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was recentiy Tnvolived dn oa cﬂh”e”satﬁo” which tried to nai’
the moral sources of current sconomic problems. The rotion
that the economy is amenable to moral assesament s not at gl
new: Adam Smith, for dnstance, had no doubt that <t was. | was
surprissed, howsver, how rewahkab‘y unpracticed we were in
applying normative oriteria, which were second nature to
Smith, to sconomic guastions

>t

The érg“neht began with an assertion that the current-
account arisis owss Tts origins to family break-down. Somebody
Jumped on tha;ww~after all, two vears of exaeﬁbﬂve monay
generation and an i i T

industrial relations systemn signed to
stifle productive Tnnovation seemed to be cause Qmmugh b4
we had to admit that family break-down, if only via the
supporting parent and unemplovment benefits, doss add te the
urden carrisd by the productive sector.
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The argument Ted to & search for a common cause of
ailing families and failure to compete in foreign markets.
his was more fruitful.

Might not the moral sentiments (Adam Smith's term) which
gnoourage people to desert their children be the same asz those
which sncourage people to Teave their children with massive
public and private debts? Might not the moral sentiments which
anecourage people to break marital caontracts be those which
allow tham to break employment contracts and resort to the
finer points of Taw to escape business commitments? Might not
deceiving your spouse have something n common with dece Tving
your smployer or your customer? Might not the bloody
mindedness of some unions bse derived from the same Jack of
respect for others' rights ag the blioody mindedness of some
husbands? Might not people who expect the State to care Tor
their children parallel those who expect ths State to provide
rariffs and subsidies to care for their industries?

In total, might not the tendency te cop out of moral
obligations have besen given altogether too much rein? And
might not this Ticence have adverse conseguences for all human
interaction? Adam Smith, in answear to his owm question
"Wherein does virtue consist?", suggested "other-regarding
activity". The acousation that Smith advocated s.Tfﬁahnes$ i



S1&hﬁ%ﬁ. To the Timited sxtent that this confusior g not
Tiberate, 7t arises from Smith's advocacy of an economic
system based on Tiberty, in which people would act in such =&

way that they would serve the whole community 9n spite of
being self-interested. Most often the hue and cry chasing
aftter 'selfish’ economics 9s Ted by the same selfish
hypocrites who are milking the State for their salary., their
pension, their tariff and so on.

No system, sspscially not a Javsser-Ffaire economy, will
work, morecver, without some regard for virtue—-—-—that g for

other-regarding activity. Societies n which individuals
cannot be expected to act truthfully, honour their contracts
gacept responsibility for their own actions, and respect the
rights (inciuding the property rights) of other individuals do
ot “av% the basic requirements of their own continuing

Araen’t these precepts, together with courage and
w&rity, no more than the basis of morality? Don't they
nderlie the sthical codes which govern so many human
reumstances from matrimony to government? Ildeas about how
ought to behave are not unknowable. Without "morality’

s cimpogssible.
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The great British statesman, Edmund Burke, observed that,
o Tl

"Politics is but morality writ large", and when calling for
comci?ia'ﬁm with Americe said, "It 98 not what a lawyer tellsg
me 1 may do; but what humanity, reason and Justice tell me I
ught to do". Had Tesser &u%»ra?ﬂa statesmaen applisd the same
standards, the WA Inc. scandal would not now be discussed in
terns of legal nicetises because the sthical issues always were
alaeasr.
Since Edmund Burke's time we have learned a great deal

about the way society works. But, while honest mistakes are
Tess fregquent, the opportunities for cheating have expanded.

Tt s now easy for governments to welsh on gheir daebts by
inflating the currency;: computers and 1D cards add a

frightening dimension to misuse of public authority: and so
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At the same time, people’s ideas of right and wrong have
been watered down. Certainly, some of the strict mor@a WEr e
unjugt———these needed to be discredited-—-hbhut we did not have
to sink to a minimal moral relativism. We were told that man
was what he ate and that his behaviour was no more than
childhood conditioning. Foolishly we believed +t, and then we
could not escape the conclusion that blame and praise were
inapplicable notions. 3o when 1Tittle Johnny robs the
neighbourhood pensioner and a Premier misapplies the taxes we
hesitate to tell them plainly that they are reprehensible.

At @ more common Jevel of reprehensible behaviour, St 9g
now morally neutral for fathers to desert their chi Tdhph, for
able-bodied men to 1Tive on other peoples’ taxes, for workers
to take & siokis at the cricket, for a&11 of us to JTie to the
tax man and for 'nﬁon thugs to bully so-called scabs.
Certainly, these things always happenesd, but they ware once
Frowned wupon.



Serifcus normativse debate dg row old hat. Even the
churches seem to believe that one moral standard 9s as good as
another . Moral debate, such ag it i3, has descend to the level
of ahanting "Four legs good: two legs bad" and s rasl-1ite
gquivalent "Mozambigque good: Socuth Africa bad". Worge, Tt has
takeﬁ up sush fads as attacks on those who producs

cholesterol, nicotine and whatever. This pop-morality
«mp:ﬂawt‘y assumes that man s not a moral animal—---3.8. he is

incapable of bearﬁng responsibility for his own ohoices.
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Im this climate 1t is Tittle wonder that our governments
place slectoral interests ahead of policies which they krow to
be their duty. Slowly, howsver, pubklic opinion T3 changing and
the change will be reflected n pold s. John Howard's Future
Oirections, laughed at by the chatte g class for Tts old~
worid, family values, was onto something Tmportant---namely,
the values themselves.

By the way, what hasg happened to Futwure Directions?

John Kyde Ts Execuwtive Director of the Austra?ien
fnstitute For Public Policy.



