
ntroduction: The Children Overboard
incident

The events associated with what was called a
‘Certain Maritime Incident’, or more generally the
Children Overboard incident, illustrate some aspects of
the Public Service Act 1999 (the Act) that present profes-
sional ethical difficulties for members of the Australian
Public Service (APS) when politicians blur the line
between government and politics. John Howard’s
response to the truth-in-government issue in the lead up to
the 2004 election was probably correct from the perspec-
tive of accepted political wisdom, since other characteris-
tics seem to matter more for electors in their potential
governments than strict observance of a principle of truth-
fulness. While the majority of the population believed
Howard had lied over Children Overboard, he won not
only the election he also captured control of the Senate. 

Curiously, the implications of the Act, which contains the
values and code of conduct for the APS and therefore
provides the professional ethics of Commonwealth
public servants, have received little attention. Given the
charged political atmosphere of the 2004 election, when
the truth-in-government issue became pertinent, much 
of the focus naturally was on what politicians knew 
and what they told the electorate. Much of the attention
of commentators and of the earlier Senate Select
Committee on a Certain Maritime Incident focussed on
the perceived failure of public servants to meet their stan-
dards of professional ethics. The actual expectations of
the Act were not explored. The values it sets out are
binding on Commonwealth public servants. Arguably, it
was the failure to comprehend or follow the ethics of the
public service as a professional group that prepared the
ground for the deception to arise and to persist. The Act
reflects significant changes in the way public service
operates over the past two decades or so, and some might
see the Act as symbolic of a victory in “a battle between

the elected representatives and the imperial bureaucracy”.
As a set of ethical standards for professional conduct, the
Act is particularly onerous. Perhaps in the desire to produce
a high quality, yet impartial and responsive public service,
Parliament overlooked the potential difficulties that can
arise when public service ethics and political ethics come
into conflict.

Deception and the Public Service Act (1999)
When we look more closely at the Act, it also appears
that public servants do not have the same discretion to
overlook lying and deception in ministers as the voters
exercise. In politics, compromise and ambition are the
norm but there are many morally grey areas. It has been
observed by John Kane that “it is an anomaly of our
democracy that polls repeatedly show a high level of
public trust in our system of government combined with
a low level of trust in the politicians who run it”. This
might reflect the public’s confidence in the public service
and its ethic as a corrective to any excesses by politicians.

I

Political Imperatives and the
Professional Ethics of Public Servants

by Michael Scrafton

The politics and deception involved in the ‘Children Overboard’ incident threw into sharp relief inadequacies in the Public
Service Act when it comes to the ethical obligations of public servants. Michael Scrafton has navigated this moral minefield and
here considers the range of issues involved.
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Of course, there are differences between what is virtuous
in an ideal sense and what is acceptable in governments.
Most moral theories decry lying and deception, and
recognise various degrees of wrongness between them
depending on the ethical approach adopted. Lying
involves making an assertion the liar knows to be false or
is contrary to what he believes to be true. Deception
operates by misleading or creating a false impression.
Using this distinction many moral philosophers judge
lying and deception differently. The liar takes advantage
of a legitimate expectation that he is asserting something
he believes to be true. With
cases of deception, there is no
outright untruthful assertion
and therefore the deceived
individual is responsible for
the incorrect conclusions
drawn. Write Larry Alexander
and Emily Sherwin: “[A] suc-
cessful lie distorts the reasoning process of the person
lied to, displacing his will and manipulating his action
for the speaker’s ends.” Ethicists see this as a fundamen-
tal assault on the autonomy of the individual and their
ability to make sound judgements. 

Lying and deception by governments are considered 
justifiable under some conditions. Lying and deception
can be required for the successful pursuit of the public
interest in national security and intelligence, trade and
commercial negotiations, diplomatic communication 
and negotiation, the exigencies of law enforcement, and
other activities with a clandestine element. In these
instances, the hard negotiation and horse-trading often
involved when nations try to find common ground
among competing national interests would not be
possible if done openly. Knowledge by potential adver-
saries of military capabilities, such as the performance of
the air defence system, operational tactics, and of prepa-
rations critical to the effective defence of the nation could
render them ineffective and put the nation’s interests at
risk. Sources of intelligence, human and other, vital to
national security would be compromised if revealed to
the targets of those operations. The community well
understands this.

It is also legitimate to practise deception where advanced
knowledge of government decision making would create
opportunities for predatory profiteering or chaos in the
marketplace. Such deliberate deception is at the tolerated
and tolerable end of the distribution of ends over means
actions, the other tail of which is often termed the ‘dirty
hands problem’. The electorate generally does not
consider this behaviour morally problematic as long as
the broad aims of the government are known and no
grievous or unacceptable harm or corruption results. The
public service should have an appreciation, however,
when deception no longer serves the public interest.

The transition from the acceptable to unacceptable
deception can be difficult to determine. There was no
suggestion that public servants deliberately tried to create
any deception about the Children Overboard incident. An
unremarkable misunderstanding over the telephone was
the initial spark. During its inquiry, the Committee iden-
tified a number of factors behind the failure of the truth
to emerge publicly about the Children Overboard claims.
These included “genuine miscommunication or misun-
derstanding, inattention, avoidance of responsibility, a
public service culture of responsiveness and perhaps

over-responsiveness to the
political needs of ministers,
and [by ministers] deliberate
deception motivated by politi-
cal expedience”. Some com-
mentators have been even less
kind in relation to the role of
the public service. Patrick

Weller observed that under the requirements of the legis-
lation there was arguably “the need for facts to be
accurate and, if they are not, for the story to be corrected
clearly and unequivocally”. He does not go very far into
why this is the case. The Act actually requires far more
than this. In its report, the Committee refers to the Public
Service Act primarily in relation to ministerial advisers.
Specifically, at Recommendation 11, its report proposes
“to develop a Code of Conduct for ministerial advisers
incorporating a Statement of Values commensurate with
Conduct and Values provisions that apply within the
Australian Public Service”. Given the deeply political
nature of ministerial advisor roles, it is unlikely that this
recommendation would have survived had the Senators
looked more closely at the obligations it entailed.

On the surface, it would seem that for the APS the issue
of truthfulness is straightforward. The Act appears to be
unambiguous. Among other things, it establishes “an
apolitical public service that is efficient and effective in
serving the Government, the Parliament and the
Australian public”. The Act sets out the values that public
servants must demonstrate in their work. These include
having the “the highest ethical standards”. The public
servant is “openly accountable” for her actions, “within
the framework of ministerial responsibility to the gov-
ernment, the parliament and the Australian public”. The
public servant is bound to providing “frank, honest, com-
prehensive, accurate and timely advice”. Collectively the
APS has as its telos enhancing the “the effectiveness and
cohesion of Australia’s democratic system of govern-
ment”. These values, a central part of the professional
ethics of the public service, have particular force because
of being contained in statute. The importance of demon-
strating these values is emphasised in the APS Code of
Conduct, which is also contained in the Act. The Code
directs that “[a]n APS employee must behave honestly
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and with integrity in the course of APS employment”.
The “APS employee must not provide false or misleading
information in response to a request for information that
is made for official purposes in connection with the
employee’s APS employment”, (that is, they should
neither lie nor deceive). Moreover, the Act is self-refer-
ential in requiring that “[a]n APS employee, when acting
in the course of APS employment, must comply with all
applicable Australian laws” meaning “any Act (including
this Act)”. Parliament demands a very high level of
ethical performance in public servants. 

What should public servants do when 
politicians deceive?
However, this clarity dissipates in extraordinary circum-
stances and becomes more apparent than real. The cir-
cumstances around a Certain Maritime Incident bring
this fact to the fore. One central problem is how we
understand the words “the framework of ministerial
responsibility to the Government, the Parliament and the
Australian public” and “efficient and effective in serving
the Government, the Parliament and the Australian
public”. There are three separate calls on the public
servant’s loyalty. Just for argument’s sake, let us suppose
that the Minister for Defence had known that the photo-
graphs that purported to be children thrown overboard
were in fact of some other event such as the sinking of
the refugee vessel SIEV4. Or, that he subsequently either
knew or suspected that the event had not taken place at
all. Alternatively, what if the Prime Minister was aware
before the election that the Children Overboard incident
had not taken place and that the intelligence report on
which he had been relying was unsubstantiated. Would
they still have been operating within “the framework 
of ministerial responsibility to the Parliament and
Australian public” as intended in the Act? Not according
to the then Government’s own guidelines for Ministerial
conduct which indicate that “ministers are under a duty
and obligation not to mislead the community”. If the
ministers were operating outside of the framework, how
do the public servant’s responsibilities then change? The
legislation is silent on the nature of this ministerial
responsibility; however, a reasonable understanding
would encompass the subjective matters of parliamentary
conventions and the public interest. 

What if it is now assumed that there were public servants
who were aware that the Minister knew the information
in the public domain was incorrect and that for political
reasons he was not about to correct it. One way of
reading the Act would be to anticipate that in such cir-
cumstances the public servant should make a judgement
as to whether the duty to the Minister was still intact.
Given the wording in the legislation, do public servants
have the freedom or even an obligation to make a judge-
ment as to whether the framework of ministerial respon-
sibility still applies? If the Minister is not genuinely
acting within the constraints of the framework, do the
public servant’s statutory ethical obligations transfer to
the parliament and the Australian public? What would
this mean? 

The Committee believed a number of public servants had
been in a position formally to advise the Minister that his
public utterances about children being thrown overboard
were wrong or unsupported by the evidence. They chose
not to do so. Or they felt unable to do so when faced with
a Minister and his office staff reluctant or unwilling to
accept contrary or unwelcome advice, especially in the
heated environment of a general election. Even in the
face of such resistance, it seems clear from the legislation
that the Parliament (and indeed the then government
which introduced the current legislation), intended that
public servants should have been strongly motivated to
persist in giving accurate advice. Not to do so in those
circumstances would not be consistent with the “effec-
tiveness and cohesion of Australia’s democratic system
of government”. Yet, as Patrick Weller observed, “[a]t the
Senate hearings almost everyone stated they had acted
professionally and in a non-partisan way”. By the stan-
dards set out in the Act, it would be a stretch to suggest
that they had met “the highest ethical standards” in these
circumstances.

The difficulty for public servants under this kind of
pressure is that, irrespective of the ethical directives in the
Act, public service culture and ideology at the time placed
the Minister firmly at the centre of the public servant’s
world. The APS leadership seemed to discount or disre-
gard the ethical implications of the Act—despite the
requirement in the Act that “[a]n Agency Head must
uphold and promote the APS Values”. Few senior figures
were as blatant as the former Head of the Department of
Prime Minister and Cabinet, Max Moore-Wilton.
Commenting on the requirement for frank and fearless
advice, he reportedly observed in 1997 that “frank and
fearless advice in some people is a sign of hubris and stu-
pidity” and that “a number of people have confused frank
and fearless with just being a bloody nuisance”. In a more
measured way, Dr Allan Hawke, Secretary of Defence
during a Certain Maritime Incident, said in an interview in
2000 that he thought some senior Defence officials mis-
understood “just who they are accountable and responsible
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to”. That is, some thought “they have a broader responsi-
bility to the Australian nation”, while, in his view, “organ-
isations like Defence and other departments of state are
principally responsible to the minister of the day for the
effect of administration of their organisation”. 

Moore-Wilton’s successor as Head of the Public Service,
Dr Peter Shergold, has stated: “It is for elected Ministers,
individually and collectively, to establish their view of
the public interest and to be held responsible for it at the
ballot box.” In harmony with this view, the then APS
Public Service Commissioner, in the APS State of the
Service 2003-04, agreed that: “Ministers and govern-
ments as the elected representatives of the Australian
people determine and define the public interest through
government programs and policies.” In his view, the pro-
fessional public servants’ only concern with the ‘public
interest’ is in relation to legality and process. The Public
Service Commissioner occupies “an important central
role within the APS promoting the APS Values”. The
Committee appeared to limit public service responsibili-
ty in the same way by only examining “the adequacy of
administrative practices in certain Commonwealth
agencies”. However, as the Committee Report demon-
strates, by supporting ‘programs and policies’, public
servants are often on the verge of being drawn into polit-
ical issues, particularly at the interface with ministers,
and frequently have their jobs complicated by this. Yet
the influential views of APS leaders seem to deny this
reality and allow no scope for public servants to judge the
Minister’s actions or their own on ethical grounds.
However, this cannot be right if the Act gives public
servants obligations to be ethical, be truthful and to be
committed to parliament and democratic government.
‘Programs and policies’ cannot encompass the entirety of
the public interest. How can the electorate hold govern-
ment responsible at the ballot box if it is being deceived?

What the Act fails to comprehend is that the ethics of the
politicians differ from those imposed on public servants
and this has the potential for irreconcilable differences. 
It does not allow for the enormity in practical terms of 
a public servant acting on the values. The Children
Overboard incident arose in the course of ‘programs and
policies’, namely the border control program Operation
Relex, that were legitimate activities for the government
of the day. In these circumstances, the application of the
Act should have presented no general ethical problems for
a public servant from a professional values perspective.

Although perhaps morally problematic for some individ-
uals whose personal values inclined them to be sympa-
thetic to refugees, the Act would not support any dissent
or undermining by public servants of the government’s
policy objectives. The situation was transformed quickly

to one where the public was being
misled, either deliberately for political
gain or because of public servants
failing to provide accurate advice. This
denied the electors the right to form
their views on accurate information. 

In terms of their professional values as
set out in the Act, no public servant

could view this lying and deception, however it came
about, as ethically justified. When the far less demanding
ethical standards accepted in political life confront public
servants with a choice over compliance, passivity or
maintaining professional values that are contained in the
Act difficulties emerge. The Act sets the stage for the
clash of incommensurable values but provides the public
servant with no assistance with their resolution.

Concluding remarks
The uncompromising nature of the Public Service Act
requires of public servants unachievable ethical standards
that make it largely impractical as a tool for achieving 
the objectives that the Parliament seemed to be seeking.
The Australian Public Service Commissioner provides
extensive guidance on the application of the values. This
guidance however fails to address the central ethical
challenge that confronted public servants during a
Certain Maritime Incident. Commenting on the guide-
lines John Uhr notes that they “draw attention to the
potential incoherence of the statutory values listed in the
Public Service Act”. The legislation in other jurisdic-
tions, such as Queensland’s Public Sector Ethics Act or
Victoria’s Public Administration Act, show they have
been more pragmatic in the ethical standards set for their
public servants. They therefore do not require the com-
prehensive and detailed guidance from a central agency
to try to engineer a workable compliance regime. When
politicians act within boundaries that the public would
readily accept as justified, the emphasis on serving the
government of the day through the minister is not just
consistent with the concerns of the Act. It supports “the
effectiveness and cohesion of Australia’s democratic
system of government”. When government is operating
within its mandate it has every right to pursue its view of
the public interest through ‘policies and programs’.
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Effective and efficient support from a professional public
service in pursuit of these objectives is indispensable to
representative democracy. However, when lying and
deception is undertaken for political advantage, such as
may have occured during a Certain Maritime Incident,
did Parliament intend that public servants should take
stock of the situation themselves to ascertain where their
obligations now lay and act accordingly. That would
seem to represent ‘the highest ethical standards’. In
personal terms, for any public servant to live up to the
Act in this way would be courageous indeed.
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recent issue of Time magazine contains two
brief essays on the meaning of patriotism, one
by John McCain and one by Barack Obama.

McCain says that patriotism is “service to a cause greater
than self-interest”, and contrasts the “good citizen and
patriot”, on the one hand, with the “cynical and indiffer-
ent” person, on the other. Obama regards patriotism as “a
faith in simple dreams and an insistence on small
miracles”, and says that he is a patriot, ultimately,
because he knows that his story—his rise to success from
beginnings as a young man of mixed race without a
present father—“could only happen in America”.

McCain’s thoughts about patriotism depend upon the
idea that without patriotism, people are cynical and indif-
ferent. That idea is mistaken. Selfless behaviour may
arise from concern for family, compassion for the needy,
respect for justice, a determination to alleviate suffering
wherever it is found, or a sense of shared humanity,
among other motives. You can be selfless without being
patriotic.

Obama’s thoughts about patriotism also rest on a
mistake, or at least a failure to consider the evidence. He
asserts that young men of mixed race without present
fathers can only succeed in America. That claim does not
appear to be informed by any serious consideration of the
conditions facing such young men in other countries, like
Canada, Iceland and New Zealand. (I am not sure how to
assess his suggestion regarding dreams and miracles.)

It is easy to make fun of what American presidential can-
didates say about patriotism, because they do not intend
to say anything true. They just say what sounds right. But
the essays by McCain and Obama display a striking
feature of patriotic talk, as it is heard in Australia and
other countries as much as in America. So much of what
‘sounds right’, when you are in a patriotic mood, is
simply, literally false. This, I think, is due to something
fundamental about the nature of patriotism.

In Plato’s Republic, loyalty to country is explicitly linked
with false belief. Plato’s character Socrates says that a
country needs loyal citizens, and that the way to breed
loyal citizens is to teach them a ‘noble lie’; they should
be taught that the country is their mother and their fellow
citizens are their brothers. This is a lie, because a country

is not really anyone’s mother, and co-citizens are not
really siblings. It is a noble lie, because it is useful. If you
make people believe it, you make them more likely to
fight for the country and obey its leaders. 

Do you need to believe a lie in order to be patriotic? The
suggestion looks ridiculous, at first. For one thing, it is
not clear that you need to believe anything in order to be
patriotic. Patriotism is a kind of love, and a kind of
loyalty, and love and loyalty, it may seem, are matters of
feeling and action, not of belief. 

For another, patriotism appears to be the most natural
thing in the world. On our ordinary way of thinking about
it, patriotism is a natural extension of the loyalties we feel
to our families and friends. I grow up within a family,
within various communities, within a country. I have
special affection for my parents, siblings and other rela-
tives, because they make up my family. I am loyal to my
friends, and to the communities and institutions—reli-
gious, educational, ethnic—of which I am a member,
because they are my friends, and my communities and
institutions. And in just the same way, I am loyal to my
country. If I am Australian, then I identify as an
Australian. When I am overseas I introduce myself, first
and foremost, as an Australian. Of all the countries in the
world, Australia is mine. Of course I am loyal to it, just as
I am loyal to my family and my friends. How could some-
thing as natural as patriotism depend upon a mistake?

There is another way of thinking about patriotism,
however, on which it looks far less natural and far more
likely to depend upon a mistake. Let me explain, by way
of some facts about patriotism, some facts about coun-
tries, and an eccentric imaginary character. 

A patriot is loyal to her country. To be genuinely loyal to
something, you must be prepared to make sacrifices for
it. Just as a loyal friend will sometimes sacrifice his 
own interests for yours—he
might sacrifice his sleep to
pick you up from the airport
in the middle of the night,
for example—a patriot is
willing, at least sometimes,
to put her country’s interests
ahead of her own. A patriot
might choose to stay in her
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Is patriotism a genuine virtue or does it rest, as Socrates suggested, on a noble lie?  Is it simply irrational or is it a trait more
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country even if she gets a better job offer overseas, and
her country may be something for which she is willing,
under some circumstances, to kill or die. 

Patriotism, like all loyalties, is exclusive. It draws a
boundary between those who are included in the loyalty
and those who are not. Just as a loyal friend does things for
his friends that he would not do for just anyone, a patriot
does things for her country, and her compatriots, that she
would not do for just any country, or for just any person.

Characteristically, patriotism also involves moral identifica-
tion with a country. Often, patriotism is expressed through
pride. A patriot is likely to be proud of her country’s
virtues and achievements, even if they have nothing
directly to do with her. You may be proud of an Australian
sporting success, for example, even if you did nothing to
contribute to it. A patriot may also feel shame, embarrass-
ment or guilt in her country’s failings, even if, again, they
are not failings for which she is personally responsible.

Compared to many kinds of loyalty, patriotism is serious.
Your loyalty to a local coffee shop, for example, might be
relatively mild and undemanding; perhaps it just means
that you are willing to spend a little extra at this coffee
shop rather than going to the cheaper place across the

street. An equivalently weak loyalty
to country does not suffice for
patriotism. Patriotism is not a mere
whim or indulgence. The patriot
takes her commitment to her
country seriously, and is prepared
to make relatively significant sacri-
fices for her country’s sake.

The object of patriotic loyalty—the
thing to which a patriot is loyal—is a country. In the first
instance, loyalty to country is loyalty to your fellow
citizens. When you are loyal to your fellow citizens, you
are loyal to a huge and almost unimaginably diverse
group of people. Most modern countries have many
millions of citizens, including bankers, aid workers,
corrupt politicians, evangelicals, drug addicts, loving
parents, timeservers, murderers, unhygienic chefs,
bikies, telemarketers, fashionistas, anti-Semites, drink-
drivers and footballers. Almost all of your fellow citizens
are people you will never meet or hear of. You have more
in common with many people from outside your country
than you do with most people within it.

In addition to a population of citizens, a country is con-
stituted by a national history. Like its citizenry, the

history of any modern country is large and complicated.
It contains all kinds of poverty and wealth, all kinds of
good and bad deeds, and countless episodes of heroism,
violence, cruelty, charity, wisdom and stupidity. 

Now to introduce my eccentric imaginary character. His
name is Smith. Smith is loyal to his friends and family.
Beyond those loyalties, however, Smith has a wider
loyalty: a loyalty to the class of people whose surnames
begin with S. If your surname starts with S, then Smith is
prepared to do things for you that he would not do for just
anyone. Smith feels pride in the achievements of people
whose surnames, like his, begin with S, and he feels
ashamed of their failings. He takes a special interest in
great historical deeds performed by people whose
surnames begin with S. He supports athletes whose
surnames begin with S. He thinks of himself as a part of
a community that includes people whose surnames begin
with S, and excludes people whose surnames do not. 

Smith’s loyalty is nutty. The problem with his loyalty is
that it rests upon an entirely mistaken view about what it
means to have a surname that begins with a particular
letter. In holding a serious loyalty to the class of people
whose surnames begin with S, Smith must think that it
matters that his surname begins with S, and he must
think that the collection of individuals whose surnames
begin with S forms a unified and significant community.
Each of these judgements is false. Many different kinds
of people have surnames that begin with S, and they are
not distinguished in any important way from people
whose surnames start with other letters. The property of
having a surname that begins with S is arbitrary and
unimportant, and no basis for serious loyalty.

The case of Smith shows that it is possible for a loyalty to
depend upon a mistake: a mistake, in this case, about the
significance of having a surname that begins with a partic-
ular letter. The facts about patriotism and countries show
that patriotism, seen from one point of view, is anomalous.
Patriotism takes very serious attitudes, including moral
identification, exclusiveness, and a willingness to make
nontrivial sacrifices, and directs them at something that is
immense, morally complicated and largely unknown.
Patriotism is not just like loyalty to a family member, a
friend or a local community. In some respects, it is more
like Smith’s loyalty to the class of people whose surnames
begin with S. Seen from this perspective, patriotism faces a
challenge. How could it make sense to direct such serious
attitudes at a country? What is it about a country that makes
it an appropriate object of such serious loyalty?
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There are three types of answer to this challenge, each of
which is firmly lodged in familiar forms of patriotic talk
and thought. The trouble with those answers, I want to
suggest, is that they each lead quickly to a misrepresen-
tation of the object of patriotic loyalty. Each incorporates
a mistaken view about the nature of a country. 

The first way to answer the challenge to patriotism is to
posit a special bond between a country’s citizens. Plato
suggests that we think of the bond as a biological con-
nection; he wants co-citizens to view each other as
siblings. In contemporary patriotic thinking, the bond is
more likely to be presented as a bond of shared character
traits, shared experiences or a shared fate. We may speak,
for example, of the distinctive Australian character, and
of the special experience of growing up Australian. We
may say that as Australians, we all share a common
future. In these respects, we may say, Australians share a
special relationship with each other that they do not share
with outsiders, and that serves as the grounding of
Australian patriotism. 

When we posit such special bonds, we tend to overstate
the similarities between the citizens of a country, and also
the differences between those citizens and people who
come from elsewhere. An attempt to name a special
feature that the citizens of a country have in common will
inevitably exclude many people who are citizens, or
include many people who are not. Often, when we are in
patriotic moods, we think of Australians, for example, as
relaxed, irreverent, sun-tanned, sports-loving people,
growing up on Vegemite and forging a common future
from our common past. Or, we think of Australians as
good honest people who work hard and love their
families. But neither kind of story accurately distinguishes
Australians from non-Australians—too many Australians
fail to fit the first description and too many non-
Australians fit the second—and so neither gives good
grounds for a special loyalty to Australians above others.
You do not share a character, experience or future with all
Australians, and you do share these things with many
non-Australians. The first characteristic patriotic mistake
is the mistake of telling an overly schematic, overly
simple story about what a country’s people have in
common, and about how they are different from outsiders. 

Another way to answer the challenge to patriotism is to
speak of a special relationship borne by each citizen to
the country itself. This way of thinking loosely follows
Plato’s suggestion that the citizen should think of the
country as her mother. If you are an Australian, you may
think of Australia as something that provided you with
your start in life and made you who you are, as some-
thing that gave you an education and a safe environment
and continues to look out for your interests, as something
that cares for you and nurtures you. Patriotism is then
construed as a reciprocal loyalty, similar to the loyalty 

of a child to a parent. You show 
love and concern for the country in
response to the love and concern
that it shows for you.

A country, however, is not like a
mother or a father, and a relation-
ship with a country does not really
resemble a relationship with a parent. A country cannot
really care for you or nurture you, because a country is
not the sort of thing that can care for or nurture anything.
Countries do not have feelings and emotions. It makes no
sense to say that Australia truly cares for you, or that it
acts out of concern for your best interests. You may love
Australia, but it does not love you back. Australia does
not even know who you are; Australia does not have
thoughts, much less thoughts of you. The second patriot-
ic mistake, then, is the mistake of personalising the
country: the mistake of treating a country as a living
being with its own independent mental life, and as some-
thing with which you can share a relationship of mutual
recognition and care. 

On the ways of thinking about countries considered so
far, loyalty to country is compared with various loyalties
between persons. The third way of answering the chal-
lenge to patriotism compares it with a different kind of
allegiance: an allegiance to the good. A country is iden-
tified with certain values—perhaps with certain princi-
ples, ideals or projects—and patriotism is understood as
a commitment to those values. Australia, for example,
may be identified with ideals of mateship and fairness, or
with the principles of democratic governance and the rule
of law, or with the project of building a prosperous,
tolerant and compassionate society. These are important
values. If they are the values that capture Australia’s true
nature, or for which Australia truly stands, then Australia
itself can be made to look like something that merits
serious loyalty.

It is one thing to say that certain values demand our alle-
giance, but it is another to say that those values are
embodied in a particular country. To identify a country
with certain values, you must subscribe a particular
description of the country, on which the values in
question really do capture its true essential nature.
Considering the enormity and moral complexity of any
country and its history, the process of constructing such
a description will inevitably be selective, and will
inevitably involve some creative interpretation; it will
emphasise certain aspects of the country and its history,
interpreted in a certain way, and ignore or downplay
others. It will make the country fit a particular picture,
even where that is not what the evidence supports. Only
by grossly oversimplifying Australia, for example, can
we characterise it as a country that is defined by the value
of mateship. Only by grossly oversimplifying Australia’s
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history can we characterise it as the story, at its heart, of
a specified valuable political project. The third charac-
teristic patriotic mistake is to impose upon the country an
idealised image or narrative, making the country look
purer, and its history look neater, than any real country
and its history could be.

This is the mistake that lies behind the essays on patriot-
ism by McCain and Obama. For McCain, a commitment
to America just is a commitment to the greater good. For
Obama, America (only America) embodies the principle
that everyone, regardless of background, should have a
chance to succeed. The mistake is also evident in a great
deal of political and cultural debate,
where questions about what a
country is tend to be conflated with
questions about what a country
should be. Participants in such
debates often argue about which
values are the best by arguing about
which values are a country’s ‘true’
values. They assume that a genuinely Australian value,
for example, must be a good value, and, sometimes, that
any genuinely good value must be an Australian value,
independently of any serious look at what makes a value
good, or what makes a value Australian.

The problem for patriotism is that countries—the objects
of patriotic loyalty—are so huge, complicated and imper-
sonal. To make a country appear as something that merits
serious loyalty, we need to make it look homelier, simpler
and more tangible. We do this by thinking of the country
as a group of like-minded citizens, or as an organic entity
with which we each share a personal relationship, or as
the embodiment of particular valuable abstract ideals.
One way or another, we devote ourselves to the country
as we imagine it, not as it is.

None of this is to prove that patriotism is undesirable, all
things considered. Even if patriotism requires a lie, the
lie may be noble. Perhaps we need patriotism, and
perhaps we need the mistakes on which it relies. Perhaps
patriotism makes us better people, holds societies
together, or gives us a sense of identity and belonging in
an otherwise confusing world. For all I have said here,
that may be true. The characteristic patriotic mistakes are
not benign, however. They distort moral judgement and
are corrosive of good public debate. They lead us to
fetishise our countries, placing them alongside, or in the

place of, the things that really matter: genuine personal
loves and loyalties, the rights and interests of individuals,
and the principles and ideals for which it is truly worth
fighting. You should pay your taxes, respect the law and
work for just causes, but you should do so—in my
opinion—out of a love of justice and a concern for the
interests of others, not out of loyalty to something as
compromised and ungraspable as a country.

In an effort to end on a slightly less sanctimonious note,
let me acknowledge that it is very difficult to imagine a
world in which people do not care for and identify with
their countries. It is also difficult to accept any view so

severe as to tell us that it is wrong
to indulge in simple patriotic pleas-
ures, like supporting our national
sporting teams and celebrating our
national traditions and heritage
(however idealised). Taking all of
this into account, though, we can
still ask why we need to take our

connections to our countries quite so seriously. We
manage to feel loyalty to cities, states, football teams and
coffee shops, without imagining that they are deep
sources of moral identity and obligation, or entities for
which it makes sense to kill or die. Why not feel the same
about a country? It is only a country, after all.

Sources used in the preparation of this
article:
The arguments presented here are drawn largely from
chapters 3-4 of my book The Limits of Loyalty,
Cambridge University Press, 2007; and from my article
‘Making Nonsense of Loyalty to Country’ in Boudewijn
de Bruin and Christopher S. Zurn (eds.) New Waves in
Political Philosophy, Palgrave MacMillan, forthcoming.
The idea that patriotism is mistaken is also defended in
George Kateb’s article ‘Is Patriotism a Mistake?’ in
Social Research 67(4), 2000, 910-924; reprinted in
Kateb’s Patriotism and Other Mistakes, Yale University
Press, 2008. For a variety of philosophical perspectives
on patriotism, see the papers collected in Igor Primoratz
(ed.) Patriotism, Amherst, New York: Humanity Books,
2002. John McCain “A Cause Greater Than Self ” and
Barak Obama “A Faith in Simple Dreams” were pub-
lished in Time Magazine, Jun. 25, 2008, also available
online at http://www.time.com/time/nation/article/0,8599,
1818037,00.html.
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A new approach to religious educa-
tion in schools
The study of religion at secondary school
level has had a checkered history. Up until

the Second World War it was seen as a vehicle for moral
education via the inculcation of Christian doctrine. With
the growth of secularism and the multi–faith society a
new model known as ‘religious studies’ developed where
the role of religious education changed to that of explo-
ration of a range of religious traditions while acknowl-
edging that morality is not necessarily dependent on
religious belief. It is now time to take the transformation
of religious education one step further—to take it beyond
purely religious world views and to give equal place to
non-religious belief systems including the major ethical
traditions. Such a major conceptual shift necessitates a
new title for the subject. ‘Religious education’ carries too
narrow a focus. Besides, it has negative connotations for
that large segment of society who no longer believe in
any of the traditional institutionalised religions but who
nevertheless see the importance of children examining
and critically assessing a range of world-views: non-reli-
gious, religious and moral.

On the other hand an acquaintance with religious belief
as such is crucial to any citizen of contemporary society,
whether a religious believer or not. Given the social and
cultural divisions and violence perpetrated around the
world today in the name of religion, it is understandable
that many children are questioning the role of religious
belief and how it can lead to such negative results.
Similarly to properly understand the historical, cultural
and artistic forces that gave rise to modern civilization
one has to grapple with the various religious traditions
that influenced them so directly.

In Chapter 1 of our book Religious Education in a
Pluralist Society: The Key Philosophical Issues, John
Edwards and I argued for a similar model for religious
education but at that stage still clung to the traditional
nomenclature of ‘religious education’. Educational and
social developments since that time have confirmed that
this open-ended model of religious education is more

than ever appropriate, but that a fresh new title is needed
to take the subject forward into the 21st century.

2. Philosophical rationale for the new course
The educational philosophy underlying the subject
remains the same as previously discussed—the tradition-
al concept of liberal education adapted to the contempo-
rary situation. The three key elements of the concept are
identified as critical rationality, personal transcendence
and epistemological coherence, which together promote
the educational goal of personal autonomy. 

They may be summarised as follows: Critical rationality
can be understood as the ability to evaluate critically
evidence and forms of justification in order to arrive at
rationally acceptable conclusions. One area of impor-
tance in critical rationality is that the beliefs we hold will
in significant ways affect our decisions and actions not
only as they impact on our own lives but on the lives of
others in our society. There is an urgent need for students
to develop skills in critically assessing information and
evidence and for them to acquire sound principles as a
prelude to their actions.

The second concept, that of personal transcendence,
refers to the role of education in liberating people from
the constraints of their immediate socio-economic and
cultural environment towards being persons who have
begun to explore the foundations for their own belief
system. The concept of transcendence is here being used
in an epistemological sense to mean moving beyond a
particular and limited state of knowledge and
awareness to a broader and deeper knowledge and
perspective. It does not necessarily imply a com-
mitment to a transcendent or spiritual
realm, although this is certainly one
significant possibility. 

The third concept of
epistemological coher-
ence refers both to the
consistency between different
propositions within a subject,
which may be referred to as

1.
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internal coherence, as well as to the consistency between
different subjects, which may be referred to as external
coherence. A clear example of the latter criterion is the
possible inconsistency between religion’s and science’s
account of the evolution of species. Another example can
be found in the relation between religion and ethics,
where conflicts of views might arise on issues such as
abortion, euthanasia, or the role of women.

These three principles represent what is of enduring
value in the notion of liberal education and provide a
clear educational justification for a core course in beliefs
and values in society. I now need to consider the appro-
priate philosophical approaches to the teaching of such a
subject, or in other words, the sort of epistemological
methodology that should underlie it. Because of the wide
range of beliefs to be studied, some view as to
their truth status needs to be implicit. Are the
beliefs to be treated as all equally valid, or on
the other hand as all equally false? Or is one
view true and the others false or perhaps while
only one view is completely true, may others
contain elements of the truth? These positions
may be termed in order: pluralism, scepticism,
exclusivism and inclusivism. 

There are problems with all of these especially
the last three and an expanded version of pluralism,
which we have called ‘extended pluralism’ in Chapter 3
of Religious Education in a Pluralist Society, is the way
forward. According to this approach no judgment is
made in advance as to the truth or otherwise of any of
these religious or non-religious views, but that all signif-
icant attempts to answer issues of ultimate concern
deserve careful and open consideration. Students would
be encouraged to examine the various belief systems and
decide that some are better based or more rationally
defensible than others, lead to a more personally satisfy-
ing world view and are more consistent both within
themselves and with other branches of knowledge. These
reflect respectively our three liberal education criteria of
critical rationality, personal transcendence and epistemo-
logical coherence. While exploring such issues it would
be quite acceptable for students to work from their
existing ‘primary paradigm’ (the stable set of beliefs they
have inherited through their family and culture, whether
religious or not) unless and until they feel there is suffi-
cient reason to change to a new belief system.

A major aim of a beliefs and values program based on
extended pluralism would be to get people to hold
whatever beliefs they reach in a non-dogmatic and
flexible way. It may be argued by some that such an
approach precludes a genuine religious commitment
because such a commitment is a total and absolute one
and would lose its force if held in this more open-ended
way. Now while this may be true of how most religious

believers have held their religious beliefs in the past (par-
ticularly in mono-faith societies), it is not, I would hold,
a necessary feature of religious beliefs. People can logi-
cally hold a firm commitment to their religion while at
the same time acknowledging the fact that they may be
mistaken and could conceivably change their minds in
the future. At present this is their considered position and
they will act accordingly but they refuse to be dogmatic
or closed minded to alternative possibilities.

This is of course a different conception of what it means
to be committed to religion (at least for most people), but
one that would seem eminently appropriate for those
living in modern pluralist societies including those living
in separate mono-faith communities in such societies. If,
as a result of religious education of the type being rec-
ommended, a larger number of people did come to hold

their beliefs in this more provisional, flexible way it
would be an enormous step forward in helping reduce the
conflicts based on religious differences besetting so
many parts of the world today. 

This liberal education rationale for the subject also high-
lights the key moral or ethical values that should underlie
it and which it should aim to develop in the students. The
over-arching concept of autonomy carries with it a com-
mitment to basing one’s beliefs on good evidence, an
ethical as well as an intellectual duty. We discussed this
under the heading of the ‘ethics of belief’ in Chapter 5 of
Religious Education in a Pluralist Society. Beliefs guide
actions and false or insufficiently understood or justified
beliefs may give rise to actions which cause harm or
injury to others in the community. A useful concept in
applying the ethics of belief to the educational context is
D’Agostino’s notion of an ‘epistemic community’. Such
a hypothetical community is one which acknowledges
not only the fact of disagreement between competing
viewpoints but also the need for a method of adjudicat-
ing between them, in much the same way as the legal
system has institutionalised procedures for resolving dis-
agreements between litigants. D’Agostino considers four
underlying principles as necessary if the adjudicative
process is to be possible at all. These are commitments
to: (i) realism, (ii) fallibilism, (iii) rationalism, and (iv)
respect for others. If all parties accept such principles
then the chances of resolving differences of opinion by
discussion rather than conflict will be greatly enhanced. 
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However there will always be cases where such disagree-
ment cannot be so easily resolved. This is either because
one or more of the parties refuse to accept such princi-
ples or because even if they do, there are still different
views as to how we should act because of deep-seated
religious, moral or political differences. It is my con-
tention that in a liberal democratic society such as
Australia, if such conflicts arise then broader democratic
values may justifiably take precedence over sectional
ethical or religious beliefs. Democracy may be seen as
the social manifestation of the epistemic principles of
reason, justification, fallibility and respect. Thus both
religious believers and non-believers have every right to
their own beliefs but no right to discriminate against
those that don’t share them. Similarly those with differ-
ent views on issues such as abortion and euthanasia have
the right to follow their own beliefs (within the confines
of any relevant laws in their society) and to argue for
their acceptance by others but not to impose their views
on them. These principles should inform both how the
course is taught and its desired outcomes.

Another way of expressing these points is through the
concepts of political and comprehensive liberalism pop-
ularised by John Rawls and discussed in Religious
Education in a Pluralist Society. Political liberalism is
the more restricted form, confining itself to procedural
values necessary for democratic citizenship such as tol-
erance, respect for others, freedom of opinion, freedom
of religion, the rule of law. Comprehensive liberalism on
the other hand would actively promote the more substan-
tive liberal values of critical rationality, autonomy,
holding beliefs in an open and flexible way and being
exposed to a wide range of points of view. Political liber-
alism thus provides a means for resolving disputes such
as those discussed above, while comprehensive liberal-
ism provides the broader values that serve to delineate
the educational goals of the course in beliefs and values
that I have been advocating.

3. Psychological and sociological factors 
supporting the new course
I will now move from considering the philosophical and
educational basis of the subject to the personal and social
context in which it will exist and the case for it that arises
there. I mentioned at the beginning factors such as the
growth of secularism and the multi-faith society as well
as the impact of religious fundamentalism and the long-
standing influences of religion and other belief systems
on contemporary society. Further, a recent national study
of spirituality among Australian youth aged between 13
and 29 over the period 2003 to 2006 titled The Spirit of
Generation Y by Mason et al has revealed some interest-
ing findings. For example over half the young people in
the target group do not belong to, or identify with any
religion. Only 11% claim that only one religion is true. It
was also found that: 

religious practices and beliefs are now available
‘unbundled’ from particular traditions and commu-
nities, while individuals are less constrained by tra-
ditional religious ties and obligations. Consumers
are free to borrow from various religious traditions
as it suits them, without necessarily accepting the
whole ‘package’. 

Typical comments in relation to students’ experience of
traditional religious education were that it had little
impact on them, that
they resented being
told what to believe,
but that they appre-
ciated it when it was
related to everyday
life or raised broad
issues of values and
meaning in life.

Other researchers bring out that there is a common
feeling among many young people today that life lacks
any significant meaning and such a view may even lead
on to nihilism. A course such as this, because of its
breadth and openness to a wide range of views, could
play a key role in addressing this vacuum.

Others, such as Grelle, stress the social and ethical value
for students of studying a range of beliefs and values in
the school context for developing their identities as
citizens of a pluralistic democracy.

Teaching about diverse religious and secular world
views and ways of life becomes an avenue for
helping students understand their rights to religious
liberty or freedom of conscience as well as their
responsibility to protect those same rights for their
fellow citizens. By learning about and engaging the
differences between religions and cultures in con-
temporary society as well as in history, students
come to understand and cultivate the spirit of
respectfulness and civility that is essential for par-
ticipation in the ongoing conversations, arguments,
and debates that constitute public life in a demo-
cratic society. 

Perhaps the key value coming out of these discussions is
that of tolerance. However in the past this concept was
wrongly interpreted to imply that one needed to accept all
religions as equally valid. As Barnes and Wright point out:

The concept of tolerance is devalued if it is seen 
as a process of bracketing out conflicting beliefs 
in an attempt to cultivate the pretence of mutual
compatibility; indeed, such a strategy is likely to be
both deeply patronising and profoundly intolerant.
At the heart of genuine tolerance is the notion of 
forbearance: of accepting and living alongside
those whose beliefs are fundamentally incompatible
with one’s own. 

Peter Hobson is an
Associate Professor

and Honorary Fellow
in the School of

Business, Economics
and Public Policy at

the University of 
New England.

12 RES PUBLICA VOL. 17 NO. 1 2008

In the past [tolerance] was
wrongly interpreted to imply
that one needed to accept all

religions as equally valid.



Some of the contemporary challenges that a course in
beliefs and values could respond to are the naïve rela-
tivism so prevalent among young people today—the
belief that every opinion on any matter of deep-seated
belief is to be regarded as equally worthy. It just is the
case that some beliefs are more or less rational than
others and students should be encouraged to realise this.
Similarly the twin threats of terrorism and environmental
degradation are often influenced by religious views that
need to be confronted and debated in a clear and critical
way. As Kay puts it: 

Good religious education can help to foster the con-
ditions whereby religious adherents within demo-
cratic states put their energies toward human
flourishing. Or, to put this another way, it is the
indoctrinatory and irresponsible transmission of
oversimplified religious solutions that threaten our
existence.

4. Content and structure of the new course
There are various ways in which the proposed course
“Beliefs and Values in Society” could be implemented
but I would suggest the following major components:

(1) Ethical belief systems

(2) Religious belief systems

(3) Secular belief systems

(4) Overview and synthesis

(1) I have placed the ethical or moral component first as
in this day and age it is important to show students that
ethics is separate from religion and has its own ways of
reasoning and theoretical approaches. Similarly this will
make clear that living an ethical life independent of

religion is quite possible and
that there are clear ethical
criteria that can be later
applied in the evaluation of the
various religions. Finally,
while it is possible to live a
meaningful and socially
acceptable life without reli-
gious belief, it is not possible
to do the same without some
basic ethical beliefs and com-
mitments.

The standard ethical theories
could be introduced in a sim-
plified manner and the ways

they agree or disagree or overlap with each other brought
out. For example (in summary form only):

a. Virtue-based ethics: Aristotle, Aquinas. Comparison
of moral and intellectual virtues, non-religious and
religious virtues.

b. Kantianism and non-consequentialist theories

c. Utilitarianism and consequentialist theories

d. Human rights ethics: Rights deriving from the
nature of the person. UN Declarations of Human
Rights, Covenant on Civil and Political Rights,
Convention on Rights of the Child

e. Contemporary social contract theories, e.g. Rawls
and justice as fairness.

f. Ethics of care and feminist ethics

(2) Religious belief systems would include some intro-
duction to the major world religions e.g. Christianity,
Judaism, Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism. These could be
analysed according to their various dimensions such as
popularised by Ninian Smart: experiential, doctrinal,
mythical, ethical, ritual, social. To these could perhaps be
added a metaphysical dimension. There would need to be
limits as to how many religions are studied and how
much detail is provided, otherwise students will feel
overloaded with excessive content. Students will be
encouraged to critically analyse the beliefs and practices
of the various religions and even if they find some or all
of them not personally meaningful, they still need some
basic understanding of them because of the great influ-
ences all major religions have had on society.

Exponents of the various faiths could be asked to visit the
school and give an insider’s perspective. Visits to places
of worship, religious shrines etc. could complement
school-based programs.

(3) Secular belief systems would include the major
non–religious world-views, e.g. Liberalism, Humanism,
Existentialism, Marxism. Also included here could be
significant current themes or movements such as
Ecology, Globalisation, Animal Rights. All the above are
not necessarily anti-religious but all stress values or prin-
ciples that are independent of religion. In this part of the
course an attempt could be made to develop a contempo-
rary world-view and associated set of moral values that
would be potentially attractive to those students who are
seriously questioning religious based views.

(4) Finally there would need to be an overview and
attempted synthesis which brings out the essential
features of belief systems and looks at the similarities
and differences between the various types of philoso-
phies, where they overlap and are consistent or inconsis-
tent with each other. Students should be given help with
constructing their own belief systems, looking at such
things as criteria for justified belief, core and associated
beliefs, consistency and coherence and ways of dealing
with inconsistency. Such a belief system may end up
being similar to their own original ‘primary paradigm’,
some modification of it with possible incorporation of
new elements, or a totally different set of beliefs.

5. Practical considerations and conclusion
Because of the intellectual complexity of the subject I
would at this stage recommend its adoption for the senior
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secondary school (Years 11-12) only. Most of these
students should be able to handle it effectively and fruit-
fully provided the course is clearly structured and well
taught. The Generation Y research shows that many
students today are looking for such a course and would
be able to handle the predominantly philosophical issues
involved. The work of Peter Vardy both in the UK and
Australia in successfully promoting the teaching of phi-
losophy of religion in the upper secondary school is
further evidence that this type of material can be assimi-
lated by senior students (see his The Puzzle of God and
The Five Strand Approach to Religious and Values
Education in Australia).

It is important that students see that the
standards of critical enquiry and evalu-
ation that apply in other subjects such
as science and history also apply in
this subject and that it is examinable.
Failure to do this in religious education
courses in the past has led to students
judging the subject to be less academ-
ically respectable and therefore not
worthy of serious attention. Teachers
would need to be adequately prepared—as well as the
traditional specialist knowledge of the various religions,
this new study would also require knowledge of secular
and ethical viewpoints and some basic philosophical
skills. I realise this may be a difficult task but it is very
important for the success of the subject and hopefully if
this new curriculum development is accepted it will
attract appropriately committed and capable teachers.

In conclusion there are convincing philosophical, educa-
tional and social reasons for a new core subject in the
senior secondary school covering “Beliefs and Values in
Society” and the clear contemporary need for such a
subject will hopefully generate a new enthusiasm on the
part of both students and teachers for the study of reli-
gious and other belief systems in school.

Note: I am grateful to John Edwards (Catholic Education
Office, Sydney) for assistance in the preparation of this
article. 
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ledging is almost universally condemned as
unsportsmanlike behavior in discussions of
modern sports. Instances like Materazzi’s

comments towards Zidane during the 2006 FIFA World
Cup (allegedly quite racist and/or questioning his sister’s
chastity), Glenn McGrath’s famous explosion after
Ramnesh Sarwan responded quite cleverly to a comment
by McGrath (challenging the fidelity of McGrath’s wife),
and even the more recent bad blood between England and
India over a few jelly beans reinforce the argument that
sledging encourages the worst aspects of competition. Is
this universal condemnation warranted or does the fact
that we as fans usually only hear of the instances that
cause controversy skew perceptions to see sledging as
wildly unsportsmanlike? For theorists in the philosophy
of sport, condemnation of sledging is usually justified by
reference to the conception of sports as tests of purely
athletic skills and from perceived incompatibility with
the notion of sportsmanship. I want to show that this ide-
alization of sports is actually a very narrow conception
and hardly applicable to many modern sports. Similarly,
the notions of sportsmanship that supposedly support
universal condemnation of sledging are based on anti-
quated understandings of sportsmanship. It is high time
to scrap these Victorian understandings of sports and
embrace the current style of play that tests not only a
competitor’s athletic abilities, but also their wit and

ability to cope with pressure. 

M. Waugh: “Mate, what are 
you doing out here, 
there’s no way you’re 

good enough to play for
England”

J. Ormond: “Maybe not, but at least
I’m the best player in my family”

A holistic account of sport:
athletic and competitive skills

Traditionally sports are understood to
be tests of athletic skills constituted and
bound by sets of rules defining appro-

priate actions and penalties for infractions. The aim of
the contest is to see which party is better at the athletic

skills involved in the sport. Clearly actual competitions
do not always pan out this way. Bad calls by the referee
may affect the outcome; weather affects play; injuries
may cripple one side. In an ideal match, however, the
better, in terms of athletic abilities relevant to the sport at
hand, athlete or team will win. This is what competition
is supposed to determine. 

The problem with this account of sport and competition
is that it is lacking the capacity to deal with many modern
sports, particularly those played professionally around
the world. What it misses, which has been pointed out by
Kretchmar, is that there are skills of a purely competitive
nature, we cannot and should not preclude from sports, at
least at certain levels of play. These skills are cultivated
solely to improve one’s chances of winning a competition
and cannot be described as purely athletic skills. In fact
many of them are purely mental skills.  

Without the recognition of these skills our understanding
and evaluation of sports misses crucial elements of what
is happening in the competition. So how then is an indi-
vidual match to be considered a test solely of athletic
skills? Quite simply, we need to reconsider what it is that
is happening in any specific instance of competition. If
we take Simon’s view of “competition as a mutual quest
for excellence”, then the range of skills being tested is
broadened significantly. The opponents enter into “an
implicit social contract under which both competitors
accept the obligation to provide a challenge for oppo-
nents according to the rules of the sport”. This may not
sound terribly controversial, but by incorporating non-
athletic skills into the realm of what is being tested by
competition, the view of sports becomes better able to
cope with and evaluate non-athletic skills. By looking at
the more holistic concept of better competitor rather than
better athlete we give ourselves a much more robust
picture of what is going on in sports. 

The reason this holistic viewpoint is not often advocated
is that it arguably places too much emphasis on winning.
If what a sport is testing is which side is the better com-
petitor then so long as nothing contrary to the rules takes
place (i.e. Maradona’s Hand of God), the better competi-
tor on the day will win. It looks too much like a win at all
costs view of sports. To put it simply, regardless of any indi-
vidual’s reason for participating or watching, winning
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“How’s your wife and my kids?”

by Chuck Summers

Sledging—the abuse and ridicule of one’s sporting opponent—is almost universally denounced in considered debate as
unsportsmanlike behaviour. Chuck Summers asks whether this condemnation is justified, or whether sledging is sometimes
appropriate and should instead be considered as one sporting skill among many—one that ought sometimes be promoted.
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matters. This is not to suggest that winning is the only thing
that matters, but it can be a significant indicator of success.
With that said, it is now time to consider whether purely
competitive skills are rightly open to being countered

Robin Smith & Merv Hughes: During 1989 Lords Test
Hughes said to Smith after he played & missed: “You
can’t f***ing bat”. Smith to Hughes after he smacked
him to the boundary: “Hey Merv, we make a fine pair.
I can’t f***ing bat and you can’t f***ing bowl.”

Sledging as a competitive skill
For this part of the discussion the two crucial skills are
strategy and determination. They often interact and one
can design strategies specifically to undermine the deter-
mination of one’s opponent. Under less holistic concepts
of sport this would be something to be avoided. If the aim
is to determine which side is better at the given set of
athletic skills then undermining the determination of
one’s opponent to perform at their best is antithetical to
the purpose of competing. However, we quite often praise
as brilliant strategy, and I would say rightly so, plays
designed to do just that. This is for the simple reason that
these sports are not simply tests of the athletic skills
involved, but also of the overarching ability to compete.

In cricket, bowling slower or short balls is often used to
make the batter less inclined to stay in their crease,
creating more opportunities for hitting the stumps. Or in
soccer, the hard tackle can be used to dissuade the attack-
ing player from being quite so eager to run forward with
the ball. These are all very common ploys used to under-
mine the determination of the opposing side. 

What I hope these examples show is that attacking the
mental game or competitive skills of an opponent is often
done. From that point it is simply a question of whether
it should be done. Clearly, if one plays a friendly game of
tennis where the outcome does not matter it would be odd
to attempt to psych out one’s opponent. On the other
hand, if one is playing in a true competition, where the
aim is to see who is the better competitor, a play designed
to undermine the opponent’s determination should not
necessarily be considered out of line. The reason for this
is the holistic understanding of competition involved
here. If a competitor is allowed to use something to their
advantage, then their opponent should be allowed to

attempt to counter that advantage or skill, so long as what
the opponent does is within the rules. Similarly, part of
the quest for excellence is going to be testing all facets of
an opponent and oneself, including how well they stay
focused on the task at hand.

There is one objection to the use of the holistic concep-
tion of better competitor as the evaluative standard that
needs to be considered. An individual or team may be a
great competitor without being skilful at some of the
central skills of the sport in question. In these cases the
competitor wins by not engaging in the competition in
that way. Is this a flaw in the competition? I would
suggest that one of the central skills involved in most
sports is the ability to dictate what skills are at play in any
given contest. We see this often in the expression “let’s
play our game” or the idea of controlling the tempo of a
game. The challenge involved in competition is how to
counter the skills of the opponents, and one manner by
which defenses do this is to deny them the opportunity to
use their strengths. If a team generally plays a slow and
methodical offense, quick pressure may be the perfect
way to counter their style of play. Or, if a batsman prefers
the square shot, then placing a fielder in that area can
break up their game plan. The objection seems to implic-
itly rely on the idea that controlling the manner in which
the game is played somehow negates the challenge pre-
sented, rather than being an appropriate response to it. 

The holistic understanding of competition implies that
there may be skills involved in a sport that have no other
purpose except testing the skills involved in how the
opponent presents a challenge. These are the type of
actions and skills generally referred to by the term
‘gamesmanship’. One such skill is sledging. A skilful
sledger can manipulate their opponent’s level of play,
bringing out the best in or demoralising the opponent.
There should not be anything objectionable (at least in
most cases) about encouraging one’s opponent to play at
their best through verbal means, whether stated as simple
encouragement or as a challenge. The case of demoralis-
ing one’s opponent though, does seem to be questionable.
However, the interesting feature of sledging is that the
intent behind it does not directly correlate to its effects.
A verbal challenge intended to get the opponent to
perform better may instead make invoke the realisation
that one is not playing as well as one should, and some
competitors only go into a greater slump. Similarly, many
players use attempts to demoralise them as fuel to
perform even better. After missing several times in a
county cricket match, Viv Richards was told by the
bowler: “It’s round and red, weighs about six ounces.”
Richards responded by hitting the next ball out of the
ground (and with the immortal words: “You know what it
looks like, now go f***ing find it”). 

Sledging should be understood as a test of the opponent’s
mental commitment to the contest at hand. As a skill to
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be used it should be engaged to make sure that one is
getting the challenge one deserves. This does not mean
that it cannot be used to negatively affect the opponent,
rather such instances should be understood as a failure on
the part of the opponent to meet the challenge presented.
This may sound particularly harsh and unforgiving, but
should an opponent who lacks the ability to stay focused
or raise their game because of this aspect of the competi-
tion win? Consider cricketer’s Andrew Flintoff’s sledge
of Tino Best in 2004. He told the tailender: “Mind the
windows Tino.” On the next ball Best was stumped trying
to hit the ball into the stands. When considered from the
holistic view of competition it should be obvious that so
long as the sledge is within the rules of the game—so no

sledging while a golfer is in their
back swing—it is just one more
option in the arsenal of competi-
tive skills designed to make sure
the challenge presented is all that
it can be. ‘

“If you even dream of beating me
you’d better wake up and apolo-
gise.” 
—Muhammed Ali

Sledging and sportsmanship
So far I have been dodging what is taken the central issue
when considering sledging, which is whether it is compat-
ible with sportsmanship, because first it was necessary to
show that it is not antithetical to all notions of sport. In
terms of being a competitive skill within the bounds of this
idea of sport, sledging is largely a question of timing. In
cricket for instance, taunting an opponent after they have
been given out does nothing to affect play and would just
seem to be rude. The player being taunted is already
removed from play. They can do nothing to counter it and
it does not serve as a competitive skill. On the other hand,
sledging while the player is at the wicket can be a very
handy strategy for breaking their concentration, undermin-
ing their determination or distracting them from the game
plan. If sledging is a method of defending against a deter-
mined opponent or even just testing their ability to fully
challenge the opposition, by breaking down that determi-
nation, then a skilful competitor may wish to develop that
skill. They may however, choose to counter in any number
of other ways. Sledging is not outside the bounds of play
by virtue of being antithetical to the notion of the compe-
tition, as traditional accounts of sport would contend.

Is sportsmanship fair play?
On to sportsmanship. Sportsmanship can be understood
in a variety of ways, all of which require sledging to be
defended as within the bounds of sporting behavior.
Briefly sportsmanship can be understood as fair play,
honour, or ethics applied to the sporting realm. 

The challenge for sledging posed by the notion of fair
play is that it is unfair to the side receiving the taunts.
This seems to suggest that sledging is an extremely
powerful weapon unavailable to both sides or outside the
bounds of the sport. To oppose it because of power, is like
opposing hitting sixes because they put the other team
too far behind. Unless fairness is taken to mean all com-
petitions should be close ones, efficacy is not a reason for
precluding sledging just as it is not a reason to preclude
a wicked spin bowler. Obviously in most cases it is going
to be an available option to both sides in a competition.
So claiming unfairness because of unequal availability is
a nonstarter. The final part of the challenge, that it is
outside the bounds of the sport, is certainly applicable in
some cases. While sledging is not outside the bounds of
sport generally, this does not mean that it is always within
them. So, the ethos of a sport may preclude sledging, but
this is by no means a conceptual necessity or even desir-
able in all cases.

Is sportsmanship honour?
Sportsmanship as honor raises a slightly different chal-
lenge for the sledger. As explained by Sessions, this view
of sportsmanship is that it “is part or all of that group’s
[the collective of competitors in question] honor code of
competition”. On this account the only problem for the
sledger is if the code of honor involved precludes it.
While this is certainly the case at many levels of play, it
is by no means obviously precluded from many levels of
professional sports. In fact it would seem to be within the
bounds of many of them, especially cricket. Further, if
the central goal of these levels of sport is to present a
complete challenge to win, then it could be considered
dishonorable not to use every legal skill available to
strive towards victory. 

Is sportsmanship ethics?
The final notion of sportsmanship is that it is the player
who behaves ethically in pursuit of victory. Initially 

this challenges the sledger
because taunting someone is
at least prima facie unethical.
It is simply wrong to taunt
people no matter what the 
situation. This actually points
to the problem with this
understanding of sportsman-
ship generally. Sportsmanship
cannot be the simple applica-
tion of ethics to sport, because
quite often sports are contra-
dictory to certain ethical
edicts. It is wrong to punch
people; therefore, boxers can
never be sportsmen. Whoops!
There goes a sport historically
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renowned as the realm of great sportsmen. It is probably
wrong to throw things at an individual’s head. Damnit,
there go cricket and baseball. Tackling people is
mean...no more footy, rugby, gridiron.

Sarcasm aside, the ethics objection is initially a signifi-
cant problem for the sledger. It seems disrespectful to
taunt an opponent, particularly given the content of many
instances of sledging. What needs to be noted here is that
content and intent are often opposed and that it is the
intent behind sledging that should be considered when
evaluating whether or not it is disrespectful. Given the
account of competition I have given, if the opponent is
not a threat that needs to be countered by sledging then
its use is not called for and cannot be considered skilful.
But, no one denies that sledging can be disrespectful, this
article is merely suggesting that it is not necessarily dis-
respectful. Quite often, and this is noted by Howe, the use
of sledging is motivated by respect for the opponents’
ability; or, it can be a legitimate test of the nature of the
challenge the opponent presents. When opponents are
evenly matched in terms of athletic skill, what differenti-
ates between the two are the competitive skills. The use
of sledging in that case is going to be a recognition that
what needs to be done is test the opponent’s mental deter-
mination. Thus, when used and understood in this
manner, sledging is a token of respect for or recognition
of the opponent’s ability and not an ethically impermissi-
ble treatment of them as a mere obstacle to be overcome. 

G. McGrath: “Oi, Brandes, how come you’re so f***ing
fat?”

E. Brandes: “Because every time I f*** your wife she
gives me a biscuit.”

Sledging as a virtue
Thus far, most of what has been
said is that sledging can answer
the criticisms raised against it
under traditional conceptions of
sports and sportsmanship, and
the only positive argument is 
that it can help competitors win.
Former Australian test bowler
Andy Bichel recently even
claimed that sledging is good for
cricket precisely for that reason.
There is one further argument in its defence. If we take
the aesthetics of sports to be important as well as the
outcome, then winning with style, verve and wit adds an
extra dimension in which to appreciate a competition.
The Brandes comment above was actually applauded by
some of the Australian fielders at the time, and it is this
sense of fun and appreciation of the opponent’s ability to
respond to the challenge that most recommends sledging
as a virtue. We want sports to be played with a sense of
fun and sledging frequently indicates just that. 
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