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Some of this comes from a discussion in Canberra about the future, organised by the ACTU. As happens with this type of paper, it grows a little at each airing.

Australia today is in much better shape than it was in the fifties or even the seventies, but most of us are much less optimistic about its future. We have become a more diverse and creative society: the many changes have created material wellbeing for most and better acceptance of once discriminated against groups such as women, gays and non-Anglos. But the downside is that the three decades plus of almost incessant often confronting change has resulted in a divided, over-anxious citizenry. The political system and party responses have been, too often, those that embed fears and injustices. Many gains seem to be at risk of being lost and some ugly tendencies seem to be in ascendance. 

My question is what can we do to make it better? Too many critics complaining and aping Chicken Little fail to provide options and optimism about the possibilities for creating a more civil society. So here are some immodest suggestions:

1. Remedy the trust deficit, not the financial one. We need to create greater generalised trust of other people, particularly strangers and the Other as well as making the institutions of governance and resource distribution more trustworthy. 
2. Recognise that tensions and some civil levels of conflict are the drivers of change and creativity not just dividers. An overarching strategy for creating more civil societies needs to recognise the sometimes conflicting requirements of respect for diversity, rights and individual dignity, as well as encouraging mutuality, reciprocity and collective responsibilities. 

3. Create perceptions of fairness. We need to operate through ethical modes that are transparent and thereby reduce anxieties and increase generalised social and personal good will and optimism. 

4. Create a climate for freedom and equity to co-exist and where care, creativity and individuality are all nurtured. There need not be inherent conflicts between equity and the freedom to create, but this depends on appropriate mixtures of trust and empathy making tensions creative not destructive. 

5. These are the values that we need to explore: trustworthiness, ethical and respectful relations, built under assumptions of good will and the need to promote the general good.
These strategies have become necessary because of the damage done by the almost thirty years of pounding the public with officially sanctioned negative views on the problems of human social capacities. This came first through neo-liberalism which created great suspicion of governments, collectivities and the public sharing of risk. This has now almost entirely morphed into neoconservatism which has further undermined faith in humanity by extending the neo-liberal project of harnessing self interest to create wealth, into controlling the presumed evil of the less powerful. These ideologies both misuse neo-classical economics to legitimise fundamentalist belief in humans as sinners, using fear and envy as political tools to undermine many generous forms of social solidarity.

The neo-liberal takeover of both Keynesian models of the economy and socialist dreams of Utopia left the progressive sectors stranded without another materialist analysis. The flaws of Stalinism and ineffective bureaucracies of the welfare state made it easier for the critics to undermine anything seen as leftist, This continuing gap has allowed many former radicals and third way proponents to take on as gospel some diktats of the superiority of the market. Some saw their role, at best, of mitigating the damage, rather than challenging the basic assumptions. 
The change in the nineties saw neo-liberalism loose ground as the social re-emerged on political agendas. There were some alternatives emerging which recognised the importance of emotional and ideational in decision. However, the right took on the lessons leaving the remaining left in further limbo, just beginning to question whether materialism could explain it all. Meanwhile the Howard government uses issues such as gay marriage, patriotism ,the history wars, education and political correctness to grab this ground and a few small c conservatives on the left suggest reclaiming some of these concepts as a response. 
I am suggesting a more radical response which starts from different assumptions, ie that human beings are potentially altruistic and co-operative, as well as able to be competitive. When we are trusted and we trust others in ethical frameworks that allow us to think and judge collectively, we tend to behave well towards others. However, we are also capable of becoming complicit in wrongdoing if that is the price of acceptance into unethical societies.  We need ensure our institutions can encourage fairness and trustworthiness, as well as material well being which requires more focus on how our institutions deliver goods and services. 

Let us start by looking at the three sectors that need to balance each other in a good society. One is the market which can deliver finance based efficiency, invention and value, another, the state that can deliver fairness and good governance on the basis of law, and the third is the community’s voluntary contributions of care, passions and ideas. Too much power for any one sector can create serious difficulties eg markets become the Mafia, states become Stalinist, the community pursues passions with violence eg Rwanda. There needs to be levels of both separation of roles and trust worthiness, sometimes labelled social capital to make the systems work well. 
Each sector needs to be the necessary critic of the others, and that is not happening now. NGOs are too close to both government and the corporate sector, the corporates are too powerful and the government is out of control and seeks to silence its critics. There are things we need to do to start the processes of change. We need to think through our role as citizens:
· Examine our own beliefs and ensure we have not absorbed too much of the ideology of self interest, and commit to ethical ways of moving on
· Reject the inevitability of market forces pervading everything and recognise that neo-liberalism and neo-conservatism are on the way out and there is space for other values and proposals  

· Avoid sentimentalising about mythic pasts, as it was never so good! 

· Develop some basic optimism about other human beings and trust the voters’ capacity for good judgment, if well informed 

· Consider whether the costs of using fear and doom-saying as campaign strategies are effective or counter productive 

· Use and support the services that remain in the public sphere

· Create some independent resources to develop policy proposals and alternatives so we become innovators and leaders. 
For governments or putative ones:
· Change the Corporations Act at the Federal level to require triple bottom line or corporate social responsibility reporting for all three sectors ie the public sphere, NGOs and the for profit sectors and move shareholders down the priority stakeholder list to follow environmental and social needs  

· Increase transparency and real accountability through FOI, effective rights protections and other forms of monitoring; 

· Include healthy relationships as a core item in assessing social policy-making and recognise that people are not competitive rational individuals but social beings 

· Recreate the concept of communal sharing of risks and the need for collective provisions that are not just a safety net but a wider network of support for all 

· Recognise the need for public spaces such as parks, roads, educational and other facilities, as sharing spaces that build links and recognition of common interests 

· Understand that social skills are learned and ensure that all children have continuing affordable access to group processes from well before school age so we all learn how to connect, mix and communicate with strangers as well as familiars 

· Ensure that universities move back to being sources of knowledge, not just vendors of degrees and research skills, 

· Fund critics and independent advocacy groups in ways that ensure they cannot be silenced, and make sure that NGOs retain their independence from both business and government 

· Be careful of concepts like harmony and tolerance and recognise that healthy societies contain conflict and discord, but within civil bounds.  

There are indicators that the majority is not necessarily happy with what is on offer. The rise of many fundamentalisms is a response to feelings of isolation and many emotional and social disruptions. The political switch from neo-liberalism to neo-conservatism and the attendant use of fear of both terrorism and moral decline are social, not economic, shifts. 

There is no one solution, but many possibilities. Human behaviours are complex, often irrational and inconsistent. We all use a mix of emotions and reason for decision making and combine material circumstance with a range of other factors, like a sense of belonging and a need for the good opinion of others. 
People need some positive images of social futures or too many people will turn inwards. We must develop societies that encourage civil behaviours through recreating collectivity, collaboration, co-operation and mutuality by telling stories that craft a sense of ‘we’ and ‘us’, not just ‘I’ and ‘me’. At the same time, the story must include our differences, uniqueness and individuality.    
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