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Pope Francis &  
the Abbott government 

Bruce Duncan 
Pope Francis has repeatedly called for increased social and 
economic equity in the world, and reiterated the critique of 
neoliberal economics very strongly. Now he is about to 
issue an encyclical - the highest form of Church teaching -
on the need to reduce carbon emissions and global 
warming. What will our pollies make of this, especially 
Catholics in the Coalition government? 

Many observers are deeply puzzled by Mr Abbott’s 
metamorphosis 
from being 
lampooned as 
‘Captain Catholic’ 
into an advocate of 
neoliberal policies. 
What has happened 
to the man who 
called BA 
Santamaria one of 
his mentors? 

Whatever 
Santamaria’s 
politics, he was 
strenuously opposed 
to neoliberalism, 

and all his life argued for equitable distribution of wealth 
and property, believing this would spur responsible 
democracy, resulting in the wide dispersal of political power 
through cooperatives and forms of economic democracy. 

Pope Francis has renewed the moral critique of economics 
and politics. He has highlighted the Church’s opposition to 
neoliberalism, as it is termed today, which exaggerates the 
role of market mechanisms and minimises considerations 
of equity, social justice, and fairness. 

Stiglitz’s critique of neoliberalism 

Among the many leading economists advising the Vatican 
has been Joseph E Stiglitz, former chief economist at the 
World Bank. Stiglitz has warned repeatedly about the 
danger from the astonishing concentration of wealth in the 
United States, resulting in the impoverishment of millions. 
He blamed the ideology of neoliberalism for this, with its 
naïve view of markets disguising massive rent-seeking, 
political corruption, and manipulation of governments by 
powerful special interests, including in supposed free-trade 
agreements drawn up in secret negotiations. 

In his latest book, The Great Divide: Unequal Societies and 
what we can do about them, Stiglitz again pointed out that 
the top 1 percent of Americans takes nearly a quarter of the 
nation’s income each year, and controls 40 percent of the 
wealth, leaving almost a quarter of US children under five 
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living in poverty (pp88, 303). 

By comparison, in 2012, the top 10 percent of Australian 
earners took home 29.7 percent of Australian income, the 
highest on record, according to a report from the 
Melbourne Institute of Applied Economic & Social Research 
in May. 

Stiglitz called for “significant investments in education, a 
more progressive tax system, and a tax on financial 
speculation” (p392). In his view, “trickledown economics 
was totally wrong.” (p415). 

To increase social equity globally, he supported proposals to 
include a ninth goal in the Sustainable Development 
Agenda: to reduce inequality so that by 2030 in no country 
would the top 
10 percent of 
the population 
have post-tax 
income greater 
than the post-
transfer 
income of the 
bottom 40 
percent (p291). 

Following a 
visit to 
Australia, 
Stiglitz warned that the Abbott government did not seem to 
understand the basic dynamics of “deregulation and 
liberalization” which were driving increasing inequality and 
concentrating wealth in the hands of a few. Stiglitz was 
particularly concerned about the defunding of Australian 
research and universities. (pp355-56). 
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Environmental  
sustainability & justice 

Sr Carol Zinn SSJ 
John Wallis Memorial Lecture 

10 June 2015 7:30-9:30pm 

The Madeleine Centre, Genazzano FCJ College 
301 Cotham Road Kew 

$20 full price, $10 concession/student 
Tickets available at the door, or book online (http://

www.trybooking.com/HJDT, or contact Liz McAloon at 
johnwallisfoundation@gmail.com, 03 9873 5520. 

Joseph Stiglitz on Inequality, citizens4taxjustice, flickr cc 

Pope Francis on Trickle Down Economic theory, 
Devendra Makkar, flickr cc  

Launch : Methodism in Australia  
Methodism in Australia: A History by Glen O’Brien and Hilary 

Carey (eds)(Farnham: Ashgate) will be launched at 6:30pm on 
Friday 5 June at Queens College, University of Melbourne,  

1-17 College Crescent, Parkville, by John Hirst, Emeritus 
Professor of History at La Trobe University. This book is likely 
to be the most significant history of Australian Methodism. 
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The Right Honourable Malcolm Fraser AC, 
CH, GCL, by Jim, flickr cc. 

Blessed Oscar 
Romero 
Regarded by some, even within 
his Church, as a dangerous 
agitator, Archbishop Oscar 
Romero has been recognised 
formally as a holy and prophetic 
figure who was murdered 
because of his stand denouncing 
the cruel and violent oppression 
in El Salvador. Rowan Ireland 

highlights his significance in authorising direct engagement in 
struggles for human rights and social justice. 

Archbishop Oscar Romero was beatified on 23 May in the 
capital city of El Salvador, where he was assassinated while 
celebrating Mass in March 1980. The present Archbishop 
read a letter from Pope Francis to a huge crowd which had 
come to celebrate the Church’s official recognition of the 
heroic sanctity of a martyr for justice and peace. Francis 
specified what was being recognised and celebrated locally: 
“In this day of joy for El Salvador and also for other Latin 
American countries, we thank God for giving the martyr 
Archbishop the ability to see and feel the suffering of his 
people”.  

These words and the beatification itself have significance 
well beyond Latin America. They celebrate a local hero in a 
local Church, but also mark and validate a new way of being 
Church, and new directions in the struggle for justice and 

What to change in 
the Constitution 
In his recent book, No Small 
Change: The Road to 
Recognition for Indigenous 
Australia, Frank Brennan 
considers how best to amend 
the Australian Constitution by 

“inserting a factual acknowledgement of Aboriginal history, 
culture, languages, and land rights, deleting the racially 
discriminatory Section 25, and amending Section 51(26), to 
allow the Commonwealth parliament to make laws with 
respect to the distinctive Aboriginal matters listed in the 
acknowledgement”. But he does not think a constitutional ban 
on racial discrimination is workable. 

Australians are increasingly aware of and dissatisfied with 
the fact that the Australian Constitution does not mention 
Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders. In 1967, Australians 
voted overwhelmingly in favour of constitutional 
amendments to remove two negative and outdated 
references to Aborigines. 

Budget 2015:  
even more unfair 
Bruce Duncan 
To try to rescue its political 
fortunes from the backlash 
against its 2015 budget, the 
Coalition government has 
reversed its debt-crisis rhetoric, 
and tried to sugar-coat many of 
its harsh cuts for people on low 
incomes, while failing to tackle 

the excessive tax benefits going to people on high incomes. 

To save the Coalition ship from the electoral shoals, the 
government has moderated its hard-line neoliberal 
rhetoric, but has added to the pain inflicted on low-income 
groups. 

Faced with plunging opinion polls and likely defeat at the 
next election, the Abbott government has abandoned the 
debt-crisis rationale of its first budget and tried to win back 
political support by some mildly stimulatory measures, 
notably $5.5 billion in tax breaks to small businesses. This 
has given the Coalition a bounce in the polls, and saved Mr 
Abbott’s leadership for the time being. 

As Laura Tingle commented in the Australian Financial 
Review of 16-17 May, the Coalition’s austerity rhetoric 
about the urgent need to tackle the crisis in debt and 
deficits has ‘miraculously’ been transformed into gentle 
claims of steady progress with light at the end of the tunnel.  

The importance  
of values in 
government 
Former senior public servant, 
John Menadue, explores how 
values are the foundation of 

good governance, allowing clarification about broad principles 
which can then be shaped into policies to be concretised in 
specific programs. He gives an assessment of current efforts to 
ensure fairness and equity, freedom, citizenship, stewardship 
of resources, and ethical responsibility in government. 

John Menadue was head of the Department of Prime Minister 
& Cabinet from 1974 to 1976, and worked for Prime Ministers 
Gough Whitlam and Malcolm Fraser. He was Australian 
Ambassador to Japan from 1976 to 1980. Back in Australia, he 
became Head of the Department of Immigration & Ethic 
Affairs, and from December 1983 was appointed Head of the 
Department of Trade. 

Good government must be based on some broadly shared 
values which inspire and enthuse us. 

We can accept that our leaders must make some 
compromises from time to time, but we need to know ‘what 
they stand for’. We look for leaders who have conviction. 

Read further on Menadue’s perceptive policy analysis at  
http://johnmenadue.com/blog, 
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Celebrating Vicki Clark’s 
contribution to Indigenous issues 

Friday 19 June 2015 6:30 for 7pm 
The Aboriginal Catholic Ministry is celebrating 25 years of 

dedicated service, leadership, and achievements by  
Vicki Clark, as she moves out of the Ministry to  

her new home in northern Victoria. 
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