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Foreword

The clock has just chimed ten o’clock on the morning of Monday 
27 February 2012. By one of those exquisite ironies, therefore, 
I  have begun writing this Foreword at the very moment the 
Australian Labor Party’s federal caucus is settling the leadership 
contest between Julia Gillard and Kevin Rudd. Rudd’s bid to 
regain the leadership he had lost almost two years earlier offers 
the sharpest possible contrast with Geoff Gallop’s approach 
to politics. For Gallop, personal popularity was never a key 
indicator of political prowess; nor did he ever regard a lust for 
power, fuelled by ego and ambition, as a suitable motive for 
political action.

Geoff Gallop’s 1996 election as ALP leader in Western 
Australia happened in the way we might wish all our political 
leaders came to power: not by prolonged scheming followed by 
a challenge, but by a reluctant agreement, under pressure from 
colleagues, to stand for election when the job became vacant. 
He remained unchallenged as leader, serving as Premier from 
2001-6, until a severe bout of depression caused him to quit 
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politics altogether. He was as frank about that as he had been 
about everything else during his decade as Labor leader.

We always knew from observation that Gallop was an 
unusual politician. Now, in this collection of speeches and 
articles written during his time out of political life – a period 
characterised by the emotional turmoil not only of depression 
but also of bereavement and, more recently, the joy of remarriage 
– we glimpse the depth of his political thought.

He was, and is, a true-blue social democrat, a humanitarian 
and an internationalist – all of which might make him sound like 
a dreamy idealist, and the speeches and essays in this collection 
are certainly peppered with words like peace, justice, equity, 
fairness and tolerance. But Gallop has always retained a healthy 
scepticism. He has consistently acknowledged the importance 
of pragmatism, compromise and the need to work effectively 
within the constraints of a parliamentary democracy. He puts 
it as simply as this: “Politics is about power and in a democracy 
that means the support of the majority.” So, like every successful 
modern politician, he couldn’t utterly eschew populism, but he 
always weighed it against principle and, throughout the pieces 
in this book, it’s easy to sense his despair – perhaps even his 
contempt – for those who think “whatever it takes” is a suitable 
basis for political action.

In Australian politics, it is rare to find a practitioner who 
is also a philosopher, yet Gallop managed to combine his deep 
sense of political theory, honed during his years at Oxford, with 
an enthusiasm – even an eagerness – to get things done. He has 
been uncompromising in his commitment to egalitarianism and 
all its implications for education, social welfare, employment and 
income distribution, and he has consistently believed that the 
core purpose of politics is to create a fair and harmonious society.

Geoff Gallop believes that ideas and ideals are politically 
compatible; that political passion should be tempered by social 
compassion; that policy, not populism, must be the engine of 
politics. He is suspicious of fundamentalism – in politics or 
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economics as much as in religion – and he has a sense of history 
that brings a historical perspective to all his thinking.

He was Premier of Western Australia during something 
of a “golden era” for state Labor premiers. Peter Beattie in 
Queensland, Bob Carr in NSW, Steve Bracks in Victoria, Mike 
Rann in South Australia and Jim Bacon in Tasmania formed 
a formidable counterpoint to the dominance of the Liberal-
National coalition federally, and they were widely respected 
in their state electorates and beyond. Indeed, this was a period 
when many voters were unusually impressed, perhaps even 
surprised, by the quality of the state premiers – Australians 
traditionally having had less esteem for state politicians than for 
their federal counterparts.

So Gallop enjoyed a period of remarkable collegiality and 
political security with his fellow premiers, and this may have 
further emboldened him in his determination to govern with 
conviction, rather than with one eye constantly cocked at the 
opinion polls. 

That period now seems like a distant memory, as politicians 
and parties are marketed more and more like commercial brands, 
with a corresponding decline in public esteem for them and an 
electorate that is bound to become more volatile in its voting 
behaviour. (What’s easier than switching from Brand X to 
Brand Y?) As a consequence of this strategic shift, the constant 
cry is heard: where is the vision? The integrity? The authenticity?

Had he stayed in politics, Gallop would have found himself 
under pressure to listen to media advisors and assorted tea-leaf 
readers masquerading as political strategists. But his well-known 
respect for the public service would perhaps have led him to 
resist some of the incursions of ‘staffers’ into the business of 
government and that might have made an interesting contrast 
with the way both state and federal politics are increasingly 
being conducted.

Since his premature retirement as a professional politician, 
he has become something of a ‘public intellectual’ – a term 
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now much abused, as it broadens to include advocates and 
media commentators of all kinds. Yet, viewed through these 
papers, Gallop emerges as a thinker who is prepared to engage 
with issues, to explore ideas, without any concern for charisma, 
‘image’ or personal popularity, and with a scepticism appropriate 
to the genuine intellectual.

Whether in politics or any other realm, the world really does 
seem to be divided between those who are determined to make 
the world a better place, and those who want to make themselves 
rich or famous, or perhaps both. It’s the contest between those 
committed primarily to serving their own interests and creating 
their own myths, and those committed to the service of others 
and to the principles that might guide such service. No one 
observing the life and work of Geoff Gallop would be in any 
doubt about which camp he belongs to.

Not surprisingly, given the current political climate, he is in 
increasing demand as a speaker who is prepared to stimulate our 
political and social thinking. This collection explains why. It 
offers us a series of short, sharp jolts to our social, economic and 
political complacency, and a stimulus to our engagement with 
the ideas of a warm-hearted democrat. 

Hugh Mackay



Introduction

Since retiring from active politics in 2006 I’ve been presented 
with an ideal opportunity to reflect upon a wide range of issues 
related to my former career. I don’t think I’ve changed my mind 
on any of the big issues related to politics and government but 
I have been able to fine-tune some of my thinking, particularly 
as a result of my teaching public servants at the University of 
Sydney’s Graduate School of Government. The teaching I have 
done in South East Asia and Africa has also alerted me to the 
assumptions that lie behind Anglo–American and European 
theories of the state and public administration. Indeed we can 
now see how financial crisis and declining economic fortunes in 
the industrial democracies has forced a not insignificant re-think 
of the role of the state in the economy.

Not surprisingly I have been asked to give my views on a 
range of issues related to my own experience of government, 
what it meant for me, and how it might be improved. If I was 
to summarise what it is I have been trying to achieve through 
my commentary it is an appreciation of the importance of the 
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personal, practical and the idealistic elements of politics. Politics 
is, as they say, an “art” rather than a “science.” It needs ideas to 
propel it and organisations to manage it but also politicians to 
live and breathe it  – and to offer leadership.

Politics involves power and principle
There is, of course, a degree of risk involved in this expanded 
freedom to think and reflect. Ideas can be attractive beyond 
their capacity to help and whilst it is true that politics must 
involve both “thinking” and “doing”, when you are in the thick 
of it there are reasonably well-defined boundaries within which 
you operate. For example a serious politician will ask three 
questions when considering policy issues: “Is there evidence 
for its effectiveness?”, “Can it work with the resources and 
capabilities available?” and “Is it politically acceptable?”

This reminds us that politics is ultimately about power and 
influence. In this real world of politics there are systems and 
rules and a wide range of actors pursuing their beliefs and 
interests in particular contexts and locations. Inevitably there 
will be winners and losers and the temptation to describe the 
process in these terms alone is powerful, particularly for those 
involved. “Whatever it takes”, they say.

Politicians who think that way inevitably find themselves 
in trouble, even in societies without well-developed systems of 
accountability. The way power is gained and the ends to which 
it is put are equally important. Ethical thinking is part of the 
human condition and whilst it often finds itself lined up against 
powerful enemies such as the lust for power and the desire for 
revenge, it cannot be ignored. Caring about good process and 
good outcomes is a necessary if not sufficient condition for a 
properly strategic approach to politics. In fact, in our society the 
public interest is a legal obligation for all government officials, 
elected and non-elected.

I say they aren’t sufficient because political judgement and 
political skills are also crucial. They make it possible for good 
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ideas about process and policy to be successful. It’s not just a 
question of having a strategy to back up your beliefs but also 
being able to handle day-to-day events. Events management 
as a style of politics has its attractions but can only work in a 
situation where there is a high degree of consensus. It is much 
better, however, to think of politics in broader terms — as a 
mix of principles, strategies and tactics, not any one without 
the others.

Understanding the world of change
The capacity to develop strategies to back up convictions is 
particularly important. This leads me to believe that the first 
task of any politician is to ask the question: “What is happening 
in the world today and what does it mean for politics?” This is 
true whether your sphere of action is local, regional, national 
or international. The world never presents itself as a blank sheet 
of paper onto which you can write your own script. Ideas, 
technology, economics, culture, climate and even unforeseen 
events all play their part in providing definition for political 
activity. In our case, the last forty years have brought the politics 
of the Cold War, the politics of globalisation and, in more recent 
times, the politics of crisis following global warming, September 
11 and the Global Financial Crisis (GFC). Each of these periods 
has carried its own language and produced its own leaders.

Firstly, it was a reformed capitalism versus communism, 
then globalisation versus nationalism and, in more recent times, 
a more vaguely defined crusade involving “us” versus “them”. 
On the basis of our beliefs in reformed capitalism, globalisation 
and the “western way” there has been much meddling in the 
affairs of the post-colonial and developing world, meddling that 
has held progress back except in countries like China, India and 
Vietnam where pride and numbers were always destined to work 
their magic. Strongly held beliefs are one thing, but knowing 
how to support and defend them in a world of difference is 
quite another. We might compare, for example, the judgement 



4

introduction

displayed in developing the Colombo Plan as opposed to that 
involved in sending troops to Vietnam.

This raises the question: what attitude and approach serves 
us best when it comes to not just domestic politics but also to 
international positioning?

Fundamentalism or pragmatism?
A fundamentalist mindset may provide a good anchor for political 
belief but when it comes to the peaceful resolution of conflict it 
is more often than not found wanting. Quite often, too, we can 
see fundamentalists supporting a policy without any concern 
for the actual and negative consequences of its implementation. 
The assumption behind all fundamentalist thinking is utopian 
— that there is just one truth and one way to imagine human 
society. By their very nature these “perfect” societies are highly 
restrictive and inevitably suffocating — too much freedom 
becoming license and too much control becoming tyranny.

Pragmatism, on the other hand, sees life as a work-in-
progress that accepts the inevitability of difference and looks 
for ways to keep society moving forward on an even keel. It 
was the information-hungry Enlightenment of the seventeenth 
and eighteenth centuries which brought us to the conclusion 
that ways of seeing, working and living can change and are 
contestable. By cutting through the logic of fundamentalism 
with the insights of pragmatism the Enlightenment took us to 
our rights and responsibilities as human beings. Their practical 
remedies for living together in a community of difference, such 
as freedom of association and speech, elections and checks and 
balances, have generally served us well.

Today we live in a world of transition, not just because of the 
advances in information and communications technology, but 
also because of the challenge of climate change, the emergence 
of China as an economic powerhouse and the re-emergence 
of a highly political and fundamentalist current within each 
of the major religions. Amongst other things this has put the 
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heat back onto the Enlightenment tradition and its support 
for the separation of religion and state and the politics of the 
open society.

What about social democracy?
Also feeling the heat is social democracy, and its “third 
way” between capitalism and socialism. Is its belief in liberty 
sustainable in the aftermath of September 11? Is its belief in 
economic growth sustainable in a world of climate change? 
Has its embrace of free markets become too fundamentalist? 
Is it too reluctant to embrace the fraternity part of the French 
Revolution’s “liberty, equality and fraternity”? Some say that 
social democracy has reached its use-by date and needs to be 
replaced by a greener and/or more populist type of politics.

There is some truth in this — green issues and the view that 
the system is out of touch can’t be ignored. However, for social 
democrats to give up would be a tragedy. Social democracy 
has an important agenda-setting role that can produce long-
term gains, as we saw in the 1940s and 1950s when it took 
up the cause of working-class welfare and the economics of 
Keynesianism. By focusing on economic stability and fairness 
it gave the market system a much-needed moral and political 
boost that was essential in the battle against the extremes of 
right and left.

When it comes to the contemporary scene, think of it this 
way: improved productivity will not only come from more 
investment and entrepreneurialism, but also from human capital 
and a healthy community, and a low-carbon economy requires 
not just pricing and policy initiatives but also support for those 
affected by the transition. This is social democratic territory.

However, it is not enough to see fairness as no more than 
a means to the ends of economics and the environment. Do 
we want to live in a society where those with high and middle 
incomes can set the agenda for taxation, health and education 
policies? Is it one where the health and education systems lock in 
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inequality and social disadvantage rather than challenge them? 
The only hope for social democracy is to make these questions its 
questions and to campaign on the policy implications that follow.

Modern social democracy has been well served by com mon 
sense on economics and a genuine commitment to the environ-
ment but has become too complacent on equality, particularly 
as it relates to the all-important areas of health and education.

Politics and leadership
In a very important sense, politics and leadership are inextricably 
linked. Politics is an activity that opens us up to the future. 
However, where short-term thinking and vested interests hold 
sway politics guts itself of the potential to make a difference — it 
becomes a self-reproducing system rather than a creative force. 
More to the point, populism and events management may have 
worked in the 1990s when the future seemed secured, but that 
is not the case for a world in transition. It follows that we need 
leadership for change to complete the picture.

Leadership for change today means more than just being 
smarter than your opponent. It means a better integration of 
principles, strategies and tactics and engaging the electorate 
around a story that deals with the past, present and future. It 
means being willing to take on vested interests in the public 
interest. It means planning for the future and being seriously 
concerned about policy and its outcomes and evaluation. Leaders 
need their tacticians, spin doctors and pollsters to keep their feet 
on the ground but not to set the agenda.

Secondly, it means taking seriously the power of government 
and the role of the public service. When government regulation 
of commerce fails we all suffer. When government services are 
less than adequate we inevitably fall short of our aspirations. 
Markets need good government just as much as communities 
need markets to generate change. It is true that the introduction 
of market principles to government administration has brought 
its benefits but it doesn’t always work.
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Thirdly, it means harnessing the potential of federalism and 
the energy of decentralisation to promote innovation. Over the 
years our commonwealth government has been expanding the 
scope of its work. To a large extent this is the result of its financial 
power but it’s not only that. The restlessness of its politicians and 
the nationwide aspirations of its public servants have also played 
a role. All too often the states and territories have also been 
willing participants in the process by putting money first and 
federalism second. Put simply, the commonwealth has spread 
itself too thin to be effective. This has been recognised in the 
Intergovernmental Agreement on Federal Financial Relations (2009) 
but whether or not there are the attitudinal changes needed to 
complement the agreement is a moot point.

Fourthly, it means taking our rights and responsibilities 
more seriously. To enact the principle in law that we have rights 
and responsibilities is never easy but always important. By taking 
up the cause of human rights, a viable form of multiculturalism 
becomes possible, as does an approach to governing which seeks 
to include all, minorities as well as majorities. The view that 
this is an ill-fated enterprise that simply gives power to the 
judiciary breeds contempt for the principle of a ‘fair go’ and 
diminishes us as a community. However, what supporters of a 
rights and responsibilities agenda need to understand is that it 
doesn’t take away the need for judgement — rights often clash 
in any situation and the exercise of executive power is not to be 
undervalued as a force for good.

The challenge from within
Just as much as democracies like ours are being challenged by 
external events like 9/11, climate change and the GFC, so too 
is there a challenge from within. Do the measured outcomes 
from the market system provide us with the right signals for 
community well-being or do we need alternative indicators of 
progress? Are the feelings people have about their lifestyle just as 
important as the products and services they enjoy? Is economic 
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progress enough? In societies like ours, mental health has 
become a major political and policy issue, particularly, but not 
only, as it affects the young. Although the focus of much debate 
has been on the effectiveness of various forms of individualised 
treatment regimes, the question has been asked: is our society 
conducive to our health and well-being as much as it is to our 
liberty and property?

The fact that these questions are being asked at the same time 
as we recognise the depth of the new challenges to our economy 
from competition and climate change, and to our open and 
respectful society from religious fundamentalists, makes them 
all that much harder to answer. It’s as if we have re-entered a 
material world but haven’t lost our post-material concerns. Is this 
really a time for re-evaluating the importance of an economic 
mindset? Shouldn’t productivity and climate change be our sole 
concerns? Isn’t psychological and social malaise simply a result of 
the decline of traditional religion? More pointedly, some say it is 
nothing more than Western self-indulgence.

Thinking and acting in this way would be a mistake. It’s 
not that life without contradiction and anxiety is possible but 
that we complicate these realities with unrealisable aims and 
dysfunctional social relationships. We prefer the illusion of 
freedom to the complexities that come with self-awareness — 
both as individuals and as communities. All too often happiness 
is seen as a pre-packaged consumer item rather than an outcome 
of a well-lived life in a well-balanced and well-managed society.

Nor is it going to be possible to run away from the larger 
questions of meaning and purpose in a constrained world. 
Rigid rules based on ideology or religion may give meaning, 
but at the cost of autonomy. Growth that undermines the 
environment is self-defeating. Growth courtesy of colonialism 
is dead and its successor, imperialism, should join it at the 
cemetery. Protectionism will only bring frustration and tears. 
So too will tears follow if life and economics are reduced to a 

“free-for-all” in which the “winner takes all”. Finding a better 
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balance between work and leisure, incentive and obligation 
and the material and the spiritual, both as individuals and as 
a community, may just be not only the best way but the only 
way to deal with the challenges of our times that is acceptable 
and sustainable.

Self-awareness
Can we expect to find that level of collective self-awareness and 
good leadership to make all these things happen? Consider how 
difficult it is for individuals to escape the embrace of their own 
illusions and prejudices, let alone for communities to do it. Even 
when they come to an intellectual understanding they soon find 
that is only half the battle — old habits die hard!

Indeed, it’s one thing for political leaders to be across all 
the issues of the day and to have a strategy for addressing them 
and quite another for them to be effective in delivery. They too 
are individuals with strengths and weaknesses and doubts and 
uncertainties. They may be intellectually smart but politically 
inept. They may have an abundance of emotional intelligence 
or very little. Some may relish a fight whilst others shudder at 
the very thought of conflict. Some may even be predisposed to 
anxiety or depression.

These things do matter and in this sense the personal is 
the political. “Knowing about yourself” is as important as 

“knowing what you stand for”. Beliefs are important but they 
aren’t everything. Being comfortable in your position and with 
what is expected of you is also important. Sometimes we learn 
these things the hard way with our commitment running ahead 
of our capacity to cope, emotionally as well as politically.

It might seem strange that a discussion of politics which 
started with a discussion of a world in transition should find 
itself going beyond ideas and interests and focusing on the 
person in this way. This reflects my own experience, and that of 
many others, that we take too much for granted about ourselves. 
We learn that skating over the surface and ignoring what is 
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happening below has its benefits but can be costly and is more 
often than not unsustainable.

I’d like to think, then, that the essays and lectures I’ve 
reproduced here will encourage all of us to think more carefully, 
not just about politics and what is needed to address contemporary 
issues, but also about ourselves, our strengths and weakness and 
how we can best contribute to the community. What I’ve called 
leadership in politics is in fact needed in all areas of life. We 
need leaders as much as we need Leaders!



1.

the world today





Globalisation, the State and Social Justice

speech delivered at
the Policy network/Australian Fabian society 

symposium

Melbourne, 12 April 2007

The contemporary interest in globalisation is enormous. Rarely 
is politics discussed without the ‘g’ word being mentioned. 
Sometimes it presents itself as a benchmark around which 
the politics of different governments can be compared and 
contrasted. Sometimes it presents itself as a description of the 
way the contemporary world is moving under the influence 
of modern technology. Sometimes it is presented as a good 
thing and sometimes as a bad thing. Supporters say it should be 
promoted and opponents say it should be controlled.

Globalisation emerged as a comprehensive ideology when 
the Soviet Union collapsed and previously controlled economies 
were integrated into the world market. To complete this 
liberating moment, governments were urged to break down 
the barriers to international trade and investment, promote 
the exchange of information and ideas, and support increased 
international migration. Here was a chance to harness difference 
and creativity in the interests of more wealth and opportunity 
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for all. It was everything the pioneers of the eighteenth-century 
Enlightenment had dreamed of.

In looking at the public policy questions raised by globalisa-
tion it is important to focus on the facts as well as the theories. 
They tell us a story that is more sobering but not discouraging 
if one wants to promote peace and justice for those who inhabit 
the globe.

Certainly modern information and communication tech-
nologies have facilitated greater and easier exchange between 
people and businesses and the falling costs of international 
transport and communications have assisted trade in goods and 
services. This being said, the extent to which this has led to 
the internationalisation of trade, commerce, and experience has 
been exaggerated.

Writing in Foreign Policy1 Pankaj Ghemawat speaks of 
a “semi-globalised world” with geography, language and 
distance still playing a limiting role. His analysis of the levels 
of internationalisation associated with cross-border migration, 
telephone calls, management research and education, private 
charitable giving, patenting, stock investment and trade as a 
fraction of G.D.P. produces figures of around ten per cent, with 
trade higher at around twenty per cent.

Most fixed investment is still domestically based and cross-
border exchanges are still limited, despite the potentiality that 
comes with modern technology. The number of long-term 
international migrants as a proportion of the world’s population 
is still lower than it was at the end of the nineteenth-century.

Both overseas investment and immigration are contentious 
issues. There is widespread scepticism about the ability of 
developed countries to receive and integrate immigrants, particu-
larly those from a Muslim background or from Africa. New 
restrictions around concepts of “culture” are being developed to 
appease these public concerns.

Nor is the move to freer trade a foregone conclusion with 
divisions between the developed and developing world holding 
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up world trade talks and growing protectionist sentiment 
influencing governments in Europe and North America, 
particularly since the emergence of China and India as major 
players in the world economy. “We have to entertain the 
possibility”, says Ghemawat, “that deep international economic 
integration may be inherently incompatible with national 
sovereignty”.

Feeding a good deal of the anti-globalisation agenda is not 
only the imbalances in power and wealth between the developed 
and developing countries, but also the undue influence exerted 
by the United States. It’s not just a case of the enormous power 
of the United States but also of the sceptical attitude it has taken 
to global rules and institutions, preferring bilateral arrangements 
and coalitions. This certainly contrasts with the attitude taken 
by the United States in the years following the end of the Second 
World War even though, of course, the Cold War provided an 
ever-present incentive for many of these arrangements.

As a matter of fact, this summary tells me the following:
(1) That the nation state is still an important player to whom 

citizens generally and special interests in particular turn, and
(2) that international co-operation based on respected rules 

and institutions is as important as ever.
Let me turn to the nation state first and indeed to all 

governments, local, state and national. There is a logic to the 
relationship between democracy and globalisation. Governments 
that work on the basis that there are trends and constraints but no 
inevitabilities can succeed. Those that submit to the short-term 
thinking associated with economic rationalism always battle for 
political legitimacy and simply create space for neo-populism.

In other words, if leadership is to be given on behalf of a 
more open economy and a multicultural society — and I think 
it ought as a matter of priority, given the significant benefits 
involved — it needs to be coupled with strong support for 
capacity-building infrastructure and public policies that promote 
social justice.
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Globalisation needs to be approached from a ‘strategic’ rather 
than an ‘ideological’ point of view. The role of government is to 
facilitate and manage from the political left of centre, avoiding 
the extremes of economic rationalism and neo-populism.

Only by securing a base at home can the all-important work 
of supporting international rules and institutions proceed. This 
is important, not just for “idealistic” reasons but for “practical” 
reasons. Only through genuinely global strategies, institutions 
and rules, backed up by a sense of collective responsibility, will 
it be possible to fashion some sort of global consensus on issues 
like trade, investment and intellectual property.

Just as important, we need to note that issues like global 
warming, global terrorism and global crime cannot be tackled 
by nations acting alone. They require not just co-operation 
between governments but capacity-building within nations. 
Ashraf Ghani and Clare Lockhart have recently reminded us 
that 40 to 60 countries in the world have governments which are 
failing to perform the basic functions of statehood. Along with 
developing nations generally, they need to be better integrated 
into the world economy:

If the largest injustice to the poor is their exclusion from the market, 
finding market-based solutions to the problem of inequality is 
urgent. The visible hand of the market, through instruments such 
as risk insurance, venture funds, microfinance and management 
training could do much more than the aid system.2

Add to this the challenge of the rising powers of Brazil, 
China, India and Russia, let alone significant countries like 
Indonesia, Mexico and South Africa. We have already seen the 
political and human consequences of not properly managing 
changes in the balance of power throughout the course of 
the twentieth century. An internationalist agenda is not just 
important, it is essential if we are to provide a framework for 
peace and development.



17

globAlisAtion, the stAte And sociAl justice

Contemporary governments, then, remain at the centre of 
things, facing pressures from below and from above. Opening 
up the economy and society to more of the market and more of a 
global agenda in the aftermath of the Cold War was never going 
to be as easy as the ideologists implied, and this has proved to 
be the case. What is clear, however, is that the democratic left is 
once again well placed to offer leadership within communities 
that are uncertain of their futures and within a world that is 
divided by power, wealth and religion. Globalisation makes the 
case for rather than against politics and political management.

Notes
1 See “The Myth of Globalisation”, reproduced in Australian Financial Review, 

16 March 2007.
2 “An Agenda for Harnessing Globalisation”, The Washington Quarterly, Autumn 

2006, pp. 75–76.



Financial Instability, Religious Fanaticism 
and Climate Change

In the years following the Second World War the battlelines 
were clear. Fascism had been defeated and democracy was hard 
at work containing capitalism. Peace and freedom seemed so 
close but remained so remote as a new Cold War divided the 
world into left and right. What should have been an orderly end 
to colonialism became complicated, as did the long-held dream 
of peace in the Middle East.

In such a world a truly progressive liberalism never found it 
hard to breathe easily. Compromised by Cold War realism and 
haunted by colonialism, it sought refuge in the power to produce 
and consume, not a bad aspiration given the trials and tribulations 
of depression and war. However, time marches on and it was little 
wonder that the Baby Boomers took up the cause of personal 
authenticity in the 1960s and 1970s. Unlike communism, post-
war capitalism may have had a heart, but it certainly lacked a 
soul. It was, as Herbert Marcuse observed, one dimensional in 
its thinking and its practice. Its creativity was restricted to the 
production of things rather than the development of people.

some reflections on the world today
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In the battles that followed it was capitalism, albeit a reformed 
capitalism, that was victorious over both its own counter-culture 
and its external enemies to the left. Communism collapsed 
under the weight of its own injustices and inefficiencies. Even 
the former colonies, many of which had taken up the ideology 
of socialist planning, began to move in a capitalist direction. 
Indeed, so triumphant was capitalism that some spoke of an end 
to history.

For its part, the counter culture gradually lost its critical 
edge and became a part of the one-dimensional society it 
had once criticised. Indeed, alternative thinking and practice 
were legitimised and marketed as part-and-parcel of capitalism. 
Crucial social reforms followed, which further strengthened 
democratic capitalism’s grip on the public imagination.

It seemed we had created a world without borders and 
a world without enemies. China had embraced the market. 
Left and right had merged to create a “third way”. Science 
and religion combined in the interests of a new pragmatism. 
Developed and developing nations joined together under the 
umbrella of aid and assistance to create new markets and new 
opportunities. Imperfections there were many, but it was a 
world with a future worth believing in.

It couldn’t last and it didn’t last. September 11, climate 
change and the Global Financial Crisis saw to that. Once again, 
democratic capitalism has acquired enemies — the religious 
fanatics, the greens and the regulators. However, unlike the 
twentieth century, the capitalist states have no colonies to exploit, 
their economic base is no longer dominant and the sources for 
new productivity improvements are not so easy to find. No 
longer is economic progress guaranteed.

At the same time, the wars they fight can’t be won with 
military might alone and the ideological prejudices that hold 
sway in the minds of many of their leaders, particularly about 
the Islamic world and China, make it hard for them to develop 
effective and sustainable strategies. It is a new world in which 
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power is being redefined and redistributed. Democrats will need 
to be sensibly tough rather than recklessly aggressive.

For a number of years now we have seen how a future based 
on global peace and security could be crafted, but the moves in 
that direction have been half-hearted in effort and compromised 
by misguided beliefs. In the first category I would place moves 
to tackle world poverty and climate change. We need to risk 
more in the interests of social justice and a low-carbon economy. 
As hard as it is, and as politically dangerous as it is, it has to be 
done. Sharing the burdens and benefits of the future is not just 
socially desirable, it is economically necessary, as we saw in the 
1930s when capitalism was challenged by depression.

In the second category I would put the War on Terror 
and the emergence of a populist version of fundamentalism. 
The historical and cultural factors that saw firstly tolerance, 
then politics, and, finally, democracy emerge in Britain and 
Europe over two centuries can’t be replicated at the point of a 
gun, particularly a gun held by the infidel. Defending ourselves 
against the terrorist threat should be that and no more. This is 
good economics as much as it is good politics.

The democratic capitalist world doesn’t just feel threatened by 
economic competition, Islamic extremism, financial instability 
and climate-change environmentalism, but also by social and 
psychological dysfunction. Why is it the case, many ask, that 
unparalleled wealth has not brought universal happiness? Why 
is it that we see such high levels of mental distress and illness, 
particularly amongst the young? What happened to the anchors 
that seemed to secure the individual and give purpose to their 
endeavours? Or, as a former Prime Minister might have put 
it: Why are so many in our prosperous society of today not 

“relaxed and comfortable”?
Good evidence-based public policy offers a lot when it 

comes to answers for these questions, but just as individuals 
don’t always react in a rational way when they feel anxious and 
threatened, so too is it the case with communities and nations. 
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The battles of our times are being played out at a very basic and 
emotional level. It has become us versus them, self interest today 
versus the environment tomorrow, and the people versus the 
elite. We can see this populist current vibrating through Europe, 
North America and Australasia. It denies and it resists, it reduces 
and it narrows, and it searches for simplicity in a world of 
complexity. It knows the world is changing but, not surprisingly, 
looks to government for protection rather than advice.

Of course, there is nothing in all of this that should surprise. 
Politics is about power and in a democracy that means the 
support of the majority of the electorate. It follows that there 
are few if any governments in the world today that eschew all 
forms of populism. The task is to meet the challenges of the 
future and keep the people on side. In many circumstances of 
required reform this mix proved feasible, particularly where 
there is relative freedom from powerful vested interests and a 
step-by-step approach is possible, as it has been for the extension 
of rights to previously excluded segments of society. So too was 
competition reform easier to implement in an optimistic world 
with a surplus to share.

In today’s more explosive world of financial instability, 
religious fanaticism and climate-change politics, it’s not so 
easy. Indeed, it’s much easier for politicians to respond to fear 
and emotion than it is to seek fundamental change on climate, 
promote mutual respect across cultures and religions and keep 
the microeconomic reform ball rolling. This is an approach that 
works. Not only is it the bible for many in the political class but 
also for many of those who write and commentate about politics.


