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'The art of government' accor<linp, t o 
Friedrich Theodor Vischer, 'consists of 
layins responsibility into clean hands.' 
This is not a perspective which seems t o 
have been of r r eat importanc e in the 
current e l ection campaiBn, even though 
recent events in Sta t e and municipal 
politics may be thou~ht t o have raised the 
question. It is worth thinkinp, for a 
moment why we have little interest in 
the subject o f the inte~rity of our 
politicians. I can think c f several 
r eas oni:.. 

In the firs t pl ace, federal politics seem 
very r emo t e. Few of us know a politician; 
few of us are able to of f er any assessment 
of their honesty fr om personal exper i ence. 
In our system of f;Overnment this is 
inevitable; but the isolation o f our 
polit ic ians is increased by our apathy 
and unwillin;:-ness tL' t:ike politics 
seriously. This is iw t [Ood f e r them or 
for us. 

Secondly, there is a t endency t G take the 
intef rity of our leaders for ~ranted. It 
is assumed tha t Australia has a uniform 
set cf morals, and that, on the whol e, 
men are decent. Neither of these a ssump­
tions is valid. Australia has chosen t o 
be a s o-called 'plura list s ociety' ; there 
are now different mcral standards, or none 
at all, and the evidence for this is plain 
on every side. Men do ne t cbey God' s 
standards, and they now have less and 
l ess conscience abcut their failures t o do 
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so. It would be fo olish t o suppose that politicians are 
different from the m~jority of the citizens they represent. 

The third reason f or ne[lect of the question of inteprity 
in politics, is the revers e of the last. There is a 
pervadinp cynicism about politicians ; a determination to 
believe the worst ; a conviction thct politicians are all 
f reedy and self-seekinp, a ll willin~ t o bend the rules in 
their own favour , In a famous sta tement Lord Acton said 
'Power corrupts, and absolute power corrupts absolutely . 1 

Bel ief in such a view means th::i.t we refuse t o care about 
s t.::rndards. 

On t his score it s eems t o me th.::it Lord Acton's statemEnt 
that 'power corrupts' needs t o be challenp, ed. Excc::ssive 
cynicism is unhealthy ; it paralyses ac tinn, and is a 
cloak fo r irmnorality and l ack of compassfrm. We must insist 
· n hifh standards in public life; we must insist that bribery 
and corruption continue t o be repreh c::nsible; we must utt er 
the stronRest pr e test about r cu1h-house tactics . The 
standards of public lif0 are deplorable; but they can be 
better. If we abandon this position we will ultimately find 
ourselves ruled by criminals . Then, indeed, may God save 
Austrnlie! 

There is a strcn rc connection between effective povernment and 
morality. Leadership requires trust ; we cannot be led by rnen 
whose word "re have every reason t o doubt. Those with cl e~:m 

hands may no t be the cleverest politicians; but a man without 
lnte3rity can never have true wisdom. 

'The art of government consists of laying responsibility into 
clean hands. 1 A last word on this subject: in Australia, 
we pride ourselves on bein9, self-povernin~. Ultimately, 
despite the cynics, this is true; fr om the ranks o f ordinary 
Australians come the politicians and public servants who rule 
us. But they will not have clean hands and pure hearts, 



~ 

unless we do; f or they are part of us; and 
we sovern curselves. How effective are we 
at the 'crt of government'? Not very - we 
cannot take this rcspcnsibility with clean 
hands ourselves. 
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