1

This picture records the moment two months ago when I met my very first great
niece, Lara. She was about a week and a half old when this photo was taken. It’s
pretty exciting because Lara’s the first baby of the next generation in our family,
and that’s just a really a lovely, inspiring thing.
We’re standing outside a church there because her Uncle Lachlan had just got
married, so I expect Lara will be followed by sisters and brothers and cousins
before too long.
I look at this picture and I wonder what the world will be like for Lara when she’s
my age. You’ve probably wondered the same thing when a new baby has arrived
in your family. Will it be better, worse or a bit of both? How will it be different
from what we expect it to be?
We’re going to do some imagining today about what we’d like that world of the
future to be like. And we’re going to start right now.
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Close your eyes for a moment. Now imagine you wake up tomorrow morning in
the Australia of your dreams.
You’re at some point in the future, but the important thing is that Australia is just
the way you’d like it to be. What does it look like? How does it make you feel?
What picture of that future Australia pops into your head? Take a moment, take a
few breaths. Imagine you’ve woken up in the Australia of your dreams. What is it
like?
Now open your eyes again. Let’s hear about what you imagined. Take your phone
and go to the community board on the conference app. You’ll see the
Reimagining Australia discussion there in the list.
Imagine you’ve woken up in the Australia of your dreams. What is it like?
Type in your answer and press ‘send’ to share with everyone.
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A year or two ago, hundreds of ordinary Australians were asked exactly that
question for a project called ‘Australia remade’.
There was no agenda, no election or candidate to support, just a project to listen
to what ordinary Australians dream for their nation. To describe what we could
be at our very best.
Here are the nine features of the best version of us according to the Australia
Remade project.
1. The first picture is of a country where the first nations people are celebrated
as being at the heart of what it means to be Australia
2. We want to be part of, and connected to, the land. We love our natural world
and so we act to protect it.
3. The third pillar is an economy that serves our people and our planet, with our
governments making decisions that put people and nature first.
4. Contributions to society are valued, whether they are paid or not.
5. We’re a diverse nation, and we want this to be a strength that’s celebrated in
our communities and our cultures.
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6. We want communities to be compassionate and connected, where basic
needs are met so we have time for each other, working and playing together.
7. The seventh pillar is a new dawn for women, who are visible, valued and
celebrated. They have power in parliament, business, community and at
home.
8. A thriving democracy where governments exist for the people, who are
engaged and thoughtful citizens.
9. Finally, Australia should be a proud contributor to a just world, doing good,
standing on our own two feet and dealing fairly with other countries.
It’s a very idealistic vision, isn’t it? But it’s also kind of ordinary and common sense
at the same time. The intention was not to set out a wish list of new demands or
policies but to inject a breath of fresh air. To ignite inspiration, conversation and
possibilities, so others could help make the vision a reality.
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Veteran social researcher, Hugh Mackay, published his most recent book last year
and I’ve shamelessly adapted its title for my own presentation today. Australia
Reimagined: Towards a More Compassionate, Less Anxious Society follows Hugh’s
other books that reflect the results of around 50 years of social research, and the
changes Australian society has undergone over that time.
Mackay sees Australia in 2019 as an epidemic of anxiety, depression,
overconsumption of every kind, and disconnection. Trust is declining – whether
we look at trust in our institutions, or our neighbours. Cohesion, cooperation and
optimism are likewise on the wane.
His vision for a reimagined Australia bears an uncanny resemblance to the nine
pillars of the Australia Remade vision we’ve just looked at. Here are just a few
points from a much longer list that concludes the book.
• I want to live in a society, not an economy, a place where the health of the
economy is judged according to how well it underpins and promotes a healthy
society
• I want to live in a society where equality means what it says, where people
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have equal rights, equal opportunities and equal access to the best we can
offer
• I want to live in a society where we can trust our institutions
• I want to live in a society in which clean air and clean water for the planet are
regarded as pressing public health issues, a society whose power comes
exclusively from clean and renewable energy sources.
• I want to live in a society where everyone has access to secure accommodation
and healthy food.
Mackay goes a bit further too. He also puts a high priority on how we treat one
another as part of his vision of an Australia Reimagined. He includes points in his
list that talk about respecting and listening to one another, especially when we
disagree. He wants to see kindness and compassion as the normal responses to
the needs of others, especially strangers. There’s also an element of stronger
people looking after those who are weaker.
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He finishes his long list of wants with these comments.

Above all, I want to live in a society where we treat other people as we ourselves
would want to be treated. Yes, it’s the old Golden Rule – as relevant today as it
ever was, and perhaps even more relevant tomorrow, when we will be so dazzled
and disorientated by change that we’ll be in danger of assuming the old rules
don’t apply.
If enough of us wanted that kind of society, that’s the kind of society we would
become.
The process of getting there is already well underway; the big thing is not to lose
heart.
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Just two months ago, another social researcher, Rebecca Huntley, set out in her
Quarterly Essay what Australians all around the country are currently thinking
and talking about in relation to the big issues.
Australia Fair: Listening to the Nation contains a lot of talk about politics and
democracy, which set the scene for the 2019 federal election. But it also paints a
picture of the kind of Australia ordinary people would like to see according to
Huntley’s social research over the past few years.
Here’s a summary of the principles that most Australians support, and would like
to see more of in our future.
•
•
•
•
•

An active government that boosts equality and protects the most vulnerable
Fairness matters more than freedom
Government controls things that are harmful to the collective good
The greatest happiness for the greatest number
An economy that can deliver a fair share for all.
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Citizens interviewed were also quite consistent on the issues they’d like
governments to address right now as a matter or priority.
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Access to affordable housing
Ageing of the population
Investing in infrastructure
Transitioning to renewable energy
Making sure the economy benefits everyone
Health
Job availability and security, plus wage stagnation.

Do any of those visions of the Australia we aspire to become resonate with you?
There are certainly some common themes across them, don’t you think?
Equality, fairness, inclusion, generosity, the greatest good for the greatest
number. Caring for our environment features strongly. Better access to the
essentials of life does too, especially for those with the least resources and
opportunities.
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These common themes I’ve talked about are quite encouraging for me in my
work. Because in my role with Baptist Care Australia, we talk a lot about exactly
these themes and social issues. It’s heartening to think that there is a
groundswell of opinion among both thinkers and ordinary citizens that aligns well
with what we do in our advocacy work.
Our vision statement for Baptist Care Australia resonates quite well with these
themes I think. Ultimately we want to see Australia full of: Hope‐filled,
purposeful people, building communities where every voice is heard and valued.
The main issues we focus on in our advocacy are also those that voters see as
high priorities:
• Housing and homelessness
• Domestic violence
• Children, youth and families, and
• Aged care.
We also occasionally talk about issues relating to poverty and inequality such as
social security, and topics related to the regulation of charities.
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I started this talk with the tiniest of new humans, my great niece Lara, wondering
what the world will be like when she’s my age. We took a minute to imagine the
best version of Australia that we’d like to see, and followed up by hearing about
the pictures others have painted recently of the Australia of their dreams. We just
touched on the work Baptist Care Australia is doing at a national level to help
bring about change for the greater good.
But we’re going to step beyond Australia now to look at the biggest of big
pictures. We’re going global, looking at some macro forces that work against
realising our visions for better societies.
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More than 300 peer‐reviewed studies over several decades show that high levels
of income inequality in a society cause many of the most serious problems we
experience in 21st century developed nations.
The income inequality I’m talking about relates to the size of the gap between
people on the highest incomes and those on the lowest in any given community.
The smaller that gap is, the more equal the society is.
As income inequality increases, so do social problems such as violence, homicide,
problem gambling and a whole bunch of others.
Income inequality also has an adverse impact on the physical and mental health
of the people in that society. The combination of these effects mean that people
who live in more unequal societies have a lower quality of life than people who
live in more equal societies.
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Let me show you a bit more. This graph is from the book The Inner Level: How
More Equal Societies Reduce Stress, Restore Sanity and Improve Everyone’s Well‐
Being. (Wilkinson and Pickett 2018)
It ranks countries by income inequality on the x axis and the Index of Health and
Social Problems on the y axis. That index measures ten factors that make life
better or worse for us humans. It measures
• life expectancy
• trust
• mental illness (including drug and alcohol addiction)
• obesity
• infant mortality
• children’s maths and literacy scores
• imprisonment rates
• homicide rates
• teenage births, and
• social mobility.
So it’s a fairly extensive measure of quality of life in different developed nations.
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You can see clearly from that trend line that higher income inequality equates to
worse health and more social problems. Take a look at the USA right up there in
the horrible corner!
Australia is towards the higher end of the income inequality scale, a bit less equal
than New Zealand, a bit more equal than the UK, and a lot more equal than
Portgual and the US.
Just take a moment now to have a look at how we compare to the other
developed countries though. I wonder what lessons we might learn from the
countries down the other end of the scale. Perhaps there’s some room for
improvement there for us in Australia.
The factors represented by this Index on the y axis are just a sample too by the
way. The more unequal the society, the greater the incidence of schizophrenia,
depression, childhood bullying, problem gambling and household debt among
other nasties.
In more equal communities, performance is better on the UNICEF Index of Child
Wellbeing in Developed Countries, and levels of adult educational attainment,
maths and literacy skills are all higher. More equal societies also enjoy greater
social mobility, levels of trust, civic participation, even attendances at museums
and art galleries.
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The short version is this. If you look at any bad thing that affects people on lower
incomes more than people on higher incomes, it’s much worse for everyone in a
society where there are high levels of inequality.
That’s ‘much worse for everyone’. It’s not really surprising that it’s worse for
people at the bottom of the ladder if there are huge income disparities. But the
evidence shows that it’s also worse for everyone further up the ladder to the top
if you compare with countries with lower inequality.
People who live in more equal societies are healthier, happier, less stressed, live
longer, less likely to be murdered or incarcerated or bullied, less obese, less likely
to be drug or alcohol dependent, more trusting and cooperative with each other,
have less debt and altogether have a better life.
Why does this happen? Here’s a very rough picture of the process.
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As levels of income inequality rise, for some reason we humans start to get the
idea that the higher up the scale you are, the more deserving of wealth and
power you are. Wealth equals worth.
Not surprisingly, this tends to lead to low self‐worth if you’re at the lower end of
the social scale, and an overblown sense of deservingness at the top end.
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We become very anxious about our status in the social hierarchy. If you’re on top,
you want to avoid losing that esteem. And if you’re not, you worry about your
social status compared to everyone else. That’s social status anxiety.
You also worry how others will evaluate you, and judge your worth based on your
social status. That’s often referred to as social evaluation anxiety.
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As a person’s anxieties increase, so do mental illnesses, especially depression and
anxiety. Social evaluation anxiety has been shown in experiments to be a very
powerful cause of stress, which over time negatively affects your physical health
as well as mental health.
You drink alcohol, overeat, gamble or take drugs to deal with those negative
emotions. You become less willing to be in contact with others for fear of how
they will judge your worth. You tend to disconnect yourself from others and have
fewer close and trusting personal relationships.
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And dealing with these anxieties you also spend more money than you can afford
to in order to shore up your social status and worth. We tend to buy and
consume a lot more than we need, using up natural resources and sending us
into higher levels of debt.
At an individual and cultural level, this is the rampant consumerism that we all
know like an uncomfortable old relative.
At an economic and societal level, this consumerism manifests itself into an
obsession with economic growth that maintains the dominance of developed
nations over those that are still developing.
Taking action about these forces is actually becoming an urgent priority. Because
aside from the human cost of inequality, our obsession with getting more and
more stuff is killing the planet.
Economic growth in developing nations has effectively pushed millions of people
out of poverty in recent decades. That’s great news. Unfortunately, here in the
developed world, our addiction to growth and income inequality are doing great
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damage.
Our excessive consumption is proving catastrophic for our planet. We consume far
beyond our fair share of natural resources to fund our obsession with
consumption and economic growth. This short video sums up the situation really
well.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HckWP75yk9g
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It’s food for thought, isn’t it, especially if we’re imagining what the Australia of
our dreams might be like? How might we organise ourselves in the light of these
facts and ideas?
Now it’s definitely not on the cards for Baptist Care Australia to advocate for the
disruption of capitalism or to revolutionise structural income inequality any time
soon. Perhaps in the long run, that’s what it’s going to take to reimagine Australia
as a more inclusive, cohesive and thriving society, one that’s also a responsible
citizen of the world.
But in the meantime, we all do things every day to help create a better Australia
– in our work, and in our personal lives.
If we want an Australia that’s truly ‘reimagined’, what else do we need to do? You
might like to start small by thinking through your own approach to consumption
and status. You might decide to help build a more inclusive, trusting community
in your neighbourhood, or school or church.
Or you might like to get more involved with our national advocacy work. If you
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work for a Baptist Care Australia member organisation you can help us take our
advocacy to the next level by joining one of our new ‘policy networks’. There’s a
postcard in your satchel that gives you some more info, but the concept is pretty
simple. We keep you updated on the latest news in your policy interest area, and
you help us out when we need to develop policy, submissions, or plan a campaign.
We started this talk thinking about making a better Australia for my baby great‐
niece, Lara. In preparing this talk, I’ve kept coming back to Hugh Mackay’s
summary at the end of his book as a powerful inspiration for who we might be at
our best and how to get there. It’s a good place to finish I think.
“Above all, I want to live in a society where we treat other people as we ourselves
would want to be treated. Yes, it’s the old Golden Rule – as relevant today as it
ever was, and perhaps even more relevant tomorrow, when we will be so dazzled
and disorientated by change that we’ll be in danger of assuming the old rules
don’t apply.
If enough of us wanted that kind of society, that’s the kind of society we would
become.
The process of getting there is already well underway; the big thing is not to lose
heart.”
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