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seen primarily as a function of our genes, 
rather than recognising the contributing 
factors brought about by social disparities 
or environmental exposures. This potential 
shift would have greater impact in low and 
middle-income countries. 

A common theme is the need to ensure 
equitable funding for healthcare delivery 
that addresses all causes of health and 
disease, not just genomics, and is provided 
equitably.

The growing focus of government and 
their agencies, research institutions, univer-
sities and patient groups – both nationally 
and internationally – means that this new 
version of patient-centred care will impact 
on healthcare delivery – in time. 

This means that Governments must use 
this transition period to develop the strate-
gies and vision for the healthcare system 
to utilise not only the current applications 
with clinical utility, but put in place the 
capacity and capabilities in terms of infra-
structure and data sharing, workforce and 
service provision that will meet the needs 
of their populations in the next decade. 

However, right now, it is essential that an 
evidence base is developed that promotes 
clinical utility for individuals, their carers 
and/or genetic relatives as well as popula-
tions, and that its application is prioritised 
to those who can most bene�t. The means 
to accumulate this evidence requires that 
personalised medicine be broader than just 
that provided to an individual patient, as 
it will necessitate the sharing of data from 
family members and many, many people 
from all over the world. 

Personalised medicine is not so personal 
after all. AQ

AUTHOR:
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Genetic Counsellor (FHGSA), Foundation Director of NSW Health’s Centre 
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University’s Master of Genetic Counselling program. Her teaching and 
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needs of the community, education and training needs of professionals 
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genetic and genomics technologies. 

PERSONALISED MEDICINE: MORE THAN JUST PERSONAL

The enthusiasm for the potential of personalised 
medicine needs to be tempered while the 

evidence accumulates. 
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If it could be said that there was a fundamental energy that fuelled human society, it 
would be that fissive, uncontrollable, potentially-explosive power born of the tension 
between the past and the future.

We’re drawn to the irresistibility of the future without being able to escape the gravity 
of the past – a convenient over-simplification is: the cold electricity of progress versus 

the warm embrace of nostalgia.

To my mind, the feeling of our social fabric being pulled both forward and back, stretching 
and thinning like a balloon, has never felt so pronounced as it has in the last 12 months. 

The rapid run away of technologies that could alter the very nature of humanity, the fist-
thumping roll-back agendas of Trump and the resurgent Tony Abbott. The alienation of free 
media straight out of the Golden-Age-of-Dictators playbook, stock markets skyrocketing on a 
wave of apparent optimism, even as global cynicism reaches its peak. Entrenched corporate 
interests playing frantic whack-a-mole with disruptive technologies…the list goes on – some-
times it’s hard to know what era we are actually living in.

Most of this edition’s articles exist at this critical past/future junction and a common theme 
links each of these. The power structures that oppose these new movements have chosen to 
be so rigid that adaption is not an option; only destruction is likely to make way for change.

We discuss Open Source Drug Discovery with Dr Alice Williamson, and see how transparent 
science is revealing the transparent greed of Big Pharma. 

Dr Geoff James plots the inevitable transition of Australia’s electricity consumers into ‘pro-
sumers’, at a time when the Australian Government is inexplicably advocating the construc-
tion of more coal-powered energy.

We also stand on the edge of an era of personalised medicine – where we can hold our own 
genetic secrets in our hand. But are we ready for such knowledge, and how can me make sure 
that the future is set up to benefit us? 

And speaking of eras, Dr Andrew Glikson dives into the planet’s geological future/history to 
theorise on how short-lived the Anthropocene will be, and what will be the next geological 
era that human activity has ushered in?

There’s all this and more in this jam-packed edition!
Grant Mills

Editor-at-large
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Land of the Free 
(Market): 

image: © garycycles8-Flickr

Trump was elected on a tide of 
emotional fervour from ‘middle 
America’, while the traditional 
powerhouses of New York and 
California raised stormy billows 

against everything he stood for. Many of 
his hostile pronouncements and Twittered 
epigrams were against the very spirit of 
democracy, particularly those directed at 
minorities within the population.

Some trust that the Congress, although 
dominated by the Republican Party that 
nominated him, will act as a brake on 
his more outlandish intentions. Yet the 
peculiar nature of the Constitution of the 
United States is that its system of separated 

The paradox of democracy is that it is designed to defend 
the freedoms of all and to subject the government to the 

legitimate concerns of the people. Yet those very freedoms 
give licence to those who fundamentally spurn them 

and threaten the ideals of democracy themselves. The 
Inauguration of Donald Trump illustrates the paradox. The 
demonstrations against his accession were greater that the 

public show of support at his swearing in.

ARTICLE BY: Prof Graham Maddox

Graham Maddox is the 
author of the new book 
Stepping Up to the Plate.  
America, and Australian 
Democracy. For more 
information see page 20

The oxymoron of American 
Democracy
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branches allows the executive to claim 
wide powers, and the President is not 
subject to termination by Congress except 
under the extreme circumstances of an 
impeachment.

Many commentators discern a reso-
nance between the British vote to leave 
the European Union, the resurgence of the 
One Nation Party in Australia and Trump’s 
election. The reasons for mass votes are 
complex and multi-faceted, but it is reason-
able to see a common thread of disaffection 
from the established mode of politics. 

In the case of the United States this 
is scarcely surprising, since the nation 
that claimed as its mission to make the 
world safe for democracy has recently 
experienced a series of crippling dead-
locks between Congress and Presidency. 
Moreover, the extent of inequality, and the 
spread of actual pauperism, is bound to 
create disillusion and hostility.

The foundations of American 
constitutionalism

It is not always recognised that the seeds 
of disillusion were sown at the foundation 
of the Republic. Some of the American 
colonies had been built on strongly demo-
cratic principles. That is to say, they gave 
the ordinary citizens a big say in how they 
were governed, frequently by direct partici-
pation in the rule of the community. 

For all its particular drawbacks, the 
colony of Massachusetts was compared 
favourably with ancient Athens, which, 
for all its faults, gave supreme and equal 
respect to every citizen – and a voice in 

government. At the foundation of the 
colony, Governor Winthrop told his follow-
ers migrating from Europe to value each 
other as one big family, to delight in each 
other, and to ‘abridge [themselves of their] 
superfluities’ in order to use their goods to 
care for the poor among them. He envis-
aged a Christian welfare state.1

When the colonists rose up against British 
rule and the ‘tyranny’ of King George III, 
there burst out a contagion of liberty which 
some of the more ‘respectable’ citizens 
thought a disease. Ordinary folk, farmers, 
labourers, shopkeepers were mobilised, and 
many were elected to the colonial legisla-
tures. One Boston newspaper thundered 
that ‘sedition itself’ makes laws.2

To most ‘gentlemen’ the rise of the 
common person was appalling. To be wise 
and virtuous was to own land. Virtue sat 
firmly with the rich, while the poor were 
by definition corrupt, because their whole 
political intent was to wrest power and 
wealth away from the rich. The second 
President of the United States, John Adams, 
whined that ‘The idle, the vicious, the 
intemperate would rush into the utmost 
extravagance and debauchery, sell and 
spend their share, and then demand a 
new division of those who purchased 
from them.’3 The American Founders had a 
dim view of ordinary persons, and associ-
ated their allegedly plundering activities 
with democracy, which ever was folly and 
disease. They therefore determined that 
the people should be kept at arm’s length 
from the levers of power. The constitu-
tion they fashioned for the Union was not 
democratic.
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The American Founders had a dim view of ordinary persons, and 
associated their allegedly plundering activities with democracy, 

which ever was folly and disease. They therefore determined that 
the people should be kept at arm’s length from the levers of power.  
The constitution they fashioned for the Union was not democratic.

Land of the Free (Market)
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Land of the Free (Market)

The Founders met at Philadelphia in 
1787 to draw up a more perfect union for 
the colonies, now to become states – The 
United States. The principal drafter of the 
document, James Madison, drew up a plan 
to stop any tyrant from gaining power over 
the federal government. He obsessively 
feared ‘faction’, the collection of interests 
inimical to the whole. As one might gather 
from the foregoing notes on the attitudes 
of gentlemen to people of the ordinary 
sort, prone no less to debauchery, the 
faction he feared most was the faction of 
the multitude. 

His scheme was to separate the powers 
of government into three branches: 
the Presidency, the Congress, and the 
Supreme Court. These powers were to be 
set against each other, to ‘balance’ each 
other, each preventing either of the others 
from gaining too much power. In effect, 
he built deadlock into the Constitution,4 
so we should not be too surprised that 
people have lamented the fierce deadlock 
between the Congress and President in 
the Obama years – it was meant to be. The 
Supreme Court has played its blocking 
part, too, savagely negating much of the 
program of Franklin Roosevelt during the 
Great Depression, for example. To repeat: 
the Constitution was meant to keep the 
ordinary people and their special repre-
sentatives out of power.

It is now well known that for anyone to 
contest any significant office in the United 
States one must have wealth, and to run 
for President it is almost obligatory (Obama 
perhaps excepted) to be a multi-million-
aire. In this, at least, the Founders would 

be pleased. It is no longer self-evident, 
however, that riches confer either wisdom 
or virtue. A recent notable example of the 
continuing influence of the Constitution 
was the election of Donald Trump. 

As we all know, Trump did not win a 
majority of the popular vote, falling about 
three million votes behind his rival. Yet 
he won a majority of electoral college 
votes. The Electoral College was set up in 
the Constitution specifically so that the 
choice of President would not fall into the 
hands of the multitude. Like the European 
Electors in early modern Europe, all of them 
potentates, the American electors were 
meant to be persons of wisdom and refine-
ment (wealth). 

Almost immediately, and much to the 
distress of the Founders, Madison and 
Alexander Hamilton, people began to vote 
for slates of Electors pledged to vote for 
particular presidential candidates, with 
the winner taking all the Electoral College 
votes. This was a minor democratic incur-
sion into Madison’s tight system, but the 
college remains a giant Gerrymander, as we 
saw with Trump. In the traditional centres 
of power, New York and California, Hillary 
Clinton piled up massive majorities which 
yielded no more electoral advantage than 
the set number of electors.

Redefining democracy
At the time of the Revolution the 

American colonies were rife with demo-
cratic fervour, and these impulses were not 
to be suppressed. Yet the Constitution was 
to acquire the sanctity of holy writ, and the 

To run for President it is almost obligatory (Obama 
perhaps excepted) to be a multi-millionaire. In this, 
at least, the Founders would be pleased. 
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Land of the Free (Market)

Democracy had to be made real, not ideal,  
and realism demanded that democracy be a 

description of the way things were done in America. 
It was a purely circular claim. 

Founders would become the legendary 
fountain of all wisdom, so heavy was the 
perpetual propagation of their status. 

In the movie, The Ides of March, George 
Clooney was to announce that his religion 
was a bit of paper called the Constitution 
of the United States. Despite the incubus 
of a highly conservative constitution, 
democratic endeavours were to challenge 
the status of the Establishment from time 
to time, only to be trumped by the bit of 
paper.5 In time, democracy itself became 
a hallowed idea. Yet the way politics was 
conducted could hardly fulfil Abraham 
Lincoln’s ideal of government ‘of the 
people, by the people, for the people’.6 The 
people have scarcely ever had a look-in.

If democracy was to make sense, it 
would have to be 
made to fit into the 
American way of 
doing things, since 
the power elites were 
not going to let the 
conduct of politics 
change. Democracy 
had to be made 
real, not ideal, and 
realism demanded 
that democracy be 
a description of the 
way things were 
done in America. It 
was a purely circular 
claim – democracy is 
just what we do. 

Political scientists argued that politics 
was a matter of who gets what, when and 
how. Some of them conducted scientific 

studies to prove that ordinary people 
were just not up to the job of engaging 
in politics. Many of those surveyed were 
ignorant and ill-educated, while some 
exhibited anti-social tendencies. With 
their voluntary voting laws, Americans do 
not mind if the ‘ignorant’ don’t even vote. 
Keeping them at bay was a service to the 
system, while a recent visitor to Australia, 
the American satirist and political com-
mentator, P. J. O’Rourke, speaking on the 
ABC’s Q&A program, said that he would pay 
them to stay at home. A quaint reversal of 
the original democracy in Athens, where 
citizens were paid to attend the Assembly 
and the Jury Courts.

And so the ‘real’ description of American 
politics has little 
to do with ‘rule by 
the people’ and, 
for most of them, 
nothing at all. The 
realist descrip-
tion was turned 
into a full-fledged 
theory of ‘democ-
racy’ when the 
Austrian-American 
economist, Joseph 
A. Schumpeter, 
announced 
an unblushing 
declaration that 

‘democracy’ meant rule by elites, who 
competed within their own circles for the 
people’s votes.8 The historical content of 
democracy had been stripped to the bone.

image: © Jean Leon Gerome Ferris
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Redefining the people
If American democracy had to be dif-

ferent from all ideas of it that had gone 
before, this was perhaps a sign of America’s 
‘exceptionalism’. Paradoxically, the idea of 
exceptional circumstances arose when 
some of the colonies really were democra-
cies in the original sense. 

The first Governor of Massachusetts, 
John Winthrop, alluding to scripture 
(Matthew 5:14), told his people that they 
were a light on the hill: the world was 
watching their experiment, and they had 
better behave in an exemplary fashion. 
There was no boasting about it. Yet 
Ronald Reagan, loudly extolling America’s 
greatness, embellished the phrase and 
proclaimed that America was ‘a shining 
light on the hill’. 

The American people were different. 
Most of the colonists had come from a 
worn out and corrupt Europe to find a land 
of promise and progress. They left behind 
the rigid class barriers and the insolence of 
an entrenched nobility. To those not in the 
privileged classes, Europe and Britain gave 
no hope of rising above the struggle for 
existence. In the New World the prospects 
were unlimited, and persons determined 
to apply themselves to hard work and 
enterprising industry, and if needed ‘to go 
someplace else’, they could transform their 
lives with undreamt-of wealth. 

Many did indeed become very rich 
very quickly. The person became homo 
economicus. It was nothing less than a 
transformation of human nature, according 
to liberal historian Joyce Appleby. Within an 

entirely new economic outlook the market 
schooled people into a newly autono-
mous order within themselves. Pursuing 
self-interest was made legitimate and 
greed received moral approval, as people 
became individuals rather than members 
of any community other than the market. 
Democratic ideals were invoked not to 
engage the people in self-government but 
to free them from the traditional authority 
that ruled the public order.9 Democracy 
was quite turned on its head, and became 
an economic value rather than a political 
opportunity.

A leading historian of the United States, 
Daniel Boorstin, located the newly rede-
fined people in ‘consumption communities’ 
rather than political or social communities. 
Their unity was identified by their mass 
consumption of almost identical prod-
ucts. The ‘retail revolution’ and advertising 
created ‘one of the most real and present 

and unadulterated democracies in human 
history’. Its name was the ‘cash democracy’. 
Being democratic meant acquiring wealth, 
or at least, reaching for it. Democracy had 
left the realm of government and entered 
the confines of the market.

The fiercely expressed liberty and equal-
ity of the American Revolution remained a 
powerful ideology, and American society 
would admit of no class divisions. Yet over 
time the market, allegedly based on com-
petition, which of course implied winners 
and losers, produced enormous gaps of 
wealth and poverty.10

According to political scientist Benjamin 
Barber, the consumer society drew all 
the teeth of civic engagement, while the 
power of advertising, sharply trained on 
people from their earliest youth, made 
them perpetual ‘kiddults’.11 That is, at 
least, for the ones who had the means to 
consume, for a largely unregulated market 

Pursuing self-interest was made legitimate and greed received 
moral approval, as people became individuals rather than 
members of any community other than the market.    

Land of the Free (Market)

‘Democracy’ meant rule by elites, who competed within 
their own circles for the people’s votes. The historical content 

of democracy had been stripped to the bone.
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left big numbers almost penniless and, for 
shame, many of them the working poor, 
whom the market deemed unworthy of a 
living wage.

Joyce Appleby concluded that the 
Constitution of the United States had much 
less to do with protecting liberties than 
with creating a common market. At least 
that construction suits her anti-political 
thesis. The modern truth is that the eco-
nomic world of big businesses takes great 
stock in controlling the government, largely 
to prevent it from controlling them or regu-
lating them in turn. Moreover, they profit 
hugely from corporate welfare, ensuring 
that the biggest public contracts are placed 
in the right private circles, and that massive 
public funds flow their way. 

And when the market fails, the govern-
ment is called upon to rescue them with 
billions of public dollars, as President 
Obama did in 2008. The bitter irony in all 
this is that business persistently assails the 

competence of government and claims 
that private enterprise always does it better. 
2008 gave the egregious lie to this stand. 

Writing just before the outbreak of the 
Global Financial Crisis, about which he 
seemed to have incredible foresight, the 
revered teacher of political theory, Sheldon 
Wolin, argued that the stranglehold the 
business world had over the government 
of the United States and the lives of its citi-
zens amounted to a totalitarian tyranny.12 

A view from Australia
America has always been influential in 

Australia. From our earliest colonial days 
Australians looked to the continental 
United States for inspiration about what 
continental Australia might one day 
become. When we federated we bor-
rowed the American federal model, and 
wrote a rigid constitution partly based 
on the American instrument. We saturate 
ourselves in American entertainment, and 

often enough in American high culture 
of literature, art and music. We marvel at 
American advances in science and technol-
ogy, and are first in line to adopt the latest 
devices.

We are also in thrall to American lead-
ership in business. We adopt American 
techniques in advertising and manage-
ment, all the while conducting business 
conversations in American business 
jargon, which has penetrated our society 
far beyond business itself. Although, as I 
say, we have been greatly influenced by 
American political arrangements, it is far 
from the whole story. The basics of our 
polity were drawn from the British inherit-
ance when the first colonial parliaments 
formed along the lines of the Westminster 
model. The federal government and 
Parliament continued on foundations laid 
at Westminster. 

Our colleague at the University of 
New South Wales, Professor Elaine 

Stepping Up to the Plate.  
America, and Australian Democracy 
by Graham Maddox
Western democracies are on the verge of crisis: a rising tide of displaced persons, vast economic inequality, a repudiation of 
traditional politics. 

In the past, the world has looked to the United States for leadership.

In Australia’s case our nation was built on the hybrid examples of British and American models of government.  Yet in recent years 
the defensive alliance with America, and more importantly, the intensifying hegemony of American business over Australian 
economic, social and political life, is forcing changes in our political attitudes.

What is seldom recognised, however, is that American democracy was a myth almost from the start.  The American Founders 
held the majority of their people in contempt, investing their trust in those who had a substantial stake in the country by owning 
land.  They expressly hated democracy, and fashioned a Constitution designed to keep the people at bay.  

Stepping Up to the Plate argues that, on this count, the American political system has never been a suitable model for Australia, 
and recent imported attitudes are seriously undermining the resilient democracy we have evolved over time.

Stepping Up to the Plate (MUP Academic) is available as an e-book, paperback and hardback from MUP.COM.AU and bookstores.

The stranglehold the business world had over the 
government of the United States and the lives of its 

citizens amounted to a totalitarian tyranny.

Land of the Free (Market)



APR–JUN 2017     AUSTRALIAN QUARTERLY   21

We were tending to denigrate government in much the same 
way as they and to swallow the falsehood that private endeavour is 
always better than public.  

Thompson, adopted the colourful term 
the ‘Washminster mutation’, and it was 
she who alerted us to the dangers of 
increasing Americanization in our political 
and economic life.13 We were tending to 
denigrate govern-
ment in much the 
same way as they 
and to swallow 
the falsehood that 
private endeavour 
is always better 
than public. More 
recently, we have 
almost entirely 
lost the faith that 
in a democracy 
the government is 
actually intended 
to be the instru-
ment of the people 
for their general wellbeing.

This is not to say that the ‘Westminster 
model’ was the paragon of all our hopes, 
and indeed our colonial parliaments of 
the nineteenth century experimented 
with democratic advances well beyond 
the achievements of Westminster itself. Yet 
there remains a big difference in our politi-
cal structures from the American.

The Constitution of the United States 
has been called a ‘constitution against 
party’.14 This ultimately stemmed from 
James Madison’s hatred of ‘faction’ in an 
era when ‘party’ was almost synonymous 
with it. Of course, democratic influences 
pressed the formation of parties anyway: 
the Republican-Democrat Party formed by 
Thomas Jefferson, which became simply 

the Democrat Party under Andrew Jackson, 
and the Republican Party formed at the 
time of Abraham Lincoln’s emergence. 
Yet the vaunted separation of powers has 
stunted their impact on the conduct of 

government. 
We have seen 

Donald Trump, 
from his very first 
days in office, 
signing executive 
orders (‘a swipe 
of the pen from 
the White House’) 
for presidential 
acts (Executive 
Orders) that are 
not constrained 
by Congress: 
advancing the 
construction 

of controversial pipelines; beginning the 
dismantling of Obamacare; bringing back 
a ban on international abortion counsel-
ling and promising a miserable life for 
multitudes of ‘third world’ women; freezing 
employment in the federal government 
service; abandoning the Trans-Pacific 
Partnership on trade cooperation; ordering 
the building of a wall between Mexico and 
the United States; banning immigration 
from racially targeted groups.16

Many would call this elective autocracy.

Such elective authoritarianism is not 
precluded by Australia’s party system, but 
it brings the votes of our representatives 
directly to bear on the actions of a govern-
ment which itself sits in Parliament. That is, 
the votes of supporters and the Opposition. 
Ideally, government actions are directly 
subject to parliamentary scrutiny, and often 
this works well. However accurate the 
description, our political parties have been 
characterised as transmission belts between 
the public and the government, whereby 
the government is directly confronted by 
criticism as well as approval. This does not 
always work smoothly, but it often does. 

The United States Congress has enor-
mous powers, and its legislation can 
certainly cramp a President’s style, as we 
have seen in recent deadlocks. Clogging 
the procedures of government does not 
serve the democratic cause, but opens the 
field to outside influences, particularly the 
powerful commercial interests. To carry 
a legislative program, the President can 
only request Congress, operating through 
persuasion, cajolery and rolling out the 
enormous resources of patronage. The 
system is open to corruption, and often 
enough has succumbed. 

Thus far at least, our party system 
has served us much better. We still hold 
onto the thin golden thread of a feasible 
democracy. AQ
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A Steampunk Vision:  
Prosumers and Frequency Control
Australia’s electricity system is created as a giant rotating mass. Hundreds of fast-
spinning turbines are elegantly joined together by three-phase electrical currents 
twisting along the transmission network – Australia’s is the longest in the world.  Yet 
with changing generation methods hooking up to the grid, our old steampunk image 
of the network is going to have to change. What if greater number of renewables 
could mean greater grid stability?

Geoff James

Land of the Free (Market):  
The oxymoron of American Democracy

The paradox of democracy is that it is designed to defend the freedoms of all and 
to subject the government to the legitimate concerns of the people.  Yet those very 
freedoms give licence to those who fundamentally spurn them and threaten the ideals 
of democracy themselves.  The Inauguration of Donald Trump illustrates the paradox.  
The demonstrations against his accession were greater that the public show of support 
at his swearing in. What does ‘American Democracy’ mean to Australia and how can we 
be more conscious of its influence?

Graham Maddox

Open Source Drug Discovery:  
Global Solutions to Global Problems
Despite phenomenal advances in diagnostics, medical interventions, and therapeutics, 
universal access to medicines and healthcare has not been realised. While access to 
curative medicines for diseases such as Alzheimer’s or diabetes is limited by progress 
in research and development, many other diseases are entirely preventable and/or 
treatable and their continued prevalence is inextricably linked with poverty. How can 
we achieve equitable global healthcare when disease solutions are so tightly bound to 
corporate profitability?

Alice E Williamson

Personalised Medicine: More Than Just Personal
Personalised medicine? What’s new about that? Best practice in medicine has always 
had the patient at its centre. What is new however, is that the most unique and 
personal information a patient has – that which is contained in their DNA – is available 
to clinicians. In only a decade, the cost and time of generating an analysis of just one 
person’s genome has reduced from about $10 million to $2,000-3,000, and from years 
to days respectively. The benefits are great, the risks could be greater…
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