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Re-visioning the Good Society 
Peter Whiting 

SPC Chair 
As you will see on 
our website, the 
purpose of Social 
Policy Connections 
is ‘to expand 
awareness of social 
justice issues in 
Australia and 
overseas, and to 
influence public 
policy for the benefit 
of all people’. It is 
not surprising, then, 

to find our contributors lamenting the so-called economic 
rationalism of Australian governments, bent, it seems, on 
subordinating society to the economy. 

In this December newsletter, Rik Sutherland in Aiding 
whom? summarises the shift to declining levels of 
Australian overseas aid. Previous contributors have focused 
on such diverse aspects as the treatment of asylum seekers, 
the changing nature of work and wages policy, climate 
change, indigenous issues, aspects of social inequality, and 
the incidence of poverty. 

Just this recital indicates how broad are the social justice 
issues we try to influence and how wide are the impacts of 
government policy. It is not difficult to lose the coherence of 
social policy when immersed in such a range of matters. 

It was apt, then, that our final speaker for 2014 at our 
Annual General Meeting was Professor Paul Smyth, 
addressing the topic of Harnessing the Economy to the 
Good Society. As a commentator on economic thought and 
social policy, he asserts that neoliberalism is discredited, 
with economics moving into issues of ‘inclusive growth’. 
Growth in GDP is no longer sufficient; it must be 
economically, socially, and environmentally sustainable. 
The responsibility of the state should be to providing for its 
constituents the resources necessary for creating a way of 
living consistent with their capabilities and values. 

What does this mean for the churches and community 
groups such as SPC? Professor Smyth speaks of the need for 
‘re-imagining and reinventing their ideals of solidarity, 
fellowship, and the Good Society’. The immediate task is to 
build up the narrative of the Good Society, to affirm its key 
elements in a way that strikes a chord with public opinion 
and policy bodies. Clearly, this is an outcome to which 
bodies such as SPC can contribute. 

Along with like-minded organisations, we need continually 
to champion a moral community in which policy is based on 
a strong sense of human dignity and sustaining 
communities which foster all involved in promoting human 
flourishing. Professor Smyth offered strategies for setting 
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policy priorities and invoking community action to move 
towards the Good Society. 

At the AGM, the committee was elected to take us into 
2015. Professor Smyth’s address helps point the way 
forward not only for our committee, but also for everyone 
contributing to our endeavour, including our newsletter 
and website. It is not always a simple task to press home the 
shortcomings of current policy settings while promoting a 
clear and consistent view of the vision and values we hold 
for the Good Society. 

We are of course by no means bereft of guidance in that 
respect. The long tradition of Christian social thought 
provides us with a rich resource. To this, we need to add 
imagination and innovation to enable our message to 
resonate with public opinion. 

I thank all those who have supported the work of SPC so 
generously during 2014. It is a great fillip for those on the 
committee to see the level of support and engagement you 
demonstrate. On behalf of all at SPC, I wish each of you a 
happy and holy Christmas, and look forward to 
contributing together to moving towards the Good Society 
as a reality in 2015! 

SPC on YouTube 

Links can be found in SPC News on our website 

Neoliberalism: subordinating society to the 
economy Paul Smyth 
Peacemaking in Islamic traditions Bruce Duncan 
The Islamic State Graeme Wood journalist 

Peacemaking in Islamic traditions 
Bruce Duncan 

The shocking crimes by Islamist 
terrorists against other Muslims 
and minority groups have shaken 
world opinion, and have brought 
dishonour on the Muslim 
community. Bruce Duncan, in his 
talk at the SPC forum on 6 
November, compares western and 
Islamic traditions of just war, and 
considers the relationship 
between religion and violence. He 
argues that nothing in Islam 
justifies the wanton killing of 
innocent people, especially women, children, and the sick 
or aged.  

However, he says that the Islamist groups feed off real 
grievances which the West must help address, for it was 
partly responsible for them. Armed force will not defeat 
terrorism; only the determined opposition of the 
mainstream Muslim world will do that, coupled with 
concerted progress promoting social justice.  

Found in church hall (collecting k from 
scou ts) ‘understanding islamic terrorism’ 

Mark Simpkins flickr cc 
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Aiding whom? 
Rik Sutherland 

International aid remains critical 
in the battle to wind back hunger 
and poverty in developing 
countries, and to sustain the 
progress made through the UN 
Millennium Development Goals. 

Rik Sutherland writes that our 
government is also skewing aid to 
serve Australian business 
interests, rather than prioritising 
the needs of developing countries. 
Read this article in full on our 
website. 

Photo AusAID’s Amanda Jennings 
and Shahriar Islam on the 

embankments (Shatkhira) where 
most of the cyclone Aila affected 

people took shelter in 2008. A few 
families are still living there. 

Bangladesh 2010. AusAID flickr cc. 

Harnessing the economy to the  
Good Society 

Paul Smyth 
Drawing on his long 
experience in social policy 
and economics, Professor 
Paul Smyth traces changes 
in the way economic policy 
relates to social policy. He 
writes that the churches had 
been very active in 
developing social policy in 
Australia during the 1980s, 
but that the neoliberalism of 
the ‘gruesome’ 1990s 
resulted in growing 
inequality. After the chaotic aftermath of the GFC, he 
argues that the Abbott government has lurched to the 
‘radical right’, in policies that Smyth terms ‘paleo-liberal’ 
which fail to tune economics to social goals.  

To counteract this, he says we need to develop the narrative 
of the ‘Good Society’, focused on enhancing the wellbeing 
of everyone, especially by campaigning for increased 
fairness and equality of opportunity, and by mobilising 
community support against the ‘marketisation’ of the 
welfare sectors.  

Paul Smyth is Professor of Social Policy at the University of 
Melbourne, and from 2004-2013 was also General Manager of 
the Research & Policy Centre at the Brotherhood of St Laurence 
in Victoria. He was previously Director of Social Policy in the 
School of Social Work & Social Policy at the University of 
Queensland. Currently, he is on the councils of the Australian 
Institute of Family Studies and the Australian Catholic Social 
Justice Commission.  

Read this article in full on our website. 

Books available at SPC 
admin@socialpolicyconnections.com.au 

□ NEW Social Justice & the Churches; Challenges & 
Responsibilities Edited by John D’Arcy May $25+$5 
postage & handling. 

□ A World United or a World Exploited?  
Christian Perspectives on Globalisation  
Edited by Peter Price $20+$5 p&h. 

□ Social Justice: Fuller Life in a Fairer World  
Bruce Duncan $25+$5 p&h. 

□ Young People, Faith, & Social Justice  
Joan Daw $20+$5 p&h. 

□ Sufficient for the Day: Towards a Sustainable Culture 
Geoff Lacey $20+$5 postage & handling. 

□ Towards a Better World Arthur Gibbs $10+$5 p&h. 

Pope Francis’s template over G20 
Bruce Duncan 

In his letter to Prime 
Minister Abbott and the 
G20 meeting in Brisbane, 
Pope Francis urged deep 
reforms to the economic 
system to support poor 
populations and increase 
social and economic 
equity. He attacked the 
failed policies behind the 
global financial crisis as a 
form of aggression like the 
terrorist attacks.  

The Pope’s support for increased overseas aid, generous 
responses to refugees, and measures to tackle climate 
change would presumably have embarrassed Mr Abbott. 

Read this article in full on our website. 

Korea_Pope_Francis_Haemi_Castle_19  
Republic of Korea flickr cc 

Social Justice & the Churches: 
Challenges & Responsibilities  

Edited by John D'Arcy May  

Chapters written by 
representatives of seven 
Australian Churches 
show that Christian 
approaches to social 
justice are startlingly 
distinctive in their 
starting points as well as 
in their positions on 
urgent matters of human 
rights, sexual ethics, and 
economic justice. Social 
justice is not only a 
matter of applying well-
known ‘first principles’ 
shared by all Christian 
traditions, but is also 
coloured by history, 
culture, and context. 

Launched on 5 November 
2014 at the Centre for Theology & Ministry in Melbourne  
by Professor Peter Sherlock, Vice-chancellor of the 
University of Divinity, Social Justice & the Churches 
gathers the papers delivered at a conference in November 
2013 at Newman College, Melbourne, convened by the 
Yarra Institute for Religion & Social Policy. 

The book includes contributions from Major Jenny Begent 
(Salvation Army), Fr Max Vodola (Roman Catholic), Revd 
Gerald Rose (Churches of Christ), Revd Geoff Pound 
(Baptist), Revd Raymond Cleary (Anglican), Dr Mark 
Zirnsak (Uniting Church), and Fr Shenouda Boutros 
(Coptic Orthodox Church). Margaret Coffey from ABC 
Radio National also offered her reflections on the 
presentations.  

Links to Professor Peter Sherlock’s launch address and Dr John 
D’Arcy May’s response can be found in SPC News on our 
website. 

This book is available through Social Policy Connections  (see 
box left). 


