community service obligations, and requires it to observe ‘sound
commercial practice’. It does not impose fees or royalty payments on its
licensees, there are no fit-out charges or service charges, and the
corporation bears most of its own compliance costs. All this sounds benign
compared with the situation in the catering industry.
The LPOG submission suggests otherwise. Over 90 per cent of
participants in their survey reported that Australia Post was itself their
largest competitor, and often deliberately intervened with their customers,
by contacting them direct to offer lower-priced products and services,
sometimes immediately following the placement of an order with a local
branch. There were allegations of Australia Post poaching the business of
the largest customer of a branch that was struggling to stay afloat in a tiny
country town, and of customers cancelling bulk orders for packaging after
the goods had come in because they had a received a call with an offer at a
lower price. Inadequate and delayed payment for delivery services left 58
per cent of those surveyed subsidising the business from their own funds.

Closures are reported in growing numbers, some of them in regional and
remote towns where residents are still reliant on post offices for banking
services, bill payments and the processing of official documents. As a
government service, run from solid buildings and staffed by trusted citizens,
they have been an essential form of the civic commons for generations. But
in recent decades, most have been moved out of their heritage premises,
which have been sold off or leased at a greater profit, while the local post
office service operates from a smaller, cheaper venue, often as a subsidiary
to some other business.
The community service model epitomised by the post office in its
traditional role is now in direct competition with a centralised major
corporation operating according to an uninhibited profit motive. That this is
a government-owned corporation is a telling indication of how the ethos
and methods of neoliberalism encompass government operations. It’s a
hopelessly unequal competition, especially when government bodies
appointed as watchdogs do not do their work with vigilance, and when the
law, far from being a recourse for obtaining justice, is an additional weapon
in the hands of those who can pay for it. While the growth imperative is
allowed to dominate in government policy, centrifugal forces win out and
the common wealth is the loser.

THE NEW ROAD TO SERFDOM
One of the staples of the localised economy used to be the corner store. It
would be owned and operated by neighbourhood people, who sometimes
lived above the premises, and who knew most of their customers by name.
Some stores ran a delivery service for groceries; many were combined with
newsagents, and school children earned pocket money for the morning
paper round. It was a staple element of the endogenous commons economy.
With the growth of supermarket businesses in the 1970s, the role of the
corner store was sustained as a ‘convenience’ operation, stocked with
essential items and offering after-work and weekend opening hours. Then
came the franchise system.
The 7-Eleven company opened its first Australian stores in the late 1970s
and over the next three decades grew to become a nationwide enterprise
with a $1.5 billion empire and more than 600 stores around Australia.

Profits skyrocketed, enabling the company directors to purchase sprawling
mansions and private jets. During the 1990s, their business model began to
dovetail with that of universities looking to compensate for reduced
government funding by expanding the intake of overseas fee-paying
students. These students, financially pressured by the burden of fees already
imposed on their families, needed to pay their own living costs. With visa
provisions allowing them to take employment for up to 20 hours a week,
they were the ideal workforce for 7-Eleven, many of whose stores were
located near universities to take advantage of student trade.
An ABC Four Corners program presented by Adele Ferguson in August
2015 showed how, through an ingenious strategic manoeuvre, these workers
were then effectively held to ransom in what whistleblowers described as
‘slave labour’ and ‘slum dog’ conditions.23 The hourly rate of pay was well
below the legal minimum wage, but by entering in the payroll only half the
hours worked, the company got around both the visa restrictions and the
minimum wage legislation. This enabled a further twist that put the students
in a double-bind: since the excess working hours put them in breach of their
visa conditions, they risked being deported if they complained or sought
redress.
Given that they were now on the wrong side of the law and could have no
recourse to it, the company took the exploitation further, by refusing to pay
penalty rates for night work and weekends, by imposing long shifts – 70and 80-hour weeks were reported as a norm for some of the workers – and
by delaying payment. Four Corners were told of cases where students had
not been paid for eight weeks and were going without food or trying to
survive on sandwiches that were past the sell-by date. When an inquiry led
to some attempts to enforce minimum wage payment, there were reports of
managers forcing staff members to repay half their wages at the ATM in the
store.
‘Wage theft’, even when it is as blatant as this, does not lead to
immediate police action and criminal charges being laid as in other forms of
theft. It is instead treated as a ‘breach’, prompting inquiries or to be
addressed through complex and expensive legal proceedings, following
which financial redress may be a long-term process, if it occurs at all. One
former student who chose to participate in a class action spoke of his fellow
workers’ dismay at the wider cultural environment that fostered this kind of
extortion. ‘They say, “Why doesn’t someone do something? The

Government knows, the Tax Office knows, Fair Work knows, head office
knows, everybody knows. Nobody seems to care.” And they can’t
understand: why, why, why does no-one care?’
In the case of 7-Eleven, the Four Corners investigation led to official
inquiries and the resignation of the company directors, but without the
intervention of investigative journalists the statutory authorities might have
continued to do little or nothing. The whole situation speaks of a business
culture that has lost its ethical bearings and its relationship to the human
terms of commerce that Adam Smith insisted were conducive to ‘order and
good government’.
Sally McManus launched the ACTU ‘Change the Rules’ campaign in
March 2018 with a list of historical union campaigns that had combined to
create ‘a fair go’ for workers: a living wage (1907), equal pay for women
(1974), the 38-hour week (1983), Medicare (1984), universal
superannuation (1986) and paid parental leave (2011). With the rise of
contract-based work, almost all these gains are under threat. Many younger
workers now have never known annual leave, McManus said. They have
never had effective wage-bargaining rights or redress to workplace
injustices, including wage theft.24
The line between workers and businesses is getting blurred. So, where it
is increasingly common for tradespeople to work through labour hire firms,
for cleaners and maintenance workers to operate as independent
contractors, and health professionals such as physiotherapists and
counsellors to work through franchise businesses, what is the business
model from the worker’s point of view? To think of every worker as
effectively operating in a business model is to call the bluff on a one-sided
argument about viability. What if the terms on offer to a worker are such as
to make it impossible to pay the rent and provide food for a family even
after a full working week? It was only through union representation and
collective bargaining that anything like a viable ‘business model’ for
workers was ever created.

‘WELFARE TO WORK’
‘If a man will not work he shall not eat,’ proclaimed Margaret Thatcher, in
biblical mode.25 One of the most inflamed aspects of the political division

created by neoliberalism is the provision of welfare. Vast sectors of the
electorate who are not well served by neoliberal economic policies will
nevertheless vote for them out of hatred for the welfare state. Right-wing
politicians exploit this by feeding tabloid journalism with labels and catchphrases: ‘welfarism’, ‘freeloaders’, ‘dole-bludgers’, ‘scroungers’, ‘lifters
and leaners’. Former British Prime Minister David Cameron proposed to
address the welfare problem with a ‘compulsory workfare plan’.
Over time, such views have perverted the public understanding of work,
and I use the word ‘perverted’ with considered intent. In the MerriamWebster definition, it means ‘to cause to turn aside from what is good or
true or morally right’. Speaking on a panel at the World Economic Forum in
2017, American political philosopher Michael J Sandel, echoing William
Morris, called for renewed attention to the moral purpose and social
meaning of work. ‘We have an obligation,’ he said, ‘to contribute to the
common good, typically through work.’26 If work done for the common
good is seen as a burden on the public purse, constantly assessed as such,
and asking to be cut in the next government budget, we have lost our moral
compass as a society.
When Marx wrote about the alienation of labour, he was focusing on the
relationship between workers and the products of their labour. But over the
past four decades we have seen the progressive alienation of work in
another sense, as more and more human work is harnessed to the market
and appropriated to serve in the cause of capital growth and profits. Yet, as
Tim Dunlop argues, ‘the point of capitalism is to destroy jobs, not create
them’.27 Since wages are costs and costs diminish profits, this is axiomatic.
An economy controlled by corporate interests is one that is hostile to
employment costs, whether in its own sphere or in the government sector,
and will produce unemployment as an inevitable side effect of the profit
motive. Those excluded from this work, often involuntarily and for
arbitrary reasons, are relegated to a pariah class and blamed for their
predicament as if it were a form of personal failure.
Sandel’s comments on the nature and purpose of work were made in the
context of a discussion about unconditional basic income or UBI. (UBI is
sometimes taken to stand for ‘universal basic income’, which has
implications for the global economy.) This is an idea with a long history,
one that has interested thinkers on the left and right of the political
spectrum. Those on the right typically see it as a streamlined and simplified

alternative to a complex raft of welfare and benefits schemes. From a purely
economic point of view, savings in administrative costs might result in an
overall reduction in costs to the state. For those on the left, a basic income
provision may assist in reducing poverty and give individual citizens much
greater freedom in choosing how, where and how much they want to work.
Guy Standing, Sandel’s fellow panellist at the World Economic Forum,
foregrounds the social justice arguments for UBI, citing Henry George’s
view of land as the primary and primordial form of public wealth. Standing
adopts this premise in order to make an inheritance case for public
ownership. Since wealth is the outcome of many generations of work
involved in establishing systems of harvesting, production and trade,
everyone should be deemed to have a share in this wealth, as a birthright
and inheritance. ‘If you allow private inheritance,’ Standing says, ‘you
should have public inheritance.’28 Basic income is thus seen as a monetary
substitute for commons inheritance or a form of citizens’ reimbursement for
their share of the benefits of the earth.
One of the most frequently used arguments against basic income is that it
would discourage people from working. As leading UBI advocate Scott
Santens insists, numerous trials around the globe have already demonstrated
that this is not so. Basic income can lead to a reduction in working hours,
but this may help to redress problems of severe overwork. Where there are
work shortages it also assists in the wider distribution of available
employment. If the coming robot revolution means an overall reduction in
the amount of work available for humans, UBI will become an urgent and
necessary solution. Citing the old adage that if you give a man a fish you
may satisfy his hunger but if you teach him to fish you give him the means
of preventing starvation, Santens gives it a twist: if you teach a robot to
fish, do all men eat or do all men starve?29
Other UBI advocates, including those on the panel at the World
Economic Forum, are wary about pushing this ‘Silicon Valley’ argument.
The image of the fishing robot is actually a caution. Automated mass
harvesting of the oceans, as we well know, is more likely to lead to the
extinction of fish species, and could thus, ultimately, prove to be a superefficient agent for delivering the conditions of future human starvation.
Fishing is one of the most ancient forms of the commons, and commons
need human stewardship.

The economic case for basic income is not difficult to make. The real
challenges lie in its political and social implementation, but that is also
where its transformative effects would take hold. UBI could see an end to
the pervasive corporatisation of work and a return to the socialisation of
work. There will never be any shortage of human work, if we work for each
other rather than for the profit-driven engines of the market.

CONCLUSION: COMMONS SENSE

We the people of the United States, in Order to form a more perfect Union,
establish Justice, insure domestic Tranquility, provide for the common
defence, promote the general Welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty
to ourselves and our Posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for
the United States of America.
The preamble to the United States Constitution is one of the founding
political statements of the modern era. It establishes a nation by invoking a
people, giving them a voice in unison that will sound through the ages as a
declaration of their paramount commitment to common wellbeing and
shared freedom.1
The Australian Constitution opens in a manner starkly different:
Whereas the people of New South Wales, Victoria, South Australia,
Queensland, and Tasmania, humbly relying on the blessing of Almighty
God, have agreed to unite in one indissoluble Federal Commonwealth under
the Crown of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, and under
the Constitution hereby established …2
There is no voice here. ‘The people’ are constituted as a subordinate body,
under the Crown and under the Constitution, having ‘agreed to unite’ as if
in compliance with some fiat from above. In grammatical terms, the lines
are an elaborately constructed dependent clause and do not stand as an
autonomous sentence.
The contrast between the two statements reflects the different histories of
the two nations. Colonial Australia began as a penal settlement, under
government directly answerable to the Westminster parliament. Modern
America was founded by settler communities who established their own
systems of local government and were answerable to the Crown through the
mediation of the trading companies in whose ships they travelled. The US
Constitution was the outcome of a war of independence and had to be

defended through the crisis of a civil war. Modern Australia has its
foundations in the trauma of massacres and prison camps.
To return to a question posed at the start of this book, who are ‘we’? As
Australians in the twenty-first century, our diversity is affirmed and
celebrated on national occasions, but what do we have in common?
In a democratic state, the parliament or congress is an assembly of the
people’s representatives and the house of parliament is therefore a place in
which, to echo the words of Abraham Lincoln, a government of the people
is conducted for the people and by the people. Inevitably, as particular
parties gain power and become entrenched in the seat of government, they
begin to diverge from the terms of Lincoln’s pronouncement. The house of
parliament then becomes an edifice alienated from the people, effectively
under occupation by office holders whose goals are contrary to the best
interests of the general public.
‘Something is fundamentally broken in the relationship between
government and citizens,’ claims Gabrielle Chan in her 2018 book Rusted
Off: Why Country Australia is Fed Up. Chan, a former political
correspondent for The Guardian who has moved to the small town of
Harden Murrumburrah in southern New South Wales, writes with
knowledge of both sides of this divide. There is Australia, she says, and
there is the land of what she calls ‘Parliamentalia’.3
Events in Parliamentalia that Chan could hardly have anticipated at the
time of writing have provided a grotesque illustration of her theme. The
week before her book was released, Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull was
toppled from his position after a week of chaotic and heated attempts to
engineer a leadership spill. Members of the press gallery who had been
predicting it were taken aback at the ruthlessness and degree of havoc,
calling it an ‘utter calamity’ and ‘bloody unbelievable’.
Cartoonists portrayed it as scenes from Playschool, Toy Story and the
Muppet Show. Parliamentary insiders of all parties were making distress
calls: ‘Rome is officially burning’; ‘It’s an ideological bloodfeud’; ‘The
government lies in ruins’. Female politicians complained of bullying and
stand-over tactics. The people came out in their thousands on social media
to disown the behaviour of their elected representatives.
Romaldo Giurgola’s great building rose above it all, serene and filled
with light. Even at night, when the dark cars passed through its green
floodlights as they cruised in for the ‘last supper’, the building itself seemed

to stand apart from the madness that had broken out inside it, a greater and
more enduring presence than any of its occupants.
Meanwhile, on the lawns outside Old Parliament House, the Aboriginal
Tent Embassy was a continuing presence, as it has been since 1972. The
Uluru Statement from the Heart, drafted following a three-day summit in
May 2017, attended by more than 250 community leaders and promptly
rejected by the Turnbull government, offered a lesson in sovereignty that
those on Parliament Hill were not ready to hear:
This sovereignty is a spiritual notion: the ancestral tie between the land, or
‘mother nature’, and the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples who
were born therefrom, remain attached thereto, and must one day return
thither to be united with our ancestors. This link is the basis of the
ownership of the soil, or better, of sovereignty. It has never been ceded or
extinguished, and co-exists with the sovereignty of the Crown.4 (Italics in
original.)

GOVERNMENT OF THE PEOPLE AND BY THE PEOPLE
If in our time there is a sense of being caught between a moribund political
world and a new age of revitalisation, this maps onto the divide that Chan is
writing about. We can only break through the impasse by putting power
back into the hands of the people, but that proposition raises a multitude of
questions, and some spectres from the past. Through the course of the last
century, revolutions have taken place in many parts of the world, some
through democratic process, some through violent overthrow. In most of
those cases, the longer-term picture has failed to live up to the hopes
invested in the original movement for change.
The Velvet Revolution that saw Czechoslovakia liberated from
communist dictatorship in 1989 was, as its name signalled, an attempt to
overthrow the regime without resort to violence. Václav Havel had the task
of keeping the peace in the years that followed. His conviction that the
people were the agents of change didn’t diminish during his time as
President of the new Czech Republic, and throughout his long career as an
international statesman he maintained the view that citizens are ultimately
responsible for the political climate in which they live.

Profoundly committed as he was to the business of government, Havel
did not enjoy being in power. He called himself ‘a pub man’, regarded
formal dinners as an ordeal and experienced intense anxiety in the lead-up
to any major speech. As the heroics of the revolution wore off, he faced
difficult decisions that tarnished his image. What kept him going was a kind
of stoic realism. ‘Real persons in their life world’ were his primary
orientation. The systems and institutions of democracy, he said, must be
underpinned by a way of thinking, ‘the spirit of public life’.5
The spirit of public life in the new Czechoslovakia was faced with a dual
threat, with the hangover from totalitarian communism on one side, and
what Havel called ‘mafia capitalism’ on the other. As he prepared for a
speech at the 1999 NATO summit, he made notes in his diary. He wanted to
engage international leaders with the theme of ‘the open society … the
struggle against the enclosure of people inside doctrines, ideologies, and
prejudices’.6
If we are focusing on the commons, an image of the people as themselves
subject to enclosure is both arresting and instructive. Hayek and the
neoliberals fled enclosure by one kind of ideological doctrine only to
introduce another. One of the first tasks of any mass movement for change
and renewal should be to separate idealism from ideology. Idealism
contains the energies of inspiration and determination; it fuels imagination.
We need it. Ideology, in whatever guise it presents itself, is a form of mental
totalitarianism. Once you have committed to an ideological vision,
everything must be made to fit it. It is indeed a form of enclosure, and in
public life it operates as a coercive influence, trying to enforce conformity.
Ideology channels thought and interpretation; idealism allows them to take
flight. At best, the flights of idealism can open up possibilities that can then
be subject to reality testing.
Havel introduced civic forums to encourage the articulation of the public
will in the face of what he called ‘the gigantic automatism of modern
civilization’. These were an attempt to push back against ideological
determinism, a way of looking at the world that diminishes or even
excludes the role of the human will. Besides the gigantic automatism of the
machine age, we inherit the biological determinism of Spencer and Darwin,
the historical determinism of Marx and the market determinism of the
neoliberals. Any attempt to rebuild the relationship between government
and society requires a replacement of determinism by public determination.

Voting for better government may be a move in the right direction, but an
enduring process of transformation must take place in the social body
before it will translate effectively to the government benches. After a
century of universal franchise in Australia, Britain and the United States,
the balance of power between citizens and governments in these great
democracies has swung heavily towards governments, with the fourth estate
– the media and the press – as an increasingly dishonest broker.
Government-driven approaches to social transformation do not have a
good track record. One of the most high profile of these in recent years was
the Big Society initiative launched by British Prime Minister David
Cameron in 2011. The launch speech was filled with rhetorical fervour.
Responsibility and control were his key words. He wanted to devolve more
control to communities and encourage them to take more responsibility for
social welfare and cohesion. The goal of building a bigger and stronger
society was overriding. ‘It is my absolute passion,’ he declared.7
Yet this statement of passion was not quite absolute. There was a caveat:
the first duty of his government was to sort out the debt and deficit and put
the country on the road to economic recovery. Again, we see the neoliberal
triage at work. This might remind us of Barnaby Joyce fronting the Q&A
session at the Tamworth Town Hall. Joyce, like Cameron, spoke from the
conviction that nothing can be done for the ills suffered by the people until
the wellbeing of the economy is attended to, because it is only the economy
that can help the people and, if the economy is in poor health, the people
must help the economy. They must help it, if need be, by going without.
Within a year of its announcement, Cameron’s visionary plan for a Big
Society, supported by funds channelled through a Big Society Bank,
foundered on the rocks of the austerity policies that came to dominate his
government’s agenda. Perhaps, as many suspected, it had only ever been a
cost-cutting measure, a guise for foisting large amounts of the work,
expense and responsibility for public services onto community and
volunteer organisations. A report published by the think tank Civil
Exchange concluded that the project to hand power back to the people ‘had
largely failed against its own measures’.8
Simon Parker, director of the New Local Government network in Britain,
described the whole initiative as ‘an eye-catching orphan’.9 There was very
little money for it, he commented, and not a great deal of policy. Indeed, the
whole idea was about as vague and dreamy as Margaret Thatcher’s vision

of a tapestry of men and women going about their business making life
better through effort and responsibility.

SELF-ORGANISING SOCIETIES
The commons means rights, resources and responsibilities in an inextricable
weave, which gives the lie to policies that attempt to foist an unfair bargain
on the people by demanding responsibility first, then evading the obligation
to provide resources or to abide by the fundamental rights of citizens.
Although the commons is a universal principle, it is essentially local in
its interpretations, and in recent years has been associated with the
movement of ‘localism’. This movement is sometimes caricatured as
ineffectual and trivial. ‘You can’t save the world through start-up coffee
shops’ is a typical challenge. Of course, a serious bid to restore the
commons to the heart of a complex twenty-first-century economy involves
much more than that. Besides the day-to-day local work of managing
resources, it requires sophisticated political work. Much of this needs to be
done through local government – councils, first and foremost – but it must
engage with the power structures that determine orders of governance and
control at national, regional and neighbourhood levels.
Parker argues that the idea of the commons is much more ambitious and
powerful than Cameron’s notion of the Big Society. In his book Taking
Power Back,10 he makes the case for a comprehensively conceived and
planned approach to decentralisation, through the devolution of control and
decision making to local government and the cultivation of localised
economies. He is interested in the development of stronger relationships
between cooperatives and local government.
Small or localised societies cannot be ordered into being through some
sweeping decree from national government. They do, of course, grow of
their own accord. The Diggers’ repossession of the commons continues to
inspire groups seeking economic independence in a land community. In
America, the Massachusetts Bay settlers were succeeded by a range of selfsufficient Puritan societies, including the Shakers, the Amish and the
Quakers. A high degree of self-sufficiency has to be maintained in remote
towns around Australia; people manage this with varying degrees of
success, depending on their own social capacities but also on external

factors that may affect their economies. Self-organising communities are
also formed on small islands, in isolated work sites, among migrant groups,
artists colonies and in faith-based foundations including cults and sects.
There is a vast spectrum of examples, ranging from the inspirational to
the pathological. In seeking paths towards the restoration of commonsbased societies in the twenty-first century, we need models to learn from
rather than models to copy. Self-organising societies that worked in the past
may be unsuited to the contemporary world, but aspects of them can be
drawn on and adapted to enrich newer enterprises.
Bill Metcalf, whose life’s work has been the study of ‘intentional
communities’, has done much to throw light on the complex question of
how such groups thrive or fail. His research on the Gayndah Communes in
Queensland, a network of 12 foundations established in the early 1890s
with state-government support, traces their stages of development from land
clearing and the construction of bark shelters to substantial villages with
timber houses, communal kitchens, schools, stores and surrounding fields
planted with edible crops. Several of them nevertheless reached breaking
point within a few years, due to poor crop yields, sickness, inadequate
housing and social conflict.11
Metcalf grew up on a farm in Ontario, as part of a small-town community
that he describes as ‘very intense and very secure’. His childhood taught
him the value of communal working bees with men threshing grain and
building barns, while women cooked, made quilts for newlyweds, and
found homes for those in trouble. But it was also a place of suffocating
conformity – racist, misogynist, homophobic. The young sought to leave as
soon as they could, and in the early 1970s Metcalf set off on the hippie trail
in search of wider worlds, eventually finding his way to Australia. When he
settled in Queensland, he joined a small commune and re-established a
bond with locality in a land economy.12
His story affords another perspective on Wendell Berry’s centripetal–
centrifugal opposition, but this is a case that throws into question any views
about the primacy of one over the other. On the one hand, communities that
fail to connect outwards to a changing cultural landscape can develop all
manner of social pathologies. On the other, a centrifugal economic
environment can rip the fabric of a local community to pieces, sucking its
resources into a voracious market that sends little or nothing back.

Speaking with Rachael Kohn on ABC Radio National’s The Spirit of
Things in 2005, Metcalf vividly evokes this transition from an isolated,
socially confined rural community to the utopian freedoms of the hippie
culture, which refused all boundaries in its quest for cosmic consciousness.
He points to the lack of social maturity in these groups as the primary cause
of their demise.13
However sceptical you may be about free love and the utopian visions
born of drug-induced euphoria, the much-maligned tradition of hippie
communes provides a valuable model of the self-organising community.
The hippie ethos was one of expansiveness. It spread from the cities into
rural towns and villages. Its ‘creativity’ was expressed through music,
painting, philosophy, dance and costume rather than through marketing
plans and product placements. Among the more enduring communities,
there was a profound connection to land and landscape that made them
pioneers in the ecology movement.
Utopian communities tend to arise in response to a zeitgeist: the
revolutionary fervour of the early seventeenth century, the Romantic
movement of the late nineteenth century, the alternative culture renaissance
of the 1960s. It is as if they need to breathe from a larger atmosphere. We
do not live in such a time. The interregnum is a time of confusion and
misfired impulses, calling for more pragmatic and reality-proof initiatives.
Commons-based cooperatives of the twenty-first century are vastly
diverse. Internet communications enable knowledge exchange and
convergent planning on a level never imagined in commons movements of
the past. The Sharing Cities anthology noted in the Introduction documents
projects for community transport, food distribution networks, renewable
energy, recycling, water management, finance and communications. There
are concentrations of focus and priority, many of them based on
environmental concerns. Most of the initiatives profiled in the book are
characterised by a hard-headed, problem-based approach, and backed by
careful analysis of the social and economic contexts in which they operate.
In Canberra, where I live at present, there is a network of urban
agriculture groups, and other cooperatives in housing, food provision,
health, energy and education. These are loosely affiliated as ‘Co-operatives,
Commons and Communities Canberra’, or simply Co-Canberra, an
establishing force in the area. Community and environmental groups cover
most aspects of life; initiatives include men’s sheds, street libraries, local

markets, a coat repository for the winter, a commons garden, a seed library
and community radio programs. Meetings are held once a month and often
include talks or film screenings. ‘Interest in new ways to organise ourselves
and to meet our needs in a permanent, ecologically efficient fashion spans
demographics, from university students to retirees’, says Scotty Foster, who
is the current convener.14
Foster, who also co-hosts the weekly radio program Behind the Lines on
Community Radio 2XXfm, sees the cooperative movement as a foundation
for economic re-imagination and regeneration. In an interview with me in
September 2018, he spoke about the advantages of the long-format radio
interview–podcast mix as an effective medium for the spread of new ideas,
and for communication between groups that might otherwise be isolated
and remain under the radar of public knowledge. Contacts build
communities, he says, and communities build movements, but there is no
aggregate momentum if small groups remain hidden away, ‘doing their own
thing’.15
In radio interviews, Foster draws on an extensive knowledge of the
commons movement and its history. ‘If you don’t know history you will not
know what you’re talking about,’ he says. ‘The present is an accumulation
of the histories, with all their twists and turns.’16 His view of the commons
as a means of deepening community relations through co-ownership and
shared responsibility harks back to Adam Smith’s view of ‘commerce’ as
community interaction. Early experience with cooperative decision-making
processes as a student at the Canberra School Without Walls in the 1980s
has also given Foster a robust confidence in cooperative governance.
Co-Canberra works closely with SEE-Change, a large community group
established to facilitate social, economic and environmental change. It also
has links with the Melbourne-based Earthworker, an organisation that
specialises in developing models for workers’ cooperatives.17 New
Economy Network Australia (NENA), for which Co-Canberra is a regional
hub, works ‘to transform Australia’s economic system’ through an
incremental process of rebuilding on foundational principles of ecological
health and social justice.18 Effective twenty-first-century approaches to the
commons are characterised by awareness of the typical problems that have
led to the shipwreck of idealistic movements in the past. NENA are
‘amazing planners’, says Foster. If their sights are set on the sweeping goal

of economic renewal, their ambitions are backed by coherent, pragmatic
thinking and systematic attention to processes of governance.

‘EVERYTHING ADVANTAGEOUS TO LIFE’
Shakespeare’s The Tempest begins with a shipwreck, following which the
passengers and crew are cast ashore on a remote island: a boatload of
asylum seekers, we might call them now, though citizenship is not an issue
that arises in the play. Those on board just happen to be an Italian duke and
his entourage. They are people with a sense of entitlement, these survivors,
and they wander around the island with the assumption that they are on
terra nullius. Is it No-man’s land? Or is it Everyman’s land, a corner of the
earth that is innocent of history yet where there is ‘everything advantageous
to life’, a Garden of Eden that has survived somewhere on the planet,
immune to sovereignty and ownership claims?
Gonzalo, an ageing courtier, starts to imagine how he would govern if he
were king of the place himself:
I’ the commonwealth I would by contraries
Execute all things; for no kind of traffic
Would I admit; no name of magistrate;
Letters should not be known; riches, poverty,
And use of service, none; contract, succession,
Bourn, bound of land, tilth, vineyard, none;
No use of metal, corn, or wine, or oil;
No occupation; all men idle, all …19
His companions ridicule him for this fantasy, responding to it as the talk
of an old man who has lost touch with the ruthlessness of human world. But
Gonzalo is an elder who has seen more than his share of political reality. A
generation ago, he was witness to a violent coup, and ever since has lived
under the reign of a power-driven usurper.
The image he conjures is indeed a utopian delusion. This is a commons
without work, management and oversight, one that could only be sustained
in a world of complete innocence, where no-one ever takes more than their
share, or infringes the rights of another. Human nature is not like that. As

Gonzalo’s experience has taught him, it is prone to violence, treachery,
greed, selfishness and the will-to-power. But that is not all. If it were the
whole story, we would have no play, or at least none worth watching.
The Tempest, first performed in 1611 in an age that was soon to see the
energies of revolutionary change that Winstanley spoke for, is a play about
power and government, dispossession and restitution. It is also a play about
human nature. The island, as we learn, has indigenous inhabitants who
themselves have been subject to brutal dispossession, but the drama works
its way through scenes of mystery and confusion that cause everyone in it to
go through a kind of cognitive regeneration. Everything they have known is
turned upside down and inside out. They learn that power has not brought
out their true nature, but denatured them, estranged them from any vital
connection to the earth and to each other. At the end of the drama, everyone
is restored to their rightful heritage and the Europeans leave the island to its
original inhabitants.
Where or what is this mysterious island that has ‘everything
advantageous to life’? Shakespeare scholars have many kinds of answers to
that question, but one of them is that it is a way of envisaging the earth
itself, the only planet in the known universe which supplies all the resources
for biological life. These resources are spoiled only through profit-driven
exploitation and failures of governance.
The common wealth can never be as Gonzalo imagines it, free of laws,
labour, constraints, properties and boundaries. Good citizenship involves
rights, resources and responsibilities: rights as birthrights, as creatures of
the planet who need land, water, food and air; resources in common, to
enable the development of complex habitats and systems of work;
responsibilities in the largest sense, to the society on which we depend, to
the country we call our own, and to the natural world.
Politics matter in this because it is about the management of power. As
the Diggers learned when their settlement was invaded and trashed by
officers obedient to a new regime of power at Westminster, and as
Australian colonists demonstrated when they drove Aboriginal peoples
from their lands, no thriving commons can withstand the onslaught of
violent power. A networked commons movement may have better chances
of holding its own, but only if there is thorough-going attention to the
health of the body politic at all levels: national, regional and local.

Optimism is an indulgence (albeit a helpful one at times), but hope is a
discipline. While there is much to alarm us in the present political
environment, there is always hope. I have been inspired by the visionaries,
political adventurers, poets, philosophers, activists and experimentalists
whose voices are present in the pages of this book. Sometimes they are
fierce or angry, but the energy they carry is hugely enhancing to the human
spirit. From the thriving land economies of pre-colonial Australia to the
small Diggers colony on St George’s Hill, from the grand presidential
statements of Lincoln to the quiet philosophy of Wendell Berry, from the
architectural visions of the Burley Griffins to the campaigning rhetoric of
Sally McManus, there echoes the same fundamental adherence to the
principle of common wealth. The idea that whoever or wherever we are on
the earth, we are all born with shares in the planet, gives us the most
enduring principle we have as a species.
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