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THE SOMETHING-NOTHING PROBLEM

I was lucky enough to be here last night for [former Melbourne Grammar headmaster] Paul Sheahan’s after dinner address Between the many jokes about Churchill and cricket, he spoke with some passion – and also poignancy – about schooling, about being a principal and the changes brought by the last 30 years.

So I thought before I began my own speech, I’d like to talk about own profession with some passion – and also some poignancy, sadness.

In the Art Gallery of NSW, there’s a wonderful painting. I think it’s by John Brack. It shows commuters on a tram in the 1950s and every one of them is holding a newspaper.

It’s not like that anymore, we know – although I was pleased to learn the other day, from a new book just published in America, [Alex Jones: Losing The News] that for all the shouting about the internet, and for all the advance bereavement notices for newspapers because of declining numbers of readers and advertising dollars, 85 percent of fact-based news on the internet, television and radio originates in newspapers.

So the world of news is a bit like a massive inverted pyramid with these glamorous, hi-tech, show-off industries balanced on this one tiny point – the under-resourced, under-staffed, unappreciated newspaper. 

Journalism has changed drastically since the Seventies – for social but also economic reasons. 

I agree wholeheartedly with Mr Sheahan when he recalls Einstein’s quote that not everything that can be measured, counts. And not everything that counts, can be measured.

A school is not just about exam results.

A newspaper is not just about meeting advertising and readership targets.

To believe either of those things is to misunderstand profoundly the purpose of either schools or journalism.

And let’s remember – there are two things every citizen in a functioning democracy needs: access to a good education – and access to good journalism.

I did my training as a cadet on an afternoon newspaper in Perth in the Seventies. There were no communication degrees then – thank heavens. I was doing an arts degree at WA University and I worked at the paper during my Christmas holidays and one day a week. Basically, you went to work, alongside experienced journalists, and you were taught that every story was about who, what, when, where and how.

If you went into features as I eventually did – it was also about why.

So, as you trained, you learned how to answer those questions and you tried not to get yelled at by the chief of staff.

And because this was an afternoon newspaper – with different deadlines through the morning with the final one at 12.30 … it meant that after 1pm, the office was bare of reporters - everyone went to the pub.
I though that was what all journalists did.
When I got my first big break – a job as a feature writer on Cleo magazine, (which was a very different journal then: my first story was a profile of Lang Hancock, my second about the women in the north-west mining towns of WA), I got a letter from the editor, Ita Buttrose, which told me my work hours in the Sydney office could be either 9am to 5.30 or 9.30 to 6.

Now I’m a very dutiful person, very hard-working, punctilious – but I thought she was joking. I didn’t think any journalist worked a full day.

I had so much to learn…

 But I still remember how much I loved working at the Daily News in Perth, and how, at the end of my first week – I think I was about 18 – I couldn’t believe you could have this much fun, and get paid for it.

One of the great things about journalism until quite recently – until just after the mid-90s in fact – was that editors were iconoclasts. They fought for their journalism, and their journalists.

In the late 80s, I was working on The Sydney Morning Herald, just after that paper had run a series of reports that irritated the then premier Neville Wran.

Wran pulled all the state government advertising out of the newspaper. And that would have been a lot of money.

I don’t know what happened behind the scenes, but officially – the board and the chair, James Fairfax – fell in behind the editor.

I doubt very much that would happen now. The truth is, it  would never be allowed to get to that point where commercial interests were jeopardized. 
The man who epitomizes for me the change in journalism is Fred Hilmer.

Before taking over Fairfax in 1998, Fred ran the Australian Graduate School of Management. He had developed the national competition policy for the Howard government, and had spent almost two decades working for the management consultancy McKinsey.

Fred is the arch exponent of that phenomenon of our times – managerialism.

That is, the idea that all management is a science, run to a set of principles, and if you can successfully run a pharmaceutical company or a soft-drink company, you can run a media company – or indeed, a school.

Fred, when he took over Fairfax, announced that he didn’t actually read newspapers that much.

He thought that journalism was a product; that we journalists were product providers, and that newspapers, indeed any journalism outlet, existed only as a platform for advertising.

I could say many things about Fred – but I’ll leave it to just three observations.

In my first two times working at Fairfax, with the old Fairfax management, the business of the buildings was journalism and the most important people, the people considered to be in the line jobs, were the reporters.

During Fred’s reign [which ended in 2005], the most important people were the advertising staff and the people in marketing and HR.

The second thing I’d say is that Fairfax’s share price went from close to $5 to today when it’s around $1.50.

And my final observation about Fred isn’t from me at all – it comes from the late and blunt Kerry Packer who once said of Fred Hilmer that he was the most intelligent fuckwit he’d ever met.

If it hadn’t been for Paul Sheahan’s candid speech last night, I probably wouldn’t dare to be so frank now – but the truth is, there’s a lot of intelligent fuckwittery, or just pure fuckwittery, around today, and that will be the sub-text of what I’m about to talk about this morning.

The particular subject is bull-dust – and how we can teach kids how to spot it, how to dodge it, and how, above all, not to perpetrate it.
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Ever since I started writing a column in the mid-Nineties, I’ve kept folders and boxes of cuttings, torn out from newspapers, magazines and reports. 

It’s like my own private mini-archive, charting the last 15 years. 

One of the pleasures of all this cutting and snipping and tearing – mostly of big stories and serious headlines - is that I also get to see fabulous insights into what it is to be a human, struggling with the might of the modern universe.

Some time ago, I was cheered to read this from page one of The Times in London: “A pet tabby called Thomas has been offered a credit card with a range of benefits including 56 days of interest-free credit. Mike Davies, of Weston-super-Mare has asked the financial institution why Jerry his other cat has not also been offered a card.”

Here’s another. This cutting is about an elderly Swedish woman who, like all too many of us when we venture into an airport, had become confused. When the check-in staff gestured imperiously at the luggage conveyer belt, instead of putting her bags down, she obediently lay herself down. Within seconds she had been whisked down two flights to the baggage handling centre where she was finally rescued, unhurt.

And here’s one that – heroically – manages to combine both cats and airports. A Belgian airliner full of businessmen on its way to Vienna had to turn back to Brussels 20 minutes into the flight because an enraged pet cat had stormed the cockpit and attacked the co-pilot. Somehow the cat, a frequent-flying tom called Gin, had escaped its owner. Then somebody in business class had misguidedly tried to kick it.

Gin then became, said a spokesperson, “agitated and nervous”. The cat ran through the open cockpit door and went straight for the co-pilot. 

That story was headed: “Flight scratched as mad moggy storms the cockpit”.

What I love about these kinds of stories that I’ve just read out is they somehow prove to me again that just by being human, we are meant to embark on sometimes amazing journeys – journeys that take us to lunatic shores, where our best bet is simply to retain faith and optimism that we’ll get through – while also preparing ourselves for the fact that something even more lunatic might be just around the corner. 

The best way of handling what is handed out to us everyday is not to rush around in fear and frenzy, but to approach it with humour and much healthy common-sense in the face of idiocy. 

But the first – and most difficult challenge – these days is to sort out what IS idiocy and what is not. 

I would say that every day, in so many ways, we are encouraged to put our commonsense to one side and listen instead to the blandishments of 21st century snake oil salesmen. 

Last Saturday, [August 22, 2009] in The Sydney Morning Herald, a business journalist, Ian Verrender began his column with these words: “Ok, so maybe I’m the only person in the world who thinks nothing makes sense.”

His column was about our so-called soft landing from the global financial crisis which, earlier this year, threatened to end economic life as we knew it. 

Now, there’s muted optimism on the stock-markets, in retail, in real estate, from economists.  Even from the Reserve Bank.

But Verrender isn’t having any of it. He looked at the rising share prices and declared: “It’s a load of bull”.

His argument is that we basically haven’t taken our medicine, and by shoring up the very financial institutions whose risky behaviour brought us to crisis, we may be creating serious problems for the future.

We are in odd times, and I’m with Mr Verrender. 

To me, very often, things don’t make sense.

We live in an historic period of astonishing technological and economic innovation where, as with the Industrial Revolution or the westward-ho expansion across the United States, in the late 19th century, we can see riptides running into each other, creating opportunities, excitement and much social, political and economic turbulence. 

But opportunity has made us greedy. And ambitious. Over-ambitious. With so much money being made out of The Next Big Thing, we have become obsessed with next big things. 

In the last 30 years, we have been exposed to massive changes in the way people organize themselves, run companies, deal with staff, and handle knowledge. 

Courtesy of unleashed free market theories, money has never mattered to us so much. It has turned us wholesale into the kinds of people who very often know the price of everything and the value of nothing. Whatever the pluses and minuses of the free-market system, it does tend to assign value only to those things that make money. 

A new video game must be good, says the market, because it has umpteen versions and has sold millions around the world to teenagers. The poor old Australian Museum, near my home in Sydney’s Hyde Park, which houses amazing natural history collections and dedicated scientists and researchers, must not be as good – it is deemed - because it has struggled to bring in big public audiences for years. 

What do kids want these days? To be rich and famous was the answer from one British survey of 2500 under-tens. 

How many want to be palaentologists?

When I wrote my book The Triumph of the Airheads – And the Retreat from Commonsense a couple of years ago, I devoted one chapter to a phenomenon I called something-nothingness. 

As I looked around at what we valued and what we didn’t, as I looked at the rise of the management consultant, the independent expert, the cult of managerialism … 

… when I examined the fervour for weekend retreats and constant meetings and seminars; 

… the adoption of psychometrics to judge whether somebody should be hired – even though there is no real proof that psychometrics even works according to prominent British researcher, Dr Alison Wolf (around 70 percent of Australian companies use it though when they’re hiring staff); 

… when I saw the sudden insistence on data and statistics for things that were never measured before; 

… plus the flood of expensive hi-tech gadgets which mean a human can be on call 24 hours a day, 

I felt – and still feel - like the little boy in Hans Christian Andersen’s tale The Emperor’s New Clothes. 
I want to poke my finger into all this activity to see if there is any real substance there.

The other day, I went to a design exhibition in Sydney, down at Circular Quay. It was the work of architecture students from the University of Technology, Sydney. They had been asked to come up with plans for an inner-city suburb which houses a university, museums, a few homes, many shops and warehouses. The designs were very interesting. The accompanying text though was like trying to read a physics text-book where half the pages have been torn out and you have a very bad hangover to boot.

Here’s how one student described his project: “Adaptive re-use of existing arcades for diurnal creative and educational activity.”

I grabbed one of the students and took him up to one of the displays.

“What does it mean?” I asked.

He looked at me, puzzled.

He switched back to looking again at the displays, and said, politely: “They’re representations of designs for the area. It’s how we see this area might be.”

“No,” I said, “pointing at the words. “I mean what does that all mean…”

Again he was puzzled. “That’s the description,” he said – and you could tell he could not see what I could see. 

So I pointed to one line and read it out to him: “Energetic seed infusion: sustaining the precinct through the production of social and physical energy”

A small glimmer came into his eyes. “Ooooh,” he said. “That. Well, that’s just the way we’re taught to talk.”

Years ago, I used to work with a political correspondent in Canberra who was famously difficult. It would be up to me to edit it for the reader. 

And I used to have real problems because reading the copy was like trying to read a newspaper with cataracts.

The sentences would seem to get somewhere … but then slide away. 

I would read again and again, thinking, is she saying that a politician was about to question his leader or introduce a policy at odds with his party? And then I’d try to edit the copy to say that, but then I’d think, well, I can’t write that because I’m not sure she really is saying that…

And so I would finally, reluctantly, call her – braving her bad temper – to ask her just what she had meant to say. Was there a way she could put it more concisely, clearly?
And what would finally be revealed – was that she had made her sentences so long and vague; used so many extra words and occasional bits of jargon; because, in the end, she wasn’t quite sure what had really happened that day in Canberra either. And she got around that by draping her reporting in gauzy veils of obfuscation and generalities that meant she couldn’t be pinned down.

Now, she was being purposely obtuse to cover up her own reporting lapses and also to make whatever tiny thing she had discovered, seem much more important. 

The architecture students were being taught to practise something similar. 

And this kind of manufactured complexity, this abuse of clarity, this pompous strutting is everywhere. 

It’s a fact of human life that we rarely like to look stupid. And we very often confuse complexity and difficulty with signs of intellect. The more incomprehensible a document is, or a report, or an announcement, the more we think it must be stupid old us that doesn’t get it. 

That tendency makes us very vulnerable to snake oil.

The truth is that all too often, this is the age of empty-speak and empty-think. We are busily creating and promoting a culture where things look as if they signify something or are something or should be something when, if you get a chance to look more closely there may not be much there at all.

The challenge of our age is no longer to turn a sow’s ear into a silk purse – that is, a collection of bits into an automobile, a canvas into a painting, piles of bricks into a beautiful building, a child into a scholar  …

Instead, it’s how to pretend that something, that is nothing, is actually something. 

Indeed, all too often today, with the help of spin, hype, jargon and money, nothing is the new something.

How do we keep our heads in this tidal wave of information and communication and data, so much of which is nonsense or muddled. More importantly, for at least many of us can remember different times, how do we teach kids – born into all of this - to wise up and see through to what matters? That’s the challenge. 

How do we teach kids to look at the world with the coolly wise eyes of Hans Christian Andersen’s little boy who dared to say: the emperor isn’t wearing any clothes. 

How do we teach them the skill of discernment?

In 1985, Neil Postman wrote in the foreword to his book, Amusing Ourselves to Death, that it was Aldous Huxley rather than George Orwell who had come closer to predicting the future. 

In his book 1984, George Orwell feared that the truth would be concealed from us. Conversely, in Brave New World, Huxley feared the truth would be drowned in a sea of irrelevance. 

Orwell feared we would become a captive culture. Huxley feared we would become a trivial culture,

In 1984, people are controlled by inflicting pain on them. In Brave New World, they are controlled by inflicting pleasure. 
Orwell feared those who would deprive us of information. Huxley feared those who would give us so much that we would be reduced to passivity and egoism. 
A Columbia Journalism Review study published at the end of last year [2008] counted 150 million websites and 70 million blogs now available to us – and they’re increasing at the rate of 10,000 a day. 

Interestingly, that same Columbia study revealed that young people did actually want to read more in-depth news – but they became enervated, debilitated, by their inability to sort through all this material, much of which was poor quality. They developed instead a kind of learned helplessness. 

However much they wanted more news, they became unable or unwilling to get it. 

From the 13th century on, there have been mutterings of information overload. Monks at their calligraphy fretted over the numbers of books being produced. Gutenberg and his printing press made things worse. 

But even in the mid-19th century it was possible for a person to be well-read and educated across science, the arts, literature, religion because the world of knowledge in Victorian times was small enough to be comfortably explored. 

The International Reading Association tells us that around 1000 books are published internationally every day and the total of all printed knowledge doubles every five years. Reuters estimates that more information has been produced in the last 30 years as in the last 5000.

With twitter, facebook, myspace, RSS feeds, flickr… and everything else, the figures for the future are even more daunting. 
But how much of it matters? Is worthwhile? Or is rubbish?
As the British neuroscientist Susan Greenfield reminds us – we may have information, but do we have knowledge?
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In every age, there are always alchemists promising to turn dross into gold. 

The 21st century alchemist is the person promising to deliver bigger, and better, profits for less work, less investment. Buy into this theory or that one they say – whether it’s TQM (Total Quality Management) or emotional intelligence or spiritual intelligence or participatory management or best practice - and you will prosper. You can even have fewer staff, maybe pay them less, they claim, and you can maintain or improve quality … 

I’m often reminded of that old saying – if it sounds too good to be true, it usually is too good to be true.

We are suckers for a new theory though. Especially if it is attached to a dazzling array of numbers and statistics. 

It doesn’t matter how long we have been on this earth, we humans are always thinking we can somehow corral the universe and make it explicable. 

Now, for obvious reasons, many of these theories fall flat on their face – but to make up for that, and to keep those theories coming, we have developed into a society where a façade, a promise and a lot of words seem to matter far more than being able to actually deliver the goods. 

Snake-oil salesmen have always existed but our 21st century is snake oil paradise – from the billion dollar boom in magic skin creams, to the risky promises of the investment bankers and strategists who helped bring about this last world recession, to the multiplication of jobs, committees, organisations, reviews and inquiries that never seem to quite get us to where they promised they would.

It’s so often about the promises – and the ability to put on a show. We want to be impressed - but what impresses us makes me think of a medicine man doing tricks in a 19th century circus tent in the wilds of Wyoming. 

CUT FROM SPEECH Last Monday [August 24, 2009], I tore out these cuttings for you. 
One story was about students ditching “chalk and talk” to instead work with interactive white boards and something called a “learner response device”. With this device, a student sees a question its screen – that student then texts in the answer – which magically appears on the white board so both teacher and class could see it.

Why?

Are our children not capable of walking to the front of the classroom and writing on a board? Don’t we already have an epidemic of obesity – of kids who are overfed and under-exercised? For the life of me, I cannot see the advantage to anyone – except to the company selling the devices and making them seemingly indispensable. So of course, every few years, they have to be replaced and updated. 

The  headmaster of an extremely successful selective private school said to me: “I’ll install computers in every classroom in my school overnight if anyone can demonstrate to me that there’s a need for them.”

The other story was a media one, about a neuro-marketing company which is tracking brain activity while people watched advertisements. By recording the brain’s electrical activity, the company can measure emotional processes; to reveal what consumers liked in an ad; what they remembered…

Now here was the killer par for me. The company’s director of sales said that using their technology, they had picked up a problem when the television ad consisted of a little story followed by the brand-name.
The director said they had discovered that putting the brand at the end of the ad meant the consumer’s brain had often switched off by then, and the brand wasn’t remembered. 

This kind of thing makes me want to talk like an airhead – like duh???

I could have told them that 30 years ago. John Singleton could have told them that 40 years ago. ENDS CUT SECTION
Once upon a time, we used commonsense and observation to work these things out – but now apparently that’s not enough.

Instead, we hire highly specialized consultants to clog our brains and bookshelves and desks with information and data and devices that we don’t need and that can get in the way. 

As Thoreau remarked in Walden: “ Our inventions are wont to be pretty toys which distract our attention from serious things. They are but improved means to an unimproved end, an end which it was already but too easy to arrive at.”
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The British physicist and novelist, C.P. Snow, was extremely critical of the way, as he put it, that the Industrial Revolution had occurred without intellectuals noticing it.

By comparison, we have been hyper-aware of the revolutions of our times, the technological one, the economic one, and globalization. We have been in such awe of it all, so ready to see them changing everything about our lives, that we have rushed to throw the baby out with the bathwater.

We have shown an astonishing ability to humbly hand over much to the younger generation – or to hi-tech experts who talk the lingo - simply because they know about computers and technology and we, the daggy elders, don’t.

I listen with wide eyes to adults who seriously tell me that spelling and grammar don’t matter any more, not in this new exciting fast hi-tech world of ours where kids have such agile thumbs and such novel ways of reducing language to SMS text. 

That’s when I comfort myself with the contemplations of neuroscientists, both here and overseas, as they explore the developing brain, and the relatively new concept of neuro-plasticity, which means the brain isn’t set from birth but continues to adapt and change. 

I wonder about the consequences of young brains simply not getting the stimulation and experiences that has shaped brains for centuries.

When I researched The Triumph of the Airheads, I spent a considerable amount of time interviewing neuroscientists, exploring a pretty radical idea. Were we actually creating airheads?

What if the radical overhaul of technology, teaching, values and culture of the last two decades has meant we have done the equivalent of early settlers going to a new land and insisting on planting new crops instead of what had prospered there before?

How do we know that the old methods - making kids learn their multiplication tables, teaching Latin grammar - had developed over thousands of years because those methods triggered not just learning, but changes in the brain that actually allowed the brain to keep on learning?

A pediatrician who specializes in neurology tells me that there do seem to be critical windows in development where if we don’t get something – “language, maybe maths, probably lots of other areas” - you can’t get it later perhaps because the brain simply prunes back those areas, those connections between neurones, that don’t get used. 

Another Sydney neurologist asks rhetorically during one interview with me: “Is it important to know Euclid and know how to do fundamental theorems, even if you will never be an architect or surveyor? Was learning the fundamental classics in Latin and ancient Greek, like studying Virgil, Homer and Horace, a way of learning how to learn and how to think?”

More recently, the Canadian psychiatrist Norman Doidge has published his fascinating book – The Brain That Changes Itself. Last year, he commented: “In the '60s, there were things that were part of a kind of classical education that people did away with because they thought that they were irrelevant like an almost fanatical attention to elocution and handwriting, or memorising long poems. But, it now turns out that what these activities did is they exercised very important parts of the brain that allow you to think in long sentences, have deep internal monologues and a certain amount of grace in all kinds of expression. And probably a lot of damage was done by doing away with these exercises that were there for good reasons we didn't understand.”

He went on: “The simplest example would be memory of long verses of poetry. It allows you to speak in public and have long, deep paragraphs of thought in private.”

By comparison, The Sydney Morning Herald recently published a piece on its Op-Ed page from a year 10 student at an exclusive girls’ school [SCEGGS, Darlinghurst]. This young woman was defending her generation and the art of texting. She took on Baroness Greenfield, the British neuroscientist I mentioned earlier, who had lamented in print that “When we look back at the letters written by soldiers in the trenches to their loved ones at home, in which they tried to express their feelings on love and death and war, we cannot pretend the modern text equivalent – ‘Luv u miss u x’ is an adequate replacement.”

Our young contributor commented loftily, snarkily: “Er, why not? It gets the point across without needing a soap opera to explain love to us.”

Later in the same piece, our young student admitted that we still love Shakespeare but she recommended – smugly – that he could do with a good edit. 

Now, I don’t know what you were doing when you were in Year 10, but I can tell you that as a baby-boomer, I was learning about the world and testing myself out too. But at least I wasn’t being encouraged by a serious broadsheet newspaper to make an arrogant goose of myself. 
I felt sorry for this young girl and for what was ahead of her.

It was all I could do not to ring up the principal of her school demanding that she teach her pupils the meaning of the words - humility, wisdom and curiosity. 

But as the very funny American commentator Stephen Colbert has wryly warned: “Remember kids! In order to maintain an untenable position, you have to be actively ignorant.”

People like me – who are quite fond of correct spelling and grammar, who believe that the essence of communication is clarity, and who are in awe of knowledge and want to acquire more – are called all sorts of names, like conservative or elitist. 

This seems a bit rich given I’m only wishing that people knew where the apostrophe in it’s goes. 

But just as we are venerating nothingness, elevating it to great heights, so do we seem to be denigrating something-ness. 

The author Gabrielle Carey told me a story of our times. A radio host had a contract renewal coming up. Early one morning, in the carpark, her path crossed that of her ABC boss. He said to her: “I’ve just been listening to Clive Robertson and he’s wonderful. For the last five minutes, he’s talked about nothing. That’s the problem with you. You can’t talk about nothing.”

It’s paradoxical – the more we believe in the something that is really nothing, the more those things that really do have substance become either overlooked or disregarded. 

And I’m saying this to you because I think many of us know exactly what is going on – but we feel abashed about speaking out. When my Airheads book was published, there was a common theme to the many letters and emails I received: “Thank you for writing this book; I thought it was just me.” 

I think a very good example of the way things of substance are now held in contempt is the way in which books are regarded. 

A librarian recently told me a horror story. A widow bequeathed her husband’s extensive library to one of Australia’s big universities. It was promptly turned into land-fill. 

The widow was flabbergasted, stunned, distraught … But there was nothing she could do. She hadn’t thought to mention in the bequest that … um … The books should be kept intact, so that people could read them, consult them, enjoy them, learn from them…

This particular university, one of the ones which has made a great fuss of its digitization plans for its own library, has decided that books – these wonderful things that are so substantial – are nothing. 

(Incidentally, it has also ensured that from now on, the university library will be strapped to continuously paying out for computers, updated computers, IT staff, software…That’s what’s so marvellous about a book – you buy it once and it can last for hundreds of years, sometimes longer.  Which may also give you some clues as to why there’s such denigration of books – they don’t make enough money for people. Where would Bill Gates be if he’d simply opened up a chain of corner book stores?)

What terrifies me is that we are in danger of becoming a culture that cannot tell the difference between something-ness and nothing-ness. And if we ever do, it’s often only when it’s too late. 

Something-nothingness is nearly always held up by the fact that there are so many people involved – and so many of them making a very good living out of it – that no-one has any interest in blowing the whistle. 

But there’s another reason why something-nothingness thrives  - and it’s us. 

It’s the same reason why the snake oil salesmen thrived. We want them too. We want to believe there’s an easy solution to what ails us. 

The human body is a wily mechanism. It is programmed genetically to do things with the least amount of effort. That is how humans survive – by conserving energy, by being very efficient, so the body and mind operate with minimal effort.  

Another way of looking at it is that we are naturally programmed to be lazy. 

In his book, Something For Nothing, Brian Tracy talks about the way we individuals have enormous capacity to choose the way we think and act, but it’s a choice that is often sabotaged by the all too human desire to get rewards without doing the work. 

For instance, there is now a thriving new industry that promises to teach people how to think. 

What was once acquired through years of study, reading, analysing, debate, and observation can now be got apparently, they say, from attending a few seminars. 

For a sizeable fee of course. 

Companies bring in “thinking” consultants to teach staff how to strategise, order their thoughts, think laterally … One such consultant told a reporter how she had got the staff of a water utility company to do a word association test. The staff were worried about contamination. 

She said “elephant” randomly, and instantly, she said, they thought of “trunk” and the idea of having water in reserve for emergencies.
Wow! Fancy that! 

Again, all I want to say is “duh”. 
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In his book American Theocracy, Kevin Phillips, an American political commentator and former strategist for the Republican Party, talked about the “financialisation” of an economy. That’s when an economy turns away from manufacturing – that is, creating or building something – indeed – making a silk purse out of a sow’s ear, in other words – to an economy that is based on nothing much more that moving and managing money. 

People make money simply because of the deals they are doing – in finance, in banking, in real estate, in insurance. When these people go from a business meeting, they leave nothing concrete behind except for the deal they have created which then creates money for them.

Just this week, Canadian economist and author Jim Stanford, enlarged on that to the ABC’s PM when he was talking about his own book Economics for Everyone. He said, echoing Phillips, “the financial sector is a part of the economy but it's not the most important part of the economy. 

“In fact,” – he said – “in many ways it has very little to do with what the true economy is about, which is about average people getting up, going to work, producing something useful, a good or a service that has inherent value  …”

He continued: “This meltdown in some ways is the culmination of say three decades or so of a trend where we glorified finance….  the over-development and the hyperactivity of this broad paper economy … ”
I think the financialisation of our economy – this move from the tangible to the intangible - is matched, not surprisingly, by an increasing inability to feel that you can never quite put your finger on something … never quite cut through the figures and stats to the reality. 

So what does all this do to our kids?

Well, I think one of the things it does is send them a little haywire, off-balance. 

I did a story at the beginning of this year about the covert bullying that goes on between adult women. It’s a problem few women like to admit but it goes on all the time. And the story that ran in The Weekend Australian Magazine got the biggest post-bag they’d had in years.  

I researched bullying overall, as part of that story, and I was intrigued, bothered to discover – as you all have as well – not just how widespread the problem now is, but how much bullying has changed in the past 40 years. I don’t mean that it is now done in cyber-space but that the victims have changed. Or rather, now, almost anyone can be a victim.

The way bullying used to be practised reflected much more the ways of the animal kingdom than it does now. By that I mean, that sadly, cruelly, it used to be the kids that looked a bit different from the rest of the herd, were a bit different, who suffered unless there were good teachers and courageous pupils around to stop it. 

Now, as we know, anyone can be bullied. If someone is too pretty, too smart, too good-looking, too good at sport. Maybe they just have a nicer family life than someone-else … And so this rampant bullying is bizarre. 
It is competitiveness gone off its head because it has no idea where it is trying to get to. 

And I would argue, that it may be related to the lack of firm ground under people’s feet. That if you have a smoke and mirrors society, if we are all wandering in a chimera, if we are constantly being hoodwinked – and yet can see no real escape – if we are constantly confused, but can’t find a way out – then we all go a little nuts.

We human-beings do steer our way through our lives using a moral compass and a sense of boundaries – but once you take those away, we’re like pilots flying at night who get confused and can’t work out where the horizon is, which way is up, or down. 

BREAK

George Bernard Shaw’s observation that youth is wasted on the young can be seen as a waspish indictment of anyone under 21.

Now that I’m my age, I see his observation as something-else, as a wistful and inevitable yearning to pass on to young ones the wisdom we have so that they won’t have the same regrets when they get to our age. 

It is of course a yearning that can never be satisfied. 

However, I feel that in our relentless pursuit of money at the cost of commonsense over the previous 50 or so years that we have now created a world where the odds are so unfairly stacked against the young, that we have to do something about it. 

It is not fair to let them go out into these tangled forests of information and over-hyped theory, leaving them to either reject it all or become hopelessly lost and vulnerable to a message that the way out of all problems is to spend. 

I am chilled by the observation from a PBS documentary, Merchants of Cool, in which a media observer said of marketers: “They look at the teen market as part of this massive empire that they’re colonizing. Teens are like Africa.”

My task today was to talk about the art of discernment – the skill that allows us to tell the difference between something that is something and nothing that is dressed up to be something.

Baroness Greenfield believes that our era is “increasingly answer-rich but question-poor”. She means we have information everywhere – but are we asking enough of the right questions?

She told the ABC on a visit to Australia – “we owe it to our young people to help them ask questions”.
I wish every child at the age of 12 could start learning logic – particularly the art of identifying false arguments. When I question my bank or my council about why they’ve introduced something new and costly and seemingly unnecessary, I’m amazed at how often the person on the other end simply uses the circular argument – we’re doing this because we’re doing it.

A good dose of Logic 101 at an early age might help the next generations deal with this. 

I also got out my copy of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s Le Petit Prince – The Little Prince - as I prepared for this talk. 

Even as I looked it, I could remember – courtesy of all that old fashioned rote learning - the book’s key phrase coming back to me and in French too – on ne voit bien qu’avec le coeur. L’essentiel est invisble pour les yeux.
One can only see well with the heart. What is important is invisible to the eye.

Of course this relies on giving your heart – your ears, your brain a break from computers and ipods and homework and texting and mobiles and friends always in your ear … It means time for reflection. Time to think for yourself. 

In late 2005, I interviewed Dr Richard Webster, the pediatrician I mentioned earlier. He was working then in neurology, at Westmead children’s hospital, He wondered to me aloud about the way no-one spends much time reflecting anymore. We were walking through his hospital’s wide-open walkways that linked the different floors and corridors and he said, “I love this space. It’s not really used but it gives you time to think.” 

He asked me, “What impact will it have on our society if children don’t grow up with reflection time and knowing how to reflect?” 

It’s in the time we spend alone with ourselves where we learn what we really think, how we really feel. It’s in those moments, I believe, when we are free to wander our imaginations when we are – paradoxically – able to get most in touch with reality. 

It’s that time when you work out what you still want to discover, what questions you want to ask. 

I wish every child could also be taught to put 30 minutes aside each day to just be on their own – to get some freedom from the constant noise of communication and information. 
You’re the monarchs of your principalities – surely you can issue a decree?
It’s that static of constant communication and information which is most confusing – and which, as we know, is often designed to confuse.

Jut 30 minutes of calm alone-ness – what a difference it might make to how these adults of tomorrow learn to think. 
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Thank you for listening to me. 

Just to finish up…. after following all these proscriptions, taking heed of these warnings – we may very well produce children who grow up to be discerning, to know what is idiocy and what makes sense.

But they also may learn – from hard experience and observation – that saying such things doesn’t always bring rewards.

In fact, the opposite.

The encouragement is always there to keep admiring the emperor’s new clothes. Because it’s safer; it doesn’t make enemies; it’s career-enhancing. 

So that’s the next lesson – not just recognizing idiocy – not just realizing when nothing has been dressed up as something - but having the courage to point it out. 

And do something about it.
ENDS
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