





[image: image]












Glyn Davis AC is CEO of the Paul Ramsay Foundation, which works to end intergenerational poverty. He was previously Vice-Chancellor of the University of Melbourne and remains Distinguished Professor of Political Science at the Australian National University and visiting Professor at the Blavatnik School of Government, Oxford. He delivered the Boyer Lectures on the future of higher education in 2010.









[image: image]









Writers in the On Series


Fleur Anderson


Gay Bilson


John Birmingham


Julian Burnside


Blanche d’Alpuget


Paul Daley


Glyn Davis


Robert Dessaix


Juliana Engberg


Sarah Ferguson


Nikki Gemmell


Stan Grant


Germaine Greer


Sarah Hanson-Young


Jonathan Holmes


Daisy Jeffrey


Susan Johnson


Malcolm Knox


Barrie Kosky


Sally McManus


David Malouf


Paula Matthewson


Rick Morton


Katharine Murphy


Dorothy Porter


Leigh Sales


Mark Scott


Tory Shepherd


Annika Smethurst


Tim Soutphommasane


David Speers


Natasha Stott Despoja


Anne Summers


Tony Wheeler


Ashleigh Wilson


Elisabeth Wynhausen









We find ourselves in the city of Omelas, ‘bright-towered by the sea’. The bayside setting is beautiful, the citizens lithe and carefree, the political system simple and accommodating. There are no kings, no slaves, just happy people. As the short story opens, the city begins its annual Festival of Summer.


Yet there is a price for such shared joy. In a basement beneath one building is a locked door leading to a room with no window. Trapped within is a small distressed child, neglected, shunned and squatting on a dirt floor. Occasionally the door opens and people stand briefly on the threshold, staring with ‘frightened, disgusted eyes’ at the child. Hastily, the food bowl and water jug are refilled, the door locked and darkness restored.


Every person in Omelas knows about the locked door and its prisoner; many will visit while still young and find themselves sickened by the sight. They understand that the wealth and prosperity of their city depends on maintaining the child’s ‘abominable misery’. Some would like to help but feel powerless. They know Omelas would fall if the child was released, cleaned and given back its life.


These are the terms for a rich and fulfilled existence in Omelas. Whatever their private qualms, most people accept the bitter injustice that one must suffer so everyone else can be happy. For a handful, though, the knowledge becomes unbearable. Always alone, a woman or man will quietly leave the city and keep travelling, ever further into the darkness.


In ‘The Ones Who Walk Away from Omelas’, novelist and poet Ursula Le Guin asks what suffering we will accept in return for social harmony. Implicit is a very personal question: are we the idealists who cannot endure rough treatment for a stranger and flee, or the pragmatists who find a way to live with our guilty conscience so most people can thrive? The choices made by the citizens of Omelas are conscious and deliberate, even if quickly put out of mind.


Le Guin reminds us that birth is the great gamble. She points to the strange calculus at its core. In life we take a ticket and are born into families, health, genders, ethnicities and societies we do not choose. We may be a fulfilled citizen or the child in the basement.


Birth is a throw of the dice. The consequences can last a lifetime. If you believe people deserve an equal chance to prosper, this game of chance is deeply disturbing if nothing follows to even up the inherent unfairness.


My brothers and I were blessed, born into a loving family. We were encouraged, supported, nurtured. Our parents live still by a profound faith that frames their ethics, makes them trusting, generous to others, charitable, understanding, forgiving of human flaws. Such good fortune reflects no merit on our part, just the lottery at work.


Begin in a modestly prosperous family and life, by and large, can be good. Be a neglected child – or the child of a neglected child – and the shadow may fall over every aspect of your existence and stalk the next generation. Get sick, flee war, be deprived of education, suffer discrimination, have your land appropriated by settlers and the odds are stacked against you.


Chance shapes us. We find the right partner, win an unexpected election and life hurtles in a new and exciting direction. Or an obscure coronavirus mutates, a long boom ends brutally and millions are thrown into unemployment. Our existence is not linear.


As the economist Robert H. Frank argues, luck plays ‘a much larger role in important life outcomes’ than most people imagine. ‘There, but for an accident of birth, or the grace of God, or the mystery of fate, go I,’ philosopher Michael Sandel reminds us.


This inescapable lottery poses a moral question. Birth is always a gamble but must the life that follows be tied to the same game of chance?


There are millions of Australians who believe good fortune carries a responsibility to help those facing difficulty. Some 80 per cent of adult Australians make charitable donations each year, and many invest their time helping charities and other community organisations such as schools.


Volunteers with the Salvation Army work in the charity’s stores, provide legal services, and undertake street work with the homeless and young people in distress. They fan out across Australia for the annual Red Shield Appeal. Many charitable services would not be possible without these big-hearted Australians. The Salvation Army describes such work as the ‘everyday embodiment of love in action’.


As my brothers and I grew up, we watched our parents volunteer year after year at the St Vincent de Paul Society. They told us little at the time, but reminisced later in life about what must have proved a sometimes wrenching experience.


Like many charities, Vinnies received endless appeals for support. Since the charity could not meet demand, nor afford many paid staff, volunteers would be asked to visit and assess, sympathetically, the need in a distressed household.


The chain began in the local Vinnies shop, where my mother worked with like-minded volunteers sorting donations of clothes, furniture and toys into piles to give away or sell.


Money made in the shop would fund vouchers. These my parents carried with them on home visits in response to requests for help. Decades later, my father can still describe in detail the empty fridges, the cold houses, the distraught migrants and the abandoned wives with no money and young children to feed. The assistance offered felt inadequate though essential. And charity carried a sting – the vouchers, redeemable at a local supermarket, were clearly marked: ‘Not to be used for alcohol.’


Here was poverty stark and immediate with charity unable to do more than respond to the urgent.


As a graduate student at the Australian National University I joined a college program to distribute meals on wheels. In wealthy Canberra I thought there may be few takers. The long Saturdays collecting hot food and driving it to grateful people proved otherwise. Those we served were usually old, struggling on a pension, and sometimes fearful about keeping their small apartment as bills overwhelmed meagre finances.


All lived frugal lives. Many were lonely. They felt cast out, telling stories that underlined isolation. They had drifted to the national capital for work or relationships and later found themselves alone with nowhere to go, no place where they belonged. Here was hunger for company and meaning, when all we could offer was an ear and warm food in a plastic tub covered with silver foil.
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‘Poverty is the enemy of our collective happiness. That is why

every Cabinet member and parliamentarian in every Australian

government should read this book.”

MARCIA LANGTON
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