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It’s a bit rich, Rupert 

Tony French 

On Saturday afternoons, I take to my couch. Not for a siesta, but to seek. Laden with the weekend editions 

of the Age and Australian newspapers, I try, you see, to make some sort of sense of the week’s events, 

hoping to arrive at a consensus between their competing commentaries. More and more, I find there’s a lot 

more writing in the Australian, decreasingly and depressingly so in the Age. It is correspondingly 

becoming increasingly arduous to reach a balanced view. At times, quantity can tend to overwhelm the 

reader and his opinions. 

But what caught my attention was a report in the Australian (Saturday 6 April) of a speech Rupert 

Murdoch had given to the Institute of Public Affairs on 4 April 2013. A conservative ‘think tank’, the IPA 

was celebrating its 70th anniversary, and Rupert was its guest speaker. The report, startlingly captioned 

Markets Radiate Morality, was juxtaposed with an equally eye-catching photograph of the patrician 

publisher himself. Nothing at all about the IPA’s anniversary or Rupert’s speech was reported in the Age, 

thereby vindicating the morality of my even-handed purchase of both papers. 

Up to now, I had been unaware of any agreed, let alone neo-liberal, nexus between markets and morality. 

Had this M&M radiance been obscured by my socialist presuppositions that morality and markets are 

generally thought to occur on different planets? Was Rupert now telling me otherwise? Free markets, he 

claims, are inherently moral, and it’s only non-free markets that are immoral.  

Irreverently I thought, does he mean 

it’s immoral that some markets 

remain to be freed? The moral market 

he claimed “is the route to growth, 

justice and fairness”. I liked that. 

Moreover, the immoral market he 

added, denies people their 

fundamental freedoms. I liked that 

too.  Had a redeemed Rupert by any 

chance been reading up on Christian 

social teaching, I thought? 

He hadn’t; a sentence or two later, I 

am disappointed to be told that it is 

Socialism that has made the market 

immoral. But I continue to give Rupert 

a Christian benefit, for I think he might just be referring to Soviet-style socialist command-market 

economies. But no, Rupert savages any government that “mandates sharing” of national wealth and the 
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idea that more government is always better. This is what’s immoral. But why? Well, because together those 

ideas are hostile to the neo-liberal notion of individual personal freedom. My disappointment deepens. 

Rupert argues that it is market freedom which generates individual freedom, for it encourages me to 

address the wants and needs of others – for which, mind you, they are willing to pay. How can you call such 

high-minded enterprise ‘greedy’ if you are catering to the wants of others? One suspects Adam Smith would, 

if he could, be chuffed to learn of the invisible yet ‘good’ hand in a market no longer based on vice but on 

virtue. 

Rupert extols the virtues of the moral free market, saying one need only look at the tremendous social 

advances that have been made to improve material living. Never have we had it so good - world trade and 

prosperity have lifted millions from poverty. Rupert quotes Matt Ridley, author of The Rational Optimist, 

saying there’s nothing immoral in that kind of progress.  

Well, a couple of niggly points here, boys. Matt Ridley, champion of free enterprise, warrior opponent of 

“stifling government” (unwanted government regulation), was chairman of Northern Rock, an English bank 

which, having recklessly ‘partied’, was one of the first casualties of the GFC. In fact, it was notorious; it was 

the first bank in England since 1878 to experience a ‘run’ on its funds, and, oops, had to be bailed out by the 

UK government to avert the immoral consequences of financial losses falling on millions of small 

depositors. Perhaps the free market, freed of all ‘stifling’ government interference, really couldn’t sort itself 

out. I suspect this is what neither Matt nor Rupert would want to hear. Matt blew his chance (and his bank) 

to convince us otherwise.   

Nor, I suspect, would Rupert like to be reminded 

that the Chinese economic ‘miracle’ has arisen 

not from a moral free market, but from a socialist 

command economy. Wendy, his Chinese-born 

wife, needs to remind him - or has she too 

forgotten? 

Putting the role of government to one side (or 

should that be ‘sidelined’?), Rupert proceeds to 

quote Arthur Brooks, who as it happens runs an 

American version of the IPA. Arthur argues that 

the market is moral since it promotes fairness 

and opportunity. Putting this crudely, as I see it, 

he’s saying it’s only fair that I am able to enjoy 

the fruits of my personal success. My knowing     

    this generates in me a healthier personal feeling 

of satisfaction than when just being given something. After all, didn’t I earn it? And what’s fair in giving to 

people who didn’t? Now let’s not get started on those Scandinavian socialists, or the Greek tragedy; rather, 

give me a Rupertian raw land of personal opportunity any day. 

But Rupert, is all this for real?  You had a very good head start by inheriting your father’s publishing 

business. Even if there is a level playing field, we know that it is infinitely difficult for someone from a 

socially disadvantaged background to make it to the wealthiest top 40 (drug dealers don’t register). Some 

are more equal than others. 

It took me a while to identify the real source of my increasing couch discomfort. It wasn’t that Rupert was 

quoting from a couple of tycoon-friendly conservative neo-liberal commentators. Instead, it was a feeling of 

misappropriation. Somehow, my moral vocabulary had been hijacked. I realised Rupert & Co are using 

‘Leftist’ language - ‘justice, fairness, morality’ - to justify their belief in the ‘free’ market. It is out with vice 

It’s a bit rich, Rupert Tony French 

Too Small to Get Help to Succeed (10/37) by Tony Fischer Photography, flickr cc 



3 / 3 

 

and in with virtue. Or am I too cynical in thinking there is virtue in greed, or that greed dressed up as 

freedom is good? How bewildering if, after all, the market is radiating morality. How have I been so blind? 

In my confusion, I turned to Gustavo Gutierrez for help. And (pardon the pun) he was reliably ‘on the 

money’ here. “Nothing”, he says, “is more contrary to the search for God, God’s realm, and justice than 

service (or worship) to an idol fabricated by human hands” (Liberation Theology and the Future of the 

Poor).  Idolatry is to put your trust in something that is not God. The market and its pursuit of profit are 

objects of idolatrous worship. But, I thought, do its now avowed pursuits of justice and fairness redeem the 

market, making it radiate morality?  

The answer is no. When justice and fairness are not given their proper meaning and context (with the poor), 

and are used merely as pretexts or justifications, they too are idolatrous. Yet again, it’s nothing more than 

the ancient and continuing worship of mammon. Sorry, Rupert, I do so want to believe you, but find I can’t. 
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