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Menzies' statements from the 1930s suggest that he saw the foremost
purpose of education as being to provide the individual with a broad
ethical framework. In 1945, he argued in Parliament that *The f{irst fuaction
of education is to produce a good man and a good citizen.?¢ The
educational philosophy of Menzies also related to his continuing
fascination with what he saw as the cultural values of England and the
tradition of an English ‘liberal education’ for social and political leaders
that stretched back into the eighteenth century.’” As early as 1939 Menzies
was advocating that those with the privilege of extended education shouid
use their acquired knowledge for social benefit: ‘The English tradition that
education involves public responsibilities is a healthy one’.38 In his address
on The Forgotten People in 1943 he argued that universities could not be
‘mere training schools’ but should preserve ‘pure learning’ so bringing
into train ‘a comparative sense of the mind, and leading to what we need
so badly—the recognition of values which are other than pecuniary’.?® As
prime minister, Menzies provided strong support for development of such
ideals in the Australian Universities. Thus Menzies personally arranged for
Sir Keith Murray of the British Universities Grants Commission to head an
enquiry into the future of Australian universities leading to a report which
advocated increased funding by enshrining the principle of an English
liberal education: ‘It is the function of the University to offer not merely
a technical and specialist training but a full and true education, befitting a
free man and the citizen of a free country’.® Perhaps more than any other
policy area Menzies saw his legacy in politics resting on what he achieved
for the development of Australian universities. ¥

As prime minister in the period of post-war prosperity and growth
Menzies was also aware of the increasing social demand for education as
well as the need for human capital in a modern economy. He accepted that
levels of education had to increase. In tertiary education this came through
the creation of the Australian Colleges of Education, partly as a2 means of
protecting his conception of the university.#2 But his support for expanded
tertiary education did not extend to public education in general. In the
1940s as Leader of the Opposition, he had proposed an education
commission to consider an extended education system to cope with the
problems of post-war reconstruction.*® As prime minister he continually
resisted the call for more funds for the public system of schools in the
individual Australian States. Rather, from the early 1950s Menzies provided
increasing support for the private sector of schooling through such means
as tax deductions for school fees and interest payments for school building
projects.®

Menzies’ decision in 1963 to introduce of federal aid for science
laboratories in both public and private secondary schools has been
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interpreted in two ways: first, an effort to meet the challenge of the Soviet
Union in science education but also a way to embarrass the Federal Labor
Party Opposition which was divided over the question of state aid to
Catholic schools.® More generally the introduction of federal aid to
Catholic schools marked a major shift in Australian liberalism. The old
colonial sectarian divide between Protestantism and Catholicism was being
ended. Increasingly, Liberal politicians such as Menzies began to
emphasize that education should be based more oa specific Christian
principles which could even embrace Catholicism. Church schools were the
: best way to produce self-reliant, enterprising individuals with an
- appreciation of their responsibilities towards others. 4

The erosion of Protestantism as a foundation of middle class liberalism
was associated with other changes. The campaign for state aid to Church
schools helped to mobilise the Catholic middle class bringing them more
" into the main stream of political debate and discussion. This was the
- beginning of a move of middle class Catholics towards the conservative
side of politics. Initially voting for the Democratic Labor Party, many
middle class Catholics later transferred their loyalties to the Liberal
. Party.#” On the other hand, Brett notes that after the long period of
Menzies’ domination of federal politics a new middle class had emerged
produced in part by expanded higher education. 'The new educated middle
class, many of them employed in the public sector, depended for their
socizl power on the control of knowledge rather than on their capital or
character’.*8 Many of this new ‘concerned middle class’ were part of social
‘movements involved in such issues as campaigns for Aboriginal and
women's rights. They were also attracted to the ‘new liberalism’ of the
Australian Labor Party now under the leadership of Gough Whitlam,
particularly with its agenda of social and educational change.®

But what had changed forever was the colonial settlement on public
education. The Labor Government of 1972-75 came to power on a
programme of promises for the federal funding of education related to
issue of equity. Australian schools would be supported on the basis of need
not on whether they were in the public system. The extension of public
funds to Catholic schools created a precedent in an Australia which was
becoming more ethnically diverse with the impact of post-war
immigration.®® In this sense the early 1970s marks the apogee of the old.
forms of public education associated with Protestant liberalism that had
emerged in the nineteenth century.
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Market Liberalism

The emergence of market or 'neo’ liberalism in Australia over the last
decades of the twentieth centurty was essentially the result of changing
international events and influences, The oil crisis of the 1970s and the end
of the long post-war economic boom threatened the Australian economy
which had operated under tariff protection since the New Protectionism of
the early twentieth century. The subsequent re-structuring of the
Australian economy and the impact of an increasing global market also
brought with it with new ideas. The messages of the ‘New Right’ liberal
individualism of Europeans such as Hayek or the American school of
economics associated with Milton Friedman had a major impact.
Government intervention in the economy and social affairs was seen as the
problem to be solved; markets as the answer,5

The effect on the Australian political system and political ideologies has
been profound. Much of the new policies of economic rationalism and the
dismantling of the old ethic of public enterprises occurred under the
federal Labor Governments in power from 1983 to 1995.5% In the Australian
Liberal Party an even more radical form of market liberalism has emerged.
At the beginning of the 1980s there remained elements of a social liberal
tradition within the federal political system. Many of those who had
become known as the ‘Deakinite Wets' still supported the traditions of
state supporied public education.?® By the end of the 1980s, most of this
group had left the Liberal Party or had been driven out.

The old associations of liberalism with Protestantism had also
disappeared. Even those framing social policies did so from new
perspectives. Nick Greiner, of Hungarian descent, and the first Catholic
Liberal Premier of New South Wales, now spoke for ‘Australian Liberalism
in a Post-ldeological Age': ‘practical’ and ‘empirical’ and concerned with
governing in the ‘public interest’.5* Stripped of its prior religious and
ethical associations it seemed that Australian liberalism was in part
returning to its colonial utilitarian roots.

Of even more significance was the new discourse of ‘choice’ and
individual ‘rights’, fundamentally undermining the older notions of duty
and service of citizenship of the mid-twentieth century middle class.?® As
prime minister of Australia since 1995 John Howard both typifies and
consolidates these views even though he is in some respects a product of
the old ‘moral middle class’. Son of a small businessman, one of Menzies’
‘forgotten people’, Howard sees himself as the heir of 1950s social
consérvatism. But he has none of the commitment of Menzies to the
English libera!l tradition in education. Neither did he share the hostility of
old Libera! Protestant dissent towards Roman Catholicism. Rather he saw
one of his main achievements in the 1960s as convincing the elders in the
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~Liberal Party to embrace middle class Catholics through support for state
“aid to Church schools. 56

- Despite its length of 795 pages the formal biography of Howard gives
~lirtle indication of his specific educational values, His family background
“seemed to promote a view of schooling and university as the entry to the
“real world' of work and a career.5 His political views in the area of
‘education have been more developed over the past two decades in the
climate of market liberalism. From at least 1984, he was arguing that
he principle of state aid to private schools should not be decided on the
~proposition that there were ‘wealthy’ and ‘non-wealthy schools’ but rather
on the different economic needs of parents. Policies should be directed to
assisting parents to exercise something which is not a matter of charity
but a matter of right ... the right to choose the type of education they
want for their children’.®® At the same time, he began 2z continuing critique
of public education arguing that middle class Australians were deserting
the public system because of the rise of ‘secular humanism’ in government
“schools.® As prime minister, he has continued to support this agenda re-
“directing more federal funds to private schools on a formula which
“supposedly recognizes the social profile of families while continuing to
‘raise questions about the standards and values of public schools. Overall,
this has become an agenda that the market place should rule in education
a5 much as in other areas of economic and social life — ‘Our belief in self-
-reliance and individual responsibility means that we favour private
cinitiative, competition and choice over government direction of resources
~and society’. %

- This market liberalism appears to have 2 profound effect on the social
- composition and values of the Australian middie class. With the decline of
:the public sector and public bureaucracies, parts of old ‘middle Australia’
feel betrayed by the erosion of public institutions.® The ‘new’ middle class
- has become more located in small business and private enterprise.$? The
“representatives in Parliament of this ‘aspirational’ middle class —
- 'Howard’s battlers’ — now preach a new view of Australian liberalism. The
- ‘good citizen’ is now someone concerned for the welfare of his own not
the fate of others. ‘Family’ has replaced the state as the site of attention, 6
Within these new political contexts it is not surprising that the
- Australian middle class now seems to be increasingly deserting public
“schools. Over the past two decades the drift to the ‘private sector’ has
- become particularly noted amongst the middle class in the expanding
- suburbs of Australian cities. And while parts of this drift could be related
: to new forms of cultural diversity it is significant that much has been due
- to the rise of small schools attached to Christian religious
.- fundamentalism.%* Older forms of utilitarianism may be being revived but it
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would seem that the Australian Protestant tradition in middle class
liberalism has finally forgotten the reasons why its forefathers supported
public education in the first place.

Some Conclusions

Australian liberalism was first built around British traditions and cultures.
Initially utilitarian in emphasis, colonial liberalism was aiso infused with
elements of Protestant dissent. Both these elements supported the growth
of 2 public education system which assisted the development of a
significant section of the colonial middle class. By the early twentieth
century, an Australian version of the 'New Liberalism’ promoted a civic
culture focused on the development of public education. But middle ciass
public education also lived alongside other form of middle class schooling.
The meritocratic middle class sustained by state action shared many of the
civic and ‘moral’ values of those educated in the corporate schools of the
private sector,

Since the mid-twentieth century Australian liberaiism has undergone
two major shifts. The liberalism of the Liberal Party which Menzies founded
was built around governments assisting private enterprise and endeavour.
While Menzies himself was still attached :o eariier English and colonial
traditions associated with liberalism, post-war economic and social changes
would ultimately undermine the former ‘settiements’ which had created
public education systems. Over the last decades of the twentieth century a
‘liberalism of the market’, created by international events and influences,
has effectively helped to transform the composition and values of the
Australian middle class. A revived Australian version of utilitarianism is
now associated with new discourses of individual ‘rights’ and ‘choice’.
Public education which sustained large parts of the Australian middle class
for over a century now seems in decline. The certainties and values of the
old moral middle class seem to be being replaced by aspirations of
individualism in an uncertain giobal age.
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