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FOREWORD 

If we lived in a perfect world, church bodies would not have 
gotten together to write the pamphlet Changing Australia and 
the seminar that resulted in this book would never have been 
undertaken. Given that the world, and therefore Australia, is 
not perfect, the question for every concerned person be-
comes. What can I do to change the world for the better? 

Solutions to the world's problems are most likely to come 
from a thoughtful examination of the facts and a rational 
analysis of the possible effects of different courses of ac-
tion. This examination and analysis is most efficiently car-
ried out in light of the knowledge gained by people before us 
who have also struggled with the same problems. The insights 
of philosophers and scientists must not be ignored if we are to 
move closer to a society where people are free from want and 
able to pursue their own personal goals. 

One of the most significant aspects of a free democratic 
society is that any person or group may comment on society's 
problems and offer a solution based on its own particular 
philosophy. But when a plan is recommended to solve Austra-
lia's economic and social problems, it must accurately 
describe those problems and it must justify its recommenda-
tions according to the best current economic and social 
science research. Changing Australia fails on both counts. 

That is the reason these authors were commissioned by 
the CIS to produce the essays that were presented in seminars 
in Sydney and Melbourne, and that make up this book. Ques-
tions of religion are not in the sphere of the CIS. But some of 
the authors do use a Christian viewpoint and biblical illus-
trations to develop their analyses. Their concern and ours is 
to offer an alternative to concerned Christians and to stimu-
late thoughtful, discriminating discussion of Australia's 
future. 

Greg Lindsay 

vi 



INTRODUCTION 
Geoffrey Brennan and John K. Williams 

Late in 1983, a document entitled Changing Australia 
appeared under the aegis of the Australian Council of 
Churches and the social justice commissions (or equivalent) of 
the three major Australian denominations - Catholic, Angli-
can and Uniting. This document was interesting for several 
reasons. In the first place. It was the first time the four 
bodies had produced a statement on Australian society (at 
least one of such length) to which all the bodies had given 
explicit consent: it was a triumph of ecumenism. In the 
second place, the document was clearly designed for exten-
sive use in local congregations and small ecumenical groups. 
This was not a statement merely to be shelved, along with 
other ecclesial utterances, in the back rooms of church 
bureaucracies: Changing Australia was clearly intended to be 
the basis for discussion and consequent action within the 
church at large. Third, the document was widely circulated. 
Copies were, we understand, sent to every parish of the 
sponsoring churches in Australia: Changing .^ustratta aimed 
to make a splash. Finally and perhaps most importantly. 
Changing .Australia is a radical document. It aims to secure 
'broad ranging changes in Australia's economic and political 
system'. Moreover, it aims to secure these changes on puta-
tively Christian grounds. That is, the changes in Australia's 
economic and political arrangements that Changing AustraZia 
calls for are seen by the authors of document to be required 
by, and to follow from, a proper understanding of the Christ-
ian gospel. For the Christian, the arguments are meant to be 
compelling. 

Changing Australia seemed to us to merit response. 
Apart from any other considerations, the attempt to link the 
Christian gospel to a particular political agenda, of whatever 
ideological hue, raises important questions of legitimacy. Is 
there a specifically Christian politics? Is one economic 
system recognisably superior to all others solely on theolo-

vU 
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gical grounds? Alternatively put, is there any room for social 

enquiry and analysis, which does not automtatically confront 

biblical doctrine? These are real questions, because if a 

proper understanding of the gospel is sufficient to dictate a 

particular economic And political system, independently of 

any social analysis at all, then the battle lines between 

science and religion are clearly drawn. To be both a Christ-

ian, and a social scientist obedient to the rules and conven-

tions of enquiry, is logically impossible. For those of us who 

purport to be both, this is an arresting charge. 
In addition to this, the particular political agenda that 

Changing Australia claims the Christian position implies is 
one that many will find uncongenial, not to say profoundly 
disturbing. By and large, that agenda seems to be drawn from 
the extreme left of the political spectrum. In the domestic 
arena, the document calls for the primacy of 'justice', inter-
preted in terms of end-state distributional outcomes, as a 
political oblective. There Is little attention to 'liberty' as It 
has been understood in the Western political tradition for 
centuries. Nor is there much attention to 'justice' in the 
procedural sense. 

On the international front, there is strong antipathy to 
the American alliance. There is contempt for international 
corporations. There is a naive faith in the effectiveness and 
goodwill of bodies like the United Nations. Some, perhaps all 
of these stances - whatever their merits - are controversial, 
not to say tendentious. Many Christians will be surprised and 
alarmed to discover that they are positions necessarily im-
plied by their religious convictions. 

The strength of Changing Australia's claims and the 
vigour of its rhetoric are not, however, matched by the 
strength of its arguments. The Changing Australia style is to 
assert, and to leave to others the business of scrutinising the 
arguments carefully. In the face of this, it is difficult to 
construe Chortging Australia's object as that of 'stimulating 
debate': the document does not provide the wherewithal for 
Christians to reflect profitably upon difficult questions on 
which arguments from tx>th sides need to be examined and 
weighed. Controversial propositions are rather proffered as 
self-evident, or as if they were - or ought to be seen to be -
intrinsically compelling. This is, perhaps, consistent with the 
tradition of the 'prophetic' style. Yet the claim to belong to 
the prophetic tradition is somewhat immodest: the descrip-
tion of one's own utterances as 'prophetic' is not unlike the 
description of one's own deeds as 'saintly*. Such judgments 
are best made in retrospect, by other people. Certainly, to 

viii 
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adopt such prophetic pretensions is to appeal to an authority 
that the authors borrow from their church affiliations and 
ecclesial positions. Critics might well see this appeal as an 
attempt to exploit the Church's authority for what is ulti-
mately no more than a parade of the authors' ideological 
persuasions. In any event, it is an attempt to stifle argument. 

Now, rvxie of this would much matter if Changing 
Australia were an outlier in ecclesial utterances. It could be 

3uletly dismissed as an unfortunate lapse. In fact, however, 
hanging Australia is a striking example of what seems, more 

and more, to represent the church bureaucracy's position -
that is, strongly politicised and tending towards the extreme 
Left. For reasons that are interesting in their own right but 
cannot occupy us here, the Left has certainly seized the high 
moral ground in the church bureaucracy, and statements like 
Changing Australia are rather in the tradition of similar 
documents produced, for example, by the World Council of 
Churches and, more particularly, its 'social action' arm. 

For all these reasons - for what the document actually 
says, and for what is implied by church agencies saying it, and 
for what the document represents more broadly - the occa-
sion seemed ripe for a serious response. Such a response is 
what the papers presented here seek to provide. In that 
sense, the papers are necessarily somewhat 'reactionary' In 
the strict sense - that is, there has been no attempt to offer 
an explicit alternative, though the political and economic 
policy convictions of the various authors will naturally ob-
trude in their respective reactions. Nor has there been any 
attempt to engage, in tfiis volume, in the sort of open debate 
that must liltimately proceed. Changing Australia has been 
permitted to set the agerxla, and the appointed task has been 
to evaluate the document. 

All but one of the papers were presented in a preliminary 
form at two conferences held in late April and early May -
one in Sydi>ey, emd one in Melbourne. The one exception is 
the paper on the morality of tax avoidance by Brennan, which 
has been included here because it arose out of a reading of 
Changing Australia and seemed to lit the general thrust of 
the collection. 

The object in selecting participants in the conference was 
provide a variety of backgrounds - academic and non-aca-
demic; Christian and non-Christian; a broad representation of 
relevant disciplines; among the Christians, a fair cross-sec-
tion of denominatiorul affiliatioru. The fact that all the 
papers are, in one way or another, quite critical of Changing 
Australia should not, therefore, be seen as evidence of some 
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sort of monolithic view. Not all that is said by any author 

would be agreed to by all of the others. But there is broad 

measure of agreement about the merits of Changing Australia 

and about the general implications of its political and econ-

omic philosophy. 
We do not of course see our contribution as marking the 

end of the political-economic debate. It is merely a piece of 
the whole. Our appeal is more for a proper debate on proper 
lines than for any particular economic or political system. It 
would, however, be a tragedy if churchpeople and other men 
and women 'who long for a society that is better, more just 
and more human' to whom the authors of Changing Australia 
offer their deliberations, were to regard the statement as the 
last word - or as somehow representative of intelligent Chris-
tian commentary. It is indeed 'intelligence', a sense of 
realism, a reflective seriousness, that Changing Australia in 
our view entirely lacks. And it is in support of that claim, 
and with an attempt to be serious, intelligent and realistic 
ourselves that these various responses are offered. 



A FAIR HEARING FOR 'JUSTICE' 
John K. Williams 



The Rev. Dr John K. Villiams is a minister of the Uniting 
Church in Australia and a free-lance writer and lecturer. He 
taught in the Philosophy Department of Melbourne University 
until accepting the F>osition of Chaplain to and senior teacher 
at a Church School. After eleven years in that position he 
resigned to pursue his present program. Last year he 
delivered papers at several universities and theological semi-
naries. 



A FAIR HEARING FOR JUSTICE' 
John K. Williams 

Dr 3ohn Finnis, Praelector in ^irisprudence of University 
College and Reader in Law at Oxford University, recently 
lamented the 'vagueness cind cliche' typical of many discus-
sions concerning'social justice". Such discussions, he asserts, 
are all too frequently marked by the word 'justice' becoming 
'emptier and emptier, more and more open to be filled by any 
passing purpose or fancy* (Finnis, 1976). 

Dr Finnis^s comment merits consideration by the authors 
of Changing Australia (CA) and the church bodies whose 
ecumenical imprimatir graces the dociment. The concept of 
'justice' is crucial to the entire argument of that document. 
The authors assert that their primary concern is to answer 
the question, 'What are the minimum requirements for justice 
in Australia?'. CA proffers its answer to 'all people who long 
for a society that is better, more just and more human' (CA, p 
32). Yet any attempt to incficate how the word 'justice* and 
its collates are used by the authors leaves a distixbing 
vagueness. Precisely, what is the vision of a'just' society 
informing Changing Australia? 

Essentially, the authors tie their use of the word 'justice' 
to the Bible writers* insistence that a community*s commit-
ment to justice is no stronger than the treatment it extends 
to its least advantaged members. We read, for example, that 
justice is 'measired by the attitude [of a community] to the 
least protected, least privileged strata of society' (p II). I 

This paper ck-aws extensively upon work by Paul Heyne - and, 
In particular, on his The concept of economic justice in 
religious discussion' presented at a Fraser Institute Confer-
ence in Vancouver in August 1982. See W. Block, G. Brennein 
and K . Elzinga (eds). The Vforaiity of the Warket, Fraser 
Institute, Vancouver (forthcoming). 



Chaining Australia 

shall argue that appeal to tNs 'measue' of justice is utterly 

useless in distinguishing, let alone deciding, between two very 

distinct models of justice, each of which can be and is refer-

red to by people concerned to msilntain or establish a 'just' 

society. I shall firther argue that the model of justice em-

braced by the authors of Changing Australia is in tension with 

a number of biblical emphases and inappropriate to the real 

world of social decisions. 

L THE BBBUCAL USES OF ' JUSTICE ' 

Inasmuch as the authors of Changing Australia ostensibly 
derive their vision of a just society from the Bible, a brief 
comment on the biblical writers' use of words appropriately 
translated by the English 'justice' or its cognates is neces-
sary. Two preliminary observations are, however, in order. 

First, the authors of Chcnging Australia studiously avoid 
explaining how believers are to relate biblical moral and 
social norms to the realities of a pluralistic society and a 
non-confessional State. One presimes that the authors are 
not theocrats, holding that the Bible should fmction in Aust-
ralia much as does the Koran in the Ayatollah Khomeini's 
Iran, It is not clear, however, how the authors move from the 
claim that the Bible writers describe certain actions or states 
of affairs eis ' i r just ' to the distinct claim that the coercive 
power of the Australian government is properly exercised to 
proscribe such actions or remedy such states of affairs. Such 
a move prima facie demands a premise or inference licence 
clearly (^acceptable to any person who values or concedes 
the necessity for a pluralistic society and a non-confessional 
State in contemporary Australia. It would be absurd to hope 
that a necessarily brief statement could resolve what John 
Hick has called 'the most difficult problem facing Christian 
sodal ethics' (Hick, 1983:viii); it is, however, legitimate to 
expect that some cognisance would be taken of the difficulty 
of applying moral and social norms appropriate to a small, 
confessional society to a complex, large and plixalistic na-
tion. 

Second, the authors of Changing Australia attempt to 
ground their concept of justice in a theology that stresses 
Gorfs gracious initiative in calling and redeeming his people, 
and his people's grateful response to the Divine initiative. 
Not sirprisingly, the resulting concept of justice is totally 
unrelated to any criterion of merit or earned desert. The 
authors' paradigm of economic justice relates entirely to a 
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preconceived pattern of wealth distribution that bears no 
relationship whatsoever to the processes whereby wealth is 
created or to an individual's contribution to these processes. 
We read, for example, that commitment to a 'no poverty 
society* may involve ensuring that wealth is 'so fairly shared 
that no one is considered wealthy but alt have some share in 
poverty.' The paradigmatic nature of this pattern of distribu-
tion is indicated by the phrase 'so fairly sharecT and under-
scored by the sentence immediately following tite description: 
'It would be a society in which justice is done' (p 19). The 
model is one of undeserved benefit, not of entitlement re-
lated to an individual's contribution to the productive pro-
cess. To suggest, however, that what human beings justly 
receive from their fellows is appropriately modeled upon 
what they have graciously been given by God is somewhat odd 
to say the least. 

In parentheses, I suggest that the absence of any refe-
rence to merit or earned entitlements in many theological 
statements on economic justice is in part due to the claim of 
many defenders of democratic capitalism that the politico-
economic system they advocate distributes economic goods 
solely on the basis of merit. This claim is indefensible. 
Apart from anything else, the claim presupposes that all 
entitlements are earned entitlements. Yet the rejection of 
an unwarranted application of the criterion of earned enti-
tlements need not, and I submit must not, lead to a rejection 
of the criterion in toto. 

Ironically, eloquent testimony to the disastrous effects of 
a distribution of economic goods bearing no relationship to 
merit or desert is found in a remarkable collection of essays 
by Chinese economists recently published by the New World 
Press, Beijing, China (Dixin et al. , 1982). One contributor, 
Xiang Oiyuan, castigates egalitarians who advocate 'distribu-
tion according to need' rather than 'distribution according to 
work' (Dixin et al, 1982:119), observing that such egalitarian-
ism 'protects the backward, obstructs the advanced, frus-
trates the enthusiastic, lowers working efficiency, and is, in 
general, a hinderance to the realisation of socialist modernis-
ation' (1982:122). It Is enchanting to learn that the defining 
principle of authentic socialism reads, 'From each according 
to his ability, to each according to his work' (1982:19, 102, 
I0<», 107) and interesting to contemplate how the distribution 
of economic goods so recommended is least inadequately 
determined and implemented. Such contemplation becomes 
even more interesting if one rejects the labour theory of 
value, a theory to which an incantatory reference is made in 
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a glossary appended to the volime of essays in cfjestion 

(1982:201-202) but which is not appealed to in the contribu-

tors' attempts to specify measires that will improve the 

matericii lot of the Chinese people. 
Having noted these two preliminary reservations attend-

ing the use made in Ctumgiiig Australia of biblical materials -
namely, the absence of any attempt to indicate how spcf i f i -
cally Christian soda! ethic can take pluralism and a non-
confessional State seriously, and the prima facie implausi-
bility of an attempt to ground an analysis of himan justice in 
a theology stressing God's grace - I t irn to the Bible writers' 
use of words appropriately translated by the English 'justice* 
and its cognates. 

The primary use is clear. In the vast majority of cases 
the BlWe writers refer to juitice as personal virtue. The 
description of Noah as 'a just man' C^cn.Stg), a description 
immediately cmiplified by the phrase, 'a man of integrity 
among his contemporaries', is typical. Noah is simply a'goocf 
or 'virtuous' person, and that description is not contingent 
upon his occupying any particular social position or his enga-
ging in any specified social activities (as, say, a judge in a 
court of law, a participant in economic exchanges, or an 
allocator of burdens and benefits). Similarly, Ezekiel defines 
the 'just man' as 'a man who is law-abiding and honesf 
(E2e'c.l8:5), and that definition is followed by a catedogue of 
the sorts of virtues he typically exhibits: he worships only 
the God of Israel, he observes religiously sanctioned moral 
proscriptions and taboos, and he shares of his possessions with 
the destitute. This sharing can be described only in terms of 
the virtue of charity: the 'just man', we read, '^ves his own 
bread to the hungry, his clothes to the naked' (Bzek.lg:7). 
Nothing whatsoever is asserted or implied about any morcil, 
let alone legal 'right' of the destitute to the sirplus of the 
rich, or to some more-or-less equal share of what Changing 
Australia calls 'the wealth of the nation". The emphasis, 
inescapably, is upon the moral imperative of charity, not upon 
an allocation of economic goods dictated by distributive 
justice. 

According to the authors of Changing Australia, it is 
'widely agreed that one of the functions of government is the 
'redistribution of the wealth of the naticn' (p 20). Attention 
is not ctawn, however, to the difference between a'redistrib-
uticn' desigied to correct a shortfall of goods relative to the 
goocfe necessary to enjoy a moderately secire existence in 
good health, and a 'redistribution' designed to correct a 
shortfall of goods relative to the goods possessed by the 
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wealthiest members of a oommuiity. Similarly, the distinc-

tion between a 'welfare society* (in which people own their 

income but pay a share to government for common expenses, 

including the provision of a 'safety-net' system of welfare) 

and a 'redistributionist society* (in which income initially 

obtained by individuals is perceived as properly belonging to 

'society as a whole", the government determining how much of 

that income an individual may keep) is ignored. Indeed, the 

very term 'redistribution' suggests the existence of an initial 

distribution, quite distinct from the process of wealth crea-

tion, of portions from a stock of 'unowned goods or goods 

created by and therefore belonging to an abstraction called 

'society* or 'the nation', thereby prejudging significant issues. 
A secondary biblical use of 'justice* and its cognates can, 

however, be Identified: justice as fairness in determinate 
situations. Justice as fairness in a court of law, and justice 
as fairness in economic exchanges, are both uieimbiguously 
advocated by the Bible writers. The writers of Leviticus, for 
example, assert: 'You must not be guilty of unjust verdicts. 
You must neither be partial to the poor nor overawed by the 
great; you must pass judgment on your neighboix according to 
justice' (Lev. l9 : l5) . The same writers insist that weights and 
measixes used in commercial transactions must be ' jusf, an 
insistence given charmingly down-to-earth and specific 
expression by the authors of Deuteronomy, who inform the 
Israelites that they are not to have 'two kinds of weight in 
their bag, one heavy, one light' (Oeut.25:l3). 

One can, in other words, find references in the scriptures 
to what, following Aristotle, one could call retributive justice 
and commutative justice. Conspicuous by its absence, how-
ever, is any use of a word appropriately translated by 'justice' 
or its cognates signifying dstributive justice, understood in 
terms of a preconceived pattern of wealth distribution, 
departures from which are'unjust'. 

Such is not sirprising. First, the linking of the noun 
'justice* and the adjective 'just* to a pattern of distribution is 
more characteristic of Greek than of Hebrew thought. A 
perusal, for example, of Aristotle's discussion of justice in 
Book V of his Vichoinacheofi Ethics, and a comparison of his 
static, quasi-mathematical language with the dynamic langu-
age of the Bible writers, is sufficient to establish this point. 

Second, far from condemning the possession of wealth 
vastly in excess of the norm as evidence of injustice, such 
wealth is not infrequently adduced by the Bible writers as 
evidence of Gorfs favour. This emphasis is admittedly distor-
ted by many hucksters of the electronic church who, forging a 



Chaining Australia 

link between faith and fortine, assure their gullible flocks 

that Gocfs will for them is the 'best' as defined by the latest 

Consu'ner's OuHe to Gracious Living and hallowed by the 

Chamber of Commerce. Yet Changing Australia's identifica-

tion of a 'society in which justice is done' with a society in 

which 'no one is considered rich' can hardly be described as 

'biblical'. In this context it Is worth noting that, far from 

presenting God as invariably being 'on the side' of the poor, 

the biblical writers do not hesitate to portray God as against 

some poor people - for example, idle people (Prov.6:6ff, IJ'A, 

19:15, 20:13, 21:25, 2'»:30ff, 28:19) and lawbreakers such as 

impoverished thieves who, maWe to make the required resti-

tution to their victims, are enslaved (5^xod.22:lff). Again, 

while Chcnging Australia's recognition that 'need* is more of a 

sociological than a biological term has a long and respectable 

lineage (Adam Smith 1981: Book V, Chapter I I , Article I V , 

David Ricardo 1817: Chapter V , and Karl Marx 1973: Chap-

ter VI all defined subsistence at least partly in sociological 

terms), the biblical writers' references to 'the poor' (Hebrew 

'anO do not involve references to the situation of the wealthi-

est. The poor are frequently landless peasants reduced to 

begging (e.g., '5eut.l5:ll); by extension, the term is some-

times used to refer to all who acknowledge their utter depen-

dence and call upon God for relief. The point is that while 

the biblical writers' references to poverty are relational and 

hence can be spoken of in terms of relative deprivation, the 

relation Is not to the situation of the wealthiest members of 

the community. No egalitarianism is involved. 
Third and most imprartantly, the typical subject of the 

desaiptions 'just' and 'uijust' within biblical writ ing is pirpo-
dve behavio<jr, be it the behaviour of Individual citizens, 
rulers, court of fidais, or associations of individuals up to 'the 
nation'. The 'justice' or 'injustice" of such behaviour is deter-
mined by Its compliance with or defiance of general rules 
applicable to all and defending the person and property of 
all . When it comes to the distribution of economic goods, the 
locus of jud^ent is the purposive behavioir generating the 
distribution, not the distribution per se. In determining 
whether a given distribution is or is not 'just', an historical 
exercise is involved, necessarily including reference to the 
behaviou" of individuals, which created the distribution. A 
procedural, not an end-pattern, view of 'justice* is involved. 
What matters is that all are subject to the same rules and 
that none, however powerful, is permitted to defy the rules. 
Thus in Leviticus we read, 'There shall be one standard for 
yon it shall be for the aliens as well as the native' (Lev.-



'Vtlliarns: A Fair ^cariag for 'Justice' 

2'f:22), and the same emphasis is found in Vumbers; 'You shall 
have one statute, both (or the alien and the native of the 
land' (.Num.9:1 It). As noted earlier, partiality to the poor or 
to the powerful in the administration of justice is expressly 
forbidden: 'You must neither be partial to the poor or over-
awed by the great; you must pass judgment on your neighbour 
according to justice' (Lev. 19:13, of Exod.23:3). 

In arguing that the Bible writers' emphasis is upon a 
procedural rather than an end-pattern view of 'economic 
justice*, I am not denying for one moment that the same 
writers insist that a commmity is judged along its fault-lines, 
its commitment to justice being no stronger than the treat-
ment it extends to its least advantaged members. Again and 
again the Bible writers condemn the 'shepherds' (that is, 
rulers), the 'interpreters of the law* and the wealthy who, 
forging an unholy alliance, conspire to pervert justice. In-
deed, the Bible writers perceive the rule of law as defending 
the weak against the politically and economiccdiy powerful. 
Nor am I denying that the poor laws of the Old Testament 
involve references to the particular circumstances of indivi-
duals. (Parenthetically, it is not clear that many contempo-
rary Christian advocates of 'social justice' would warm either 
to these 'poor laws' or to the principles informing them. A 
clear distinction is drawn, for instance, between the 
'deserving emd 'undeserving* poor.) Clearly, the Old Testa-
ment writers presupposed a society small enough arxl close-
knit enough for its members personally to care about as well 
as care for their fellows. What I am denying is that the 
biblical writers can be cited as advocating an end-pattern 
view of distributive justice, a view that identifies the justice 
or otherwise of a given distribution of wealth with its corre-
lation with a preconceived 'ideal' distribution. 

The point is, I think, important. Christians sympathetic 
to an essentially free market economy in a classically liberal 
State typically defend a procedural rather than an end-
pattern view of justice. If the autlwrs of Chcmgfng Australia 
want to encourage creative interchange between believers 
holding diverse political and economic viewpoints, they must 
surely at lecist acknowledge that a procedural view of justice 
cannot be dismissed on either biblical or a priori grounds. 
Yet this is not acknowledged. Indeed, when describing -
'caricaturing^ is a better term - democratic capitalism, the 
authors state that people defending such a political economy 
'assume that uncontrolled self interest is the means to ensure 
efficiency and equity as well as economic growth' (p 20). 
Compare, however, what Adam Smith said about self-
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interest: 'Every man, as long as he does not violate the laws 

of justioe, is left perfectly free to pursue his own interest his 

own way, and to bring both his industry and capital into 

competition with those of any other man, or order of men* 

(Smith, I9S1:687; emphasis added). The reference to 'the 

laws of justice* Is central, not peripheral: even a cursory 

reading of An Inquiry into the Nature and Cause of the 

�Vcalth of Nations (Smith, 1981), let alone of The Theory of 

Moral Sentiments (Smith, 1976) or the Lectures on Juris-

prudence, (Smith, 1982) is sufficient to establish that centra-

lity. In all charity, I find it difficult to believe that the 

omission of any reference to a procedural view of justice, and 

the attendant distortion of the politico-economic viewpoint 

the authors of Changing Australia so simmarily dismiss, is an 

unintentional oversight. 
This 'ideological selectivity* is not confined simply to 

matters of what one might call political philosophy or social 
ethics. It permeates the entire document. For example, 
when discussing involuntary unemployment the authors dte 
six alleged causes of this Icimentable human tragedy and 
social problem, five of which can only be described as highly 
tendentious (p 20), yet make no reference to the explanation 
of involuntary unemployment proffered by most mainstream 
economists. Nothing whatsoever is said about wage rates, 
even though a discussion of employment or uiemployment 
that does not refer to a wage rate is as meaningless as a 
discussion of supply and demand making no reference to a 
price. I am not convinced that biblical passages predicating 
honesty of the 'just man' are irrelevent when one notes the 
extent of the ideological selectivity displayed in Changing 
Australia. 

n. SOaAL ETHICS AND THE PROBLEM OF KNOWLEDGE 

I revert, however, to the tension obtaining between proce-
dural and erxl-pattern theories of justice. In this context it is 
worth noting that as chil*en we learned to use such expres-
sions as 'justice' and 'injustice' within the family, the school-
room, the play group, and the gang. In each of these settings 
considerations relating to individual abilities and individual 
needs went alongside rule-governed behaviour arid the impar-
tial enforcement of such rules. In some situations we ident-
ified injustice with departures from rules equally applicable 
to all; in other situations we identified injustice with the 
failure to consider the unique circumstances of a particular 
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individual. Simply, in some situations our concern was with 

just procedures; in other situations our concern was with just 

outcomes. 
What was common to situations where justice demanded a 

departure from general rules applicable to all and a consider-
ation of circumstances peculiar to one, was the possession by 
at least one person of detailed informaticxi about group 
members. Given such information, personal considerations 
could appropriately be applied. It is possible, for example, 
for the members of a nuclear family to assign tasks among 
themselves on the basis of ability and to distribute benefits 
on the basis of need. There is, however, no way for a large 
society characterised by an extensive division of labour and 
informed by diverse visions of the 'good life* to act^ire the 
knowledge necessary so to assign tasks and distribute bene-
fits. In such a society, the moment we depart from the 
impartial and efficient enforcement of known general rules 
equally applicable to all in an unknown number of future 
instances, the outcome, given that human beings are not 
omniscient, is necessarily arbitrary and capricious - i.e., 
unj ust. 

Consider for one moment an admirable attempt by Nich-
olas Rescher to elaborate, in some detail, an end-pattern 
model of distributive justice. He argues, I think decisively, 
that all models that 'recognise but one solitary, homogenous 
mode of claim production (be it need, effort, productivity, or 
whatever) to the exclusion of all others'(Rescher, 1966:81-82) 
are radically defective, giving rise to profound injustices. He 
therefore defends a pattern of wealth distribution that takes 
into account a plurality of factors: equality, needs, individual 
achievements or merit, individual efforts or sacrifice, indivi-
dual productivity, the 'common good', and a valuation of 
individual services in terms of their scarcity in the essentially 
economic world of supply and demand. It is not clear, how-
ever, that a veritable army of bureaucrats feedng a battery 
of computers could even begin to determine an individual's 
'just' income by reference to some formula involving all these 
variables. What weight is to be given to each factor? What 
units are involved? If 'economic value* is purely subjective, 
designating a relationship between an appraising mind and 
some good or service appraised, then there are and can be no 
units. Can it not at least be argued that the ixst approxim-
ation we have to the very pattern of distribution Professor 
Rescher advocates is the distribution generated by the deci-
sions of market participants to buy or refrain from buying the 
goods or services their fellow citizens produce or provide. 

11 
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given that no individual or set of individuals is at liberty to 

engage in violence, theft, or fraud? And can it not be argued 

tl"iat this distribution, a paradigmatically Impersonal distribu-

tion, is less socially divisive thcin a politically determined 

distribution allegedly made on the basis of personal criteria? 
The cellist rendering the works of Johann Sebastian Bach 

but receiving an income d-amatically lower than that enjoyed 
by "Boy George* mincing his way through the works of Johan 
Sebastian Here-Today-And-Gone-Tomorrow, may well be able 
to reconcile himself to the truly appalling tastes of the 
masses as reflected in and through the market. He would be 
utterly incensed and the victim of profound injustice if such 
an income distribution were imposed by alleged experts on 
the basis of personal consideration. The primary point I 
would stress, however, is that given a large and complex 
community, marked by an extensive division of labour, and 
not informed by any single shared vision of the 'good life', it 
is utterly impossible for any set of people, however benefi-
cent and however wise, to collate and synthesise all the 
information necessary to determine and implement a 'just' 
distribution of wealth and income. 

Insult is added to inj i ry when it is noted that defenders of 
democratic capitcdism advocate not merely an impersonal 
view of justice, but an economic system coordinated largely 
by impersonal factors. Yet one does not have to go all the 
way with Friedrich Hayek to hold that only through prices 
found in the market can production be related to a totality of 
information no individual or set of individuals could conceiv-
ably collate and synthesise. Acceptance of this insight in no 
way (xejudges a plethora of questions relating to the role of 
government vis a vis an essenticdly market economy. Maybe 
the absence of perfect competition in modern markets neces-
sitates extensive governmental intervention and regulation. 
Maybe the incentive structures of governmental and bureau-
cratic institutions are such that intervention is contraindi-
cated when markets marginally default and Is warranted only 
when markets totally default. Maybe wherever equilibrium 
conditions are not fulfil led this very circumstance creates 
incentives for systematic changes that tend to eliminate the 
existing imbalances. Regardless of which, if any, of these 
positions one takes, the crucial socioeconomic question 
remains the same: how best to cope with the inescapable 
decentralisation of knowled^ given the non-existence of 
some centralised omniscience. It seems to me that the case 
for saying that an allocation of scarce resources determined 
by market prices ctaws upon otherwise inaccessible informa-
tion is utterly compelling. 

12 
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Yet there is something within the 3udaeo-Chrlstian 

tradition that predisposes us to regard with profound dissatis-

faction a system of procedural justice and an economic 

system coordinated by market forces. The problem is not 

simply that when unequals are treated equally the outcome is 

inevitably characterised by substantial inequalities. Rather, 

the problem is that we are predisposed to regard impersonal 

relations as somehow morally deficient. We tend to equate 

the impersonal and the inhumane. We yearn for something 

'more himarf, as the authors of Changing Australia put it, 

than the impersonality of procedural justice and of an econ-

omy controlled by market forces. It seems to us unthinkable 

that when we make a particular distribution of economic 

goods a goal of legislation, and treat different people differ-

ently in oir attempt to realise that goal, we in truth open the 

door to profound injustice. When informed that only by 

relating production to something as impersonal as changing 

market prices can we avoid the dearth of consiner goods and 

the appallingly low standard of living characteristic of non-

market economies, we feel it could not be true because it 

should not be true. 
Yet there is also something within our religious heritage 

that can correct such a response. There is the insistence 
upon human finitude, the insistence that the belief that we 
can be as gods is a lie spawned by the father of lies. There is 
the celebraticn by Israel not simply of an exodus from Egypt 
but also of a Law given at Sinai. And there is, alongside the 
propJietic literature and its call to righteousness, the wisdom 
literature and its insistence upon reasoned and informed 
judgment. That insistence is not unrelated to ethics. 
Travaillons done a penser bien,' wrote Pascal, 'voiZa le 
principe cie la morale.' ('Let us work hard at trying to think 
well, herein lies the source of moral conduct.') That advice 
is, perhaps, somewhat wholesale: thinking well is not a 
sufficient condition for moral conduct. It is, however, a 
necessary condition. And I submit that when we do think 
clearly, we realise that the impersonal is not identical with 
the inhumane. 

We are not forced to choose between an impersonal, rule-
coordinated society and human relationships of intimacy, 
caring and commitment. Paradoxically, only the imperson-
ality of procedural justice and an impersonal, market-
controlled economy can sustain the liberty and create the 
wealth necessary for the existence of a host of voluntary 
associations and mediating structures within which the sup-
remacy of the personal is affirmed. Equally paradoxically, 
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those who attempt to 'humanise' a large and complex society 

by transforming the impartial rule of known general prin-

ciples applicable to all in all unknown number of future 

instances, into rule by whatever directives emanate from 

government, in truth lead us back to the law of the jiJigle: 

the politically weak and disorgeinised will go to the wall and 

the politically strong and organised tlirust their snouts still 

deeper into the government trough. 
I acknowledge that it is tempting for Christians to be-

lieve that the only way to measure social and economic 
justice is to look at the pattern of outcomes. I concede that 
the temptation is not immediately exorcised by noting that 
those who so characterise justice have repeatedly failed in 
their attempts to provide a coherent, applicable, and defen-
sible definition of a just pattern of outcomes. I merely plead 
that intense thought be given to the fundamental dependence 
of justice in a large and complex society upon known general 
rules equally applicable to a l l . And I seriously submit that 
the vision of a just society iriforming Changing Australia is, 
to borrow a term used by Hayek, a mirage (Hayek, 1976; cf. 
Dietze, 1973) and that policies dictated by that vision and 
advocated by the authors of Changing Australia would, in the 
name of justice, generate profound injustice. It would be 
tragic if Christians following church functionaries filled with 
the 'zeal of the Lorrf but arguably 'not according to know-
ledge' involved themselves in social action merely to prove 
the truth of Oscar Wilde's saddest utterance: 'Each man kills 
the thing he loves.' 
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THE ROAD TO HELL AND BACK: 
ONE ECONOMIST'S VIEW OF 

Clianging Australia 

Geoffrey Brennan 

L INTRODUCTION 

The road to hell, as the aphorism reminds us, is paved with 
good intentions. The mere wish to do good is not sufficient 
for morally proper conduct: in addition, there must be 
enough seriousness of purpose to assess the consequences of 
alternative actions and to make a considered judgment as to 
which course of action is best. Incompetence is not, there-
fore, a morally neutral quality: 'Serpentine wisdom*, no less 
than *dove-like innocence*, is a positive virtue. 

Perhaps nowhere is this more the case than when the 
would-be moralist sets forth his recommendations as to the 
political/social/economic order within which individuals 
'ought' to operate. The casual dabbling of well-meaning 
madmen in matters of economic and social policy can, as 
history reminds us, cause untold human suffering; and typi-
cally the magnitude of the potential damage done is directly 
related to the 'radicalness' of the changes sought. 

What this means is that when the Church lends its consid-
erable moral authority to statements on social, political and 
economic issues, it must be particularly careful that the 
analysis fulfils basic criteria of scientific competence. Much 
is at stake. In my view. Changing Australia fails to satisfy 
this simple test. Arvd this is not merely a matter of intellec-
tual nicety. For it seems clear to me that the central thrust 
of Changing Australia, if faithfully followed through, could 
indeed lead Australia Into a kind of hell. My object here is to 
indicate why I think this is true. 

At the outset, let us be clear about what the basic object 
of Changing Australia is. As its accompanying press release 
states, the purpose is to secure 'far-reaching changes In 
Australia's economic and political system'. If this statement 
of purpose is taken at face value, as 1 believe it should be, 
and not dismissed as a mere flourish of rhetoric, then we 
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must recognise what is at stake. The object is not merely to 

secure desired policy changes within the system: it is to 

change the system itself. 
Unfortunately for the reader - though perhaps strateg-

ically for the authors - there is no clear statement of what 
specific changes the authors have in mind. We are left to 
work these out for ourselves. What Changing Australia does 
provide is rather more in the style of the revolutionary 
tract. The rules for such polemics are simple. First, begin by 
painting the status quo in such repulsive terms that almost 
any change would seem to be an improvement. Then move on 
to describe the way things will be after the 'revolution', in 
appropriately heroic, visionary style and without specific 
detail. And then quickly wrap the whole discussion up before 
too many embarrassing questions - such as matters of fact 
and logical coherence - are allowed to obtrude. 

I am not much interested in playing that sort of game, 
and 1 do not believe that ciny useful purpose would be served 
in my attempting it. What I shall attempt to do, rather, is to 
piece together what I suspect may be the underlying logic of 
the Changing Australia argument. I shall attempt to examine 
the main substantive propositions and assess their validity as 
claims of fact. My overall object is to work out the implica-
tions, if any, of the Changing Australia argument for the 
political/social/economic order under which Christians should 
seek to live. 

At the beginning, let me lay out briefly what I think that 
central argument is. To that end, consider the following 
question: why is it that the particular changes in policy that 
Changing Australia seems to call for cannot be secured witfiin 
the existing system? Why, in other words, does the system 
itself require change? After al l , taxation reform, redistribu-
tion of wealth and Income, the achievement of full employ-
ment - these are all issues that have occupied policy atten-
tion within the existing social and political order. 

Do we really need to change the basic social and political 
order if we are to secure such policy objectives? 

Changing Australia clearly believes that the answer to 
this question is yes - that, unless we alter the system, things 
will stay pretty much the same. The authors seem to have in 
mind two reasons why this is the case. First, policy choices 
are recognised to be the outcome of a power-play within the 
politico-economic arena. Such policy outcomes will rvjt 
change unless there is a change In the distribution of that 
power; yet the distribution of power is itself a creation of the 
'system' and cannot change unless either the system changes. 
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or those with power voluntarily cede it. The latter possibility 

relates to the second reason for the necessity of systemic 

change. The assumption is that individuals are moulded by 

the society of which they are a part, and further that 'Austra-

lian society . . . encourages exploitative competition and self-

interest, . . . encourages a life of material excess' (CA, p 8) 

and thereby contributes to individuals* moral decay. It fol-

lows that changing the system offers prospects for wide-

spread moral improvement. In short, changing our political 

and economic order is necessary both for *justlce' and for the 

change of heart that makes the pursuit of 'justice* a widely 

shared objective. 
This may, of course, be a misreading of the Changing 

Australia logic. If so, I do not understand what the argument 
can be. And I do sincerely believe that the authors must 
share some of the blame for my misapprehensions. What I 
have offered is, at least on the face of things, a coherent 
argument - and, some might well say, on this basis an unduly 
charitable interpretation. If so, so much the better. 

In the discussion that follows, I shall attempt to address 
the line of reasoning I have set out, and in the process indi-
cate why I believe that line to be the central one in the 
Changing Australia position. I shall begin with a particular 
example of Changing Australia reasoning - tliat which sur-
rounds the issues of wealth, power and their distribution. I 
shall then go on to discuss the broader questions of social 
organisation that Changing Australia raises, including as part 
of my discussion a statement of the conventional economic 
view of the problem. This is a view that the authors of 
Changing Austrolia treat with some contempt, but that 
nevertheless seems to me to provide insights into the issues 
at stake that go well beyond anything that Changing Australia 
offers. 

n. W E A L T H , DISTRIBUTION AND AUENATION 

Consider the following line of reasoning: 'There is growing 
alienation among Australians in their relationships and social 
structures*. In particular, there is: 

a loss of the sense of individual worth and dignity; a loss 
of the sense of contribution to and participation in 
society; a loss of the sense of relationship with creation; 
a loss of contact with the eternal within each person 
and within the world . . . Alienation (so defined) is 
associated with and results from wrong relationships. 
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These wrong relationships are evident in the concentra-

tion of wealth and power in the hands of a small number 

of people. (CA, pp 2,7) 

In this way. Changing Australia seeks to establish a basic 

connection between the degree of concentration in the distri-

bution of wealth and (alleged) widespread alienation within 

Australian society. Distributional inequalities are, so the 

argument goes, evidence of the basic injustice of society, and 

only a just society can retain integrity in its national life and 

avoid alienation among its people. 
As rhetoric, this all has a nice ring. But let us subject 

the argument to serious scrutiny. Is the argument coherent? 
Does it square with the facts, insofar as the facts can be 
discerned? 

The facts first. No one would, I think, deny that mimy 
people in Australia feel some 'alienation' as the Changing 
.Australia document defines it. Many people have doubts 
about their 'individual worth and dignity'; many doubtless 
have to struggle to maintain a sense of 'contact with the 
eternal'. 0 should say In passing that it is by no means clear 
that such difficulties represent moral failure. A lively sense 
of one's own unworthiness and distance from God is part of 
one's awareness of one's own sin and creaturellness. When, in 
Lu/cel8:10, the two men went up to the temple to pray, who 
was the more 'alienated' in CA's terms? Who had the greater 
sense of loss? Surely the publican!) What is much less clear 
is that alienation so defined is more prevalent now than it 
was in I960 or 1920 - that alienation is growing. Has there 
indeed been a loss of the sense of individual worth, a loss of 
the sense of contribution to and participation in society and 
so on? Was there a time in history when such senses were 
truly possessed? It is certainly arguable that people's sense 
of transcendant purpose, their confidence in their own values 
and their expectations for the human prospect more gener-
ally, altered dramatically some time between 1880 and 1920 
with the birth of the 'modern' world. But there has, quite 
properly according to Christian lights, never been a time 
when alienation has not been around - when people have not 
been profoundly aware of the tension between the world as it 
is and the world as they feel it ought to be. To identify this 
tension (this sense of sin) as being crucially linked with con-
centration in the distribution of wealth is on its face so 
fatuous as to be ludicrous. 

But let us nonetheless consider the proposition seriously. 
The claim is that the level of alienation and the degree of 
concentration in the wealth distribution are positively corre-
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lated. Indeed, the c la im seems to be the stronger one that 
they are causally linked, since otherwise changes in the 
distribution of wealth (and power) could not be presumed to 
reduce alienation, or thereby re-establish 'integrity in nation-
al l i fe ' ; alienation would, therefore, be entirely irrelevant to 
the case for wealth redistribution. 

Two simple tests of this correlation present themselves. 
F i r s t , we could examine changes in the distribution of wealth 
in Austra l ia over t ime. The two claims - that there is grow-
ing alienation, and that alienation and concentration of 
wealth are positively related - taken together would require 
that the distribution of wealth become more unequal over 
t ime. The fac ts of the matter, however, to the extent that 
they can be discerned, indicate precisely the opposite trend. 
According to the data derived from the 1913 census in Aust-
ra l ia , the most wealthy one per cent (of adult males) in 
Australia owned about ^0 per cent of the wealth; the most 
wealthy f i f t h owned almost 90 per cent. None of the more 
recent measures - either those that Podder and Kakwani 
(1973) derive f rom survey data, or the Gunton (1971) est i -
mates from estate duty data, or even the more extravagant 
measures that Changing Australia quotes from the work of 
Raskal l (1977) - indicate anything like that degree of disper-
sion. To quote the Podder-Kakwani figures (which possibly 
tend to overstate the degree of equality) the most wealthy 
one per cent of famil ies in Australia in 1967 owned less than 
ten per cent of total wealth; the top 20 per cent of families 
owned a l i t t le more than half . 

If we examine the distribution of income, for which the 
data are very much more reliable, the same intertemporal 
pattern emerges, and does so not only in Australia but also in 
virtually a l l other Western countries: there is a general 
increase in the degree of equality in pre-tax pre-transfer 
incomes. Accordingly, either Changing Austrafia is right in 
claiming that there is increased alienation, in which event the 
posited positive relation between the concentration of wealth 
and the level of alienation does not exist . Or, there is such a 
positive relation, and alienation is on the decline. Simple 
logic wil l not allow one to have it both ways. 

As an al ternat ive test, we might examine various coun-
tries and compau-e levels of alienation across countries with 
their respective wealth distributions. This is a distinctly 
hazardous task, since ' levels of alienation' are rwt readily 
measurable and International comparisons of wealth distribu-
tions (which are rather more amenable to measurement) are 
fraught with d i f f i cu l t y . But insofar as such comparisons can 
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be made, there is one clear implication: Austral ia should be 
among the least alienated societies in the world! For the 
balance of professional opinion overwhelmingly favours the 
view that Australia's wealth distribution exhibits a high 
degree of equality, relat ive to other countries. To quote 
some simple comparisons, of which too much should not be 
made, consider the following table: 

Country and year The most wealthy: 

1% 5% 13 

findivfdual data) % of total wealth owned 

Australia (1968) 20 V 

USA (1969) 25 53 

U K (1970) 30 ''�> �59 

(houselxold data) 

Australia (1967) 25 36 

Canada 39 5? 
Sweden (1975) 20 *2 57 

France (1973) 12 �>2 

(See Harrison, 1979, for details concerning these data.) 

Mow, of course, the authors of Changing Austrai ia could 

well retort that the relevant international, and for that 

matter intertemporal, comparisons are so problematic and 

the data so unreliable that one simply cannot reject their 

claims on the basis of such f l imsy evidence. Perhaps so. But 

then one must equally ask what the evidence is for accepting 

their claims. If wealth distributions and, a for t ior i , alienation 

levels cannot be measured, on what basis are we to accept 

the authority of the charge that the two are related in any 

way at a l l? If we are to introduce ' far-reaching changes in 

Australia's economic and poli t ical system', surely we have a 

right to demand nnore than empty rhetoric by way of ju s t i f i -

cation. If appeal to logic and appeal to facts are ruled out of 

order, what is l e f t ? 

Of course, none of my argument here is to be construed 

as denying that there may be good reasons for wealth redis-

tribution (and/or income redistribution equally). My point is 

simply that reducing alienation does not happen to be one of 

them. The case for redistribution has to be made on its own 

terms. One must then asl< what role in just ifying far-reaching 

changes in the system the charge of growing alienation 

plays. My answer is that whatever 'growing alienation' jus t i -

fies, it does not seem to be wealth redistribution. Changing 
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Auatralicr^ argument here seems to me to be simply inco-
herent. 

I have belaboured the point about the alleged relation 
between wealth and alienation, possibly at unnecessary 
length, not in an attempt to make Changing Aostrafia appear 
ridiculous, but because the questions of poverty, income 
distribution, justice and social morality are all central ele-
ments in the total story the document seeks to te l l . As I 
claimed ear l ier , the basic thrust of that story involves a 
connection between the social and political order on the one 
hand and the moral nature of the individuals who compose it 
on the other. The purported relation between wealth distrib-
ution and level of alienation is to be seen as a small piece of 
the broader picture. As I see i t , that particular piece at least 
is hopelessly distorted. 

ra. W E A L T H , POWER AND JUSTICE 

I wish now to take up br ief ly two other pieces of the story. 
Consider f i r s t the alleged correlation between wealth and 

power. 'Wealth and power go hand in hand', so the authors 
state. 'Those with most wealth also have most power and 
those with most power have most wealth. Each promotes and 
enables the other' ( C A , p 8). Once again, the phrases have a 
convincing ring. But surely even a moment's ref lect ion 
indicates how precarious such a claim is . 

Suppose we take a rough cut at the cla im. F i r s t , nomi-
nate those whom you believe to be the most powerful people 
in Aust ra l ia . I suppose one would include the Prime Minister, 
senior Cabinet ministers, senior public servants, perhaps some 
press magnates, the A C T U executive, certain union o f f i c i a l s , 
and perhaps half a dozen or so senior directors of major 
corporations. Are these people - any of them, all of them -
the big figures in the wealth stakes? Surely not. Second, 
suppose we ask whether those who own large stocks of wealth 
actually control the use of that wealth? Furthermore, what 
of the power, s t i l l not negligible, of the Church? Is the 
Church's power to be seen as deriving solely, even predomi-
nantly, f rom its wealth? 

Part of th« d i f f i cu l ty here is that it is not entirely clear 
what we mean by 'power', or how we would measure power if 
we were clear what we meant. Of course, we could doubtless 
a l l happily concede that there is on average a positive correl-
ation between power and wealth (particularly at the Ixjttom 
end where most people have l i t t le of either). Those that hold 
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the power may not be fabulously wealthy, but they are hardly 
starving. But Changing Aust ra l ia wants the relation to do 
much more work than this. I t seems to want to argue that 
wealth is power, that the degree of concentration in the 
distribution of wealth indicates the concentration of power, 
and more particularly that redistribution of wealth would 

redirect power away from those tliat have much power to 

those tliat lave less. But the latter proposition is in fac t far 
from clecir, and probably quite wrong. It is wrong because the 
redistribution of wealth through the organs of the state -
which seems to be what Changing Aostra i ia has in mind -
must necessarily increase the powers of the state. It must 
correspondingly increase the influence of those who possess 
political power under the state's aegis. Accordingly, the net 
e f fec t of wealth redistribution seems l ikely to increase the 
concentration of power, not reduce i t . 

An interesting point in this connection relates to Chang-

ing Australia's passing remarks on multi-national corpor-

ations. Multi-nationals are, it is alleged, by virtue of the 

strength of their economic position, 'able to play governments 

of f against each other. This places them beyond the control 

of the Australian government in an ult imate sense' ( C A , p 

8). To the extent that this is true, its e f f ec t s on the distribu-

tion of power are not at a l l obvious. For governments and 

those who control them also possess much power; to the 

extent that multi-nationals are not subject to that power, the 

power of governments is correspondingly modified. The 

ef fec t on the distribution of aggregate power seems l ikely to 

be in the direction of less concentration, not more. 3 .K. 

Galbraith made precisely this point to the 'let 's-bash-multi-

nationals' group in an interview during his visit to Austral ia 

some years ago. 

In short, the casual association of wealth and power, the 

failure to specify adequately what 'power' entails, and in 

particular the failure to recognise the possibility that policies 

that reduce the power of the ' r ich ' can do so by increasing the 

power of the powerful, a l l involve an apparent determination 

to ignore many of the real problems at stake in dealing with 

the questions that Changing Aostra i ia poses. 

Let me turn at this point to the question of ' just ice ' . 

Setting aside the rather partial rendering of the justice 

concept that Changing Austral ia o f fe r s , let me accept that 

changes in the distribution of income and wealth towards 

greater equality are desirable. I wish to pose two simple 

questions. F i r s t , how are such changes to be brought about? 

Second, since governments already have the power to redis-
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tribute, why does the extent of redistribution currently 
undertaken not seem to be adequate? 

These questions are related in the following sense. It 
seems clear that in Changing Australia's view changes in the 
distribution of income and wealth are to be effected by more 
extensive use of the government's powers to tax and 
transfer. That is , there does not seem to be great fa i th 
placed by Changing Austroiia in the possibility of inducing 
changes in tlie income distribution via the organs of private 
chari ty. The whole argument offered is a 'political' , not an 
individual, argument. So far , so good. But the government is 
already involved in the transfer business. Clearly the argu-
ment is that the government is simply not doing enough; and, 
one might add, that much of the transfer of wealth that does 
occur goes in the 'wrong' direction. Consider, for example, 
the authors' commentary on our political l i fe: 'organised 
crime has acquired . . . political power; . . . corruption among 
public o f f i c i a l s occurs frequently. There has been a loss of 
public confidence in political institutions because of this loss 
of integrity: policy-makers are less accountable to the 
community; poli t ical parties submit themselves to the electo-
rate on the basis of promises that they are unable or unwilling 
to f u l f i l ; power is centralised in the hands of fewer people' (p 
8), 

Accepting this description as accurate for the purposes of 
argument, how can we reasonably expect political institutions 
to act in the interests of justice? If we channel more and 
more resources through such political institutions, why wi l l 
we not just get more of the same? In other words, what is 
going to change? For Changing Australia is about change -
about ' far-reaching changes' in our economic and political 
system. And it is entirely reasonable to ask what particular 
changes are involved. For if the changes take place in the 
hearts and minds of individual citizens and political leaders, 
i t is not clear that changes in our institutional order are 
required. And if changes do not take place in the hearts and 
minds of individual c i t izens and political leaders, it is far 
from clear that changes in our institutional order are even 
desirable. I t is cer tainly fa r from clear that increetses in the 
government's powers to tax and transfer wil l yield more 
justice. I f our politics are in the parlous state Changing 
Australia describes, precisely the opposite! 

My general point is this. Changing Australia is quite 
right in diagnosing that we live in an imperfect world. Our 
world is, as the Church has always reminded us, a ' fal len 
one'. The problem of institutional design in such an imperfect 
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world is to so order our a f f a i r s that, as far as possible, we 
prevent our moral imperfections from causing total disaster. 
This is precisely the problem that conventional economics has 
addressed since the time of Adam Smith and through the 
heyday of classical 'polit ical economy'. If we can so organise 
our economic and political a f f a i r s that ordinary corrupt 
mortals wil l be led to act in the interests of others from 
possibly quite base motives (such as greed, desire for power 
or influence) then so much the better. It would be total 
moral hubris to ignore possibilities of moderating the nega-
tive ef fec ts of such behaviour. And in my view, it is per-
fectly proper for the Chris t ian to seek to design institutional 
l i f e with an eye to how this transformation of private to 
public interest might best be e f f ec t ed . I shall say a l i t t le 
more about al l this below. At this point, my chief concern is 
to establish that clamorous cries that the world is imperfect , 
although quite true, do not of themselves establish a case for 
changing our political and economic institutions. Such a case 
can only be made if either: 

a) it can be shown that, taking people as they are, d i f -

ferent institutions w i l l generate morally preferable 

outcomes; or 

b) it can be shown that the current institutions cause 

people to be as they are, and that changing the inst i tu-

tions in particular ways wi l l change the people in a 

morally desirable direction. 

The argument that I have suggested underlies Changing 

Australia is of the second type. Arguments of the f i rs t type, 

as I have indicated, make up what constitutes the classical 

English liberal approach to the problem of inst i tut ior^l de-

sign. I shall take up this approach in section V. In the mean-

time, I wish to confront arguments of the second type head 

on. 

IV. S E L F - I N T E R E S T AND T H E M A R K E T S O C I E T Y 

A n^ajor element in the Changing Australia argument, as I 

discern it , involves the proposition that the prevailing 

'system' encourages self- interest , greed, a preoccupation with 

materialism, short time horizons - that people are the vict ims 

of the social order in which they l ive . Thus: 

Australian society along with other societies is built 

upon relationships which tend to exploit the environ-

ment, people and ourselves, ft encourages exploitative 

competition and self-interest . . . 
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Our society gives rewards and recognition to those 
who succeed on Its terms: the wealthy and the power-
f u l . They are the ones held up In the media as models to 
be followed. Their l ifestyles are presented as the 
l i festyles to be sought. 

Our society encourages a desire for a l i fe of mate-
r ia l excess. Its attention Is f i rmly focused on the pre-
sent, and the enjoyment of this moment to the fullest . 
Its concerns are material concerns . . . And Its belief Is 
that possessions provide security for the future. ( C A , p 
8) 

This sort of critique of the modern market order Is of 
course not new. It has In fac t a long and distinguished history 
from all sides of the poli t ical polyhedron. There are conser-
vative romantics such as Bollngbroke, Coleridge and Words-
worth. Elements of the Idea are clearly In Marx. De Tocque-
vllle 's fewclnatlng 'sociology* of America Incorporates an 
argument along such lines. And in modern times there are 
people like Herbert Marcuse, Daniel Bell and C . B . 
MacPherson (for a recent and excellent discussion of the 
relevant l i terature, see Hlrshman, 19X2). It Is a serious 
argument, and worth taking seriously. In order to explore the 
argument, let me work around it a l i t t le . I shall begin by 
talking of market relations within a market society, and then 
of non-market relations within a market society, and f inal ly 
of relations within non-market societies. My discussion is 
hardly exhaustive, but It Is, I think, sufficient to demonstrate 
the ambiguities. 

What seems entirely clear Is that commercial relations 
are commonly regarded as 'Inferior ' to other forms of re la-
tions, at least for cer ta in sorts of transactions. Market 
arrangements In the purchase of sexual favours, for example, 
have always been frowned upon - even In social contexts 
where It Is perfect ly acceptable for sexual relations to follow 
an expensive meal , a trip to the theatre and a few drinks. 
The vigorous debate over the commercial as opposed to 
voluntary market in blood (pursued by Tltmuss In his l ively 
book The Gift Relationship) serves to expose the rather 
different attitudes that people seem to have toward the gift 

of blood - even the long-term exchange of blood - and the 
sale of blood; the debate also serves to highlight the rather 
di f ferent 'donor' cl ienteles that emerge under the two sys-
tems. Jesus' violent antipathy to the t r a f f i c in doves in the 
temple is sometimes construed as an abhorrence of commer-
cial relations In general - though it seems more plausible to 
interpret his reaction as directed towards the exploitation of 
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a priestly monopoly for personal gain. 3esus apf)ears to have 
had no moral qualms about carpentering or fishing for a 
living. 

>Jevertheless, commercial relations are widely seen as 

having a symbolic significance that makes them di f ferent 

from voluntary co-operative relations; and in at least some 

contexts, the latter are to be preferred (other things being 

equal). Commercial relations are of ten relat ively anonymous; 

they are 'calculating'; they do not require the sorts of addi-

tional social connections between participants that are typic-

ally involved in non-market transactions or exchanges that 

are largely implicit . In a personal sense, commercial re la-

tions often involve no 'relationship' at a l l . 

Such observations are not, however, suff icient to con-

clude that market societies actual ly foster attitudes of 

exploitation, or necessarily elevate dehumanised relationships 

to some level of the ideal. I t could for example be argued 

that market arrangements free individuals to focus more 

intensely on those non-market relations they enjoy because 

these latter become entirely non-instrumental. For example, 

in societies in which mar i ta l , fami ly and economic relations 

overlap to a significant extent (that i s , in which the fami ly 

serves important economic functions), in t ra- family relations 

and marital arrangements are substantially instrumental in 

character. Marital relations based on romantic attachment -

on the pure affect ion of each for each - become much more 

widespread when the 'productive' aspects of family relations 

are diminished, as they tend to be in a market society. The 

'division of labour' and specialisation of which economists 

make much ado is, in this way, extended to such significant 

'consumption' act ivi t ies as the enjoyment of relationships 

whose sole function is the provision of the relationship i tself . 

On quite a di f ferent leve l , there is also a long tradition in 

economics literature that attributes to the market a 

'softening' and 'humanising' e f f e c t . Dependence on their 

customers' good favours encourages among the n>erchant 

class, so the argument goes, a cer ta in imaginative at tent ive-

ness to their concerns. When one's income is directly depen-

dent on or>e's being obliging to others, habits of obliging 

behaviour are cultivated. 

As to the claim that markets are essentially responsible 

for self-interest, or mater ial ism, it seems to me d i f f i cu l t to 

sustain any such notion. As far as we can te l l , a predilection 

to prefer oneself over others (at least beyond one's immediate 

kin) is genetically implanted - and certainly seems to have 

been prevalent in biblical t imes. In any event, to establish a 
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positive correlation between the extent of market relations 
and the aggressiveness of self-interest requires the provision 
of evidence, ca re fu l ly compiled and fai thful ly reported. Two 
simple tests suggest themselves. Where societies are ' re-
structured* along Changing Australia lines - that is , where 
there is col lect ive ownership, a greatly diminished private 
sector, more extensive redistribution under state aegis, and 
more extensive popular poli t ical act ivism ("action in the work 
place and action through community organisations') - is there 
any evidence that self-interest is diminished? Unfortunately, 
Changing Austra l ia does not offer any suggestion as to which 
actually functioning societies operate under the desired 
institutional arrangements, on the basis of which comparisons 
might be made. Are Tanzania , or modern Burma, or Manley's 
Jamaica , or Sweden or Yugoslavia possibilities? Would the 
comparison of Bri ta in now as opposed to Britain in 1950 or 
1920 offer us a clue? The experiments do not seem hopeful 
for the" Changing Austra l ia case. And many societies that 
have captured the romantic imaginations of collectivist 
Utopians in our century, such as Stalin's Russia in the 1930s or 
Mao's China, have turned out to seem like precisely the sort 
of hell into which ill-considered institutional 'reform' can 
lead. 1 do not make this point for rhetorical e f fec t . Ve need 
to remind ourselves that history has something to say on 
these matters, and it is greatly to be regretted that the 
authors of Changing Austra l ia do not make it possible for us 
to consult the historical record. 

Consider a second simple test. Is it the case that, where 
relations between individuals are not co-ordinated by market 
prices and commercial transactions, we witness an improve-
ment in conduct in the sense that people tend to become 
'other-regarding'? Consider, as an example of painful f a m i l i -
ar i ty , the relations between drivers on collectively owned and 
collectively used roads. Road-space is not rationed by the 
market: is self- interested conduct any the less conspicuous? 
I confess I see no compelling evidence to this e f fec t . 

My own surmise about arguments concerning the e f fec t s 
of market society on the moral fabric is that both those who 
seek to uphold the 'softening' and 'civilising' influence of 
markets and those who c la im the reverse have some grasp on 
the truth. I suspect that both forces are present, that the 
opposing forces weigh di f ferent ia l ly heavily with different 
F>eople, and that one or the other force wi l l tend to predomi-
nate at d i f ferent times. The d i f f i cu l ty with this more ambi-
valent conclusion for the Changing Australia argument is 
that, even if the net e f f e c t s of market society on the moral 

31 



Chaining Australia 

fibre were in aggregate negative in Austral ia in 198*, there 
are bound to be some (indeed, many) individuals for whom the 
moral e f fec ts of the market order are positive. The authors 
are then in the rather t r icky position of comparing one per-
son's moral improvement with another's moral decay. Of 
course, arguing for changing the system and arguing for 
maintaining the institutional status c^o both necessitate 
comparisons of this kind. My point is simply that the argu-
ment for change on such grounds cannot be a knock-down 
compelling one, even were one to concede that there may 
well be something in the line of reasoning. 

But one further point merits special emphasis. Even if 

the claim were sustained that the current Austral ian system 

encourages self-interest on average, one could not conclude 

that changing the system in particular ways would obliterate 

self-interest - only that such changes would moderate self-

interest. Provided self-interested conduct remains, the issues 

addressed by the classical poli t ical economists remain en-

tirely ethically relevant. That is , provided self-interested 

behaviour (or behaviour narrowly focused on the immediate 

family or small group) is present, the question of how to 

minimise the negative consequences, or maximise the positive 

consequences, of such behaviour becomes important. Unless 

the authors of Changing Austra l ia are prepared to argue the 

extreme claim that, under their projected changes in the 

system, moral imperfections would be done away with alto-

gether, we had better worry about how to channel sel f -

interested behaviour into harmless - perhaps even widely 

useful - act ivi t ies . It is precisely such worries that worry 

many modern economists - just as they worried Adam Smith 

200 years ago. It is to such worries that 1 now br ief ly turn. 

V. THE MARICET AND S E L F - I N T E R E S T 

Some argue that the individual should be encouraged 

to act as a free agent in the market place, that the 

achievement of the individual good wi l l have the overall 

e f f ec t of improving the common good. They assume 

that uncontrolled self interest is the means to ensure 

eff ic iency and equity as well as economic growth . . . 

This view does not explain adequately the complex 

economic and polit ical processes that shape modern 

society. It does not explain the way in which wealth and 

power are distributed. ( C A , pp 8-9) 
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Here, In a few brief sentences. Changing Australia seeks 

to dispose of classical liberal doctrine. I shall set aside here 

my anxieties over their distinction between the achievement 

of the Individual good (not merely the pursuit of Individual 

good, concerning which or>e might share their sense of 

worry: actions in pursuit of individual good may, for familiar 

'prisoners' dilemma' reasons, generate outcomes that are to 

the good of no one) and the achievement of the common 

good: it entirely smacks to me of claims to love 'humanity as 

a whole' while hiaving no time at all for people. I am rather 

suspicious of arguments that exploit the verbal trick of 

talking about society (or any group) Independently of the 

persons who make It up, because It permits one to obliterate 

the moral claims that other Individuals make on one by de-

personalising them - seeing them merely as members of some 

group, class, sex, race. Income level or whatever. Arguments 

about the common good, somehow Independent of the good of 

anyone, can easily Involve a similar moral sleight of hand, and 

I mistrust them deeply. 

But consider the two other elements of the Changing 

Auilralia argument here. First, the charge that 'the Indivi-

dual should be encouraged to act as a free agent in the mar-

ket place', seems to involve an interpretation of the classical 

liberal position In which any role for moral restraint Is 

denied. Such an Interpretation Is surely unfair. Adam Smith 

denies neither the reality of benevolence nor Its desirability 

when he observes that we do not depend on the benevolence 

of the butcher or the baker to supply us with our meat and 

our bread. Smith's argument In this connection simply has 

nothing to do with how one should behave within a liberal 

market order; It concerns the advantages of the market order 

Itself. The belief In freedom as a prime Institutional virtue 

does not deny belief in criteria of moral conduct - just that 

such criteria should not be legislated. 

The more crucial confusion Is embodied in the claim of a 

presumed assumption 'that uncontrolled self Interest Is the 

means to ensure efficiency and equity'. This is a confusion 

because the market Is to be understood precisely as an Insti-

tutional vehicle for the control of self-interest. The market 

Is Itself an Institutional order - a set of rules about what 

people may and may not do, together with the allocation of 

powers to the state sufficient to enforce those rules. The 

rules In question Include, at the most basic level, a definition 

of rights to both person and property, and arrangements under 

which those rights can be exchanged and under which certain 

sorts of collective decisions can be made. The characteristic 
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feature of such an institutional order is that certain sorts of 
activities are not allowed: rights canrtot be violated, either 
by persons acting individually or (except subject to certain 
limits) by persons acting under state aegis. That is , the 
market order so described does not involve the exercise of 
mcontrolled self-interest: rather, self- interest is 'controlled' 
by being channelled into relat ively benign ac t iv i t ies . 

In this connection, the indignation that Changing Aust-

ralia expresses over competition seems entirely misplaced. 

Are we to conclude on this basis for example that the process 

of electoral competition, surely a central elenwnt in any 

properly operating democratic order, should be done away 

with? Yet political opponents are competit ive. It is in fac t 

where competition is absent, and electors have no choice, 

that we regard democratic institutions as having fai led. 

Here, we just i fy the competition not (one hopes) because we 

enjoy the spectacle of polit icians being at one another's 

throats - that spectacle is surely rather repulsive - but be-

cause competitive politicians in their quest for power are 

induced to of fer to the electorate policy platforms that the 

electorate desires. Such competition may or may not work 

well . But in principle we are surely better off with it than 

without i t . In a similar way, competition in the market place 

constrains f irms to o f fe r products that consumers desire. The 

institutional arrangements are such that, in the exercise of 

individual self-interest, competing individuals promote the 

well-being of third p>arties - consumers or voters or whom-

ever. 

This is a central element in the logic of markets. It is 

also the central element in the logic of a democratic political 

order. It involves no defense of self-interested conduct. It 

involves simply an attempt to control self-interest - to pre-

vent the mutually destructive war of al l against al l that 

Thomas Hobbes so e f fec t ive ly described. 

Of course, this is not to say that competitive forces in 

democratic politics and markets are the same, or that com-

petitive markets and competitive politics are equally produc-

tive for third parties. I t has long been the c la im of econo-

mists that (appropriately idealised) markets represent a 

unique institutional engine for harnessing the productive 

forces of a society of mutually interdeperKlent individuals -

that the market permits each to exploit to the fu l l his or her 

own particular gifts in the interests of al l others, and that 

from this anonymous cooperation emerge outcomes that are 

beyond the imagination of any single agent to conceive. Such 

claims are of course debatable. But to be debated, they must 
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be engaged, and to be engaged they must be understood. 
Changing Australia's strategy of sweeping them away indi-
cates, in my view, just how far the document is from a proper 
treatment of the issues that the authors seek to address. 

V L CONCLUSION 

L e t me conclude with some remarks about the domain of 
Church authority. 

Issues of economic and social policy are naturally of 
concern to Christ ians - just as they are to al l Australians. In 
part, this is because Christians are affected by such 
policies. In part, it is because the choice of policies has 
ethical dimensions about which the Chris t ian can be expected 
to have views. It is therefore hardly to be wondered at that 
the Church, both in ref lec t ing the concerns of its membership 
and in 'bearing witness to the truth that is within it ' (as the 
Church perceives that truth), wi l l from time to time want to 
speak out on economic, poli t ical and social matters. In this 
sense, the Changing Australia document holds no surprises: 
the Church has a perfect right to make its views known - to 
contribute to ongoing public debate - and it is a right that one 
might expect the Church to exercise. In so doing, the Church 
operates as one institution, among many, from within the 
existing social-politiced structure. The church need not be 
seen as claiming anything other than ordinary, accepted 
rights of free speech - rights of the governed to participate in 
determing the nature of the government to which they are to 
be subject. 

But the Church can and sometimes does claim, in addition 
to this right, an authority in speaking about the society of 
which it is part, which authority is entirely indeper»dent of 
the consent of other c i t izens , even in the broadest sense. 
This is because the Church claims for Itself a privileged 
position in discerning the wi l l of God: and in doing so, it 
asserts for i tself access to a level of truth that transcends 
the capacity of non-members (or relatively unprivileged 
members) to uiderstand or recognise i t . At some level or 
another, the Church w i l l , and indeed must, call in divine 
weight for its pronouncements. 'This is the Word of the Lord' 
is an appeal to unassailable authority. 

Moreover, the Church's claims to authority exercise some 
influence beyond their own constituency - particularly when 
the Churches are seen to be speaking unanimously. For 
whatever reason, many who are not In any way practising 
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Church people and indeed many who are avowedly non-

Christian, s t i l l regard the Church as having some presumptive 

authority on moral matters. When the Church speaks, they 

tend to take some notice - even if they do not ful ly under-

stand what the Church seems to be saying. And if they 

disagree with what is being said, they tend to wonder - a 

tr if le guiltily - i f they should really think as they do. 

There can be no doubt that Changing Austra l ia claims for 

its argument al l the authority that the ecclesial connection 

can deliver. 

We should therefore make i t c lear that propositions about 

the desirability (or otherwise) of particular economic or 

social policies - and st i l l more about the desirability of al ter-

native rules of the economic/polit ical game - involve cruc ia l 

judgments of fact as well as judgments of value. In par t ic-

ular, unless one is prepared to argue that the consequences of 

projected 'far-reaching changes' are entirely irrelevant in 

moral terms, the question of what the outcomes of particular 

institutional changes wi l l be must be carefu l ly addressed. 

Patient examination of poli t ical and economic theory, of the 

factual record, of the broad lessons of history - a l l this is 

required. Here, the Church as Church can c la im no special 

expertise. It must, it seems to me, grub along with the rest 

of us. It must subject its arguments to the same tests of 

logical coherence and fac tual val idi ty that serious profes-

sional social scientists use. Evaluated by appeal to such tests 

- that is , evaluated as a piece of serious social analysis -

Changing Australia is spectacularly inept. The basic line of 

reasoning is unclear; much of it is i l logical : and there is no 

appeal to appropriate evidence. 

The Church does not of course need to develop expertise 

in social science to be f a i t h fu l to its cal l ing. It does, how-

ever, need to have a proper reckoning of the domain of its 

own authority, and a proper humility towards the body of 

accumulated knowledge relevant to the matters it seeks to 

address. Questions of social/poli t ical/economic organisation 

are important. They have extremely significant moral dimen-

sions. And the Church and its representative agencies do wel l 

to raise these questions and to emphasise the moral dimen-

sions. But precisely t)ecause they are important questions, it 

is important to get the answers right. Changing Aust ra l ia 

hardly helps in this regard. Indeed, in the f inal analysis, it 

treats its subject matter with total disdain. 

36 



Brennaiv The Road to r/eif and BacK 

R E F E R E N C E S 

Gunton, R . (1971), 'A distribution of personal wealth in Aust-

ra l i a , 1967-1968', paper delivered at the 03rd A N Z A A S 

Conference, Brisbcine. 

Harrison, A . (1979), 'The distribution of wealth in ten coun-

tries', in U.K. Royal Commission on the Distribution of 

Income and �Vealth, Background Paper to Report No. 7, 

Her Majesty's Stationery O f f i c e , London. 

Hirshman, A . (1982), ' R i v a l interpretations of the market 

society". Journal of Economic Literature 

20(<»,December). 

Podder, N . and N . C . Kakwani (1973), 'Distribution of wealth 

in Austral ia ' , Taxat ion Review Committee, Canberra, 

mimeo. 

Raska l l , P . L . (1977), The Distribution of Wealth In Australia, 

Planning Research Centre , University of Sydney. 

37 



A CHRISTIAN PERSPECTIVE 

ON THE ECONOMICS OF 

WORK AND WELFARE 

Paul A. McGavin 



Brother Paul McGavin has degrees in economics from the 

Universities of New England ( B . A . Hons) and Queensland (M. 

Econ.) and is a Diplomate in Theology of the Austral ian 

College of Theology. He is currently completing a Doctorate 

in Economics at the Universi ty of Melbourne, where he has 

been Senior Tutor in Economics since 1981. Br Paul entered 

religious l i fe in 1973 and was ordained Deacon in 1978. He 

currently holds the General Permission to O f f i c i a t e of the 

Anglican Archbishop of Melbourne. 



A CHRISTIAN PERSPECTIVE 

ON THE ECONOMICS OF 

WORK AND W E L F A R E 

Paul A. McGavin 

In this paper there is presented a perspective on work and 
welfare that, f rom a biblical viewpoint, seeks to correct the 
one found in the document, Ctxtmgiig Australia (subsequently 
referred to as C A ) . In Section I , attention is directed to the 
treatment in C A of the following four areas of understand-
ing: (a) its view of man, or 'anthropology'; (b) its understand-
ing of the pract ical implications of the relationship between 
God's governance of his world and man's response, or 'provi-
dence'; (c) i ts concept of 'unemployment' and its causes; and 
(d) its view of the 'market ' process. Section 11 examines the 
evidence of scholarly economic research on selected aspects 
of work and wel fa re in an Australian context. The following 
f ive areas receive special attention: (a) the role of wage 
increases for Australia 's extended experience of unemploy-
ment; (b) women in the Australian labour market; (c) 
youths; (d) overal l male employment; and (e) 'social security' 
transfer payments. 

I . How does the Church's perspective on work and wel fa re 
relate to economic analyses of work and welfare? What are 
the implications of such analyses for assessing the contribu-
tion to public debate of work and welfare offered by Chaig-

ing AuatraUa? 

In Christ ian terms, 'work' betokens human act ivi ty that 
manifests the dignity of man, the travail of man, and the 
restoration of man. And in Christ ian terms, 'welfare' beto-
kens human needs of food, clothing, shelter, arxl society: but 
it also betokens the human need for society with God, and for 
participation in his l i f e (see the Appendix for a fuller discus-
sion). The Church's perspective on 'work and welfare' is 
premised upon the tenet that God Almighty is the f i rs t and 
only cause of al l phenomena. Yet although it is under the 
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One God that al l ' l ive and move and have being' (Ac t s l7 :28) , 
it nevertheless remains apparent that 'we do not yet see al l 
things In subjection' to the Christ of God (Heb.Z-.ib). It 
follows, therefore, that the Church should treat with solemn 
respect the careful research of students of the world - the 
world in terms of both the physical and the non-physical 
environment. But it also follows that even where research 
has been conducted with a l l possible object ivi ty, it cannot be 
presumed that the results of that research wi l l provide a 
standard for judgment, a 'norm'. The best that even the best 
research can provide is an understanding of what is; what 
ought to be may be hinted at only. This means that the 
Church must receive the research of students of the world 
with respect, but also with discernment. There have been, 
and i t may be supposed that there s t i l l are, those who have 
espoused an extreme view of the ' F a l l ' , and who therefore 
have scant regard for the general area of studies nowadays 
referred to as the 'social sciences' (which, of course, includes 
the discipline of economics). C lea r ly , however, this is an 
extreme view. Our Lord, who implic i t ly was dealing with a 
fallen world (e.g., Matt.7:11), nevertheless constantly refer -
red to his close observations of everyday l i fe in order to press 
his knowledge of what ought to be. 

On this reasoning, then, scholars (including economists) 

are entitled to expect the Church to pay attention to their 

work. And where the mission of the Church touches problems 

that are the subject of economic study, the Church is under 

obligation to speak with sound knowledge of the subject: the 

Church must know the world of which she speaks, and the 

world to whom she speaks. In short, the Church must speak 

from the 'inside'. 

The implications of the foregoing are that the authors of 

Changing Australia have not done their homework: the 

document does not speak from the 'inside'. Chonginj Auatru-

Ha is not the product of a thorough, biblically-grounded 

theology; nor is i t , in consequence, the product of a carefu l 

study of the economic areas of l i fe on which it speaks. 

Indeed, it treats economic issues with consistent and inadmis-

sible bias. 

Anthropology 

A biblically-grounded theology is necessarily an ascetical 

theology: a theology that deals wi th our knowledge of God 

and of his purposes f rom the viewpoint of discipleship. Both 

in idea and in practice, dist inctive conceptions of 'providence' 
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and of 'anthropology' w i l l be generated by an ascetical bibli-
ca l theology. 

The necessity and the integrity of 'work' in Christian 
anthropology is outlined in the Appendix to this paper. C A 
conveys a partial grasp of this: work is introduced as compri-
sing both 'paid and unpaid . . . means by which people contri-
bute to and participate in society' (p 19, and also pp 7,27, 
29). But the term is not consistently used: those seeking 
wage employment are readily described as 'out of work', and 
people in wage employment plus those seeking wage employ-
ment are given the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) 
description, 'workforce ' (p 19). The description of work as a 
'means by which people contribute to and participate in 
society' conveys something of the creative sense of a Scriptu-
ra l understanding of work, but weakly so. Similarly, the 
statement, 'an important part of human existence' (p 19) is 
weaker than the statement, 'integral and necessary'. Fhe 
description of work as 'the central element in social l i f e ' (p 
19) appears to give undue emphasis to work that is performed 
socially in the context of wage employment. CA does not 
convey a far-reaching sense of work that includes, for ex-
ample, the work of learning, which especially should occupy 
children, or the work of nurturing community, which especi-
al ly should occupy those of reduced physical capacity (the 
aged). The document conveys l i t t le or no sense of interior 
work: the necessary strivings of men and women that are not 
open to public inspection. It is hardly surprising that the 
central act in the work of Christ (the hidden oblation of 
Ca lvary) receives in Changing Au.stra/ia a single perfunctory 
mention only (p 12). The centre of the disciple's l i fe of work 
and the centre of the Church's work in the world receives but 
one mention: only at p 1£» is 'prayer' mentioned. That men-
tion may be read in a right sense, but in the total context of 
the document it probably should be read in a politicised sense 
(e.g. , pp 3,8,9,19,2'»,26). (Each of the four 'Discussion Guides' 
appended to the text includes a 'concluding prayer'. A l l of 
these are extracts attributed to St Paul. They sit uneasily in 
their contexts. This is especially clear of the last, on p 29: 
the 'Theories of change' do not include 'prayer* and seem 
unrelated to biblical thinking; the 'How we are bringing about 
change' rightly includes 'work*, ends with 'polities', and does 
not include 'prayer'.) 

C A conveys l i t t le sense of positive appreciation of the 
' t rava i l ' quality of work. The authors are interested in human 
alienation, but for them alienation has its source principally 
in 'structures' (pp 3,17,2'»,30), and not in 'fallen nature': 
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'many who have jobs do work which is repetitive and which 
hinders their development as fu l l human beings; they become 
alienated from their work and from what they produce' (p 7). 

In summary, then, C A is weak in the understanding it 
conveys of: 

� the creative and productive ( ' f ru i t fu l ' , 'multiply') quality 
of work; 

� the breadth of human endeavour encompassed by the 
term 'work' (this weakness is most pointed in the c r i t i ca l 
part of human work that is performed by the person 
inside the person); and 

� the necessary ascetical quality of human work. 
From a Christian viewpoint it is , therefore, not surprising 
that the document should convey a weak anthropology. 

Providence 

This weak understanding of human nature and of the 

human condition also finds expression in a weak notion of 

'providence': not surprisingly, because both issue from a 

theology weakly grounded in Scripture. The sense of provi-

dence the document conveys is a bit l ike that of Israel's entry 

into Canaan: 'the Lord thy God . . . brought thee into the 

land . . . to give thee . . . c i t ies which thou buildest rnjt, and 

houses ful l of a l l good things, which thou fllledst not, . . . and 

vlnyards and olive trees, which thou plantedst not' (Lev.7:10f ; 

c f . I ^ e l 2 : 2 ' » , 2 7 ) . C A conveys a sense that there Is a given 

stock of resources, and that the central Issue Is the distribu-

tion of these resources. 'Share wealth!' Is one of the authors' 

favourite phrases and a major theme of the document (see, 

e.g., pp 8,17,19,20,23,2'»,30). For C A , the 'scarcity problem' 

(so central to economics) Is addressed as an Issue of distribu-

tion: ownership of resources must be 'sparing' (p 22) and must 

be used 'sparingly' (p 22); 'jobs that are available' must be 

'shared fa i r ly ' (p 20); resources must be directed 'to those 

areas where employment can be created' (p 20). 

In short, unlike lesus of Nazareth, the authorship of C A 

appears unfamiliar with and lacks understanding of the world 

of work. C A trades in weak Ideas, but does not manifest 

close experience of human response to the providence of 

God. The mind of the document is defeatist : e.g., 'Certeunly, 

I know of no businessman who believes that we wi l l be able to 

re-employ those workers retrenched f rom a forcibly diminish-

ed manufacturing sector' (p 16; see also p 20). 

It is Interesting to notice that In the teaching of Jesus, 

production and distribution are typical ly linked. 3esus' com-
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ment in Luke 12:'»2, 'Who then is the fa i thful and wise stew-
ard, whom his master wi l l set over his household, to give 
them their portion of food at the proper time?', is the excep-
tion rather than the rule in its apparent focus on distribu-
tion. The terms St Luke uses here and in Luke 16 for the 
manager and the management of a household (oikonomos and 
oikonomia) have come into English as 'economist' and 'econ-
omy'. Through the Authorized Version, however, they have 
come into biblical English as 'steward' and 'stewardship' -
terms that connote custodial arvJ distributive rather than 
entrepreneurial or executive managerial functions. 

Given this cue, the student of the Gospels (which should 
mean everyone who names himself Christian) wi l l recal l 
teachings such as the Parables of the Talents ( \ fa t t .25 : l '» -30 
and Luke 19:11-27), of the Wise and Foolish Virgins (Matt.25: 
1-13), and of the Householder Who Planted a Vineyard (Matt. 
21:33-«»1). Thus it may be said that the understanding of work 
conveyed in the Gospels extends the primitive notion of the 
generative character of work, which is integral to the depic-
tion of man in Genesis. The teaching in the Gospels is that of 
a man who understood the world of work, who clearly under-
stood the distinction between production and wealth, and who 
observed that, without discipline, wealth could be dissipated 
as readily as could sexual chastity (Luke 15:11-32). 

The authors of C A are not so clear . At p 21 'production' 
is distinguished from wealth (yet the market in assets is not 
understood). This distinction, however, is lost at p 19, where 
wage employment is described as 'a means by which the 
community's wealth is shared' ( implicit ly, 'wealth' is commu-
nity property). Neither do the authors understand the func-
tion of assets: for them, a function of government is 'to 
collect surplus wealth and . . . to distribute it according to 
need' (p 19). 

The view of providence in C A (perhaps influenced by 
misinterpretations of texts such as Matt.20:9 and f ^ke l2 :27 ) 
sees God's provision of people's needs in terms rather like his 
wilderness provision of manna to Israel (Ejod. l6:18,22) . The 
plea for 'a society in which the resources available are so 
fa i r ly shared that no one is considered wealthy' (p 19) reads 
like a wry commentary on, 'And when the people did mete out 
that which they had gathered . . . he that gathered much had 

nothing over, and he that gathered l i t t le had no lack' ( E i o d . 
16:18). It is the social arxl the distributive functions of work 
that occupy the authors of C A : 'the central element of social 
l i f e ' , 'a means by which . . . wealth Is shared* (p 19). The 
generative and ascet ical functions of work are not an interest 
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in C A . This being the case, people's command over needed 
resources is seen in terms of 'a right': the Hawke Govern-
ment's promise to raise 'social security pensions and benefits . 
. . to 25% of average weekly earnings is commendable but 
insufficient . . . An extension of this commitment is neces-
sary to guarantee all members of our community a minimum 
standard of living relative to the standard enjoyed generally" 
(p 19). 

In C A , this f>rincipal distributive function of wage em-

ployment is an aspect of what the authors might describe as 

modern Western capitalism: 'Since the industrial revolution, 

paid jobs have fil led these roles' [to 'distribute wealth ' and 

'enable social participation'](p 20). C A pleads the alternative 

of a 'social wage': 'a more extensive range of public services 

(housing and health especially) that guarantee an acceptable 

standard of living for the jobless and enable those with jobs to 

maintain their living standards without wage and salary 

increases' (p 20). With respect to those in wage employment 

(for C A , those 'with jobs'), this notion of a 'social wage' 

reflects ideas found in the Accord of the Australian Council 

of Trade Unions ( A C T U ) and the Austral ian Labor Par ty 

(ideas, it should be noted, that found their impetus in the 

huge increases in P A Y E taxes that occurred under the Whit-

lam Government; McGavin, 198'»b). The complexity of the 

issues there engaged is not touched upon, and wi l l not here be 

examined. With respect to those not in wage employment 

(for C A , the 'jobless') the notion of a social wage does not 

principally reflect a Chris t ian notion of the extension of 

opportiHiity to al l (Matt.5:45). Rather it ref lects C A ' s idea 

that the character of God's providence is such that al l people 

have a right to receive a due portion of a common wealth: 

If alternatives [to 'paid jobs ' ]are to be just and accept-

able, they must ensure adequate income and other 

opportunities for people to participate in and contribute 

to the community . . . The present unemployment crisis 

offers an opportunity to consider again the ways in 

which people participate in society. It challenges us to 

find new ways to share wealth and power, to strive for 

reconciliation - to seek justice, (p 20) 

Maybe this is prompted by a genuine response to Our 

Lord's story of Dives cmd Lazarus (Luicel6:19-25). The 

authors of C A understand texts such as Luke 6:2'»-26 as an 

'attack on the powerful and r ich in society' (p 13). The impli-

cations of the fate of the man who buried his or>e talent 

(Matt.25:2't-28), and the lessons of the Tenth Commandment 

(£xod.20:17) and of Luke 12:13-15 are not found in C A : 
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One of the multitude said to 3esus, 'Teacher, bid my 
brother divide the inheritance with me.' But 3esus said 
to him, 'Man, who made me a judge or divider over 
you?* And he said to the multitudes, 'Take heed, and 
beware of a l l covetousness; for a man's l i fe does not 
consist in the abundance of his possessions'. 

Causes of unemployment in C A 

For. the present purposes, however, it is more important 
to note that C A proceeds on misconceptions of the Christ ian 
concepts of providence, anthropology, and work. As has been 
remarked, the document seems to be the product of minds 
that are unfamiliar with the world of work. Yet its de f i c i -
ency is not only ignorance and error. C A is also clear ly 
biased. The extended experience in Australia of an increasing 
number of people unable to gain wage employment is explain-
ed with the following enumeration: 

We must look both to the international economy and to 
ourselves for the causes of this situation. Vc can point 
to a number of international factors that have been 
signif icant: the world-wide recession, the increased 
volume and movement of capital , the power of major 
banks and of transnational corporations, the rate of 
development and introduction of new technology, m i l i -
tarisation. In many respects, these factors are beyond 
the control of the Australian Government and the 
governments of most other countries. In part our soci-
ety is responsible for this. Australians have allowed 
their economy to become so tied to the international 
economy that they, and their governments, have l i t t le 
control over national well-being. Unemployment in 
Austral ia is a symptom of wider problems in our soci-
ety, (p 20) 

A causal account of the emergence of unemployment in 
our society would need to be wide-ranging and complex; it 
need not be so defeat is t . Yet a causal account, however 
brief, that makes no reference to the role of wage payments 
as a price for labour services, to the influence of govern-
ments upon changes in wages, nor to the influence of unions 
in wage outcomes is deficient to the point of blatant bias. 
Unions are mentioned in C A only once: 'trade unions are 
becoming sensitive to more than the needs of their members' 
(p 9) . This single mention occurs in the context where the 
authors of C A present what they see as 'signs of hope in 
Australian society', and of Australians 'searching for some-

47 



Chaining Australia 

thing better' (pp 8,9). It leads on to an observation that the 

purported 'desire for national reconciliation' must go 'deeper 

than Industrial relations, centralised wage fixing and prices 

and Incomes accords' (p 9) . In the context of the document, 

the manifesto for change reads like a poli t ical rather than a 

Christian one (a viewpoint that Is later further developed). 

But the implication that Austral ian unions, in acting In the 

interests of unionists, have acted against the Interests of 

other Australians Is but weakly (even cursorily) made, and in 

the context of the document finds no place In the authors' 

understanding of the causes of unemployment. The same 

should be said of the rate of change In wages, and of govern-

ment Influence upon Australia's wage outcomes. The conclu-

sion Is that C A quite simply Is ungrounded In economic r e -

search on the causes of Australia 's experience of unemploy-

ment: It speaks not from the 'inside* but from the 'outside'. 

And from the outside It projects upon Austral ian society and 

economy Its own Ideology. 

The economic method applied In the next section of this 

paper would be described in ideological terms by the authors 

of C A . C A avoids such barbed language, but its perspective 

Is clear. Having described Austra l ia as a 'mixed economy' and 

noticed over recent years that 'the nature of this mixing of 

government and private ac t iv i ty has been changing", C A 

announces: 'Many people have questioned i f (p 7) . There 

then follows an Ideological account of what might be descri-

bed as 'market capitalism': 

They assume that uncontrolled self Interest Is the means 

to ensure e f f i c i ency and equity as well as economic 

growth. They say that the market enables the individual 

to participate ful ly In society by exercising freedom of 

choice. The market economy and the primacy of the 

individual are seen by these people as the necessary 

basis for a democratic and wealthy society . . . (p 7) 

The C A authors' judgment Is that 'This view does not explain 

adequately the complex economic and political processes 

which shape modern societies. I t does not explain the way in 

which wealth and power are distributed* (p 8) . Doubtlessly, 

any view of the 'economic and poli t ical processes* reduced to 

terms so simple would not explain the complexities that shape 

societies, whether modem or otherwise. There are, however, 

certain common elements in economic and political processes 

that emerge from the 'gound up', so to speak (rather than 

being imposed from the "heights down'). Understood In i ts 

widest sense, the market Is one such process. 
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The market process 

The 'market ' is not a phenomenon invented by kings or by 
governments or by thinkers, and in its most general sense the 
market is not a pherujmenon peculiar to certain societies and 
to cer ta in ages: it is a universal phenomenon of developed 
human society. Kings and governments and ideologues have 
often enough attempted to suppress the operation of the 
market, but nowhere in history has it been generally eradi-
cated. This suggests that the market is a phenomenon basic 
to human society: understood in the most general terms, the 
market is but a social system of production and exchange of 
goods and services. The pervasiveness of the market in f i rs t -
century Palestine and the famil iar i ty of our Lord and of his 
hearers with common market processes is well (although 
implici t ly) attested in the pages of the New Testament. And, 
as has already been outlined, the varied aspects of human 
market conduct provided a frequent vehicle for the Master's 
instruction of his disciples in the character of human living 
under God. 

Nothing in the above statement implies that the observa-
tion of market processes provides a reliable standard for 
godly l iving. The Old and New Testaments provide ample 
testimony of human rapacity (e.g., Ps.79:l-'>), human folly 
(e.g., Luke 12:20), the cry of the oppressed (e.g., Jamesi-A), 
and the fate of those who act wickedly (e.g., Ps.9:16). And 
any student of history or contemporary society will also 
readily find such testimony. Similarly, students of Scripture 
or history or contemporary societies of widely different kinds 
wi l l observe that markets emerge as social institutions and 
that they are subject to processes of social control operating 
in the societies in which they emerge. This observation is 
nothing very profound. C A appears to view the market 
system as independently imposing a structure to economy and 
society ( c f . p 8) . I do not share such a perspective: rather, 
the mcirket is viewed as an institution that emerges within a 
complex of social institutions. Even where the market is 
res t r ic t ively conceived as comprising only those transactions 
involving exchange through the medium of money (through 
the price mechanism), it nevertheless remains a social inst i-
tution. Transactions involving ful l anonymity (and seemingly 
devoid of social relations) are the exception rather than the 
rule . And it may be argued that this remains generally true 
even where the presence of modern technology greatly re -
duces the personal in ter face in the transactions of production 
and of exchange. 
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Perhaps nowhere has the influence of social control in the 
market been more manifest than in the labour market. The 
extent of this influence has been such that some students of 
labour markets seem to teach that labour markets are not 
markets at al l (cf . Wootton, 1955). This would seem both to 
overstate the case and to understate the significance of non-
monetary transactions (Blandy and Richardson, 1982). The 
persistence of social control in the labour market is well 
witnessed by the extensive history of the notion of a 'just 
wage' (e.g., Wilson, 1975). This notion at t racts mention in C A 
at pp 8 and 20. It would appear from the Old Testament that 
some notion of minimum wages was practiced (e.g., Lev . 19:-
13). And it is clear from the preservation of the rights of 
gleaners ( L e v . 19:9, Ruth2:7) that the going wage was at a 
rate above that which would sustain a bare physical subsis-
tence. The Parable of Labourers in the Vineyard (Mat t .20 : l -
16) testifies that such social control of the labour market was 
exercised in f irst-century Palestine. The parable is told by a 
man who has observed labourers queueing for employment; 
and who has observed both that the going wage rate would 
not, as we would say, 'clear the market ' , and that the going 
wage rate was a pro rata rate, an hourly wage. One may 
suspect that, given opportunity, the authors of C A would use 
this parable to foster egalitarian ideas about 'sharing jobs 
f a i r l / and about a 'just wage' (p 20). 

The parable i s , however, not so used in C A , and i t is as 

well . Although it gives accurate information about social and 

market practice at the time of Our Lord , the parable most 

definitely does not give us Christ 's teaching about the sharing 

of jobs, nor about egalitarian wage justice (cf . Vfatt.25:28). I t 

does not do this because the very point of the parable Is the 

astounding generosity of the householder (Matt.20:15). The 

parable is character is t ical ly introduced, 'For the kingdom of 

heaven is like a householder . . .' ( v . l ) : which is to say. In 

God's household, men are not servants who wait for hire and 

who labour for a wage but are sons who for love of the house-

holder do labour; and the reward of their labour is not their 

due but is God's generous g i f t of sonship in his household to 

all seekers. The invitation to cit izenship in God's household is 

continuously extended to al l men and women (and boys and 

girls) who seek it , and there are not ranks of citizenship, for 

all are 'brothers' - 'sons' of the one father . 
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Economic application of God's of fer of salvation 

Economic application of this principle of God's of fer of 
salvation in Chris t has throughout the history of Christianity 
been seen in groups of men and of women who have freely 
drawn aside from the larger society, and who have lived and 
worked according to these egalitarian principles. This volun-
tary application of the egalitarian principles of God's kingdom 
has pre-eminently been shown forth in the continuous history 
of monasticism in the Church. The substance of this paper 
was written while I enjoyed the hospitality of the Cis terc ian 
monks at Ta r rawar ra , in the Yar ra Valley, Victoria. In that 
community, the gif ts of various members, the length of time 
in the 'school of the Lord's service' C^oly Rule of Benedict 
[ f tB] prol.45), and the extent and the manner of work per-
formed are manifest ly varied. Yet none receives more than 
another, and none lays c la im to anything. In law the monas-
tery is the property of the community; in truth the monastery 
is the property of God. The property is f rui t ful ly husbanded, 
and that husbandry is an arduous labour that provides the 
material support of the community. The divine 'off ice ' , the 
�work of God' ( f t S l 6 ) , Is the focus of monastic l i l e , but every 
aspect of l i f e is drawn into that offer ing ( i iB ' jS ) , and the 
monastery is conceived as a 'workshop' (HB4:78). 

It may fa i r ly be claimed that the lives of men and women 
who lived on these same principles (and, indeed, under this 
same Hule) changed the face of Europe: they made Europe a 
husbandman continent, a l i terate and learned society, and a 
Christ ian society. Their power to change was not through the 
exercise of a political program: they had no manifesto. 
Indeed, they were not even intent upon changing Europe: 
they were Intent upon changing themselves (.KB prol.35f). 
These men and women had received the kingdom of God and, 
in receiving that kingdom, found that their Lord was calling 

-them to a particular ministry for their own sanctification and 
for the mission of the Church. They found that Christ was 
calling them to answer with their lives the example of his: 
�For I have given you an example, that you also should do as 1 
have done unto you . . . I f you know these things, blessed are 
you i f you do them. I am not speaking to you a l l ; I know 
whom I have chosen^ (^ohni3:15,17f). 

The monastic a l ternat ive , just described, is my f i rs t 
love. In its fu l les t s implici ty , however, it is not a description 
of my vocation - as the f ac t of this present writing witnes-
ses. It may be said (should be said - iohni2:32) that a l l men 
are called into the Church. But the Church implicitly under-
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stands that not al l men are cal led into the monastery. Chris-
tian monastlcism is an eloquent part, but only a part, of the 
Church's mission In the world. Most of Christ 's disciples are 
called to live 'in the world' ( f Cor.5:IO), and by their direct 
Interactive presence to bring the world under God: in CA's 
terms, to be heralds and agents of 'the kingdom* (e.g., p l**). 

The method of these disciples in the world must, how-

ever, be true to the character of the work of which they are 

heralds and agents. The methods of Christians and of the 

Church must be true to the character of the work of Chr is t : 

the advent of the kingdom Is an 'inside job'. Like Jesus of 

Nazareth, Christian disciples must act In the world with the 

'authority of experience and of close observation' and, l ike 

Jesus of Nazareth, Chris t ian disciples must know the world of 

work. Likewise , the Chr is t ian disciple and the Church must 

gain close observation and experience of the phenomena of 

the world of human society (see Appendix and c f . JotinZ: 

2^f) . Disciple and Church must be not naive but mature and 

able to judge the world with discernment (John7:2'»). 

n. Are There More Economically Informed Al ternat ives? 

Applying the empirical perspective argued In Section I , at ten-
tion Is now turned to the evidence of research on selected 
aspects of recent Austral ian labour market experience. 

Wage increases and Australia 's unemployment 

The significance of wage Increases for unemployment has 

been variously evaluated by Austral ian economists - f rom 

minimal significance for labour demand (e.g., Gregory and 

Duncan, 1980a), to having an equlproportlonal Impact upon 

demand for labour (Symons, 1983). The great majori ty of 

Australian ecorxjmlsts, although not In fu l l agreement on the. 

dynamics of the outcome, are however agreed that wage 

Increases are significant for the emergence of unemployment 

In Australia (see various contributions In Norton, 1980; Jonson 

et a l . , 1978; Johnston et a l . , 1978; Corden, 1979; Snape, 1981; 

Pltchford, 1983; and Trivedl and Baker, 1982). 

The work of Strieker and Sheehan (1981) (implied in C A , 

pp 19f), which gives emphasis to the e f f e c t s of recession, has 

not found general commendation by the profession (e.g., 

Bureau of Labour Market Research [ B L M R ] , 1983a,b). 

Strieker and Sheehan have however popularised the Importsmt 

understanding of Australian economists (e.g., Gregory and 
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Duncan, I980a,b) concerning the significance of wages growth 
for increased Austral ian labour force participation (under-
standing 'labour force ' In the A8S sense of those in wage 
employment plus those act ively seeking wage employment). 
Australian economists now much more clearly understand 
that the percentage incidence of unemployment should not be 
understood as a proportion of a given 'labour force': there is 
now a clearer and more thoroughly researched appreciation 
that unemployment is an outcome of processes that strate-
gically include both the demand for and the supply of wage 
labour services ( B L M R , I983a,b). 

For this reason, from an economic perspective, 
'measured' unemployment rates as used in CA (pp I 9 f ) are not 
particularly useful . This is especially the case where the 
measured rates are aggregate rates. For example, Australian 
unemployment was estimated at about 7 per cent in August 
1982 ( A B S , 6203.0). For males over 25 years, however, the 
rate was about t per cent; and for females over 25 years, 
about 5 per cent. But the unemployment rate for junior 
males was about 17 per cent, and for junior females about 20 
per cent ( B L M R , 1983a:12). Recognition of this is implied in 
C A : 'Unemployed people are usually . . . those with low 
skills , the young, recently arrived immigrants, women, people 
forced into early retirement ' (p 20). But this recognition is 
not followed through in the text . (Notice, however, that on p 
20 a chart, barely readable and not including 'prime age 
males', shows some disaggregation of the data.) The lower 
rate of unemployment among prime age males may not be 
especially meaningful to someone who believes there is a 
given number of jobs to be ' f a i r ly shared' ( C A , p 20). But to 
an economist, this information contains important sugges-
tions. For it indicates: 

� that the wage structure is such that certain categories 
of people are at t racted to of fer themselves for wage 
employment, but that 

* the wages these people are required to be paid cause the 
demand for their labour services to fa l l short of i ts 
supply. 

Thus, in the case of women over 25 years old, in August 1982 
demand fe l l short of measured supply by about 5 per cent. In 
the case of male youths at the same date, demand fe l l short 
of measured supply by 17 per cent; for female youths the 
measured short-fal l was 20 per cent. For the authors of C A 
these v i t a l data would be meaningless: for them wages are 
not a price of labour services and therefore do rx>t (or ought 
not) re f lec t relat ive scarc i ty of different categories of labour 
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services. In C A , wages are tied to an arbi t rar i ly defined and 
egalitarian notion of ' justice' (pp 8,20). 

Women 

This is the kind of notion that was articulated in the 

introduction to Australia of equal pay for women, and in the 

introduction of sharp increases in the proportion of adult 

wages payable to junior employees. Evaluation of the impact 

of these changes has been greatly complicated by their coin-

ciding with other complex changes in the Australian labour 

market. In respect of women, Gregory and Duncan (1978, 

1981) have argued that 'sexual segmentation' of the labour 

market insulated women's employment from the e f f ec t s of 

sharp increases in relat ive wages. Brooks et a l . (1982) have 

argued that econometric research does not show a clear 

supply response on the part of married Australian women to 

the sharp growth in their relat ive wage. This conclusion is 

questioned in Volker (1984), where the 'significant impact ' of 

wages for female labour force participation is argued. Y e t 

the facts remain: whereas in 1966 about 27 per cent of 

married Australian women were in wage employment. In 1976 

the figure was about 44 per cent , a growth of nearly 65 per 

cent (Eccles , 1982). This amounts to a substantial increase in 

market supply of femeile labour services during a period of 

strong growth in female relat ive wage. Research reported in 

McGavin reveals 'a tendency to reduce female proportions in 

the Australian work force following the fu l l implementation 

of equal pay in 1975 . . . This vau-lation in the pattern of 

employment has a timing suggestive of an equal pay in f lu -

ence' (McGavin, 1983a:58). 

This suggests the emergence of a trend toward an overall 

decrease In market demand for female labour services during 

a period of substantial growth in the market supply of labour 

services by Australian women. (Notice that the discussion is 

couched in terms of 'market ' supply ar>d demand: the notion 

of work espoused here requires that we recognise the pheno-

menon not as a growth in female 'work', but as a growth in 

female 'wage employment'.) These overall movements, and 

the marked emergence of an overall surplus In the market 

supply of female labour in Aust ra l ia , cast a shade on the 

justice arguments about equal pay for women. ( I am making 

no argument against women receiving equal, or greater, pay 

than men, but only about the arbi trary regulation of the 

relative wage.) For an employer such as the one depicted in 

Lu/ce20:8f to apply an egalitarian principle to his employees is 
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not justice, but (as the text says) is 'generosity* (v. 15). One 
wonders whether the authors of C A believe that generosity 
provides a Chris t ian business principle. But if that were the 
case, anyone with even a small acquaintance with practical 
a f f a i r s may well wonder what sort of an account such a 
Christian would make when his stewardship was turned In, and 
what sort of commendation he might receive from the Master 
( c f , Matt.25:21-30). 

If this is true of overall movements in women's labour 
market experience. It Is true with added force once disag-
gregated data are examined. McGavin (1983a:55) presents 
data showing that between 1973 and 1977 female hours of 
ful l - t ime employment declined In manufacturing by over 16 
per cent, and In wholesale and retai l by about 10 per cent. In 
this same period, female hours of ful l- t ime employment In 
community services grew by over 27 per cent. Consider these 
three major areas of change in female employment: the last 
Is a growth of about 3 million hours per week In female 
employment, but the other two represent a contraction in 
excess of 3 million hours per week In female wage employ-
ment. 

Only a slight experience with government and manufac-
turing or retai l workplaces is required to be aware that we 
arc dealing with quite distinct kinds of labour services. That 
is to say, in terms of their labour market characteristics, 
public service and quasi public service female employees are 
di f ferent types of women than manufacturing or wholesale 
and retail female employees. Once again, the change in 
female relative wages coincided with a complex of other 
changes. This complicates evalution of the issues, but it 
ought not to cloud the essential point: that except In areas 
where there was an offset t ing growth in demand for the 
employment of women, changes in female relative wages 
tended to deprive certain women of employment. Naturally, 
the women deprived of employment were those whose em-
ployment was most precarious. And the women whose em-
ployment was precarious were characterist ically those whose 
domestic circumstances were moit precarious; women mar-
ried to unskilled labourers, women married to men who had a 
hlgher-than-average incidence of retrenchment - in terms of 
the C A document, 'Unemployed people are usually those who 
already face the most problems* (p 20). In my view, it is a 
strange notion of justice for those whose livelihoods are not 
a t risk to be Instrumental in forcing an egalitarian wages 
policy, the pract ical e f f e c t of which Is to deprive those In 
greatest need of access to wage employment. 
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Youths 

The growth of unemployment among Australia 's youth 

remains one of our greatest national tragedies. The grievous 

deterioration in the human wel fa re of our youth at t racts only 

passing mention in C A (p 20). C a r e f u l research by Austral ian 

economists has demonstrated the role of increases in relat ive 

wages payable to youths for both an increase in market supply 

of labour services by youth and a reduction in market demand 

for the labour services of youth (especially see B L M R , 

1983a). An index of award wages published by the B L M R 

shows between 1972 and 1975 a 9 per cent ir>crease in junior 

relative award wages ( B L M R , I983a :5 l ) . This is a representa-

tive measure of change, and in some areas the change was 

much sharper: for example, the September 1972 consent 

variation of the Federal Metal Industry Award achieved a 27 

per cent increase in the proportion of the wage for a com-

mencing apprentice to the adult award ( B L M R , 1983a:'i5). 

Some indication of the Impact of these changes upon junior 

employment Is gained by noting that between 1972 and 1975 

the ful l - t ime hours of employment of junior females declined 

by about 10 per cent, f rom over 10 million to 9 million hours 

per week (ABS, 6204.J and computations thereon). 

The preponderant cause of the sharp increases In the 

relative wages of Austral ian youth was pressure exercised by 

trade unions in employment conditions tribunals for variation 

of clauses covering youth in their awards. This union pressure 

was o f f i c i a l A C T U policy (McGavin , 1984b). A dispassionate 

labour market economist would recognise the union move-

ment's support of increased re la t ive wages for juniors and for 

females as having strong implications for restricting access 

to the labour market. The case may be explained as follows: 

the higher the relative wage that must be paid to workers 

who are at risk of retrenchment Cmarginal workers') , the 

greater the e f fec t ive restr ict ion of entry into employment; 

the greater the restriction of entry into employment, the 

greater the monopoly power of those retaining employment 

(the unionists); the greater the monopoly power in the labour 

market, the higher the wages. In short, restriction of entry 

Into the labour market is a charac ter i s t ic ac t iv i ty of Aust ra-

lian trade unionism. It has been especially manifest in union 

policy concerning female and junior labour services, and it 

has had e f f ec t s predictable by any dispassionate labour econ-

omist. 
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These are issues that greatly exercise my own mind. 
They involve our society's treatment of those described in 
biblical terms as 'the sojourner, the fatherless, and the widow' 
(Deut . l ' ' :29) , and this is an important motive in my 
research. C A also uses these terms (p I I ) , and intends to 
speak for the interests of these 'excluded* Australians (p 16). 
A t p 20, 'The present unemployment situation constitutes a 
major crisis for the Australian community' provides a 
banner. Yet the C A ideology permits no more than a kindly 
comment: 'trade unions are becoming sensitive to more than 
the needs of their members' (p 9). The cal l for 'justice' spills 
across the pages of C A , and yet tlie systematic exclusion by 
the union movement of needy Australians from ef fec t ive 
participation in the nation's labour market merits no devast-
ating comment in a document that purports to herald the 
'kingdom of God* in this nation. In the face of such injustice, 
it is d i f f icu l t for me to be temperate in my language. Words 
of the sometime Minister for Labour in the Whitlam Govern-
ment save the day: 

Vc have not helped the young by demanding that they 
not be employed unless paid excessive wages. 'Ve have 
priced them out of the labour market and we deserve no 
thanks for that. (Cameron, 1982:118) 

Overall male emjrfoyment 

Between 1959-60 and 1972-73 there was a remarkable 
stability in the shares of Gross Domestic Non-Farm Product 
(seasonably adjusted) (GDNFP[sa] ) going to wages, salaries 
and supplements: that share varied between 56 and 59 per 
cent, around a modal 57 per cent. During the first three 
quarters of 1973-71* there was a movement towards the 
previous boundary (of 59 per cent); during the 3une 197'* 
quarter the wages share of GDNFP(sa) jumped to 62 per 
cent. Not until the September quarter 1976 did the wages 
share fa l l to 59 per cent (its previous upper boundary). Be-
tween 1959-60 and 1972-73 the corporate profits share of 
GDNFP($a) varied between I it and 17 per cent around a modal 
16 per cent; at 1979-80 the share of profits stood at between 
12 and 13 per cent of GDNFP(sa) (A8S , )207.0 and computa-
tions on these data). The analyt ical questions raised by shif ts 
of this magnitude are massive, and it could not be said that 
Australian economists are agreed on that analysis. It can 
however confidently be said that the m « s i v e growth in wages 
that occurred during the Whitlam era had a significant impact 
upon the overall level of economic act iv i ty and employment 
in Australia (see the discussion in Norton, 1980). 
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The complexities of the relationship between wages share 

and macroeconomic ac t iv i ty make it d i f f i cu l t to assess the 

direct impact of wage growth upon employment in Aust ra-

l ia . Research that attempts to do this (McGavin, 198'»b) 

suggests that the reduction of employment in direct conse-

quence of wage growth has a lower boundary of about 10 per 

cent of the proportional increase in Austral ian male wages. 

Such a figure does not appear large, yet even if a 10 per cent 

increase in relative wages caused but a 1 per cent decrease in 

hours of labour employment, this nevertheless represents a 

significant impact upon employment. I ts impact on aggregate 

hours of male weekly employment in Austra l ia for 1975 would 

be about -1.25 million (McGavin , I9itb). Such a figure may 

not seem large as a proportion of aggregate hours of employ-

ment per week. But when it is recal led that during 1973 

Australian male unemployment grew by about 71,000, the 

proportional significance of the figure changes markedly: 

71,000 times average ordinary-time hours of 38,2 hours per 

week derives a figure of about 2.7 million hours for which 

Australian men were not engaged in wage employment ( A B S , 

o3J4.J). The reduction in employment derived by a lower 

boundary estimate of only the direct Impact of wages growth 

upon employment therefore corresponds to about per cent 

of the 1975 growth in Austral ian male unemployment. 

How was the offending growth in wages secured? Was it 

by the action of 'the world-wide recession, the increased 

value and movement of capi ta l , the power of the major banks 

and of transnational corporations, the rate of development 

and introduction of new technology, mili tarisation'? These 

�causes' head the list presented under the general heading 

'Work* in C A (p 20). Each Item on this list would appear to be 

outside our control. Thus the 'analysis' of C A leads to a 

defeatist tone: on p 20 alone, we read 'unable to provide paid 

work for those who want I t ' , "beyond the control of the Aus-

tralian Government', 'no longer possible to provide jobs for al l 

who want them*. 

OA's world view is a s ta t ic one: the total environment is 

seen as given; the dominant conception of the enviroment is 

the ' t i l l it and keep it ' of Genesis 2:15, to the virtual exc lu -

sion of the ' f i U the earth and s>ix5ue it ' of Genesis l:28b ( C A , 

pp 8,9,1'*,22, and pictures, pp 2f ,31) . It is not surprising that 

C A should find the s ta t ic understanding of the environment of 

the aboriginal people of Austra l ia to be 'deeply spiritual ' (p 

9). This whole outlook towards the environment is condi-

tioned by an attitude not of ' transformation', but of 'conser-

vation' (p 22). This attitude is part of a total cosmology 

38 



McGavin: A Christian Perspective 

strange to the one that generated Christian civilisation on 
this planet. This dominant distributive attitude Cshare', 
becomes a l i tany) naturally spills over to CA's attitude to-
wards jobs: it is as though jobs were a scarce resource, to be 
allocated by 'sharing fa i r ly the jobs that are available' (p 
20). I t would not be true to say that this is a total miscon-
ception, but it is f a i r l y said that C A operates under a funda-
mental misconception. And this misconception has tragic 
consequences because i t issues from a defeatist mind, which 
attributes our ca lamity to things 'out there' - 'factors beyond 
our control ' (p 20). 

This is manifest untruth. Australians have been s ignif i -
cant actors in bringing about our present calamity - a c a l a -
mity the weight of which is principally borne by those who 
were not prominent in the action, by those whose market 
employment is at greatest risk. It is true to say that, 'In 
many respects, [we have been subject to] factors beyorvJ the 
control of the Austral ian Government' (p 20). But Austra-
lians, individually and corporately, and Australian Govern-
ments have nevertheless enjoyed a large measure of freedom 
to respond to changes in the world around them. In the areas 
of wages and employment, a great deal has been within (not 
"beyond*) the influence if not the 'control' of Australian Gov-
ernments. Y e t Austral ian Governments (both Coalition 
parties and Labor) have fai led to respond appropriately. In 
the present respect, there are notable instances of c lear ly 
perverse response. The following is a quotation from the 
Counsel for the Commonwealth before the 1973 National 
Wage Case Bench of the Austral ian Conciliation and Arbi t ra-
tion Commission ( A C A C ) : 

I t is the Commonwealth's opinion that there is scope in 
the capacity and the f lexibi l i ty of the Australian econ-
omy for an appreciable rise in wages without undesi-
rable inflat ionary consequences and with wage increases 
being viewed as the appropriate instrument for this 
redistribution. (l '*9 Commonwealth Arbitration Reports 
81) 

The calamitous consequences of that Government action have 
been fe l t thoughout the length and breadth of this land, and 
are s t i l l being f e l t . Moreover, they are st i l l being exercised 
through continuing Influence on current determinations of the 
A C A C . And it is 'the widow, the orphan, the stranger' ( C A , p 
11) for whom C A is supposed to o f fe r 'Good News to 
Austral ia ' (banner, pp lOf) who chiefly bear the burden of 
these actions. 
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'Social secxMity" transfers 

'Everything Is related to everything' , and this Is nowhere 

more true than in theology. As Chris t ian Orthodoxy has 

constantly taught us, the revelation of God in Jesus Christ Is 

a whole: only by right belief may we give right worship to 

God. And right belief is whole belief , the fu l l embracing of 

catholic doctrir>e. My theme In this paper has been to show 

how the practical errors of C A are but outworkings of theolo-

gical error, of doctrine that is at variance with the constant 

tradition of catholic Chr is t ian i ty . The last section ended 

with the observation that a one-eyed view of the environment 

(currently so fashionable in almost al l eccleslal establish-

ments) Is at the root of the 'jobs' aspect of the ' scarc i ty 

problem' as presented In C A . This one-eyed view is Int i -

mately related to the view of providence and the understand-

ing of provident human act ion found in C A , which was c r i t i -

cised and partially corrected above. As I see i t , the errors of 

C A in the area of welfare benefits are not principally errors 

of economic ignorance and deficient homework (although they 

Include these): the root error is theological. 

Because everything is related to everything it is d i f f i cu l t 

to isolate a single error when it Is the whole cosmology of C A 

that is at variance with biblical Chr is t ian i ty . But the pr inci-

pal error may be corrected by again referr ing to the Chris t ian 

understanding of man ('anthropology') and to the Chris t ian 

understanding of God's sustaining action in the l i fe of man 

Cprovidence'). B r i e f ly , man is a sinner: which is to say that 

men and women, boys and girls w i l fu l l y f a l l short of their 

created glory. The Church's understanding of Providence 

Issues In a notion of 'provident' human response, and this 

response finds its central expression in the human endeavour 

described as 'work*. As outlined In the Appendix, the Chr i s -

tian notion of work is far-reaching. The important points to 

restate are: 

� that work is a 'generative' or 'productive' ac t iv i ty (work 

makes a person 'grow' and also makes his world 'grow'); 

» that work is an 'ascet lca l ' ac t iv i ty Ctoll ' is part of the 

nature of work, and the t ravai l of work repairs a per-

son's l i fe [jt Is ' repara tor /J ) ; and 

* that work is a 'necessary* ac t iv i ty (work, widely under-

stood, is constitututive of persons: a person is a person 

because he 'works' - although nothing in this statement 

deprives the aged and the Inf l rmed of their humanity; 

see McGavin, 1983b). 

It is not necessary to traverse ground covered in the 
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Appendix; it is suff ic ient to make direct reference to apos-
tolic teaching on the subject as it touches the issue of public 
transfer payments: 

Now we command you, brethren, in the name of our 
Lord Jesus Chr i s t , that you keep away from any brother 
who is l iving in idleness and not in accord with the 
tradition that you received from us. For you yourselves 
know how you ought to imitate us; we were not idle 
when we were with you, we did not eat any one's bread 
without paying, but with toil and labour we worked night 
and day . . . If any one wil l not work, let him not eat . . 
. (2rhe53.3:6ff) 

Honour widows who are real widows. If a widow has 
children or grandchildren, let them first learn their 
religious duty to their own family and make some return 
to their parents . . . [ L e t a widow be enrolled] for 
church provision of her needs if she is not less than 
sixty years of age, having been the wife of one husband; 
and she must be well attested by her good deeds . . . 
But refuse to enrol younger widows . . . [who should i 

marry, bear children, rule their households, and give the 
enemy no occasion to revile us . . . let the church not be 
burder»ed, so that it may assist those who are real 
widows. ( / r i m . 5 : 3 f f ) 

If these texts were to be read in a public place in any of 
our c i t ies , the reader would be stoned ( c f . JohnlO:31), or 
whatever it is that we do nowadays to blasphemers. If these 
texts were read in our churches, and their exact message 
expounded, it would be not only the people who would hound 
us, but also those whose call ing it is to uphold the 'tradition 
of the apostles' (2rhes.s.3:6b). These texts are not addressed 
to the world, but to the Church; and even within the Church 
the apostolic teaching has from the beginning been slandered 
(cf . - J C o r . l l f ) . 

One reason such texts would evoke fury is because they 
would t>e heard as what is slanderously known as Pauline 
harshness. The Gospel of Christ is never harsh: it never 
beats people over the head for their sinfulness, but rather i t 
o f f e r s people a way out of their sin (Watt.7:11). And the 
Gospel of Chris t is never oppressive; it never pushes a person 
into the conformity of a mould, but rather it raises each man, 
women and child to the stature of 'sonship' ( Z ^ e 7 : * 8 ) . The 
Church In Europe was raised upon the foundations of St Paul, 
for it is he who gave foundations to gentile Christianity 
(Gal .2:7) . I received that apostolic name in baptism - and 
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pray God I be r»ot harsh; pray God I spread abroad the l ibera-
ting love of Christ our God' The argument of this paper has 
been that this love of God in Chris t is not soft-headed and 
does not come from 'on high'. God tlie Holy Spirit is in our 
midst iJohniti:l6), and it is he who leads us into a l l truth 
(Johni<»:17,16:l3,8:32). The truth into which he leads us 
includes 'this world* truth: our learning is 'on the inside' 
through the careful and thorough schooling of experience of 
the world around us and the world within each of us. 

In a sense, one does not need to be an economist to have 

gained the knowledge of contemporary Austral ia set forth 

here (the degenerative e f f ec t s of 'wel fare benefits ' are com-

mon knowledge). But because the extension of social security 

benefits is argued in C A (pp 6,16,17,19), with the pretension 

that this is an application of the Good News(!), it is r>ecessary 

to say something from the viewpoint of economics of the 

shade that this extension of the 'we l fa re state' has cast upon 

our national l i f e . 

Once again, we deal with vast and complex issues of 

which C A shows li t t le appreciation, ^ n introductory survey 

of these issues is found in McGavin (198<»a). The conclusion 

of that survey is that the interaction of wages and welfare 

during the period of their blow-out operated to increase 

wages, and to counteract any tendency towards reduction in 

the rate of growth of wages. In terms of youth labour force 

experience, this meant an increase in market labour force 

participation and a reduction in employment: an increase in 

the 'labour force' together with a reduction in the 'work 

force', compared with what would otherwise have occurred. 

An example wil l make this message clearer. Between 

1972 and 1973 junior male unemployment benefits for 16-17 

year olds relat ive to junior male earnings Increased f rom 17 

to per cent (for junior females, f rom 20 to *9 per cent) 

(ABS, 3312.0, 13334.J, Department of Social Security, and 

computations on these data). Using the estimations of 

McCavin (1981), the very serious implications of changes 

between 1973 and 197'» In welfare payments policy are indi-

cated as: 

* an estimated addition of about 2,100 males aged 16 to 

the labour force during a period when ful l - t ime em-

ployment of males 15-19 years old contracted by 3,<»00; 

and 

* an estimated addition of about 3,500 females aged 16 

during a period when fu l l - t ime employment of females 

15-19 years old contracted by about 6,700 (McGavin , 

1984b). 
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For older Australians, the interaction of wages and 
�velfare meant a reduction in labour force participation. The 
reduction in labour supply that this entailed is likely to have 
contributed to wages being higher than they would otherwise 
have been. A consequence of this was reduced employment 
for any given demand for labour services. While the move-
ment of wages and welfare acted to reduce the employment 
of both youth and older Australians, there was at the same 
time an increase in the volume of drawings on the public 
transfer payments system (Australian drawings on 'welfare ' ) . 
Change in wages and welfare thus acted simultaneously to 
both: 

* reduce the use of labour services and, ceteris paribus, 
reduce the supply of goods and services for any nominal 
level of aggregate ac t iv i ty ("McGavin, 1982a,b); and 

* increase for those drawing on wage and on welfare 
incomes the demand for goods and services occurring at 
any nominal level of aggregate activity (McGavin, 
198'»a). 

An example wi l l make this message clearer: between 
1972 and 1976 the proportion of Australian males aged 60-6<» 
years drawing wage incomes fel l from 76 per cent to 61 per 
cent, while the proportion drawing welfare benefits almost 
doubled, from 13.5 per cent to 2«f per cent ( B L M R , 1983b: 
'�2). Strieker cind Sheehan (1981) have argued that this de-
cline should be understood as being in response to the reces-
sion (the 'recession' is almost treated as an autonomous 
event!). McGavin (198'ta), drawing on the work of Dunlop and 
Williams (1983), argues that the movement of older Austra-
lian males out of the labour force should not principally be 
understood as a 'discouraged worker' e f f e c t , but as a response 
to the attraction of welfare benefits. Some figures wil l 
c l a r i f y the argument. Between 1971-72 and 1975-76, welfare 
benefits as a proportion of average weekly male earnings net 
of income tax (for a married man with a dependent spouse) 
increased from about *0 per cent to 50 per cent - that is , an 
increase of about 25 per cent (Kal isch and Williams, 1983:-
13). Econometric estimation of the labour force participation 
decision for males 60-6it years old by Dunlop and Williams 
(1983) derives a -0.30 coeff ic ient attaching to the real maxi-
mum value of government pensions (that is, an 'attraction' 
response to changes in welfare benefits of about 30 per cent); 
and a -0.10 coef f ic ien t attaching to the prime-age male 
unemployment rate (that is, a 'discouragement' response to 
labour market conditions of about 10 per cent) (Dunlop and 
Williams, 1983:10). Applying these econometric results to 



Crtatnfnj Austral ia 

1978-79, they derive for Austral ian males aged 60-64 years an 

estimate of about 5,000 'discouraged workers' (1983:20). This 

is about 43 per cent of the reduction between 1978 and 1979 

in Australian wage employment of males aged 60-64 years 

(ABS, i2J4.0). 

ni. Conclusions 

It is from this sort of evidence that McGavin (1984a) argues 

that the changes In wages and wel fa re In Australia acted to 

reduce the supply of and increase the demand for market 

goods and services. Thus, these changes acted at once to 

influence a reduction in the level of real aggregate ac t iv i ty , 

together with an increase in the rate of change of prices 

('Inflation'). That is, changes in wages and welfare contri-

buted to the increased Austral ian experience of 'stagflation' 

(McGavin, 1982a,b). These changes were fostered by Austra-

lians who had scant regard for the Chris t ian understanding of 

man, and of the place of work in human l i f e . In important 

respects, this general attitude of mind is shared by C A , e.g., 

'The commitment of the present Federal Government to 

Increase welfare benefits to 2516 of average weekly earnings 

is commendable but Insuff icient . . . [The Government] must 

develop a social wage . . . that guarantees an acceptable 

standard of living for the jobless' (pp 19,20). In my view this 

counsel is sheer fol ly . I t is not grounded in the actual his-

tories of individual men and women; It Is not grounded in the 

realities of Australian economy and society; and It is not 

grounded in Christian theology. 

I believe this counsel is also sheer pretention: for it is no 

business of the Church to Instruct the Government in the 

af fa i rs of the nation. It is the business of each and every 

Christian as an Australian c i t i zen to influence the character 

of our national l i fe and the course of our national history. It 

is the business of the Magisterlum of the Church to instruct 

the people of God in the foundations of their religion, and to 

help the people of God as they seek to apply their religion to 

the everyday events of their l ives. I t is the business of the 

Church, in al l her orders, to declare the JTonderful Works of 

God and to make clear the pract ical implications of response 

to the mission of God in the world. I t is the business of the 

Church to be fully engaged with the world and with every 

aspect of society ( J o h n l 7 : l l , J C o r . 5 : l l ) . 

However, I also profoundly believe that this engagement 

with the world should chief ly occur from within the world. 
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The truly great achievements of the Church of God in west-
e m civi l isat ion were not achieved by the Church acting as 
'the Church': they were achieved because members of the 
Church (disciples of the Lord 3esus) ful ly exercised their 
responsibilities as c i t izens of their several nations. The 
same, I believe, is true today (or at least should be true 
today). A disciple of the Lord must, of necessity, be a loyal 
and responsible c i t i zen - whether it be of the People's Repub-
l ic of China, the United States of America , the Kingdom of 
Thailand, or the Commonwealth of Australia. The principles 
of Chris t ian behaviour as citizens of the kingdoms of this 
world are no dif ferent now than they were when first taught 
by the Apostle to the Gentiles (e.g., RomAi). But the 
Church, as Church, must not and cannot act as a political 
instructor of the nations. 

The reason for this is quite clear. It Is because every-
thing that the Church speaks and does must be what her 
Master speaks and does ( Johnl2 : '»9 ,U:2 l ,15 :10) . Anything 
that is not done in the name of Christ is done without his 
authority ( / o / m l ' f f ) . Christ gave no political authority to his 
Church. An Is lamic Republic of Iran is a theological possibi-
l i ty for those who worship God as Allah; a Christian Republic 
of Australia is not a theological possibility for those who in 
right belief worship the Holy and Glorious Trini ty. Why is 
this so? 

Jesus answered Pi la te , 
'My kingship is not of this world 
i f my kingship were of this world, 
my servants would fight, 
that I might not be handed over to the Jews; 
but my kingship is not from this world.' (Joh/jl8:36) 

The pressures upon Jesus to act politically were massive 
(e.g., Matt . ' f :8f). The expectations both of the people (e.g., 
Jo/in6:13,l9:2) and of his disciples (LA^e2'i:2[) were that he 
should act pol i t ical ly . But Jesus renounced both law (Luke 
IZ-Ai*) and sword (which is a necessary adjunct to tlie rule of 
law) (.Matt.26;52). The manner of Jesus' action was 'a stum-
bling block to the Jews cind folly to the Gentiles', but 'to 
those who are called' the work of Jesus made him 'Christ the 
power of God and the wisdom of God' ( i C o r . l : 2 3 f ) . The 
Church's only authority is the authority of Chris t : 

A l l authority in heaven and on earth has been given to 
me. Go therefore arnJ make disciples of all nations, 
baptising them in the name of the Father and of the Son 
and of the Holy Spir i t , teaching them to observe a l l that 
I have commanded you; and lo, I am with you always, to 
the close of the age! (Vfatt.28:18-20) 
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The document C A only weakly contains such a notion of 
the Church. To the author of C A , '3esus placed himself 
firmly within the tradition of the Prophets of the Old Testa-
ment' (p 12). The notion of 'kingdom theology' found in C A is 
presented as a product of 'recent developments in our under-
standing of Scriptures which bring the Old Testament into 
clearer focus' (p 10). But this understanding is not a recent 
development: the saying, 'Vanity of vanities . . . there is 
nothing new under the sun' ( E c c f e s . 1:2,9) receives its fullest 
application in the area of theological error. Our Lord Jesus 
conversed with the Law and the Prophets to the ultimate 
degree (Lu^ce9:30f), but he came not to apply the Law nor to 
Prophesy, but to f u l f i l them both ( C A , p 12; .Vlatt.l2:«»lf). 

The Law and the Prophets were addressed to Israel (as 

even C A acknowledges [p l l ] , although without consistency 

[c f . pp 17,30]); and they s t i l l are addressed to the Church of 

God ( Vfatt.5:l8,20). But, in a 'this world' sense, the Church of 

God is not a nation and never can be a nation: for the 'king-

dom of Christ is not a kingdom of this world* (yo/inl8:36). 

The commission of the Church Is to al l nations, to ca l l out a 

people to be Christ 's own ( j o h n l 1:52,17:20). I t Is In steady 

faithfulness to this commission of her Lord that the Church 

brings God's consummation of al l things, the 'kingdom of God': 

Af ter this I looked, and behold, a great multitude which 

no man could number, f rom every nation, from a l l tribes 

and f>eoples and tongues, standing before the throne and 

before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm 

branches in their hands, and crying with a loud voice, 

Salvation belongs to our God who sits upon the 

throne, and to the Lamb! 

And al l the angels stood round the throne and round the 

elders and the four living creatures, and they fel l on 

their faces before the throne and worshipped God, 

saying, 

Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanks-

giving and honour and power and might be to our 

God for ever and ever! Amen. 

(Rev.7:9-12) 

That 'power and might' of God was demonstrated not in 

political action, nor in words of wisdom, but In the scandal of 

the Cross ( l C o r . l : 2 3 ) : ' I have given you an example' (John 

13:15); *go and do likewise' {Luke\0:'i7); 'do this In remem-

brance of me' (Luke22: l9 ) . Le t the reader f l i ck the pages of 

C A . Is there a single photograph of Australian disciples 

'doing likewise' (e.g., of a priest declaring the Word, a C h r i s -

tian youth leader at work, a nun bringing the ministry of 
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Chris t to people in need)? No, there is none. Is there a single 
photograph of Austral ian disciples 'doing this in 
remembrance'? No, there is not a single picture of people at 
prayer, not a single picture of people 'making remembrance' 
as Christ commanded. 

While C A recognises at several points the need for perso-
nal conversion (e.g., pp 3,12,1'*), it is always with an intent to 
politicise people (e.g., pp 3,8,9,19,2'*,26). The central re l i -
gious section of the document has a banner, 'Good News for 
Austral ia ' (pp lOf ) , and concludes on what I see as the thrust 
of the document: the poli t ical purpose of changing ' i t ' ; that 
i s , changing Austra l ia (p U , also p 26). At p 27 of C A there 
is a picture of a woman at a machine, and another as a small 
inset at p 7. For the rest , the pictures are of people who are 
spectators. 

In the kingdom of God there are no spectators. The 
kingdom of God is not about something 'out there' like Chang-
ing Austrai ia (that is , 'changing our nation'). The kingdom of 
God is about p>ersonal conversion to faith in God, about 
changing me: 

Except you become as a l i t t le child, 

you shall never enter the kingdom, 
(c f , Joiin3:3, LuK:el3:3) 

Let your light so shine before men, that they may see 
your good works, and glorify your Father which is in 
heaven, (Matt.5:16) 

God, be merc i fu l unto me, a sinner. (Lu;cel8:13) 
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APPENDIX 

The object of the following Appendix Is to set out In greater 
detail the theological context for the proper discussion of the 
work and welfare issues raised by the Changing Australia 
document. The Appendix Is divided into two parts. The f i rs t 
Is a brief rehearsal of relevant portions of the Scriptural 
record - pieces that tel l of the work of God, and of the work 
of men under God. The second Is an attempt to lay out the 
central elements of the Church's understanding of what work, 
conceived In genuinely Christian terms, entails. They are 
produced here as an Appendix to the paper not because they 
are incidental - they are , in fac t , completely central - but 
because they cover ground that for the non-Christian may 
seem irrelevant, and for the Christian ought to be totally 
fami l ia r . I say ought to be, because it is the failure to build 
upon such basic Chris t ian understanding that Is the character-
ist ic feature of the Changing Austrafia position. 
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I . A Scriptural rehearsal of the work of God and of man's call 
to partnership: 

1. (Gen.l:l,27,28,31b) 
In the beginning God . . . And behold, it was very good. 

So God created man in his own image, 
in the image of God he created him; 
male and female he created them. 
And God blessed them, and God said to them, 
'Be fruitful and multiply, and f i l l the earth and subdue it; 
and have dominion over . . . every living thing that moves 
upon earth'. 

2. (Gen.3:l9) 
And to Adam [the Lord God] said, 
'In the sweat of your face 
you shall eat bread . . . 
you are dust, and to dust you shall return*. 

3. (Johnltlt, Ltikc2:5l, Matt.l3:3'»f, John5:17) 
And the Word became flesh But Jesus answered them, 
and dwelt among us . . . 'My Father is working still , 

and I am working.' 
And 3esus went down with them and came to Nazareth, 
and was obedient to them . . . 

and coming into his own country 3esus taught them in their 

synagogue, 
so that they were astounded, and said, 
'Where did this man get this wisdom and these mighty works? 
Is not this the carpenter's son!' 
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It. (John6:27,l7:3f,«<:32,3'») 
Work not for the food which perishes, 
but for the food which endures to eternal life, 
which the Son of man will give you . . . 

. . . and 3esus said, 'This is eternal life, 
that they know thee the only true God, 
and 3esus Christ whom thou hast sent. 
I glorified thee on earth, 
having accomplished the work which thou gavest me to do 

But Jesus said to his disciples, 
'[ have food to eat of which you do not know 
. . . My food is to do the will of him who sent me, 
and to accomplish his work'. 

5. (John17:18, Matt.28:l9f) 
Jesus said, 
'As the living Father didst send me into the world, 
so have I sent them into the world . . .' 

Jesus directed them, 
'Go therefore and make disciples of all nations . . . 
and lo, I am with you always, 
to the close of the age*. 
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n. What is the Church's perspective on work and welfare? 

God most (ully declared himself and accomplished his work in 
the world in the person of Jesus of Nazareth. It is he, the 
Christ, who is God's self-disclosure to mankind, and he, the 
Christ, who is God's reconciliation in the world. In the sacred 
Scriptures are found the fundamentals of the Church's knowl-
edge of the revelation of God In Jesus Christ, and of the 
reconciliation of God and man In Jesus Christ. A stark out-
line of the message of salvation entrusted to the Church of 
God 1$ given In the portions of sacred Scripture set out In the 
first part of this Appendix. It Is on this foundation of the 
unchanging Gospel of God that the Christian perspective of 
work ar>d welfare Is grounded. 

This foundation is outlined by reference to the numbered 
groupings of the scriptural portions given above. 

1. God Almighty Is the first and only cause of all phenomena 
'visible and Invisible' (Aposttey Creed). Because everything 
finds Its source In the One God, everything that Is proceeds 
and Is sustained under the order of that One God: that Is, all 
phenomena Is an 'order'. Within the order we know as 'earth', 
man ('male and female he created them') Is the pinnacle of 
creation: "have dominion over . . . the earth'. This whole 
order proclaims the glory of God and manifests his character 
and his purpose: 'behold, it was very good*. 

2. Man's exercise of dominion In the world Is spoiled by his 
sin, by his disruption of his relationship with his Creator. 
Because of this, man's work of making 'fruitful ' and of 'multi-
plying' Is diminished In Its prlr>cely character. No longer is 
the image one of tilling and keeping an Idyllic garden (Gen. 
1:13). The scriptural image shifts from one of God's bringing 
forth order, to the emergence of disorder and of man's 
struggle with chaos. Chaos within and chaos without; human 
life is lived in 'sweat', and degenerates to 'dust' (Gen.3:19). 
The glory of the created order remains, but It Is marred: 
tragedy Is now a fact of l ife. 

3. Between the words 'In the beginning God . . .' (Gen.hi) 
and 'and the Word became flesh' (Johnl:l'») there stretch 
unnumbered aeons and the whole length of what the Church 
calls the Old Testament. Those pages may be read as an 
exposition of Chapter 3 of Genesfs: an extended history of 
the 'Fair and of the seau-ch for restoration of the created 
order. The Church confesses Jesus Christ as the culmination 
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of that history and as the fulfilment of that search for resto-
ration. 

Any faithful presentation of the person and the work of 
Jesus must be true to foundational facts. Principal among 
these are that this 'restoration of ail things' (HebJ:i) is 
achieved within all things: the Word's becoming flesh is 
through a conception, a painful birth, a common human 
socialisation, an authentic living of human existence in a 
world of sin, and tl»e final degeneration of human death. Thus 
is this 'very God and very man' (Athanasian Creed) made 'like 
unto us in all things' {HebA:\5, 2Cor.5:2l). 

Vhen lesus said to the Scribes and Pharisees, 'You know 
neither the Scriptures nor the power of God" (Miirfcl 2:2'»), he 
was not referring to a weight of explicit Scriptural evi-
dence. He was referring to a weight of implicit evidence, to 
the very breath of Scripture - that God was a 'living God* 
(Afar*cl2:27, yohn6:57). When the Church speaks of God's 
restoration of the world within the world, she refers not to a 
weight of explicit Scriptural evidence. She refers to the very 
breath of Scripture, and to the very breath of the experience 
of the people of God through the ages and of the people who 
now live in his fear. 

Far from being explicit about the practical outworkings 
of God's restoration of the world from within, the Scriptural 
references that most exemplify this seem almost incidental! 
The story of Jesus' formation in the society of men is barely 
told. Only incidentally do we learn that he was 'the carpen-
ter's son' (Matt.l3:53). So easily might we pass over the 
record of his adolescent obedience to his parents (LuA:e2:5l). 
The Lord Jesus' common human experience of the world of 
society and of work receives no close documentation. 

That it was thorough and was real is implicitly yet trans-
parently shown forth in the gospel records. Take for instance 
Vfatthew 13, which leads up to the people's cry, 'Where then 
did this man get all this? . . . Is not this the carpenter's son!' 
(v.56,55). This Chapter runs over with the teachings of a man 
who has truly lived the common life of men, the teachings of 
a man who truly knows the world through close experience 
and attentive observation. The Parable of the Seeds {Matt. 
13:3-9) is told by a man who has closely observed the pheno-
mena he uses as a vehicle for conveying his message. The 
same is true of the Parable of the Tares (13:2'*-30), and also 
of the Parables of the Mustard Seed (13:3If), the Measures of 
Meal (v.33), the Treasure in the Field (v.*4), the Merchant 
(v.<f5), and the Fisher ( v . ^ / f ) . The 'authority* (Matt.7:29) with 
which Jesus speaks comprises also the authority of experience 
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and close observation of the phenomena of the material world 
and the world of human society. Jesus communicates with his 
hearers because he has lived as one of them in their world. 
His knowledge is intimate, it is a knowledge learned from 
within - the knowledge of one who participates in the action. 

And what is the character of Jesus' pcirticipation in that 
action? He describes its character himself: work. 'My 
Father is working still , and I am working' (John3:l7). The 
word here used, ergo, means 'toil'. The Fall brought the 
character of toil into the activity of mankind: a meaning of 
'burden' is added to our understanding of 'work*. 

U, Yet this burdensome character of work is not futile. Man 
learns his condition in his travail (.^eb.5:8,12:10) and repairs 
himself and his world through his work: work is reparation 
(e.g., Lukc8:15,l<»:l*, /ohn5:29, iiev.7:lt). Jesus, the Repre-
sentative Man, fully discloses the condition of man and makes 
full reparation for man and his world in and through his work 
(2Cor.3:21). The Church teaches us that this Work of Christ 
is a whole. When we properly speak of the Work of Christ, we 
speak not of Calvary but of the ' l i fe, death, and resurrection' 
of Our Lord (CA, p 12). As Jesus approaches his full oblation 
of himself, he says in prayer, '1 have accomplished the work 
which thou. Father, gavest me to do" (John 17:4b). The obla-
tion of Calvary gathers up the oblation that was the whole of 
Jesus' life; and the whole of Jesus' life was an accomplishing 
of the work of the Father (John4:3*). That work of the 
Father was a reconciliation and a restoration of humanity and 
of the world in its relationship with God. ft irKluded not only 
the priestly work of the Lamb of God and the rabbinical work 
of the Wisdom of God, but also the human work of common 
human living - the work of the Son of Man (john3:l'»,3:27). 

This speaking to the texts appearing under (4) has concen-
trated upon 'work', but rwticc that the texts are in fact about 
'welfare': about 'food which endures to eternal life' (John 
6:27), and 'knowing the only true God' (John 17:3), about the 
'will of him who sent me as being "food"' (John'»:3'»). This 
sounds frightfully immaterial: about 'food* that is not simply 
food, about "knowing' that is not a grasp of facts, about 'wil l ' 
that is not a mamdate of worldly power. What a strange 
notion of welfare! Human welfare, though not simply about 
things more commonplace than these, does yet comprise 
things more commonplace than these: 

Therefore I tell you, do not be anxious about your life, 
what you shall eat or what you shall drink, nor about 
your body, what you shall put on. Is not life more than 
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food, and the body more than clothing? . . . the Gentiles 
seek all these things; and your heavenly Father knows 
that you need them al l . But seek first his kingdom and 
his righteousness, and all these things shall be yours as 
well. (Matt.6:23,31-33) 

In Christian terms, 'work' betokens human activity that 
manifests the dignity of man, the travail of man, and the 
restoration of man. And in Christian terms, 'welfare' be-
tokens human needs of food, clothing, shelter, and society; 
but it also t>etokens the human need of society with God and 
participation in his life (IJohnl:3, 2Pet.l:'t). Because the God 
of the Church is God the Holy Trinity, participation in that 
life therefore means a participation in society. Strange 
words, maybe, but they are words that the Church teaches. 
The life of God is a mutuality of Persons, and men are called 
into the society of God: 'as thou. Father, art in me, and I in 
thee, I pray that they also may be in us . . . I in them and thou 
in me, that they may be perfectly one . . .' (/ohn|7:21,23). 

And how do men and women enter into this life of God? 
Several manners of speaking are possible. The Church's 
confession of the gift of the Holy Spirit (e.g., «om.8:l5) 
evidently is important. But, pursuing the theme of our cur-
rent interest, the language of work may be used to speak 
about entry into this life of God. Jesus answered the people, 
'This is the work of God, that you believe in him whom he has 
sent' (/ohn6:29): 

3esus prayed the Father, 
�I glorified thee on earth, 
having accomplished the work which thou gavest me to 
do . . .' {Johni7-A) 
Jesus cried, 
'It is accomplished'; 
and he bowed his head and gave up his spirit. (Johnl9:30) 

5. The use of the language of work to speak about the entry 
of men and women into the life of God must be extended to 
comprise not only entry, but that life itself. Entry into the 
society of God is not simply a single action, like the unre-
peatable action of Christian initiation in Baptism. It is a 
continuing action, a continuing treading of the path of life. It 
is no accident that the earliest description of Christianity 
was 'the Way' {Actal9:23). This topic of the 'way' is so large 
that one might say 'the world itself could not contain the 
books that would be written' (John21:25). Perhaps the most 
compressed summary of the 'way' may be made by recalling 
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that the earliest description of those who trod It was 'dis-
ciples' (Acl36:lf) . A disciple Is one who enters training, and 
the asceticism of that training Is a work of perseverance 
(e.g., Ma£t.I0:22,2'»:i3, Luke2l:19, 'iev.2:2). These sentences 
evoke an Image of the ascetlcal l i fe of an athlete (ICor. 
9:2tlf). This Image needs correcting by recalling that the life 
of discipleshlp is in the fellowship of the Church (all of ^ohn 
17 is addressed to a community, not to an individual), and a 
discipleshlp in fellowship with Christ: 'lo, I am with you 
always' (Matt.28:20). 

The scriptural Imagery Is complex. We should forget 
neither the entry upon the 'way*, nor the end of the 'way". But 
the focus Is upon the now of the 'way* (Matt.6:33, James 
'>:13ff). And the activity of this now Is an activity of work: 
the work of the disciple, and the work of the Church, and 
especially the work of God: 

Jesus prayed the Father, 
'As thou didst send me into the world, 
so have I sent them into the world.' 
Jesus said to his disciples, 
'Truly, truly, I say to you, 
he who believes In me will also do the works that I do; 
and greater works than these will he do . . .' 

Saint Paul of Tarsus writes to the Church at Colossae, 
�Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, 
and In my flesh I complete what Is lacking In Christ's 
afflictions 
for the sake of his body, that Is, the Church . . .' (John 
17:18,li»:12, CoM:2») 

The way of Christian discipleshlp Is then properly described 
as a shared activity of work. 

In understanding this ascetlcal way of work, it must ever 
be recalled that its character and its pattern are of the same 
kind as the Master's work. For, properly understood, It is a 
participation and a sharing In the work of the Master - In-
deed, It is the work of the Master (although It cannot be 
described here, this 1$ what the doctrine of the gift of the 
Holy Spirit Is centrally about). Those critical words 'as the 
Father sent me . . . so I send them' (^ohni7:18) must ever be 
remembered. The character of the work of the Christian 
disciple Is the character of the work of Christ: our 'sentness' 
Is of the same kind as Our Lord's, and the fullest exposition of 
Its character is Calvary (cf. .V<att.lO:2'>, Lukee-M, John 
13:1*). Because the present work of the disciple extends the 
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work of Christ it is effectual in the reconciliation of himself, 
of humanity, and of the world to God: 'greater works than 
these will you do' (Johnl'»:I2), But always the work of the 
disciple is for himself, for the Church, and for the world, a 
participation in and a bringing into the present the travail of 
Christ and the fruits of that travail: *in my flesh I complete 
what is lacking in Christ's afflictions' (Col.l:2'»). 

6. This traverses a great deal of ground. The purpose of this 
traversing is to explaun the fundamental Christian tenets that 
work is consistitutive of man; work is travail; this travail is 
fruitful; its fruit is the restoration of the disciple, of man-
kind, and of the world to God. In short, it is in 'work', most 
widely understood, that we enter upon the 'way' and that we 
discover ourselves as disciples of God (John|5:8). 

The fruit of this work is the advent of the kingdom of 
God, the restoration of all things under the purpose of God. 
But note, and note well, that the advent of this kingdom is 
not effected from the outside, it is performed from 'within': 

(Johnl:l«». .^66.12:2. .̂ ohn 17:22) 
And the Word became flesh 
and dwelt among us 
. . . we have beheld his glory . . . 

Looking to Jesus 
. . . who for the joy that was set before him 
endured the Cross. . . 

The glory which thou. Father, hast given to me 
I have given to them . . . 

79 



R E N D E R I N G UNTO C A E S A R : 

Changing Australia 

ON PAYING T A X E S 
Geoffrey Brennan 



Geoffrey Brennan is Professor of Economics in the Faculty of 
Economics at the Australian National University, and was 
previously Professor of Economics at the Virginia Polytechnic 
Institute and State University. He has been Lecturer, Senior 
Lecturer and Reader in Public Finance at the Australian 
National University from 1968-1978 and a Full-time Research 
Consultant to the Australian Taxation Review Committee 
1973-74. His main research and teaching interests are in 
public finance, welfare ecofKjmics and public choice. He is 
the joint editor of The Economics of Federalism (1980) and 
joint author with James M. Buchanan of The Power to fojc: 
Analytical Foundations of a Fiscal Constitution (1980). 



R E N D E R I N G UNTO C A E S A R : 

Changing Australia 

ON PAYING T A X E S 
Geoffrey B r e n n a n 

L INTRODUCTION 

Among its 30-odd pages of rather radical rhetoric, Changiixg 
Australia (CA) devotes a page or two to the question of the 
Australian tax system. Most of this part of the document Is 
uncontroversial (unlike much of the remaining 28 pages). 
There is a call for a review of the tax system. There are 
suggestions as to what options such a review might investi-
gate. There is critical comment on the absence of capital 
gains taxation of some sort (long a peculiarity of the Austra-
lian system) and on the absence of estate/gift taxation. 
There is support expressed concerning the possibility of some 
other more general form of wealth taxation. And there is a 
lament about 'tl»e widespread practice of evasion and avoid-
ance'. 

Although it Is undoubtedly good to have the Churches' 
support In the pursuit of a fairer and more efficient tax 
system, it is not entirely clear what the Churches themselves 
can contribute to such pursuit beyond a general blessing of 
the troops before battle. The ecclesial establishment's autho-
rity and expertise In the delicate matter of tax reform and 
tax design is not entirely self-evident beyond the claim, 
perhaps, that church authorities tend to be morally sensitive 
persons of more than average good-will. This is a proposition 
I would myself agree to heartily. I rather regret, however, 
that the Church authorities themselves see fit to make it. 

What is rather more interesting Is the publication's stance 
on the question of the morality of paying taxes. This is 
interesting for three reasons. First, because being largely a 
moral issue it is a matter on which the church can reasonably 

Aut/K>r's Note; I am grateful to Tom Rymes for helpful 
comments. Standard caveats apply. 
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claim some authority. Second, because it is a matter concer-
ning which there is explicit biblical precedent. And third, 
because the p>articular stance Changing Australia takes is in 
some ways interestingly at variance with positions that the 
general style of the document might lead one to think the 
authors might support. 

The relevant section of the document is worth quoting in 
some detail: 

Taxation pays for the community services that contri-
bute to our quality of l i fe: health, education, housing . . 
. All members of the community benefit directly and 
indirectly from these services. So paying tax is like 
buying goods or services - we receive something in 
return. And avoiding tax is theft - the services provided 
by government are still enjoyed but someone else has to 
pay for them. In a fair taxation system, services are 
paid for by members of the community according to 
their means - the richer members pay more and the 
poorer pay less , . . 

The major concern about the Australian taxation 
system has been the widespread practice of evasion and 
avoidance. There is not simply a legal obligation to pay 
taxes; there is also a moral obligation - to pay for 
services and to enable the sharing of wealth. iVhen 
taxes are not paid, either necessary services are not 
provided or else other people have to pay more. Either 
way, a moral obligation arises. (CA, pp 20-21) 

As I can see it, all this goes a good deal further than 
Jesus' own rather clever way of avoiding the tax issue, with 
his 'render unto Caesar' response to his questioners. For 
Jesus does not delineate, except by implication, exactly what 
things are Caesar's. Moreover, Jesus' response suggests that 
the obligation to pay taxes is to be seen merely as one aspect 
of a general obligation to recognise temporal authority - to 
submit to civil governance because It is 'appointed by God" (a 
theme adumbrated by Paul in Romans 13). 

In the Charging Australia account, by contrast, the 
implication seems to be that the moral obligation to pay 
taxes transcends the legal obligation. 'There is not simply a 
legal obligation to pay taxes; there is also a moral obliga-
tion'. In fact, 'it is quite unacceptable to exploit loopholes in 
the tax laws or to erect artificial structures to avoid tax 
laws' (p 21). If indeed the use of entirely legal procedures of 
tax reduction is 'quite unacceptable', it seems clear that 
moral and legal requirements with respect to the law must be 
distinguishable and to some extent independently operating: 
otherwise, to obey the law should be sufficient. 
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Indeed, the term 'tax avoidance' covers a wide range of 
phenomena, some of which are, on the face of things, entirely 
morally innocuous, and some even explicitly encouraged by 
the tax law. The claim that 'avoiding tax is theft' therefore 
seems much too strong as a general statement, and may well 
be inadequate even for those cases where avoidance is neither 
encouraged nor intended by the law. Part of my object in 
what follows is to argue this position. 

But there are in the Changing Australia statement sug-
gestions of a line of reasoning other than the 'avoidance is 
theft* one. First , there is some appeal to considerations of 
'fairness' - by which the authors mean payment 'according to 
means'. This is a consideration that deserves some detailed 
investigation in the particular context in which Changing 
Australia uses it. Commonly, fairness is seen as a criterion 
for appropriate design of tax institutions: in the Changing 
Australia formulation it becomes a consideration for deter-
mining the individual's moral response to the tax law. 
Second, there is some implication that avoidance is theft 
because 'all members of the community benefit directly and 
indirectly from [government ] services'. But if this is the 
argument, then the moral force of the obligation to pay taxes 
must be moderated, if not removed, to the extent that some 
members of the community do not so benefit. That is, the 
prior factual claim must be investigated. And then its pre-
cise justificatory role must be examined. 

One question that arises in this connection is the ethics 
of the peace-tax movement - the conscientious refusal to pay 
taxes on the grounds that tax revenues contribute to activi-
ties of which the taxpayer disapproves. This too is a matter 
on which tax evasion/avoidance bears, and in this connection 
at least the position taken by St Paul seems clear. For St 
Paul, the obligation to obey the law is seen to be independent 
of whether one approves of what the authorities do. 

In what follows, I want to explore these considerations 
and expose some possible problems with the Changing Austra-
lia position. I begin, in section 11, with some preliminary 
issues of definition. If we are to 'unpack' the claim that 
avoidance is theft, we need at the very least to have some 
acceptably clear notion of what avoidance is, and of what it 
would mean to say that avoidance involves stealing. In sec-
tion in, I examine the question of fairness as a basis for moral 
conduct in the face of the tax law. In section IV, I consider 
the issue of conscientious objection to taxes, and the relation 
suggested by the Changing Australia stance between the 
refusal to pay tax and theft. Section V offers a brief conclu-
sion. 
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n. DERNmONS: AVOIDANCE, EVATION AND THEIT 

In tax literature, evasion Is usually defined as activity de-
signed to reduce (In the limit, minimise) tax liability in viola-
tion of the law. UrnJer-reportlng of Income, claims for tax-
deductible expenditures not actually undertaken, fraudulent 
activities of various kinds - all these are samples. Because 
evasion involves violation of the law, a moral obligation to 
abide by the law, however derived, would make evasion prima 
facie immoral. 

Tax avoidance, by contrast. Is activity undertaken to 
reduce tax liability not In violation of the law. In some cases 
tax avoidance Is explicitly sanctioned; In some cases avoid-
ance Is even the purpose of the tax provision. In other cases 
avoidance is clearly not anticipated by the tax authorities and 
reflects some forgotten or unforeseen attribute of the tax 
law. In all such cases, the taxpayer's motives and the conse-
quences of his action are the same: the taxpayer intends to 
reduce his tax burden, and the effect Is that he pays less tax 
than he otherwise would given prevailing tax Institutions. 

A simple example may help to clarify. Consider the 
government's imposition of an excise tax on petrol. Assuming 
this tax Is fully passed on to consumers - probably not an 
unreasonable assumption - the price of petrol per litre will be 
higher than It would otherwise have been by the amount of 
the tax. The individual. In confronting the higher with-tax 
price, will tend to buy less petrol than he would have bought 
if the tax had not been imposed. The consumer response will 
be more or less the same as If the price Increase had occurred 
as a result of an OPEC price hike: total consumption will go 
down. In the tax case, this means that tax revenue will be 
lower than It would have been If Individuals had not reduced 
their consumption levels: Individuals have avoided tax. That 
is, they have moderated their behaviour so as to reduce their 
tax liability. 

In the same way, the individual who reallocates her 
charitable contributions when donations to some |>articular 
charity become tax-deductlble Is avoiding tax: she is respon-
ding to the incentive structure that the tax system estab-
lishes. Gifts to deductible charities become relatively 
cheaper In the sense that It costs only 68 cents of private 
consumption forgone (or of other charitable giving forgone) to 
give one dollar to a tax-deductlble Institution. Put another 
way, the government now matches her gift to the tax-deduc-
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tible charity by roughly one dollar for each two she gives: 
she will naturally tend to respond by giving more to the 
deductible charity than she would in the absence of deducti-
bility. To the extent she does so, she Is avoiding tax. 

Now, of course, in the charitable deduction case, tax 
avoidance so defined is explicitly intended (presumably) by 
the tax law. In the petrol excise case, tax avoidance is not 
necessarily intended - except perhaps to the extent that it is 
designed to discourage driving with the hope of relieving 
congestion on crowded roads - but it Is clearly expected by 
the tax authorities and Is entirely acceptable practice under 
the law. We should be clear therefore that both are tax 
avoidance in any normal professional usage of the term. The 
taxpayer adjusts behaviour until the benefits from an extra 
dollar spent in avoiding tax (including the value of petrol or 
other charitable gifts or other things forgone) exceed the 
costs. 

Essentially the same issues arise when an Individual 
consults a tax lawyer or tax accountant to discover whether 
there are legal ways of reducing tax liability under the in-
come tax. The individual who establishes a trust so that 
expenditure on her children will be taxed at the children's 
marginal tax rate (and not her own); the man who makes 
transfers (subject to possible gift taxation) to his spouse so 
that all interest and property income Is taxed at her (lower) 
lr>come tax rate - all these (arvJ like) practices are entirely 
legal under prevailing tax institutions, and in that sense are 
analogous to reducing one's petrol consumption. That is, 
people do things in response to the tax law that they would 
not otherwise have done, and the object of the exercise has 
been to reduce the taxes the Individuals pay. 

Of course, the law Is not always entirely clear on what is 
and is not permissible. That, presumably, is why people 
employ tax advisors. Iryiivlduals may make genuine mistakes 
in this respect; and it is presumably possible to err in both 
directions. That is, one may pay too much tax; or one may 
pay too little, in which event one will be prosecuted If dis-
covered. And one may rightly criticise those whose tax 
practices incline them to err systematically In their own 
favour. But the tax law does not require one to maximise 
one's tax payments - nor indeed to make gratuitous transfers 
to the public purse of any magnitude. If avoidance Is legal -
as It Is by definition - then the law itself requires nothing 
more, and a moral obligation to abide by the law is not suffi-
cient to condemn avoidance. 
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This of course is not to deny that some individuals may 
get away with evading tax: there are successful criminals. 
The mere fact that one is not prosecuted does not mean that 
one has fulfilled the requirements of the law. But where a 
tax practice is clearly legal, it requires a rather stronger 
ethical norm than the mere requirement to abide by the law 
in order to find such a tax practice unethical. In rendering 
unto Caesar what is Caesar's it is not obvious that one is 
required to provide anything more than Caesar himself 
claims. To require this is to argue that 'Caesar' be an object 
of our Christian charity, a proposition we shall need to exa-
mine in greater detail below. 

So much for the definition of avoidance, and the distinc-
tion between avoidance and evasion. What of 'theft'? An act 
of theft is perpetrated when one person steals something that 
properly belongs to another. A clear distinction should be 
drawn between an act of theft so defined, and the failure on 
the part of any individual to ful f i l his obligations to others. If 
A is deserving of B's charity, B has an obligation to make 
transfers to A. However, this is not necessarily to say that A 
has a right to that charity, or that B's failure to make the 
transfer is an act of theft - taking what truly belongs to A. I 
am here making the simple point that to fail to do something 
good towards A is not to steal something that belongs to A. 
For consider the following line of reasoning: 

1. B should do what is good; 
2. it would be good if B gave money to -\; 
3. therefore, B should give money to A; 
*. therefore, if B fails to give money to A, he is 

effectively stealing from A. 
It should be clear that no such argument goes through. Even 
if we were to agree that it would be good for the taxpayer to 
make genuine gifts to the public purse (the analogue of propo-
sition 2) - that avoidance involves failing to do a good deed -
this does not mean that the taxpayer who does not make such 
gifts is involved in stealing. In order to make the latter 
claim, one needs to explain why A has a right to money 
currently possessed by B . In other words, and merely as a 
matter of definitional clarity, the argument that tax avoid-
ance is theft is much stronger than the argument that tax 
avoidance is a failure to do something good: the notion of 
theft is applicable here only if it can be shown that the 
citizenry at large (or their agent, the government) has a right 
to taxes that you legally refrain from paying, which right is 
similar in kind to the rights individuals have in those things 
that are genuinely their property. 
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in. F A I R N E S S AS A C R I T E R I O N F O R T A X C O N D U C T 

I have argued so far that, because avoidance is legal, the 
moral obligation to ref ra in from avoiding tax liability cannot 
be derived simply from a general moral obligation to obey the 
law. I have also argued that accepting a moral obligation of 
the former kind does not at a l l involve accepting the proposi-
tion that avoidance is thef t . But such arguments arc not by 
any means suf f ic ien t to reject the Changing Australia propo-
sition that avoidance is thef t . For theft is a moral as well as 
a legal concept. Stealing from a foreigner, from an outlaw, 
or from one's own child may not be illegal (and in some coun-
tries at some times has not been). But, presumably, the 
moral obligation not to steal in such cases remains. And so it 
may be that tax avoidance is indeed theft , even though tax 
avoidar>ce is ent i rely legal. For this reason, we need to 
explore the moral issues raised in paying taxes a l i t t le more 
fu l ly . 

One suggestion in the Changing Australia document that 
seems relevant here relates to the corwrept of 'fairness'. I s 
one not, one might ask, under an obligation to pay one's ' fa i r 
share' of the total tax burden, even If one can get away 
legally with paying less? Does not the moral obligation to 
pay remain? And if someone else's taxes go up a result of 
your (perfect ly legal) avoidance act ivi t ies , have you not 
e f fec t ive ly stolen their resources from them? Such an argu-
ment is suf f ic ien t ly plausible to merit close examination. It 
turns out to be an interesting argument because it has several 
slightly surprising implications - one concerning the morality 
of taxpaying direct ly , and one concerning a possible source of 
the obligation to obey the law. 

Considerations of fairness are famil iar to public finance 
specialists because they weigh in the design and reform of t ax 
institutions. That i s , fairness in its most familiar guise is a 
criterion for evaluation of laws (and tax laws in particular). 
Can fairness also be used to evaluate the alternative actions 
of an irvjividual operating under given laws? Consider the 
following line of reasoning: 

1. the law should require people to do X ; 

2 . if the law were to require people to do X , I should 
do X because it is right to obey a good law; 

3. therefore, I should do X whatever the law says. 
The tax case provides us with a particular instance of the 
general proposition that 3. does not necessarily follow from 1. 
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and 2. The reason i t does not is that what the law actual ly is 
provides part of the relevant context within which morally 
proper conduct is decided: what \ should do is not in general 
independent of what the law says. 

Consider a simple tax example. Suppose there is general 
agreement that capital gains (and losses) should ideally be 
taxed in the same way as other property income. Suppose 
however that capital gains and losses are not so taxed, in 
fact . Should I , whenever I receive capital gains, send the 
Treasurer a cheque lor the tax that I ought to be required to 
pay? Let us suppose that total revenue collections are being 
held constant by compensating increases in the tax rates on 
ordinary income. In this event , lor me to insist on paying 
capital gains 'tax* voluntarily, in addition to my other compul-
sory taxes, wi l l involve me in paying more than my fa i r share, 
if I receive capital gains in roughly the same proportion to 
other income as others do. My action is an a f f ron t to fairness 
- for if everyone is avoiding tax about equally, then a l l may 
indeed be paying their fa i r share. In other words, 'fairness' of 
shares in taxation is a relat ive matter, and cannot be decided 
independently of what others do. 

Specifically, ' fairness' in taxation is normally taken to 
require that those who have Identical taxable capacity (how-
ever precisely defined) pay identical taxes - and that those 
who have higher taxable capaci ty pay appropriately more. I f 
total revenue is held constant by compensating increases in 
tax rates, and 11 everyone avoids taxes In such a way that 
each pays, say, 20 per cent less than In the absence o l any 
behavioural adjustment, lalrness Is achieved. Fairness prob-
lems arise only with d i l le ren t la l avoidance and evasion - that 
is, when taxpayers with identical taxable capacities evade 
and avoid In di l lerent amounts. An individual motivated 
solely by considerations o l lalrness to other taxpayers would, 
there lore, when she lound hersel l paying more than her share, 
have a moral obligation to pay less, to avoid or evade tax to 
the appropriate extent. 

We should, of course, concede at this point that it is 
virtually impossible to know what other taxpayers are paying 
as a share o l their total tax-paying capacity. Consequently, 
no taxpayer can know whether he ought, on grounds of fa i r -
ness to other taxpayers, to be paying more or less. This fact 
In Itself suggests a notion o l a lunctlon that the tax law 
perlorms - It provides inlormation to ci t izens about the taxes 
others are paying. To the extent that the l ax law expresses, 
tolerably accurately, the community standards as to what Is a 
'fair thing', al l those who acknowledge that they ought to pay 
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their fair share do what the law requires because they know 
that others who have similar fairness norms wil l be doing 
likewise; the fairness r»orms wi l l indeed be fu l f i l led . On this 
reckoning, the law both expresses fairness norms and creates 
the possibility of fa i r tax conduct: in the absence of the law, 
uncertainty about the behaviour of others would mean that no 
one could behave fa i r ly even if he or she wanted to. ft is only 
when it becomes widely known that avoidance and evasion are 
widespread that this sort of informational function of the tax 
law breaks down. For then, af fect ion for fairness norms 
dictates that one F>ay the share one believes others are pay-
ing, and this wi l l deviate significantly from what the law 
indicates. 

This understanding of the role of the law presupposes that 
most individuals are motivated by considerations of fairness, 
so defined, to a considerable extent. There is mixed evidence 
on this question. It is cer tainly the case that individuals have 
a strong predilection against being 'taken for a patsy' - for 
paying the legislat ively implied level of taxes when they 
believe that most others are not. No one likes being taken 
unfair advantage of, and there is an instinct to reciprocate 
when one feels that this is happening. Usually, Christian 
morality indicates that the instinct to reciprocate ought to be 
suppressed: one's standard should not depend on the immoral 
conduct of others but on the purity of God's law. If the 
underlying moral norm is based on the concept of aggregate 
fairness, however, the instinct to reciprocate becomes an 
expression of one's moral norm and ought to be indulged. 
Equally, however, if individuals obeyed this norm widely, very 
few would ever evade or avoid in the f i rs t place. Taxpayer 
morality would not be in danger of unravelling - as it is now 
alleged to be. Personal greed presumably plays some role. 

The appropriate conclusion here seems to be that both 
motives are at work. Individuals have both an inclination to 
keep as much as possible for themselves tor familiar reasons 
of self-concern, and an inclination to play the tax game 'by 
the rules' If they believe that others are doing likewise: there 
is, in other words, a deep-seated predilection towards fair-
ness. I t is presumably for this latter reason that, in countries 
where rule-bound behaviour is common, a semi-voluntary tax 
system based on self-reporting of taxable income has worked 
so well for so long. 

In this context, the Chris t ian obligation to pay one's fair 
share as indicated by the law could be seen not so much as a 
means of promoting aggregate fairness in tax result, but 
rather as a means of promoting motives of fairness in the 
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conduct of others. For example, suppose the community 
divides itself into two classes - the P s , for whom fairness is 
the relatively strong motivation; and the G's, for whom greed 
is the relatively strong motivation. Suppose that the G's are 
nevertheless influenced by fairness considerations to some 
extent, and wil l avoid and evade less to the extent that the 
P s pay what is nominally required. Then even though i t may 
promote fairness in the aggregate if a single F pays less 
because that single F has negligible influence on the beha-
viour of the G's, when all P s pay less the G's abandon fairness 
considerations altogether and pay only what they can get 
away with. The last state of the world is worse than the 
first . On this reckoning, the pursuit of fairness in tax result 

by all moral agents serves to reduce the level of fairness. 
Fairness can, then, be a just i f icat ion for rule-bound behaviour 
- In this case, obedience to the tax law - but it cannot be 
entirely sat isfactory as a motivating force , because actions 
taken by individuals to achieve greater fairness wi l l result in 
less fairness being achieved. One requires, it seems, some 
independent motive in order to induce the P s to pay the 
nominally ' fair share'. The quest for fairness by individual 
taxpayers may indeed make the whole system unravel. 

All this raises a further interesting moral issue. Suppose 

you discovered that evasion and avoidance were in fac t rather 

more widespread than people commonly believed. Should you 

broadcast the fac t? If you do, you know that everyone w i l l 

feel the implicit moral constraints of fairness to their fellows 

to be greatly loosened: evasion and avoidance wi l l instantly 

become much more widespread - even than currently is in 

fact the case. Indeed, on such grounds, you should perhaps 

broadcast information that indicates taxpayers to be more 

moral thcin they actually are in the interests of inducing 

desired behavioural changes. In this way, hypocrisy becomes 

more thcin the compliment vice pays to virtue; i t becomes 

the means whereby we enjoy such measure of public virtue as 

we do. A noble l ie , indeed, if it keeps us al l more moral than 

otherwise. In the light of this, what are we to make of 

Changing Auatrall&s uncalculated lament over 'the wide-

spread [ s f c ] practice of evasion and avoidance'? Is the o f f e r -

ing of such lamentation itself moral conduct? Conceivably 

not. 

Let me summarise the argument in this section to this 

point. I have been concerned to enquire how far the notion of 

fairness can take one in establishing a moral obligation to pay 

one's taxes. On the face of things not far at a l l , according to 

my argument. For the pursuit of fairness to other taxpayers. 
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in the normal sense of paying one's fair share, can as well 
persuade individuals that they ought to evade or avoid as that 
they ought not to: A's paying more than B is an affront to 
fairness no less than B's paying less than A , and can be cor-
rected by A paying less as well as by B paying more. At the 
same time, it may be that only by A paying as much as \ does 
is B induced to pay as much as B does, and that if A reduces 
his tax, B wi l l reduce his s t i l l further. In such a setting, A's 
paying more can be said to contribute to the level of fairness 
that obtains - but the desire for fairness does not seem to be 
an appropriate motive for A's behaviour. It would seem 
necessary for A to have reasons other than the promotion of 
fairness for paying the taxes he does. 

A l l this is predicated on the assumption that revenues 
lost by avoidance and evasion are made up by tax rate in-
creases. It is this that permits us to talk of fairness as apply-
ing within the set of taxpayers. If evasion and avoidance lead 
to reduction in aggregate revenues, so that public programs 
that would otherwise proceed fa i l for lack of funds, then 
issues of fairness arise between taxpayers as a class and 
(potential) beneficiaries of public expenditures. When A 
avoids taxes in such a way that he saves himself ten dollars in 
total taxes, that sum of ten dollars does not fa l l to C who 
would otherwise have received i t . In this case, one cannot 
judge the fairness or otherwise of A's avoidance act iv i ty 
independently of the moral force of C's claim. In f ac t . 
Changing Austrai irfs exposition rather dulls the sharpness of 
this question by insisting that A himself benefits from the 
taxes he pays. I t is to this latter aspect that I now turn. 

IV. R E V E N U E U S E AND T A X M O R A L I T Y 

Changing Austraiia 's point of departure in the discussion of 

taxpayer morali ty is the observation that paying taxes is like 

buying goods. To f a i l to pay taxes is to refuse to pay for 

what you buy - which is taking without paying, or stealing. 

But the question naturally arises as to what the moral story 

would be if the prior assumption were not met. Suppose you 

don't benefit f rom the public expenditure that is forgone 

when you don't pay. Perhaps you don't have children at 

schools, are never s ick , purchase housing in the private mar-

ket, and do not wish to pay for anyone else's consumption of 

these things. Perhaps you do not wish to make transfers to 

the beneficiaries of public p)rograms, either because you do 

not want to make transfers at all or because you wish to 

93 



Chainiiyj Australia 

make tlie transfers to beneficiaries of your own choosing. 
Are you then entitled not to pay tax? 

This Is not by any means an Idle question. For the c la im 

that various good purposes would jus t i fy the government's use 

o l the taxing power does not at al l Imply that governments 

wil l in lact use tax resources lor those purposes. Many would 

doubt that 'a l l members o l the community benefit ' , either 

'directly' or 'Indirectly', f rom much that governments do. 

Indeed, there can be l i t t le doubt that many o l the things 

governments do actually harm a signlllcant number o l people 

- a point that Changing Aust ra l ia seems to recognise in 

criticising political arrangements in Austral ia elsewhere In 

the document, 'ffe are told, lor example, that: 'organised 

crime has acquired . . . poli t ical power' (p 8); that 'corruption 

among public o l l ic ia ls occurs Irequently' (p 8); that 'for many 

years, there has been Insuff ic ient moral and ethical leader-

ship In Australia's . . . poli t ical l i f e ' (p 8); that ' A l l views are 

not represented In the parliament because ol the electoral 

systems' (p 18); that 'Australians . . . lack . . . the poli t ical 

will to share their wealth' (p 19); and so on. 

Let me take a d i l l i cu l t case for which I suspect the 

authors o l Changing Australia may have some sympathy, but 

which strains the 'avoidance is thelt ' c l a im. I re ler to the 

practice o l withholding one's tax payments Irom the govern-

ment In the light o l public expenditures on mili tary ac t iv i ty . 

Bishop Hunthausen In Washington State, as I reca l l , achieved 

some notoriety (and some unpopularity In the local industries 

that are somewhat delence dependent) In the US by relusing 

to pay his Federal taxes. There is , indeed, an organised world 

movement that seeks to emulate his stance. Some less cele-

brated cases have arisen in Austra l ia , In which individuals 

have relused to pay that proportion o l their Income taxes 

represented by the share o l delense spending in total lederal 

government spending. 

Now, to be sure, such cases are not exact ly avoidance or 

evasion. They are more like conscientious objection than 

they are like dralt-dodging. They involve an expl ic i t , and 

indeed widely advertised refusal to pay - hardly analogous at 

all to the surreptitious evasion/avoidance practice of the 

reluctant taxpayer. Nevertheless, the question of the moral 

legitimacy of the refusal to pay tax raises three Issues about 

taxpaylng more generally. 

F i rs t , are Hunthausen and his kin, when they refuse to 

pay tax, properly to be understood as stealing something that 

truly belongs to other c i t izens? Is their action equivalent to 

taking mor>ey that tax authorities have accumulated Irom 
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other citizens to pay for defense, or indeed taking money 
from me that I had intended to use to pay my tax bi l l? Is the 
conscientious objector actual ly taking something that truly 
belongs to the state when he refuses to fight? I would say 
not. The obligation that I have to obey the law can be over-
ridden by other moral obligations. But these latter moral 
obligations are not necessarily sufficient to justify my pre-
venting someone else from obeying the law if he or she wishes 
to. In this sense, Hunthausen has a moral stake in his 'own' 
tax dollars that he does not have in mine, and equivalently 
that I do rwt have in his. I conclude that his tax dollars do 
not belong to me and his other fellow-citizens in any normal 
sense. Refusal to pay taxes may be wrong, but it is not clear 
that i t constitutes thef t . 

Second, if a moral case can be established for refusal to 
pay taxes because of an antipathy to defense spending, cannot 
such a case be mounted in principle for refusal to pay taxes 
for other public purposes - or indeed for public use in gene-
ral? Could not the l ibertarian extremist claim a conscien-
tious objection to tax payments in principle? Or a 'minimal 
state' proponent (one who believes in restricting government's 
role to that of umpire in the socio-political game) refuse to 
pay more than her share of the cost of minimal-state 
services? Such conduct could not necessarily be said to fa i l 
to give Caesar his due: it simply removes the question to 
that of what Caesar 's due is . Therefore, the attempt by 
Changing Australia to link the legitimacy of tax to the fact 
of benefit received necessarily opens a Pandora's box: what 
does one make of the legit imacy of taxes imposed on those 
for whom - for whatever reason - the perceived marginal 
benefit from public spending is zero, or negative? 

Third, suppose we accept some such argument for the 
refusa l to pay taxes (Hunthausen's anti-mil i tary cause wi l l do 
well enough). Are we not now obliged to conclude that the 
consequences of others' avoidance-evasion activities (however 
tawdry their motives) may be desirable? Suppose, that is , 
that Hunthausen's re fusa l to pay taxes does reduce the mi l i -
tary build-up (a highly implausible supposition, one should 
add), and that this is a 'good thing'. Is not Joe Smith's under-
statement of his income, or B i l l Block's devising of some 
shrewd tax-reducing scheme, not equally a 'good thing' to the 
extent that these act iv i t ies too reduce total military spend-
ing? To put the same point a different way, the f ac t that 
many US draft-dodgers slipped quietly over the twrder into 
Canada during the Vietnam 'Var undoubtedly inhibited the war 
e f for t no less than did the conscientious objectors who stayed 
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to take their lumps. The latter may have acted more 'appro-
priately' in some moral-legal sense; the former may have 
gone to Canada for motives that seemed dubious to some (the 
mere desire to save their own skins, for example). I t seems 
to me that if Hunthausen's and the peace-tax-movement's 
actions are held to be morally defensible, the moral defense 
is also applicable (though not perhaps to the same extent) to 
the actions of evaders/avoiders. The just i f icat ion for Hunt-
hausen's actions are related to their consequences, and eva-
sion and avoidance have similar consequences. This is not, of 
course, to deny the moral relevance of motives or of symbolic 
action: it is simply to insist on the moral relevance of conse-
quences. 

A fa i thfu l rendering of St Paul might seem to rule this 

out altogether. One should pay taxes because governments 

are appointed by God. Leave it then to God to judge the 

morality of governmental action. This may, in fac t , be one's 

only alternative under authoritarian regimes - though it 

seems to me that this is not so, and that Paul is wrong here. 

Does a German's obligation to Hit ler include the uncomplain-

ing, conscientious construction of gas ovens? In any event, 

under democratic institutions where individuals are presumed 

at some level to be col lect ively responsible for political 

outcomes, the Pauline analysis may need some modification. 

V . C O N C L U S I O N 

For the ordinary c i t izen , the periodic confrontation with the 

tax system represents a, perhaps the, major point of contact 

with the state. Apart f rom t r a f f i c violations, compliance 

with the tax law involves the most common context for the 

citizen's obedience (or otherwise) to state rule. For the 

Christian, just as for other taxpayers, the self-reporting 

features of the Austral ian income tax provide widespread 

opportunities for evasion of taxes, and the complexity of the 

law offers scope for avoidance practices of varying shades of 

legality. What is the Chris t ian required to do? 

Changing Australia o f f e r s an answer to this question. It 

is a good straight hard-line answer. And it is an answer that 

has, for me at least, some genuine presumptive appeal. The 

answer is that 'Avoidance is thef t ' . On ref lect ion, however, it 

seems to me that this answer is inadequate, if not plainly 

wrong. 

It is inadequate because many cases of avoidance are 

actually encouraged - and a l l are sanctioned - by tax law as 
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interpreted and practised. It is inadequate because in some 
cases fai lure to avoid or evade increases rather than dimi-
nishes unfairness. I t is inadequate because, to the extent that 
government actions have moral consequences themselves, the 
payment of U x e s either inhibits or facil i tates those actions, 
and cannot be sat isfactor i ly evaluated on a moral level inde-
pendent of the purposes to which revenue is put. 

This Is not to say that tax avoidance is presumptively 
good. In at least some cases, avoidance is sufficiently moral-
ly dubious that one does better to err on the side of genero-
si ty . But i t seems clear that the whole issue of the morality 
of tax evasion and avoidance requires quite a rich theory of 
the morality of the law and one's obligations to it - a theory 
that goes wel l beyond the suggestive but ultimately rather 
primitive notion of avoidance as theft . 
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BETWEEN GOSPEL AND POLICY: 

THE CATHOLIC AND 

SOCIAL PROBLEMS 

Hugh Henry 

I do not intend to evaluate specll lc approaches taken by 
Changing Australia to social problems. This task seems to me 
to be properly undertaken by the qualified specialists who are 
speaking before and a l te r me. Instead I shall address what 
are to me more important theoretical Issues raised In the 
publication o l this document. Can some Christians properly 
c la im to speak on behalf of a l l Christians on specific issues of 
public policy? What contribution can those in authority in the 
Churches rightly c la im to make in the arena of policy de-
bates? If I may bring the perennial question up to date: What 
hath Rome to say to Canberra? 

What concerns me as a Catholic Is the answer Changing 
Australia seems to make to this question. 'Seems' I stress, 
because as I f)erused the document I occasionally found 
statements that contralndicated the overall trend. 

Le t me discuss the overall trend f i rs t . I wil l deal with it 
in terms of two specif ic themes upon which Changing Aus
tralia re l lec ts at some length: power and wealth. 

According to this document, the problem with power in 
Austral ia is that it is restricted to a few hands. There is 
inequality In decision-making, and this very inequality consti-
tutes an Injust ice. For it Is, so says Changing Austral ia , 
contrary to the spirit of the Gospel, Insolar as the Gospel 
cal ls for mutual service and an end to domineering relation-
ships. In other words, Christ ianity demands a sharing o l 
power. And this Chris t ian imperative translates into specif ic 
policies: reform of electoral laws, greater access to infor-
mation about government and businesses, increased use of 
lobby groups, protection of human rights by reinlorcing the 
Human Rights Commission or by creating a Bi l l of Rights, 
formation of co-operatives, devolution of power to commu-
nity action groups, and so on. In essence Christianity de-
mands a redistribution of power. 
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The second theme is the inequality associated with 
wealth in Australia. Wealth, l ike power, is in the hands of a 
few. And, as with power, the inequality is in itself unjust. 
Why? Because inequality is essentially the result of depri-
vation. And then, isn't there the Chris t ian ca l l to share 
wealth and the means of Its creation? Specif ic proposals are 
made to eliminate wealth inequalities. A necessary condition 
is the 'political wi l l ' ( C A , p 19) to share. This is to manifest 
itself in two forms of government policy: f i r s t , the redistr i -
bution of wealth through modifications of taxation and social 
security systems; and second, the 'sharing' (that is , forced 
redistribution) of the means of weal th creation through 
increased 'community ownership' (nationalisation?) of re-
sources, capital and industries. A f ina l demand is that every-
one in our society share in poverty. Somewhat paradoxically, 
this state of a f f a i r s is called a 'no poverty society' (p 19). I t 
makes sense only in the light of the above-mentioned theory 
that wealth inequality necessarily arises through the depriva-
tion of some by others. 

Now I take it that Changing Aust ra l ia intends that its 

discussions of wealth and power be the subject of its remark 

(made incidentally) that 'Christ ians quite properly d i f fe r on 

what policies should be adopted by governments' (p 26). 

Nevertheless, I am l e f t wondering if the authors are aware of 

the ful l impact of this c ruc ia l qualif icat ion upon their docu-

ment. For it seems to me that the views expressed in Chang-

ing Australia about power and weal th (among other issues) 

contain l i t t le that is speci f ica l ly Chr is t ian , even when they 

are related to scripture. 

For: might not a Chris t ian disagree with this document 

that the inequality of power distribution is the problem? 

Many political scientists argue that i t is not so much the 

distribution of power as the amount of power ceded to the 

state that is our chief cause for concern. Christians who 

concur with this theory regard the Gospel as seriously as do 

the authors of Changing Aust ra l ia . Are they not free to 

interpret the Gospel's passages concerning the abolition of 

authority and the cal l to service as compatible with their 

desire for a drastic reduction of poli t ical power rather than a 

mere redistribution of that domination? Is their distrust of 

al l forms of political power, which leads them to question the 

effectiveness of the types of power redistribution proposed in 

Changing Austral ia , an unchr is t ian instinct? Might not 

redistribution serve merely to relocate the evils associated 

with excessive political power? A concrete example: Is It 

necesseirlly a sign of justice when community action groups 
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begin to exercise more political muscle? What are the 
chances of these groups behaving as genuine committees, 
rather than as narrow, self ish, self-righteous advocates of 
their own special interests? How typical of many Australians 
are those residents in North Eas t Camberwell who recently 
almost enjoyed polit ical success in preventing the establish-
ment of a centre for the intellectually handicapped in their 
neighbourhood (Yal lop , 1983)? 

Furthermore, why Is equality of wealth as such a value to 
be sought a f t e r ? Undoubtedly the Gospel calls lor a sharing 
of wealth. But does it demand that al l wealth be equally 
shared? Anyway, what has 'political w i l l ' got to do with the 
Chris t ian concept of sharing? And might there not be other, 
more e f f ec t ive means of alleviating the lot of the poor than 
through government programs of taxation and social secu-
r i ty? What of the arguments of many economists that gov-
ernment action to rel ieve poverty often has the opposite 
consequences? 

It is not my purpose to respond to these particular ques-
tions. I simply want to make the observation that in any 
discussion of contemporary political or socio-economic prob-
lems these questions cannot be ignored. Propaganda may be 
defined as the urgent assertion of a political conviction in the 
absence of such discussion. 

But even if a genuinely c r i t i ca l inquiry - which in Chang-
ing Aust ra l ia is character ised by its absence - were to be 
undertaken, the end product of the exercise would be a con-
clusion in the realm of the social sciences. That is to say, a 
conclusion that is of its r»ature provisional, fallible and corr i -
gible. What disturbs me as a Chris t ian about this document is 
that It invests its socio-economic and political convictions -
however well or badly argued - with a religious significance. 
Changing Austraf ia speaks with the approval of Church autho-
r i t ies . Y e t its 'Chr is t ian ' vision of a just society is a r t i cu-
lated in the terms and presuppositions of a partisan political 
and socio-economic f ramework. And isolated statements to 
the contrary notwithstanding, the document e f fec t ive ly 
excludes al ternat ive approaches to the complex social issues 
it discusses. So Chris t ians cannot read the document without 
the feeling that on account of their religious affi l iat ions, they 
are being shunted into specif ic economic or political posi-
tions. 

Such a feeling is al ien to a proper relationship between 
Christ ianity and polit ics. Le t me illustrate why in terms of 
my own Church's concept of that relationship. I will leave i t 
to the members of the other denominations present to assess 
the applicability of my remarks to their own situations. 
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P O L I T I C S AND T H E C A T H O U C C H U R C H 

The Catholic Church has always faced a dilemma when it 

came to deal with polit ics. As it conceives i t se l f , the Church 

is the People of God, a divinely established community on a 

pilgrimeige through history to eternal l i f e . As such, it sees 

secular realities - nations, empires and a l l humanly construc-

ted institutions - rise and perish with the tides of history, and 

it views these realities aub specie aeterrutatfs, 'in the light of 

eternity", with a certain detachment. 

On the other hand, the Church cannot but require a deep 

involvement in the concrete historical action of which human 

l i fe is composed. Exp l i c i t l y through i ts hierarchy, the Church 

claims to be concerned for the essential reali t ies of human 

existence, including poli t ical real i t ies . It seeks to guide i ts 

fai thful in the complex moral choices that l ie at the heart of 

l i fe . It claims as well to be able to improve the lives of 

people here on earth - especially through the ac t iv i ty of the 

laity, whose vocation it is to ' sanct i fy ' temporal real i t ies . 

Admittedly, this last c la im is made with the caveat that it is 

an incidental e f f ec t of the Church's pursuit of its eternal 

goal, and wil l be achieved much more imperfect ly . But the 

Church's concern for the secular is in no way lessened by this 

fac t . 

The tension between the claims of the Church concerning 

the eternal and the secular, the spiri tual and the temporal, 

have committed i t to a sort of perpetual tightrope ac t . One 

group of extremists within and beyond the Church wish that it 

would confine itself exclusively to religious questions - or at 

least, when it came to deal wi th 'mixed* questions such as 

those in politics, to abstract, general principles that would 

have no direct impact on the rea l i t ies of l i f e in the world. 

In the past century these 'quietists ' in the Church have 

been severely frustrated by the act ivi t ies of the o f f i c i a l 

hierarchy. In 1891, Leo Xni Issued 'Rerum Novarum', an 

encyclical that boldly confronted the social problems stem-

ming from the advent of the Industrial Revolution. Leo 

argued the relevance of Cathol ic principles to the search for 

solutions to the new social problems. Since that t ime, the 

attention of the Church to social questions in the form of 

o f f i c i a l encyclicals and addresses has become a regular event, 

not only for the papacy but also for Synods of Bishops, 

National Bishops' Conferences, and for its duration the 

Second Vatican Counci l . C lea r ly the Church has been deter-



Henry: Set ween Gospel and Policy 

mined to demonstrate its relevance to al l aspects o l human 
l l l e . The spiri tual cannot be divorced Irom the temporal as 
some would wish. The 1971 Synod o l Bishops' statement 
'Just ice In the World' l l rmly stated that 'Action on behall of 
justice and participation in the transformation of the world 
lul ly appear to us as a constitutive dimension of the gospel' 
(Gremll l ion, 1976:51«»). 

At the opposite extreme to quietism, there are a number 
of groups that emphasise the temporal role o l the Church a t 
the expense of the spir i tual . There are those who would 
reduce the mission of the Church completely to the human 
project of seeking just ice. They envisage the Church as a 
secular humanist organisation ol one political colour or 
another. Others want to place the quest lor justice on the 
same level (at least) as the sacramental and evangelical 
act ivi t ies o l the Church. Final ly , there are those who, while 
accepting the primacy ol the spiritual role ol the Church, 
wish to politicise It by Identllying the Church's temporal 
concern with a partisan political position. 

It is against polltlclsation - which as I have indicated 
above is the tendency apparent in Changing Australia - that 

the conclllar document 'Gaudlem et Spes' Issued a warning 
when It stated: 'Even against the Intentions o l their propo-
nents . . . solutions proposed by one side or another may 
easily be conlused by many people with the gospel message. 
Hence it is necessary lor people to remember that no one Is 
allowed . . . to appropriate the Church's authority lor his 
opinion. They should always try to enlighten one arKJther 

through honest discussion, preserving mutual charity and 

caring above a l l for the common good* (Gremlllion, 1976: 
279). Elsewhere the document resumed this theme: T h e role 
and competence of the Church being what it is , she must in 
no way be conlused with the political community, nor bound 
to any political system' (1976:312). 

The condemnation o l politicised notions o l the Church Is 
a Irequent locus in the o l f i c i a l documents that address social 
questions. The Church is concerned to acknowledge that on 
the level of poli t ics, economics and the sciences in general, 
pluralism is val id . Thus, 'Octageslma Advenlens* stated: I n 
concrete situations, one must recognise a legltlntate variety 
of possible options. The same Christian fai th can lead to 
di l lerent commitments' (Gremll l ion, 1976:510). 

Behind her condemnation o l politicised religion and her 
af f i rmat ion of pluralism In matters connected with politics Is 
the recognition given by the Church to the autonomy ol 

sc ien t i l i c knowledge. 'Quadragesimo Anno' stated that the 
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Church may use her authority 'not . . . in matters of tech-
nique for which she is neither suitably equipped nor endowed 
by off ice ' , but only in 'things that are connected with the 
moral law' for 'economics and moral science employ each its 
principles In its own sphere' (Cronin, 1939:22). 'Divini 
Redemptoris' put it thus: 'in the sphere of social sciences the 
Church has never proposed a defini te technical system, since 
this is not her f ield ' (cited in Cronin, 1959:22-23). 

This principle of the autonomy of sc ient i f ic knowledge 

enables an important distinction to be made in the Church's 

teaching between evangelisation, catholic social teaching, 

and specific policy statements. Evangelisation is the procla-

mation of the l i fe and teachings of 3esus Chr is t . Catholic 

social teaching - formed in Papal encyclicals and addresses 

and several of the documents of Vaticsui 11 - is composed of 

the guiding principles underlying the social , political and 

economic aspects of the Chr is t ian l i f e ( for example, the 

dignity of the human person, the common good, rights to a 

living wage, private property, and so on). Statements of 

specific policy are applications of catholic social teaching to 

particular Issues. Such statements depend not only upon a 

firm grasp of social doctrine, but also upon expertise in the 

independent sphere of the social sciences. 

The Church has constantly judged that the best contribu-

tion made by the hierarchy to the a f f a i r s of the political 

order is through evangelisation and education in catholic 

social teaching. The more concrete task of applying general 

social principles to poli t ical and social l i f e is essential to the 

mission of the Church. But it is fu l f i l l ed primarily by the 

Catholic laity in their capacities as family members, profes-

sionals and cit izens, with considerable scope for disagree-

ment. 

Thus, against those who want the Church identified with 

political viewpoints, the Church itself has a f f i rmed the 

autonomy of the social sciences and its own Inability to lend 

religious authority to concrete policy proposals. In matters 

of policy debate, the Church recognises pluralism as legit i -

mate. 

This af f i rmat ion of pluralism on the level of policy de-

bate is not without f i r m historical foundation. In the long 

tradition of Catholic social thought there is contained a wide 

variety of attitudes adopted by Chris t ian scholars to political 

and economic matters. 

It is true, for example, that as a whole the Church 

Fathers condemned trade. Ter tul l ian argued that there would 

be no need of trade if there were no desire for gain, and that 
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there would be no desire for gain if man were not avar i -
cious. Jerome thought that one man's gain in trading must 
always be another man's loss. Augustine proclaimed al l trade 
evil because it turned men's minds away from seeking the 
true rest, which is found only in God. 

Y e t in the f i f t h century, Leo the Great pronounced that 
trade was neither good not bad In i tself , but was rendered 
good or bad as it was honestly or dishonestly carried out. And 
even in the third century, Clement of Alexandria produced a 
just i f icat ion for the manufacture of wealth. Prompted by the 
gospel story of the r ich young man, he set out an answer to 
the question, 'How might the rich be saved?'. Clement con-
cluded that wealth itself was not a barrier to heaven, but 
one's attitude to wealth might be: 'We must not, therefore, 
put the responsibility on that which, having in itself neither 
good nor e v i l , is not responsible, but on that which has the 
power of using things either well or badly, as a result of 
choice ' (But terworth , 1978:299). 

Showing considerable economic insight, Clement asked, 
'And how much more useful . . . when by possessing a s u f f i -
ciency a man is himself in no distress about money-making 
and also helps those he ought? How could we feed the 
hungry, and give drink to the thirsty, cover the naked and 
entertain the homeless if each of us were already in want of 
these things?' (1978:293-296). He concluded, 'We must not 
then fling away the riches that are of benefit to o i r neigh-
bours as wel l as ourselves . . . because they have been pre-
pared by God for the welfare of men. Indeed, they lie at hand 
and are put at our disposal as a sort of material and an in-
strument to be wel l used by those who know' (1978:299). 

One wonders how Clement would react to the concept of 
a 'no poverty society' as defined in Ch«¥iging Australia! 

In the early medieval period, the general view was that 
trade could be honest but that it was a great temptation for 
sin, Peter Lombard (1100-1160) denounced trade as a s inful 
occupation. But with the growth of trade and commerce 
af ter the 10th century, Chris t ian thinkers began to perceive 
the merits of trade and exchange. .More benevolent views 
were expressed by Albert the Great, Thomas Aquinas, Bona-
venture and Innocent the Fourth. Against Lombard, Aquinas 
argued that the services of merchants were indispensable to 
the preservation of the commonwealth, which had to supply 
the needs of its c i t i zenry . Aquinas denounced covetousness, 
which he defined as seeking to accumulate wealth for the 
purpose of improving one's station in l i f e . But his famous 
commentator. Cardinal Ca je tan (1<»69-I JS ' f ) , declared this to 
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be erroneous. For were it true, the result would be to freeze 
everyone in their social conditions with the result that a 
peasant would remain a peasant and an a r t i f i ce r an a r t i f i ce r , 
which, Cajetan stated, is patently absurd. 

Of al l the scholastics, it was San Bernadino of Siena 

(1380-1 who most appreciated the virtues associated with 

the creation of wealth. San Bernadino wrote of the uncom-

mon qualities of the entrepreneur, including diligence, e f fo r t , 

knowledge of the market, and calculation of risk. In San 

Bernadino's views of trade and the entrepreneur, the occupa-

tion of trade may lead to sin, but so may al l other occupa-

tions, including that of bishops! 

Closely linked with the discussion of trade in Chris t ian 

thought is the notion of the 'just price'. Here again one 

encounters a considerable variety of opinions as to how the 

just price might be defined. Medieval writers generally 

rejected a cost-of-production theory, which would have given 

merchants an excuse for overcharging on the pretext that 

they were covering their expenses. Rather it was generally 

considered fairer to rely on the impersonal forces of the 

market, which ref lected the community's 'common est ima-

tion' of the worth of a good. Thus in the words of Ca je tan , 

Aquinas believed the just price to be 'the one, which at a 

given time, can be gotten from the buyers, assuming common 

knowledge and the absence of a l l f raud and coercion' (de 

Roover, l958:'»22-'»23). On the other hand there was the 

Ockhamist Henry of Langenstein (1325-97), who of al l 

medieval scholars was the most hostile to the f ree market. 

Langenstein advocated government f ix ing of the just price on 

the basis of cost-of-production and stat ion-in-l i fe . 

Many scholastics who accepted the market price idea 

were willing to accept government pr ice-f ixing in certain 

circumstances. But again, there were important exeptions. 

Some prominent thinkers opposed a l l forms of pr ice- f ix ing . 

For the Spaniard Azpilcueta (I '»93-1387), price controls were 

unnecessary in times of plenty and inef fec t ive or positively 

harmful in times of famine. 

Within the confines of this essay, it has been possible 

merely to suggest the diversity on these and other aspects of 

politics and economics that Cathol ic thought displays, and 

that Church authority has in mind when it acknowledges the 

pluralism that accompanies concrete policy debate. 

In conclusion, it occurs to me that perhaps some wi l l be 

dissatisfied with the line of at tack I have taken in response to 

the questions I raised in i t ia l ly . It has taken the form of a via 

ncgativa, a 'negative way'. I have barely mentioned vi ta l 
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concepts of the Cathol ic and Christian social vision such as 
the common good, the fami ly , the living wage, and so on. 

Le t me make three final remarks in response to this 
anticipated c r i t i c i sm. F i r s t , I repeat that the point that most 
disturbs me as a Chris t ian about Changing Australia is the 
issue I have focused on: whether or not those in authority in 
the Churches have a right to pronounce with religious autho-
r i ty on matters of public policy. In this respect I hope I have 
shown that Changing Australia is at odds with the Caltiolic 
position as expressed in its recent social teaching. 

Second, if by insisting that Church authorities recognise 
the autonomy of the social sciences I have lef t my audience 
with the impression that I am advocating quietism, let me try 
to correct that impression. It seems to me imperative that, 
at least part of the t ime, authoritative statements of catholic 
social teaching suggest concrete applications of the general 
principles they enunciate. The Gospel must be proclaimed to 
this age, this people, facing these social problems. But as in 
every age, the meaning and demands of the Gospel today are 
loaded down with complexity. And the more complex the 
problem, the more the Gospel is open to a plurality of legiti-
mate interpretations. Therefore, authorities may raise 
issues, lay them out and even express to the faithful a partic-
ular stance. But they must not pontificate. They must not 
impose their personally held convictions as Gospel. The 
object of their discussion must be to quicken the consciences 
of the fa i th fu l and spur them on in their own personal r e f l ec -
tion. Only an impart ial treatment of social problems wi l l 
faci l i ta te the highest possible level of discussion among 
Christians and al l people of good wil l in a spirit of mutual 
respect. 

Final ly , negative as my theme has been, I believe that the 
concept of negation is useful when trying to articulate ful ly 
the relationship between Christ ianity and earthly realities 
such as political and economic l i f e . For in one sense, Chr i s -
tianity is a revelation about what politics and economics are 
not. The great Br i t i sh historian Christopher Dawson under-
stood this well when, in 193<» (cited in Scholl, 1983:337), he 
wrote that Chris t ians 'should remember that it is not the 
business of the Church to do the same things as the state - to 
build a Kingdom like the other kingdoms of men, only better -
nor to create a regime of earthly peace and justice. The 
Church exists to be the light of the world, and if it f u l f i l l s 
this function, the world is transformed in spite of al l the 
obstacles that human powers place in its way.' 
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POLITICS AND POSSIBILITIES: 

THE IMPLICATIONS OF 

Changing Australia 

Greg Sheridan 

L INTRODUCTION 

In its own meandering way. Changing Australia (CA) traverses 
quite a bit of ground. In some respects this makes it a d i f f i -
cult document to answer. Its attacks are so haphazard, its 
targets so widely distributed, its generalisations so vague and 
so sweeping, that a comprehensive response would require 
several books explaining the basis of modern western socie-
ties, the furvrtioning of a mixed economy, arwJ the ruture of 
parliamentary democracy. C A ' s negative, carping view of 
Austra l ia , combined wi th its peculiar notions about politics 
and its very novel ideas on economics, give the document an 
air of ec lec t ic , almost random, ideological engagement 
through which it is sometimes d i f f icu l t to find a connecting 
thread. 

Overa l l , C A seems to resemble nothing so much as a kind 
of contemporary neo-Pabian pamphlet, a tract for the 
times. It generally follows the agenda of the 'trendy L e f t ' , 
although in rather a confused way arxl with two minor excep-
tions. These exceptions are the cursory mentions of abortion 
and family l i fe - the only two issues addressed in C A that, it 
might be argued, could be drawn from a right-of-centre 
poli t ical agenda. 

Apart f rom the decidedly Fabian flavour, CA certainly 
draws its heroes and vil l ians from a pat ideological lexicon. 
Multi-nationals, the profit motive, foreign banks, the US 

alliance - these are the bad guys. The United Nations, res i -
dent action groups, liberation movements - these are the good 
guys. 

My purpose in this paper, therefore, is strictly l imited. I 
wi l l address C A ' s major recommendations in the field of 
foreign a f f a i r s , o f fe r a few comments on the general tone of 
the document, and br ie f ly discuss the prudential and ethical 
questions involved when Christ ian churches fund the produc-
tion of C A and documents like i t . 
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IL THE UNITED NATIONS 

In no section of C A is its simplistic approach to the world 

more evident than in the passages where it deals with ques-

tions of foreign a f f a i r s . It is instructive to look at some of 

CA's thoughts on the United Nations Organisation in a l i t t le 

detail. On page eight C A tells us: 

There are also signs of hope present in our society. I t 

seems that never before has there been such growing 

commitment among people to a view of a l l humanity as 

equal In dignity and as possessing basic human rights. 

Whatever their shortcomings, the United Nations and its 

agencies are symbols of human hope; their covenants 

represent the highest ideals shared by the world's 

peoples. There is a growing cooperation among the 

peoples of the world, not as before in matters of empire 

and trade, but in movements for freedom and ful l human 

development. 

This rather breathless undergraduate tone pervades the whole 

document, but the passage In question is particularly interes-

ting for its apparently complete divorce from real i ty . I f C A 

had dealt with real i ty, Instead of with ideological symbols, I t 

might have pointed out that the United Nations represents 

not the peoples of the world but their governments - for the 

most part undemocratic, tyrannical and despotic ones. The 

UN functions mostly as a cabal of tyrannies. This Is not 

meant as a rhetorical, or even part icularly polemical, state-

ment. It is simply a f a c t . There is a real and fundamental 

distinction between representative democracies on the one 

hand, and authoritarian and totali tarian political systems on 

the other. Most of the world's countries are not democracies 

in any meaningful sense. Those countries form the bulk of 

the United Nations. Therefore the 'United Nations and its 

agencies', as well as its 'covenants', should be seen primarily 

as the conspirlngs of dictators. That is not to say that they 

can have no value, but considering C A ' s willingness to heap 

abuse on other institutions, such as foreign banks, or, for that 

matter, the Australian poli t ical system, it might have been 

expected that C A would take a more sober and real is t ic view 

of the U N . 

However, In Idealising the U N , C A echoes the f i r s t 

Fabians' earlier Idealisation of the League of Nations, and 

betrays a mentality that yearns for simplistic and Utopian 

solutions to the messy problems of real i ty . The League of 

Nations occupied almost exact ly the same place of veneration 
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in the gvorld view of the early Fabians as the United Nations 
does for parts of the modern L e f t . In this sense, the modern 
L e f t can, in their delusions, their odd mixture of Utopian 
optimism and carping distemper, be fa i r ly labelled neo-
Fabian. 

Malcolm Muggeridge, in the second volume of his mem-
oirs in which he so hilariously and tellingly mocks the Fabian 
fantasies of the 1920s and 30s, comments on the Leagues of 
Nations: 

And the League i tself , what was it but another Tower of 
Babel cl imbling inanely into the sky? Through the mist I 
could just see the outline of the great new Palais des 
Nations, then under construction. Cedars from Leba-
non, marble from I ta ly , precious metals from the Andes; 
contributions of one sort or another from every corner 
of the globe. A Palace of the Nations as stupendous as 
Kubia Khan's Xanadu. Alas , as it turned out, barely was 
the Palais des Nations completed and ready to be occu-
pied than the second world war was ready to begin. 
When Hitler 's panzers were actually roaring into Poland 
from the West and Stalin's divisions lumbering in to 
meet them from the Eas t , the League was in session in 
its new premises, discussing the codification of level-
crossing signs. At the time I remember feeling a sort of 
re l ief . A t least there would be no more compromised 
resolutions . . . How wrong I was! Another Tower of 
Babel, more tower-like and babulous would spring up in 
Manhattan, to outdo the League many times over in the 
irrelevance of its proceedings, the ambiguity of its 
resolutions and the confusion of its pia'poses. 
(Muggeridge, 1975:10) 

A l l of which i l lustrates at the very least that Malcolm Mug-
geridge has a somewhat different perspective on the United 
Nations than the authors of Changing Australia. But it is 
worth remembering one further i l lustrative incident concer-
ning the UN, to show that in the UN we are not only dealing 
with babulous irrelevance but also often with naked malevo-
lence. It is a matter of which Paul Johnson (1984) reminded 
us recently in an ar t ic le reprinted in The Australia on Apri l 
21 of this year. 

On October 1st, 1975, President Idi Amin of Uganda 
visited the U N . Already he was known as a human butcher of 
particular feroci ty , one of the most insane dictators of a 
century star-studded wi th insane dictators. A mass murderer, 
he had be known to eat some of the vict ims he had personally 
ki l led . When he visi ted the U N he was president of the Orga-
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nisation of Af r i c an Communities - a f a c t that should cause us 
to ponder the moral worth and self-righteousness of many of 
these third world organisations and should perhaps suggest 
that our own reaction of ref lex guilt when dealing with the 
governments of third world nations is somewhat misplaced. 
Amin's speech to the U N General Assembly was an amazing 
denunciation of what he termed, 'the Zionist-American con-
spiracy* against the world. Predictably, lamentably and 
disgracefully, he called for the expulsion of Israel from the 
U N . What was worse, however, what was even more f l a m -
boyantly bizarre in this tirade, was his demand for Israel's 
'extinction'. The third world, Arab and Communist coalition 
that dominates the United Nations thought the c a l l for geno-
cide by this fantastic A f r i c a n dictator was fine. In fact they 
gave him a star>ding ovation when he arrived, applauded him 
throughout his speech, and gave him another standing ovation 
when he finished. The following day a public dinner in his 
honour was held by the United Nations Secretary General and 
the President of the General Assembly. Y e t when Israel i 
spokesmen speak to the General Assembly they are insulted 
and boycotted. Further, in one of its most perfidious resolu-
tions, the UN has equated Zionism with racism - an equation 
that has provided the intel lectual , moral and poli t ical j u s t i f i -
cation for the rampant upsurge of lef t -wing ant i-Semit ism, 
which has been so ugly a feature of political l i fe in recent 
years. 

One could go on and on i l lustrat ing the moral nature of 
the U N , but it is not sensible to c a l l the pathetic and malign 
posturings of the world's dictators 'symbols of human hope'. I 
only hope we can survive such hope. 

in. THE US A L L I A N C E 

CA also has something to say about Australia 's all iance with 

America. In a list of 'social issues which are the continuing 

concerns of the Chris t ian churches in Austral ia ' , C A 

includes: 'disarmament and peace: Australia 's strategic role, 

especially as It concerru the prospects of nuclear war; the 

alliance with the United States and Its e f f ec t s on the goals of 

neighbouring peoples for nuclear- f ree Pac i f i c and Indian 

Oceans; the presence and function of U .S . bases in Austra l ia ' 

(p 6). Then C A tells us: T h e presence of United States bases 

makes Australia a participant in strategic policies which 

target cities and population centres for indiscriminate nucle-

ar destruction. These strategic policies threatening mass 
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destruction of human l i f e are contrary to the churches' under-
standing of Chris t ian discipleship' (p 21). 

L ike most of C A these paragraphs are rather vague, and 
it is d i f f i cu l t to know whether C A actually thinks we should 
throw the US bases out and break the alliance. If that is the 
implication then it is worth remembering once again how far 
to the lef t C A stands, and how far away it is from the main-
stream of Austral ian l i f e in its approach to foreign a f f a i r s . 
For the American al l iance has been the one unchangeable, bi-
partisan cornerstone of Australian foreign policy since the 
Second World War. 

As recently as Apr i l 18, in an interview published in The 
Australian (I98'>:1), Pr ime Minister Bob Hawke addressed 
these questions. He said: 

Aust ra l ia would be at greater risk if we eschewed the 
relationship with the US. We are an aligned nation and 
we have been since the last war. Labor and non-Labor 
governments a l ike , without exception, have maintained 
that relationship. Obviously, it is true that if you are in 
an all iance situation and you provide facil i t ies for the 
major party in the all iance, the United States, then that 
carries r isks . Of course it does, and it would be dis-
honest to say otherwise. But in this world there is 
nothing that doesn't carry risks, and the judgment has 
been made by successive governments. Labor and non-
Labor a l ike , that the benefits outweigh the disadvan-
tages. The most simplistic approach to the issue is to 
assume if Austra l ia and the rest of the other non-Soviet 
bloc were to disarm, to eschew relationships, that would 
bring world peace. There is no evidence to sustain that 
at all and we would be running greater risks. We're not 
going to indulge in the stupidity of assuming that unilat-
eral neutrali ty is going to add to world peace. It's likely 
to add to instabil i ty. I f I could see in the Soviet Union 
marches of milliorw of people demonstrating for disarm-
ament then this whole thing would have more impact... 

The Prime Minister's commendably realistic and simple 
statement does nothing more than restate the basis of Aus-
tral ian foreign policy over the last 40 years. But if C A were 
really to consider the morali ty of foreign policy, as opposed 
to the pseudo-morality of ideological icons, it might recog-
nise and pay tribute to the distinction between democracy 
and non-democracy. 

As Norman Podhoretz has reminded us in a series of 
recent books (1980, 1982), the US is s t i l l in a profoundly 
meaningful sense the leader of the free world. The dlstinc-
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tlon between parliamentary democracies and authoritarian 
and totalitarian regimes is fundamental In determining the 
morality of foreign policy. This distinction Is terr i fyingly 
real - ask any of the world's millions of political refugees. 
Whatever the shortcomings of democracies like Austra l ia or 
the US, their system of government is overwhelmingly f reer 
than alternative political systems. Including communist 
ones. In fact Australia has reason to be proud of the under-
lying pervasive morality of its traditional foreign policy 
assumptions. A moral foreign policy for Austral ia Is one that 
supports and expresses genuine solidarity with democracies in 
their attempts to contain aggressor nations (which are invar i -
ably undemocratic), as wel l as supp>ortlng, where possible, 
people subjected to political tyranny, such as the Poles, the 
Afghanis, the Vietnamese, and the Kampucheans. Such a 
foreign policy is expl ic i t ly anti-communist. Unfortunately, 
anti-communism is less fashionable today than it was, say, 30 
years ago, when the Austral ian churches had a lot to say on 
the subject. But the morali ty of anti-communism has not 
changed - only the success of the psychological and political 
intimidation of the anti-anti-communists has rendered the 
situation substantially d i f f e ren t . 

It Is disappointing that church pronouncements in this 

area seem to be so subject to the changing winds of Intel lec-

tual fashion. A Chris t ian statement on foreign policy surely 

ought to state the fundamental moral cornerstones of prefer-

ence for democracy over any of the alternatives, explici t 

opposition to communism, and the recognition that the Soviet 

Union Is the main totali tarian super power whose mil i tary and 

other act ivi t ies constitute the major perpetual menace not 

only to world peace, but also to the liberty of hundreds of 

millions of people across several continents. 

IV. P E A C E AND DISARMAMENT 

On the Issues of peace and disarmament C A says: 

Australia must make a signif icant contribution to world 

peace and disarmament. A commitment to peace means 

an end to violence and threats of violence and a start to 

re-form our values and l ives for peace. New Institutions 

are needed - such as a Peace Research Insti tute, a 

Ministry for Peace - and more positive responses to 

disarmament proposals in international forums, (p 21) 

It seems appropriate In 198* that someone should ca l l for a 

Ministry for Peace. The f a c t that such Institutions almost 
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invariably end up in the hands of unilateralists, or sometimes 
more obvious pro-Soviet stooges, and never address the 
question of what is a prudent, e f fec t ive deterrent defence 
strategy for western nations to follow, seems lost on C A . 
Once again, in connection with peace and disarmament as 
with the American all iance and the UN, the moral path for 
Australian foreign policy to follow is to promote democracy 
and democratic values against totalitarianism and totalitarian 
values. 

In a speech to the Inter-Parliamentary Union conference 
in Geneva in Apri l 198'* Dick Klugman, the A L P member for 
Prospect, pointed to the connection between political autho-
ritarianism and war . His simple point was that modern demo-
cracies do not start wars because their rulers must ultimately 
face the judgment of the people. Authoritarian rulers are 
under no such constraints. Ci t ing such confl icts as the Soviet 
invasion of Afghanistan, the Vietnamese invasion of Kampu-
chea and the Iraqi a t tack on Iran, he made the point that a 
democracy could not have started any of those conflicts. 

C A ' s language when dealing with peace and disarmament 
is a peculiar mixture of sententiousness and vagueness. What, 
for example, are we to make of the statement: 'A commit-
ment to peace means an end to violence and threats of vio-
lence' (p 21)? When was the last time Australia ever threat-
ened anybody with violence? Democracies are not prone to 
gratuitous threats of violence. Indeed they are extremely 
reluctant to get involved in mil i tary conf l ic t . On the other 
hand, merely bearing arms is some kind of threat of 
violence. Orte of the reasons countries have armies is to issue 
a general, undifferentiated threat of violence, letting others 
know that if at tacked they might respond with force. But i t 
has never been a mainstream part of the Christian tradition 
to suggest that a threat of violence on this level is immoral . 
Pope John Paul 11 has said: people have a right and even a 
duty to protect their existence and freedom by proportionate 
means against any unjust aggressor' (1982, emphasis added). 
The very concept of deterrence involves a 'threat of vio-
lence', otherwise potential aggressors would not be deterred. 
And as Pope Paul VI pointed out: 'Disarmament is either for 
everyone, or i t is a c r ime of neglect to defend oneself (1976). 

What can C A possibly mean therefore by its call for an 
end to threats of violence? If its words are taken l i teral ly 
they must constitute a ca l l for complete pacif ism, which has 
never been a position seriously entertained by Chris t ian 
policy makers in this or any other country. Once again C A 
seems to be detached f rom real i ty and to be floating in the 
mysterious ether somewhere above the Ear th . 
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V. INTERNATIONAL AID 

C A also has the predictable things to say about international 

aid. We are told: 'On a world scale, the inequality in the 

distribution of wealth i s a scandal: about 6% of the world's 

people use 80% of the non-renewable resources consumed 

each year. In 1982, the richest f i f t h of the world's population 

had 7 1 % of the world's product while the poorest f i f t h had 

296' (p 8), Then C A says: 'Both the quantity and quality of 

Australia's development assistance should be increased" (p 21). 

In the real world the question of interr»ational aid is both 

complex and vexed, but even In CA"s simplistic presentation 

it is not clear whether its a im is to eliminate poverty or to 

eliminate Inequality. Obviously they are not the same thing. 

Yet C A seems to regard the mere existence of inequality as a 

scandal. In the Christicui tradition there is no totali tarian 

prescription of absolute equality. The authors of the gospels 

did not attend the London School of Economics. I t Is not at 

all clear that equality must be regarded as the primary social 

virtue in al l circumstances at a l l t imes. 

But the question of whether the aim is to eliminate 

international poverty or International inequality is not merely 

theoretical. Di f fe ren t strategies wi l l f low from the dif ferent 

objectives. There is a good deal of evidence to suggest that 

the best way of helping poor third world countries is to trade 

with them. The analysis of P . T . Bauer (1981) and others has 

shown that those third world countries who trade most with 

western developed countries tend to have the least poverty. 

If C A had wanted to make a pract ical suggestion on these 

matters, therefore, it might have suggested lowering Austra-

lia's t a r i f f s , which prevent goods from Asian countries being 

sold to the Australian market . Given CA"s general hostili ty 

to cill commercial ac t iv i ty it is not surprising that this sug-

gestion was not made. No, for C A the world is simply divided 

between the haves and the have nots and the answer is a 

simple redistribution of weal th f rom the former to the 

latter. C A shows no awareness of recent critiques of inter-

national aid, f rom, for example, wri ters like Kenneth 

Minogue, which demonstrate that international aid can often 

be destructive. This follows f rom the f ac t , noted before In 

this paper but ignored by C A , that most of the world"s gov-

ernments are tyrannies of one kind or another, and that aid 

goes not to the impoverished peoples of the world but to their 

generally tyrannical governments. 
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Indeed international aid can of ten be used to prop up a 
tyrannical government or to wage war. It can distort or even 
destroy a local food market with consequent destructive 
e f f ec t s on long-term local food production. It can be used to 
finance the expulsion of highly productive ethnic minorities, 
thereby destroying a country's entire economic infras t ruc-
ture. But no, for C A the whole question is ever so simple: 
redistribute capitalist wealth and the world wil l be made just. 

There is also the implication in C A that we in the west 
are somehow responsible for the poverty of much of the rest 
of the world. Not only does this hoary old Marxist cliche 
starxi up to no economic analysis at a l l , in many cases it is 
not even remotely arguable. Uganda is the way it is largely 
because of the action of Ugandans; Zimbabwe's economy is 
suffering because of the urxlemocratic policies of its govern-
ment; Kampuchea is the way it is because a tyrannical K a m -
puchean government, closely following a collectivist ideology 
based on Chairman Mao's cultural revolution, inflicted geno-
cide on its own people, who were subsequently invaded and 
subjugated by the Vietnamese. Even Tanzania, which has 
received such vast amounts of aid and has been so favoured 
by the western world, has an economic record similar to that 
of Uganda. 

None of this is to suggest that we don't have responsibi-
lities to the people of these countries. But the situation is 
not helped by simplistic apportionments of blame, or calls for 
more aid. 

VI. WEALTH AND ALIENATION 

The intellectual sloppiness and carping, undergraduate l e f t 
tone of C A in its discussion of foreign a f fa i r s continues more 
or less throughout its discussion of Australian society gene-
ral ly . Ross Git t ins (1983), economics editor of the Sydney 
Morning Herald, commented in response to C A : 'Why is i t 
that when the Church turns its mind to ecofK)mics it so often 
simply accepts uncr i t ica l ly the prejudices and half-baked 
thinking of the trendy L e f t ? " 

C A is very fond of alienation, which seems to be a gen-
eral word for badness. Of course, in the Christian tradition 
the most important form of alienation is alienation from God, 
and this is brought about by sin - that is, real sin by real 
people, not some sociological cop-out like a lack of 'right 
relations'. 
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C A argues for g rea t e r ' sha red c o n t r o l ' of the means o f 
c rea t ing w e a l t h , and goes on to s ay tha t th is m a y r e q u i r e 
�increased ownersh ip and c o n t r o l by the c o m m u n i t y as a 
whole ' (p 19). T h i s is a l l p r e s u m a b l y des igned to d e c r e a s e 
a l i ena t ion , and f i t s in n i c e l y w i t h the M a r x i s t no t ion of a l i -
enat ion as a r i s i n g f r o m the l a c k o f o w n e r s h i p o f the means o f 
product ion. F o r those o f us who inhab i t the r e a l w o r l d , a 
c e r t a i n amount of s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d e m p i r i c i s m w i l l he lp to 
eva lua te these ideo log ica l c l a i m s . A r e the f a c t o r y w o r k e r s o f 
E a s t G e r m a n y , where ' the c o m m u n i t y as a who le ' owns the 
means of product ion , less a l i e n a t e d t han the w e l l - p a i d w o r k -
ers of West G e r m a n y ? T h e B e r l i n W a l l suggests not . 

T o support my c o n t e n t i o n tha t the language of C A I s 

sloppy, vague, s o m e t i m e s m e a n i n g l e s s and o c c a s i o n a l l y t o t a l i -

t a r i an , 1 w i l l c i t e jus t two f u r t h e r s t a t e m e n t s f r o m i t . F i r s t , 

C A t e l l s us tha t : ' the re is an urgent need for a c o m m i t m e n t 

to a no pove r ty s o c i e t y . T h a t m a y m e a n a s o c i e t y in w h i c h 

the resources a v a i l a b l e a re so f a i r l y shared tha t no one i s 

considered w e a l t h y but a l l have some share in p o v e r t y ' (p 

19) . W e l l , r e a l l y , wha t does C A w a n t ? A no p o v e r t y s o c i e t y 

or a soc ie ty in w h i c h e v e r y o n e has a sha re in p o v e r t y ? In t w o 

sentences i t manages to c o n t r a d i c t i t s e l f c o m p l e t e l y . 

Winston C h u r c h i l l w a n t e d to c h a r a c t e r i s e s o c i a l i s m as an 

equal share in m i s e r y , but t hen he w a s a p o l i t i c a l opponent o f 

s o c i a l i s m . C A is b r eak ing new ground in being perhaps the 

f i r s t p ro - soc i a l i s t document to use C h u r c h i l l ' s a n t i - s o c i a l i s t 

rhe to r ic as a j u s t i f i c a t i o n fo r s o c i a l i s m . C o n s i d e r too the 

controls that would be n e c e s s a r y to ensure t ha t no one w a s 

considered w e a l t h y and e v e r y o n e had a sha re in p o v e r t y . 

Perhaps th is could be a f u n c t i o n of the D i v i s i o n o f R i g h t 

R e l a t i o n s , par t no doubt o f the M i n i s t e r y f o r P e a c e , to ensure 

no ou tbreaks o f w e a l t h , and no s l a c k i n g in sha red s t rugg le . I f 

C A ' s words about the e l i m i n a t i o n of w e a l t h a r e to be g i v e n 

any meaning at a l l they c a n on ly r e q u i r e an abso lu te , c e n t r a -

l ised, t o t a l i t a r i a n c o n t r o l o f the e c o n o m y . (No t t ha t e v e n 

these t o t a l i t a r i a n c o n t r o l s have e v e r been able to a c h i e v e a 

no-wea l th s o c i e t y in r e a l i t y . ) 

Second, C A t e l l s us t ha t A u s t r a l i a must deve lop ' a s o c i a l 

wage - a more e x t e n s i v e range o f p u b l i c s e r v i c e s (housing and 

heal th e s p e c i a l l y ) t ha t g u a r a n t e e a n a c c e p t a b l e s t a n d a r d of 

l iv ing fo r the jobless and enab le those w i t h jobs to m a i n t a i n 

their l i v i n g s tandards w i t h o u t w a g e and s a l a ry i n c r e a s e s ' (p 

20) . T h i s passage is ano the r bit o f b r e a t h t a k i n g voodoo 

economics . F o r how a r e those w i t h jobs to m a i n t a i n the i r 

l iv ing s tandards w i thou t wage and s a l a r y i n c r e a s e s ? T h i s 

would be possible i f i n f l a t i o n w e r e c o m p l e t e l y abo l i shed . 
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a l though u n f o r t u n a t e l y C A doesn't g ive us any ind i ca t i on o f 
how this w o u l d be a c c o m p l i s h e d . Another w a y to m a i n t a i n 
l i v i n g s t andards w i t h o u t wage inc reases is to provide t ax c u t s 
equa l to the l e v e l o f i n f l a t i o n e a c h y e a r , but e l s ewhe re C A 
argues aga ins t t a x c u t s . 

T h e on ly r e m a i n i n g poss ib i l i ty t he r e fo r e is tha t C A 

env i sages an i n c r e a s e d p rov i s ion o f s o c i a l s e rv ices to a l l wage 

and s a l a r y e a r n e r s , w h e t h e r they need them or not, equ iva l en t 

to the l e v e l o f i n f l a t i o n , In l i eu of wage r i s e s . S u c h an i n -

c r e a s e would be e n t i r e l y imposs ib le to f i n a n c e , and a n y 

a t t e m p t to i m p l e m e n t th i s b i z a r r e s cheme would have d i sa s -

t rous e f f e c t s on the p r o d u c t i v e c a p a c i t y of the economy. 

W i t h s t rong e c o n o m i c g r o w t h s u b s t a n t i a l i nc reases in s o c i a l 

s e r v i c e p rov i s ions c o u l d be a poss ib i l i t y , but no one could 

a c c u s e C \ of s h o w i n g any predispos i t ion towards s t rong 

e c o n o m i c g r o w t h . 

So wha t do the words 'enable those w i t h jobs to m a i n t a i n 

thei r l i v i n g s t anda rds w i thou t wage and s a l a r y i nc rease s ' 

a c t u a l l y m e a n ? I t i s imposs ib le to s a y . 

T h i s sor t o f r a d i c a l m i s h - m a s h i s un fo r tuna t e ly a l l too 

c o m m o n in A u s t r a l i a n t e r t i a r y educa t ion c i r c l e s , and it i s 

i n t e r e s t i ng to ponder w h y w e s t e r n i n t e l l e c t u a l s and b u r e a u -

c r a t s have b e c o m e so p ro found ly d i sgrun t led about thei r own 

s o c i e t i e s , w h i c h h a v e t r e a t e d t h e m so generously, ar»d w h y 

the i r pe rcep t ions o f those s o c i e t i e s a r e so o f t e n so d i s to r t ed . 

P a t r i c k Morgan e x p l o r e s this ques t ion in an important and 

p e r c e p t i v e e s s a y ( 1 9 8 3 : 2 0 ) . He w r i t e s : 

D a v i d Holb rook has desc r ibed . . . a process in w h i c h 

' m o r a l s c e p t i c i s m is combined w i t h mora l indignat ion , 

desp i te the l o g i c a l incompatab i l i ty* . T h i s is the same 

diagnosis as lonesco ' s ' m i x t u r e of ingenuousness and 

f e r o c i t y ' and the ' cu r ious , modern u n d i f f e r e n t i a t e d 

anger ' d e s c r i b e d by M i c h a e l A r l e n . T h e r e is a f e e l i n g o f 

g e n e r a l i s e d a n t a g o n i s m , there a re p l en ty o f ta rge ts , but 

no b e l i e f s . I t mus t a l w a y s t a k e the f o r m of an opposi-

t ion . A s I r v i n g H o w e has s a id : 'Modern ism must a l w a y s 

s t ruggle but n e v e r qui te t r iumph ' . T h e r e a r e many 

c o u n t e r v a i l i n g p ressures , but one day these ideas m a y 

t r i u m p h . T h e i r a d v o c a t e s m a y c o n v i n c e us to change 

ou r se lves and the f r e e s o c i e t i e s we have today, and then 

they w i l l l i t e r a l l y ge t wha t they asked f o r . 

A l t h o u g h C A does a t t e m p t to provide an a l t e r n a t i v e f o r 

A u s t r a l i a n s o c i e t y , the a l t e r n a t i v e i s so vaguely d e s c r i b e d , 

and o f t e n in language t>oth U t o p i a n and t o t a l i t a r i a n , tha t i n 

e f f e c t i t has l i t t l e t o o f f e r bu t the k i n d o f s i l l y , r e f l e x c r i t i -

c i s m tha t Morgan so e f f e c t i v e l y der ides . E l s e w h e r e in the 

s a m e e s s a y Morgan c o m m e n t s : 
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Today ' s Wes te rn s o c i e t i e s , more than any in the pas t , 
a l low the i r c i t i z e n s to l i v e f r e e f r o m t y r a n n y ove r t h e i r 
l i v e s , over their p h y s i c a l s u r v i v a l and over the i r 
b e l i e f s . T h i s needs a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t , w h i c h i t o f t e n 
doesn't get . T h e ro le of t h i n k e r s i s not jus t to c r i t i c i s e , 
but to say wha t is t r ue , w h i c h s o m e t i m e s means c r i t i -
c i s i n g and s o m e t i m e s a f f i r m i n g , and usua l ly some m i x -
ture of both. Bu t m a n y a n a l y s t s s t i l l a u t o m a t i c a l l y 
adopt a n a d v e r s a r y s t a n c e and n e v e r look a t w h a t t hey 
a re c o m m e n t i n g on . F o r e x a m p l e a soc io log i s t , P e t e r 

D w y e r , in How Lucky Are We? w r i t e s of m i g r a n t s in 
A u s t r a l i a a s 'an e x p l o i t e d w o r k f o r c e - one tha t w o u l d 
work long hours under h e a v y p ressure in poor cond i t ions 
for low pay ' . Nobody c o u l d c l a i m this i s a ba l anced v i e w 
of mig ran t s ' cond i t ions in A u s t r a l i a - a c o m p a r i s o n w i t h 
Japanese c a r - p a r t a s s e m b l e r s or G e r m a n g u e s t - w o r k e r s 
would show that most m i g r a n t s l i e re have wages w i t h 
high buying power , both r e l a t i v e l y and abso lu t e ly . It i s 
not a t rue judgment s i n c e i t c o n t i n u e s , when no longer 
w a r r a n t e d , the old pos i t ion o f c o m p u l s o r y c r i t i c i s m of 
s o c i e t y . T h e va luab l e t r a d i t i o n of l i b e r a l c r i t i q u e o f 
t y ranny c a n , i f con t inued a s u n t h i n k i n g d i s sen t , t u rn f u l l 
c i r c l e and erode the f r e e d o m s i t was i naugu ra t ed to 
p ro t ec t . (Morgan , 19S3 :21) 

Morgan's c o m m e n t s a r e v e r y r e l e v a n t to a cons ide ra t i on of 

the genera l tone and d i r e c t i o n o f C A . 

Vn. WHY T H E D O C U M E N T ? 

F i n a l l y there i s the ques t ion of how A u s t r a l i a ' s C h r i s t i a n 

churches come to be p roduc ing a document l i k e Chcnging 

Australia. I t spr ings f r o m a no doubt w o r t h y d e s i r e o n the 

part of the churches to i n v o l v e t h e m s e l v e s in the b roades t 

range of human e x p e r i e n c e and c o n t e m p o r a r y i s sues . Y e t in 

t ruth the C h r i s t i a n r e l i g io n does not g i v e us s p e c i f i c s o c i a l 

and economic ru les by w h i c h to run s o c i e t y . I t g ive s us 

p r inc ip les . T h e appl icat ior ts o f those p r i nc ip l e s a re p r u d e n t i a l 

questions on w h i c h C h r i s t i a n s o f good f a i t h c a n and do d i f -

f e r . Why then should the c h u r c h , f r o m money donated by the 

f a i t h f u l who hold a v a r i e t y o f l e g i t i m a t e p o l i t i c a l b e l i e f s , 

f inance one se t o f p o l i t i c a l b e l i e f s o v e r other l e g i t i m a t e 

p o l i t i c a l b e l i e f s ? 

T h e churches might a n s w e r tha t the i r d o c u m e n t s a r e 

meant only to provoke d i s c u s s i o n , or to a c t as s t a t e m e n t s o f 

general c o n c e r n . H o w e v e r , e v e n d i scuss ion d o c u m e n t s and 
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g e n e r a l s t a t e m e n t s o f c o n c e r n should demons t ra te some 
a w a r e n e s s o f the c o m p l e x i t y of the f i e l d s they discuss , such 
as e c o n o m i c s or f o r e i g n a f f a i r s . Moreover , C A m a k e s qui te 
s p e c i f i c p o l i c y r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s that go we l l beyond a gene-
r a l s t a t e m e n t o f c o n c e r n . 

I n a r e c e n t i ssue of the U S National Catholic Register, 

Niko laus L o b k o w i c z , w h i l e c o m m e n t i n g on the A m e r i c a n 

C a t h o l i c bishops' s t a t e m e n t on nuc lea r d i s a rmamen t , addres-

sed h i m s e l f more g e n e r a l l y to the quest ion of C h u r c h leaders 

and b u r e a u c r a c i e s speak ing on p o l i t i c a l quest ions. He w r o t e : 

When t hey hear t ha t the C a n a d i a n bishops have spoken 

about e c o n o m i c problems (and that the U S bishops 

in tend to do the s a m e ) , many European C a t h o l i c s w o n -

der w h e t h e r the C h u r c h in the U n i t e d S ta t e s Is not 

expos ing i t s e l f to the danger of focusing on sub jec t s 

about w h i c h no C a t h o l i c has a competence super ior to 

tha t of a n y o ther reasonab le and prudent m a n . P a p a l 

e n c y c l i c a l s on s o c i o - e c o n o m i c issues are addressed to 

the who le w o r l d ; thus they do not spel l out any th ing 

beyond the ba re e s s e n t i a l s of s o c i a l e t h i c s , ^ut when 

the bishops o f a s ingle c o u n t r y , and a hugely prosperous 

one a t t h a t , begin to meddle w i t h issues about w h i c h 

e v e r y i n d u s t r i a l i s t or even government o f f i c i a l knows 

more than they do, they r i sk a l i e n a t i n g a great number 

of the f a i t h f u l . T h e y might argue tha t their s t a t e m e n t s 

a r e not m ean t to be a u t h o r i t a t i v e , that the f a i t h f u l 

ought m e r e l y to cons ider t hem, no more . 8u t how c a n 

the c h u r c h t e a c h c o n v i n c i n g l y that some of i t s s t a t e -

men t s a r e a u t h o r i t a t i v e and o thers eire not? T h e r e ' s a 

danger tha t w h e n the c h u r c h speaks about abor t ion , 

d i v o r c e or the E u c h a r i s t , m a n y f a i t h f u l w i l l f e e l tha t 

these t e a c h i n g s too have as l i t t l e binding a u t h o r i t y as 

the C a n a d i a n bishops ' adherence to ' s m a l l is b e a u t i f u l ' . 

T h i s is a se r ious and d i f f i c u l t quest ion for the chu rches . Why 

should they use m o n e y donated by people of one p e r f e c t l y 

l e g i t i m a t e p o l i t i c a l pe r suas ion to f i n a n c e the promulgat ion of 

v i e w s those people f i n d o f f e n s i v e ? Why should the c h u r c h e s 

lend the i r m o r a l a u t h o r i t y , In however a t tenua ted a f o r m , to 

one c o m p e t i n g p o l i t i c a l p rogram of dubious p r a c t i c a l i t y and 

c o m p e t e n c e ? 

I t wou ld be b e t t e r fo r the churches to f inance a s t r i n g o f 

compe t ing s o c i a l j u s t i c e b u r e a u c r a c i e s - one fo r the t rendy 

L e f t , one fo r the m o d e r a t e R i g h t , and so on. Soc i a l po l i cy 

t h i n k e r s of these c o n f l i c t i n g ideo log ica l p roc l i v i t i e s would 

have no d i f f i c u l t y I n f o r m i n g thei r po l icy (xis i t ions w i t h a 

C h r i s t i a n c o m m i t m e n t b e c a u s e , as we have noted above , the 
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C h r i s t i a n re l ig ion gives us on ly b road p r i nc ip l e s for s o c i a l 
e t h i c s . 

O f course , c h u r c h a u t h o r i t i e s a r e no to r ious ly s l o t h f u l and 

bu reauc ra t i c in enac t i ng t h i s k i n d o f r e f o r m , or f a c i n g up to 

th is kind of ques t ion . A l e s s e x p e r u i v e op t ion fo r t h e m would 

be to abol i sh c h u r c h s o c i a l j u s t i c e b u r e a u c r a c i e s a l t o g e t h e r . 

Bishops and other c h u r c h l e a d e r s who had r e s e a r c h e d a p a r t i -

cu l a r issue and f e l t s t rong ly about i t cou ld then speak out on 

it in their own names . I f t hey f e l t t hey needed to do more 

than th is they cou ld , f r o m t i m e to t i m e , c o m m i s s i o n C h r i s -

t ians w i t h compe tence in a p a r t i c u l a r f i e l d o f pub l i c po l i cy to 

wr i t e a paper on the a r e a , g i v i n g f u l l w e i g h t to the i r C h r i s -

t i an c o n v i c t i o n s . T h i s wou ld be the mos t i n t e l l e c t u a l l y hones t 

and e f f e c t i v e w a y of p rovok ing u s e f u l d icuss ion among C h r i s -

t ians on publ ic po l icy i s sues . 

T h e r e is no ev idence tha t d o c u m e n t s l i k e C h a n g i n g Aus-

tralia have any e f f e c t on g o v e r n m e n t p o l i c y . What they 

might con t r ibu te to Is the pe rpe tua t i on o f a d i sg run t l ed and 

de s t ru c t i v e sul>-culture w i t h i n our s o c i e t y . I t i s t i m e the 

churches told us why they t h i n k th is i s a ro le they should p l a y . 
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A N E X C E S S OF E Q U A L I T Y 
Lauchlan Chipman 

Clxanjiig Australia i s an im[>ortant document . Tha t is not to 

say that it is a good document . Indeed, it is impor tan t p re -

c i s e l y because o f I t s f a i l i n g s . I t has been produced by four 

bodies whose s o c i a l phi losophies a r e , to say the leas t , con t en -

t i ous . T h e y a r e the A n g l i c a n S o c i a l Respons ib i l i t i e s C o m m i s -

s ion , the C a t h o l i c C o m m i s s i o n for J u s t i c e and P e a c e , the 

A u s t r a l i a n C o u n c i l of C h u r c h e s , and the C o m m i s s i o n on 

S o c i a l R e s p o n s i b i l i t y o f the U n i t i n g C h u r c h . I t is in tended 

f o r , and has a l r e a d y r e c e i v e d , a ve ry wide d i s t r ibu t ion . It is 

a i m e d p a r t i c u l a r l y a t young , l i t e r a t e , and compass iona te 

A u s t r a l i a n s . I t has a l r e a d y s e rved as the f o c a l point for 

Sunday School c l a s s e s , and for genera l school d iscuss ions 

w h e r e it i s used as a r e s o u r c e in s o c i a l s tudies c lasses . A l -

though a i m e d a t a l i t e r a t e and compass iona te young aud ience , 

and in p a r t i c u l a r a C h r i s t i a n aud ience , it does not w a r n tha t 

i t s many p ronouncemen t s on theology, economics , soc io logy , 

p o l i t i c s , and m o r a l phi losophy a re denied or disputed by many 

whose e x p e r t i s e in some or a l l of these f i e l d s is at l eas t as 

g r e a t as that o f the LViidentified ind iv idua ls p r inc ipa l ly r e s -

ponsible fo r ' the S t a t e m e n t ' (as the document desc r ibes 

i t s e l f ) , and whose s i n c e r i t y cUid compass ion a re at l eas t as 

genu ine . 

I t i s i m p o r t a n t t ha t the genera t ion to wh ich th is docu-

men t is d i r e c t e d is not l e d to the be l i e f tha t the ana lys i s o f 

A u s t r a l i a n s o c i e t y i t c o n t a i n s , the diagnosis of A u s t r a l i a ' s i l l s 

and the p r e s c r i p t i o n s fo r t r e a t m e n t put f o r w a r d , a re the 

r e c e i v e d w i s d o m and the uncha l l enged or thodoxy among those 

who have thought long , h a r d , and s e n s i t i v e l y about the sub-

j e c t s . In o ther w o r d s , i t is impor t an t that the a im of this 

documen t is d e f e a t e d . T h e document is in essence a sugar -

c o a t e d n e o - M a r x i s t one, the m o t i v a t i o n a l f o r c e of w h i c h 

f l o w s f r o m h a r n e s s i n g the language o f compass ion to the 

psychology o f e n v y , and the language o f love to the p o w e r f u l 

d r i v e o f ha te . T h e ha t e o b j e c t s a re f a m i l i a r f r o m the p o l i t i -
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c a l l i t e r a t u r e of the e x t r e m e l e f t . Thus we a r e told ( C A , p 
18) that 'we have a l r e a d y s een . . . how the e x e r c i s e o f p o w e r 
in A u s t r a l i a is domina ted by a s m a l l numt)er of people ' . I n 
f a c t we have ' seen ' th is only because the document e a r l i e r 
equates the possession of power w i t h the possession o f 
wea l th , and d isp lays e c o n o m i c a l l y m i s l e a d i n g but e n v y -
generat ing graphs (pp S ,19) to show tha t 20 per c e n t of the 
people get per cen t of the i n c o m e , and 10 per c e n t of the 
people own about h a l f the pe r sona l w e a l t h . We get the p re -
d ic t ab le l i ne about peace and d i s a r m a m e n t to the e f f e c t t h a t 
' the presence o f U n i t e d S t a t e s bases m a k e s A u s t r a l i a a p a r t i -
c ipant in s t r a t e g i c po l i c i e s w h i c h t a r g e t c i t i e s and popula t ion 
cen t re s for i n d i s c r i m i n a t e n u c l e a r d e s t r u c t i o n ' (p 2 1 ) . ' T h e 
mu l t i na t iona l co rpo ra t ions ' a r e c o n s i s t e n t l y t r e a t e d as the 
baddies ( e .g . , be ing respons ib le f o r u n e m p l o y m e n t , u n l i k e 
those unions whose i n s i s t e n c e on r e a l wage m a i n t e n a n c e in 
t imes of r eces s ion has a p p a r e n t l y not caused u n e m p l o y m e n t ) . 

T o s t reng then the i n v o l v e m e n t o f people In g o v e r n m e n t 

( i t seems tha t the r ight to v o t e , j o i n a p o l i t i c a l p a r t y , seek 

endorsement as a cand ida t e fo r o f f i c e , and jo in the p u b l i c 

s e r v i c e judged so le ly on c r i t e r i a o f m e r i t do not g i v e ' c i t i z e n s 

. . . a c c e s s to the p o l i t i c a l p r o c e s s ' ) t he C o m m i s s i o n s r e c o m -

mend ' the promot ion and f u n d i n g o f c o m m u n i t y lobby groups ' 

(p 18). Where is the m o n e y go ing to c o m e f r o m ? T h e i r 

answer is c l e a r . "By i n t e r n a t i o n a l s t andards , A u s t r a l i a is 

l ight ly t a x e d ' ( p 21) . 

L a w r e f o r m does not e s c a p e the a t t e n t i o n o f the C o m -

miss ions . In a s ec t i on t i t l e d ' A u s t r a l i a A s I t C o u l d B e ' (pp 16-

17) a 'Sydney school boy* i s quo ted ( p r e s u m a b l y w i t h a p p r o v a l ) 

as f o l l o w s : ' I th ink the re should be some new l a w s . I have 

w r i t t e n some l a w s d o w n . M a k e a p a t h alongside the road fo r 

people on b i k e s . H e l p the p r o s t i t u t e s and m a k e a home f o r 

them. Don ' t se l l bombs or a n y t h i n g l i k e t ha t . B a n guns. So 

please m a k e some of m y l a w s to r e a l l a w s . ' I suppose we 

should a t l e a s t be g r a t e f u l t ha t the d o c u m e n t d id not r e f e r to 

him as a ' school s tudent ' or a "kid*. L a w r e f o r m , m o t i v a t e d by 

jus t i ce , means , in the v i e w of the C o m m i s s i o n s , ' the need fo r 

genuine land r igh t s [ for A b o r i g i n e s ] throughout A u s t r a l i a ' (p 

6) . I t seems to have e s c a p e d the i r a t t e n t i o n tha t A b o r i g i n e s 

are not denied land r i g h t s . A b o r i g i n e s have the same r i g h t s 

to land as other A u s t r a l i a n s . S u c h l and r igh t s a r e n o r m a l l y 

e x e r c i s e d by e x c h a n g i n g m o n e y fo r the l and in ques t i on , 

w h i c h money i s in t u rn c o m m o n l y a c q u i r e d b y w o r k i n g . W h a t 

the C o m m i s s i o n s wan t a r e f u r t h e r e x t e n s i o n s of the p r a c t i c e 

of g ran t ing large t r a c t s o f l and to Abor ig ines on t e r m s and 

condit ions not a v a i l a b l e to A u s t r a l i a n s of n o n - A b o r i g i n a l 
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o r i g i n - a p r i v i l e g e tha t is d i f f i c u l t to square w i t h thei r c a l l 
fo r ' a n end to d i s c r i m i n a t i o n ' (p 6 ) . While there may be 
s p e c i a l c o n s i d e r a t i o n s r e l e v a n t to the pecu l ia r problems of 
t r i b a l A b o r i g i n e s , they a re not s ingled out in this document . 

T h e d o c u m e n t no tes tha t 'power shar ing by people is 

dependent upon the w h o l e s o c i e t y r e spec t ing bas ic human 

r i g h t s , e s p e c i a l l y the r i g h t s to f r e e speech , to I ree assembly 

and to p o l i t i c a l p ro t e s t ' (p 1&). A n d what Is the posi t ion in 

hapless A u s t r a l i a ? T h e documen t con t inues , 'These r igh t s a r e 

not e v e n p r o t e c t e d by s t a t u t e in A u s t r a l i a . They r e ly on the 

u n w r i t t e n l e g a l t r a d i t i o n inhe r i t ed f r o m Eng l i sh l a w and so 

they c a n be r e s t r i c t e d or abol i shed a s P a r l i a m e n t w i shes ' (p 

18). Now th i s r e a l l y is i l l u m i n a t i n g . A r e the Commis s ions of 

the opinion tha t a s t a t u t e canno t be r e s t r i c t e d or abol ished as 

P a r l i a m e n t w i s h e s ? A r e the C o m m i s s i o n s of the v i e w tha t 

these r ights a r e b e t t e r r e s p e c t e d in the Sov ie t Union ( w h e r e 

they a re g i v e n s t a t u t o r y r ecogn i t i on ) than they a re in Eng land 

( w h e r e they a r e n o t ) ? H a v e the C o m m i s s i o n s fo rgo t t en tha t 

M c C a r t h y i s m had i t s home and i t s g r ea t e s t s t rengths in the 

c o u n t r y tha t e n j o y s the p r o t e c t i o n of the U n i t e d S ta t e s B i l l o f 

R i g h t s ? 

T h e m o r a l h y p o c r i s y and log ica l incons is tency of this 

whole s ec t i on a r e a s t r anspa ren t as they a re depressing. T h e 

r igh t s of the people a r e to be p>rotected by ent renching them 

c o n s t i t u t i o n a l l y , i f the C o m m i s s i o n s get their way , so that 

they canno t be a m e n d e d or ' r e s t r i c t e d or abolished as P a r l i a -

ment w i s h e s ' . In the n a m e of p ro t ec t i ng publ ic i n v o l v e m e n t 

in g o v e r n m e n t , c e r t a i n r i g h t s a r e to be p laced beyond the 

c a p a c i t y o f the people 's e l e c t e d r ep re sen t a t i ve s to change! I t 

i s most d i f f i c u l t to th ink of any th ing more a r rogant ly a n t i -

d e m o c r a t i c t han the d e t e r m i n a t i o n by spokespeople for one 

gene ra t i on to so e n t r e n c h thei r va lues as to make it w e l l n igh 

imposs ib le f o r t h e e l e c t e d r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s o f subsequent 

gene ra t ions to l e g i s l a t e to i m p l e m e n t wha t are then judged to 

be the most i m p o r t a n t and r e l e v a n t v a l u e s . 

T h e o f f h a n d r e f e r e n c e to the r e l i a n c e on ' unwr i t t en legal 

t r a d i t i o n i n h e r i t e d f r o m E n g l i s h l a w ' , as w e l l as f a l s e l y equa -

t ing un l eg i s l a t ed w i t h u n w r i t t e n ( the c o m m o n law t r ad i t ions 

a re w r i t t e n in hundreds o f vo lumes o f l a w repor ts ) , c o i n c i d e s 

i n t e r e s t i n g l y w i t h e v e n m o r e d i sparag ing r e f e r e n c e s to the 

c o m m o n law tha t appear w i t h monotonous r egu l a r i t y in the 

N e w s l e t t e r s o f the H u m a n R i g h t s C o m m i s s i o n , wh ich i s bus i ly 

c a r v i n g out a n i c h e fo r i t s e l f In the admin i s t r a t i on and I m -

p l e m e n t a t i o n o f a B i l l o f R i g h t s by pan ick ing e thnic m i n o r i -

t ies and d i sadvan taged groups in to t h ink ing that they canno t 

e x p e c t j u s t i c e under "Eng l i sh ' c o m m o n l a w . Indeed I t is f a i r 
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to say t i « t , on a na t i ona l b a s i s , w e a r e see ing an i n c r e a s i n g 

tendency towards hav ing i m p o r t a n t v a l u e s ( such as non-d i s -

c r i m i n a t i o n , equa l i t y of o p p o r t u n i t y , and so on) a d m i n i s t e r e d 

not through cour t s but r a t h e r th rough l a w s tha t hand power 
over to bodies composed o f e n t h u s i a s t s and s t a f f e d by z e a -
lo ts , in proceedings tha t a r e parodies o f proper c o u r t s and 
look f a r more l i k e the Peop le ' s C o u r t s of the C h i n e s e C u l t u r a l 
R e v o l u t i o n . ( I t ake th is point f u r t h e r i n T h e Z e a l o t s - A u s -

t r a l i a ' s Thought P o l i c e ' i n :jLiadran£, May 198'*). One e f f e c t 

of Changing Australia is to i n s t i l in the minds o f young people 
a negat ive a t t i t u d e t owards our l ega l t r ad i t i ons b e f o r e they 
have acqu i red the knowledge or c a p a c i t y to unders tand them 
and then, qui te p roper ly , c r i t i c a l l y e v a l u a t e t h e m . 

I t is when the d o c u m e n t t u rns to the d i s t r i b u t i o n of 

w e a l t h however tha t i t s m o r a l v a c u i t y and i t s b a r e l y c o n -

cea led appeals to e n v y c o m e in to g r e a t e s t p r o m i n e n c e . T h e 

c o - e x i s t e n c e o f w e a l t h and p o v e r t y a f f r o n t s human d i g n i t y . 

Most A u s t r a l i a n s have m o r e than they need w h i l e o t h e r s have 

less than i s neces sa ry ' (p 19) . What should be done about i t ? 

The C o m m i s s i o n s g i v e the f o l l o w i n g ( p r e d i c t a b l e ) a n s w e r : 

' T h e ownership and c o n t r o l o f r e s o u r c e s and c a p i t a l wou ld not 

be an issue if our s o c i e t y g u a r a n t e e d the f a i r d i s t r i b u t i o n o f 

the w e a l t h c r e a t e d . B u t b e c a u s e f a i r d i s t r i b u t i o n is so u n r e l i -

able L s i c l quest ions a r i s e abou t s h a r i n g o w n e r s h i p arKl c o n t r o l ' 

(p 19). A n d what i s f a i r d i s t r i b u t i o n ? ' A f a i r d i s t r i b u t i o n o f 

wea l th c a n be a c h i e v e d th rough the c o m p l e m e n t a r y use o f 

t axa t ion and soc ia l s e c u r i t y s y s t e m s : the f i r s t to c o l l e c t 

surplus [ s i c ] w e a l t h and the second to d i s t r i b u t e i t a c c o r d i n g 

to need. Higher s o c i a l s e c u r i t y pensions and b e n e f i t s a re 

necessary ' (p 19). J u s t as i t is e a s y to a l l o c a t e land you do 

not own to (leople fo r w h o m you f e e l s y m p a t h y , so i t is e a s y 

to a l l o c a t e money other people h a v e ea rned to people you 

bel ieve dese rve it m o r e . N e v e r mind tha t the person who is 

judged to have surplus w e a l t h m a y be in no h i s t o r i c sense 

responsible for the p o v e r t y o f those in need . I t is t he c a p a -

c i t y to meet the need tha t g e n e r a t e s the ob l iga t ion to m e e t i t 

and, moreover , an ob l iga t i on tha t you a re qui te happy to 

t rans la te in to a legal o b l i g a t i o n . T h e s u c c e s s f u l and the 

w e a l t h y are thus dep ic t ed to the young r eade r s as h a v i n g 

spec ia l r e spons ib i l i t i e s f o r the poor and the needy , w h i c h 

j u s j i f i e s the f o r c i b l e t r a n s f e r o f r e s o u r c e s f r o m the f o r m e r to 

the l a t t e r . 

How f a r should the d i s t r i b u t i o n be c h a n g e d ? A c c o r d i n g 

to the C o m m i s s i o n s , ' t he re i s an u rgen t need fo r a c o m m i t -

ment to a no pove r ty s o c i e t y . T h a t m a y m e a n a s o c i e t y in 

which the r e sources a v a i l a b l e a r e so f a i r l y s h a r e d t h a t no one 
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U considered weal thy but a l l have some share in poverty. I t 

would be a society in which just ice is done. Because of the 

equal i ty o f shared stniggle , it may become a society In which 

there is peace* (p 19; e m p h a s i s added) . Now this goo is of 

such mind-s l ipp ing w e t n e s s that a r a t i o n a l response is d i f f i -

c u l t . None the le s s response must be a t t e m p t e d because th is 

documen t is used in an e d u c a t i o n a l c o n t e x t under the i m p r i -

ma tu r o f a q u a r t e t o f C h r i s t i a n C o m m i s s i o n s . F i r s t , i t is 

e m p i r i c a l l y f a l s e tha t a s o c i e t y in w h i c h poverty is sha red 

u n i v e r s a l l y is more p e a c e f u l than a s o c i e t y in wh ich this i s 

not the c a s e . S e c o n d , i t is pa t en t ly unt rue to represent a 

s o c i e t y in w h i c h p o v e r t y i s u n i v e r s a l l y shared , and w h i c h i s 

s t r u c t u r e d to e n s u r e t h a t i t i s e v e n l y sha red , a s t h e r e f o r e ' a 

s o c i e t y in w h i c h j u s t i c e is done ' . A s o c i e t y in wh ich m i s e r y i s 

u n i v e r s a l l y s h a r e d Is not t h e r e f o r e a more jus t soc ie ty than 

one in w h i c h m i s e r y i s s h a r e d less than u n i v e r s a l l y . Indeed I t 

i s Imposs ib le to e v a l u a t e the j u s t i c e or i n j u s t i c e of a s o c i e t y 

so le ly by r e f e r e n c e to the d i s t r i b u t i v e ou t comes . 

T h i r d , the C o m m i s s i o n s a r e s imp ly w r o n g in th inking tha t 

a s o c i e t y in w h i c h ' a l l have some share in pover ty ' w o u l d 

n e c e s s a r i l y be one in w h i c h the re would be ' equal i ty of sha red 

s t ruggle ' . T h e r e a r e too many d i f f e r e n c e s among ind iv idua l 

human beings f o r th i s to be gua ran t eed . T o see th is let us 

suppose t h a t , a t m idn igh t tonight , by some miracu lous s t r o k e , 

there is an e g a l i t a r i a n r e d i s t r i b u t i o n o f w e a l t h throughout 

A u s t r a l i a so tha t , t o m m o r r o w morn ing , we a l l wake up to f i n d 

t ha t we have e q u a l w e a l t h In holdings and equal i ncomes . 

M o r e o v e r , l e t us f u r t h e r suppose tha t by th is same m i r a c u l o u s 

s t roke w e a r e a l l imbued w i t h equal good w i l l in the sense 

that none o f us i s e v e r aga in t empted to d e c e i v e , hurt or s t e a l 

f r o m a n o t h e r . E a c h of us r e s p e c t s equa l l y the person and the 

p rope r ty of o t h e r s , and none of us is e v e n tempted to v i o l a t e 

the pe r sona l i n t e g r i t y , by deed or word , or the p roper ty 

( w h i c h has now been d i s t r i b u t e d e q u a l l y ) o f any o ther . 

Would th i s be a s o c i e t y of ' e q u a l i t y of shared s t ruggle ' ? 

Would th i s be a s o c i e t y o f pe rpe tua l ' f a i r d i s t r ibu t ion ' ( e v e n 

a s suming tha t the n o c t u r n a l r e a r r a n g e m e n t s a re , and a re 

a c c e p t e d a s , f a i r ) ? T h e euiswer Is p la in ly no. G i v e n tha t 

people a re generous to v a r y i n g degrees , a c e r t a i n amount of 

g i v i n g m o t i v a t e d by a f f e c t i o n would c e r t a i n l y produce inequ-

a l i t y . So , w i l l g i f t s be t a x e d out o f e x i s t e n c e because they 

r e s u l t i n a n u n f a i r d i s t r i b u t i o n ? G i v e n tha t some people l i v e 

longer than o t h e r s , they and thei r a s soc i a t e s (e .g . , f a m i l y 

m e m b e r s , i f f a m i l i e s a r e not cons ide red u n f a i r ) w i l l tend to 

a c c u m u l a t e m o r e ove r t ime than o thers whose expendi ture 

pa t t e rn s a re c o m p a r a b l e . W i l l l ongev i ty be judged an u n f a i r 
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basis fo r hav ing m o r e ? What o f d i f f e r e n c e s in m o t i v a t i o n ? 
Some people a re p e r f e c t l y c o n t e n t w i t h l i t t l e and do not w a n t 
much in the w a y o f possess ions , or d e r i v e g r e a t e s t s a t i s f a c -
tion f r o m things tha t do not c o s t v e r y m u c h . O t h e r s d e r i v e 
grea tes t s a t i s f a c t i o n f r o m things tha t a r e v e r y e x p e n s i v e 
Unte rna t iona l t r a v e l , y a c h t i n g , and so on) . Do w e r e d i s t r i b u t e 
f r o m those who h a v e m o r e w e a l t h than they need (because 
their tas tes a re i n e x p e n s i v e ) to those who c a n only ob ta in 
comparab le g r a t i f i c a t i o n w i t h e x p e n s i v e pu r su i t s ? O r do w e 
al low those w i t h e x p e n s i v e t a s t e s to s t ruggle ha rder ( thus 
v io la t ing the p r i n c i p l e o f e q u a l i t y o f s t rugg le ) - w i thou t 
v io la t ing the persona l i n t e g r i t y or p rope r ty o f o the r s - to 
a f f o r d to i m p l e m e n t the i r d r e a m s ? 

T w o i m p l i c a t i o n s a re c l e a r . T h e f i r s t i s tha t those who 

ta lk of r e d i s t r i b u t i n g w e a l t h i n s o c i e t y towards an i d e a l l y 

equal d i s t r ibu t ion a re c o m m i t t e d not to a s ingle a c t o f r e d i s -

tr ibution but to a pe rpe tua l p roces s o f r e d i s t r i b u t i o n . E v e r y 

act o f g iv ing , e v e r y d i f f e r e n c e in l i f e e x p e c t a n c y , e v e r y 

d i f f e r e n c e in m o t i v a t i o n i s going to upset the p a t t e r n . T h e 

second is tha t a l though i n e q u a l i t i e s o f w e a l t h m a y , and in the 

real w o r l d o f t e n do c o m e about because there a r e some who 

do not s top at d e c e i t , v i o l e n c e , or s t r a i g h t out t h e f t in the 

pursuit of persona l e n r i c h m e n t , th is i s not to say tha t a 

p e r f e c t l y v i r tuous s o c i e t y w o u l d t h e r e f o r e be one in w h i c h 

inequal i t ies of w e a l t h would not o c c u r . T h e r e a r e s u f f i c i e n t 

d i f f e r e n c e s o f a p e r f e c t l y n a t u r a l and m o r a l l y a c c e p t a b l e so r t 

among human beings to c a u s e a p e r f e c t l y equal d i s t r i b u t i o n o f 

resources to change in a q u i t e i n e g a l i t a r i a n d i r e c t i o n . Indeed 

one of the m a i n d i f f e r e n c e s i s in the scope arKi degree o f 

love . T h e f a c t tha t e a c h o f us l o v e s some ind iv idua l s more 

than o thers does not to i m p l y a c a l l o u s i n d i f f e r e n c e to the 

rest of h u m a n i t y , but i t does point to s o m e t h i n g tha t m o t i -

vates us in our e n t h u s i a s m f o r the a c q u i s i t i o n of w e a l t h and 

the pa t t e rn of d i s t r i bu t ion we engage i n . Pe rhaps i t is t h e 

v i e w of the C h r i s t i a n C o m m i s s i o n s t h a t w e should not be 

a l lowed to exp re s s our love fo r o t h e r s by p rov id ing t h e m w i t h 

things we be l i eve w i l l g i v e t h e m s p e c i a l s a t i s f a c t i o n , things 

we obtain fo r t hem through our o w n honest l abours . 

The emphas i s on e q u a l i t y , and the equa t ion o f j u s t i c e 

wi th d i s t r i b u t i v e e q u a l i t y throughout the documen t , i n d i c a t e 

that p o v e r t y i s not the on ly th ing the C o m m i s s i o n s r e g a r d as 

e c o n o m i c a l l y wrong in our s o c i e t y . F o r i t i s possible to be 

c o m m i t t e d to the e l i m i n a t i o n of p o v e r t y w i thou t be ing c o m -

mi t t ed to e q u a l i t y in a d i s t r i b u t i v e s e n s e . T o see tha t th i s is 

so, consider the f o l l o w i n g f o u r h y p o t h e t i c a l s o c i e t i e s and 

apply your i n tu i t i ons to t h e m . A s s u m e tha t i n e a c h s o c i e t y 
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the purchas ing power o f one dollar is the same, and assume 

tha t the l a w s and i n s t i t u t i o n s of the soc i e t i e s are a lso the 

s a m e . A s s u m e f u r t h e r tha t the pove r ty l ine in each soc ie ty i s 

r ep re sen ted by an annua l i ncome of $10 ,000 . In Soc i e ty A the 

poorest person e a r n s $8 ,000 a year and the r ichest $500 ,000 . 

In S o c i e t y B the poores t ea rns $8,000 a year and the r i c h e s t 

$ 9 , 0 0 0 . In S o c i e t y C the poorest earns $10,000 a year and the 

r i c h e s t $ l«» ,000 . A n d in s o c i e t y D the poorest earns Sift.OOO a 

y e a r and the r i c h e s t S H , 0 0 0 , 0 0 0 . T h e ludicrous th ink ing of 

the C h r i s t i a n C o m m i s s i o n s a s embodied in Changing A u s t r a l i a 

may be d e m o n s t r a t e d by cons ide r ing how, on their p r inc ip les , 

these four s o c i e t i e s would be ranked in t e rms of j u s t i c e . I n 

t h e i r v i e w the mos t j u s t s o c i e t y i s S o c i e t y B , in wh ich pove r ty 

is most equa l l y s h a r e d . T h e leas t just is Soc i e ty D , in w h i c h 

w e a l t h is mos t u n e q u a l l y d i s t r i b u t e d . T h e second most jus t i s 

S o c i e t y C , i n w h i c h the gap be tween poorest and r i c h e s t i s 

$4 ,000 a y e a r ; and the second most unjus t is Soc i e ty A , in 

w h i c h the gap i s $ 4 9 2 , 0 0 0 . Thus the C h r i s t i a n Commis s ions 

would rank the s o c i e t i e s as f o l l o w s , f r o m most to l eas t j u s t . 

P o v e r t y 

L o w e s t L i n e Highes t 

1. S o c i e t y B $8 ,000 $10 ,000 $9,000 

2. S o c i e t y C $10 ,000 $10,000 $14,000 

3. S o c i e t y A $8 ,000 $10 ,000 $300 ,000 

t . S o c i e t y D $14 ,000 $10,000 $14,000,000 

Now this is s u r e l y a r e d u c t i o a J absurdum of pr inc ip les de-

signed to e x p r e s s a c o m m i t m e n t to a 'no pover ty ' s o c i e t y . 

F o r i f we r a n k e d the s o c i e t i e s In t e rms of the absence of 

p o v e r t y , our r a n k i n g w o u l d be : 

1. S o c i e t y D G a p $ 13,968,000 

2 . S o c i e t y C G a p $4,000 

3. S o c i e t y A G a p $492,000 

4 . S o c i e t y B G a p $ l ,0O0 

S o c i e t y D is the one in w h i c h the poorest have most . Y e t 

because i t is the most i n e g a l i t a r i a n s o c i e t y , the C h r i s t i a n 

C o m m i s s i o n s ' t h i n k i n g would rank it l ower in j u s t i ce than a 
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soc ie ty in w h i c h eve rybody subs i s t s be low the p o v e r t y l i ne 
( their 'most jus t ' s o c i e t y ) and a s o c i e t y in w h i c h people subs i s t 
on the pove r ty l i ne . T h e i r p r i rx r ip les c o m m i t t hem to the 
v i e w tha t i f A u s t r a l i a has a c h o i c e o f mov ing t owards be-
coming one of these f o u r s o c i e t i e s , it i s t o w a r d S o c i e t y B tha t 
the ship o f s t a te should be s t e e r e d . 

What th is a l l goes to show is the f a m i l i a r point tha t 

e l i m i n a t i n g pove r ty in s o c i e t y is not the same as m a k i n g 

soc ie ty 'more equa l ' i n w e a l t h . I t has nothing to do w i t h 

equa l i ty ; i t has e v e r y t h i n g to do w i t h an adequate f l o o r . I f 

the poorest members o f the c o m m u n i t y had thei r needs met 

to an adequate l e v e l then we would have a 'no poverty* s o c i -

e t y . U n l e s s , o f c o u r s e , one i s r e a l l y us ing pove r ty as a c o m -

para t ive no t ion , in w h i c h c a s e i t i s t rue by d e f i n i t i o n tha t w e 

can never a c h i e v e a 'no poverty* s o c i e t y unless the re i s a 

p e r f e c t and p e r p e t u a l l y e n f o r c e d d i s t r i b u t i v e e q u a l i t y . 

I cannot see any c a s e a t a l l f o r e q u a l i t y o f w e a l t h , a l -

though I c a n see a c a s e (not a rgued fo r in th is paper ) fo r 

e r « u r i n g tha t an adequate f l o o r l e v e l o f r e sou rce s is i n some 

way guaran teed to a l l in s o c i e t y . T h e only g l i m m e r of a n 

argument fo r equa l i t y o f w e a l t h in C h a n g i n g Australia i s , as 

a l ready ment ioned , the e q u a t i o n o f i nequa l i t i e s of w e a l t h 

w i t h Inequa l i t i e s of power . I f , o f c o u r s e , wha t is mean t is 

purchasing power , then tha t i s more or less t rue (deperwling 

upon the f o r m the w e a l t h t a k e s ) , but then the ques t ion be-

comes what is wrong w i t h ir>equali t ies o f purchas ing p o w e r , 

assuming a n adequate f l o o r ? B u t one senses in r ead ing the 

document tha t the au tho r s have in mind the i r o ld e n e m y 

p o l i t i c a l power , w h i c h i s u n e q u a l l y d i s t r i b u t e d w i t h i n e q u a l i -

ties of w e a l t h . T h i s w o u l d c e r t a i n l y square w i t h the M a r x i s t 

o r i en t a t ion of the documen t . 

I t a lso squares w i t h the psychology o f pa rano ia and the 

mot ive of e n v y . I t is ea sy to s ay tha t huge w e a l t h means 

huge p o l i t i c a l power , and e a s y to get a n a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t o f 

one's profound s a g a c i t y . Bu t t r a n s l a t i n g that i n to r e a l c a s e s , 

r ea l ev idence , and a s u b s t a n t i a t e d g e n e r a l i s a t i o n a r e more 

d i f f i c u l t t a sks . Huge w e a l t h g ive s one the r e sou rce s to 

ach ieve p o l i t i c a l i n f l u e n c e by c o r r u p t i o n . But how e x t e n s i v e 

is this in A u s t r a l i a ? T o w h a t e x t e n t do the v e r y w e a l t h y 

ach ieve p o l i t i c a l o b j e c t i v e s th rough the c o r r u p t use o f the i r 

huge r e s o u r c e s ? I t is i m p o r t a n t t ha t we do not s imp ly r e i n -

fo rce the s e d u c t i v e f a n t a s i e s o f the young tha t th is i s how i t 

a l l works wi thout r e a l e v i d e n c e , a r x l more r e a l e v i d e n c e t han 

jus t a couple of c a s e s . A n d wha t o f those who a r e not r i c h ? 

Do they have no p o w e r ? Do t r ade unions l angu ish for l a c k o f 

the w e a l t h tha t Is so s i m p l i s t i c a l l y equa ted w i t h p o w e r ? A r e 
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the Women's Electoral Lobby and other pressure groups 
effective only because they are wealthy? Do individual 
writers and commentators change public opinion only if they 
are wealthy? It is easy and in a curious way comforting to 
believe that the wealthy are using their resources to achieve 
all sorts of political and other objectives that are out of 
reach for the poor or the average. However, ease and com-
fort of belief are not good tests of truth, and those who wish 
to condemn by implication the very wealthy as manipulators 
of the political system for their own special advantage, or 
whatever other abuse is implied in the equation of wealth and 
power, owe us the evidence. 

I suspect that what many people find unsatisfactory is the 
simple idea that some people are very much richer than they 
are. They would still find it unsatisfactory even if poverty 
were eliminated. They would still find it unsatisfactory even 
if they were convinced that these people had acquired their 
wealth entirely in a virtuous manner, respecting the personal 
integrity and property of others all the while. They would 
still find it unsatisfactory even if they were convinced (if 
they ever could be) that these people were not surreptitiously 
using their wealth to achieve their preferred political objec-
tives or in some other way 'against' the interests of those 
with less wealth. In other words, 1 suspect that envy is what 
really makes the call to distributive equality so appealing. 
Envy is one of the most destructive human motives. Envy 
leads one to say: It is better that you do not have it, even if 
nobody benefits from your being deprived of it. Envy lies 
behind calls to 'soak the rich' and strip the wealthy of their 
'surplus' wealth, even if that wealth could not be used effec-
tively to help anybody else. 

Changing Australia is a distressing document because of 
its sloppy reasoning, its lack of moral consistency, and Its 
confusion of purpose. It is not a document that reflects well 
on the social philosophies of the Catholic Commission for 
Justice and Peace, the Social Responsibilities Commission of 
the ,\nglican Church, the Commission on Social Responsibility 
of the Uniting Church, and the Australian Council of 
Churches. Rather, it confirms what many Christians 
believe: that these organisations are having a questionable 
effect on the moral, Intellectual and political dispositions of 
young Australians. One can only hope that those Christians 
are right who say that these bodies do not represent consi-
dered Christian thought about Australia's future. 
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