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Having read two books recently by 
American novelist, Amor Towles, Rules of 
Civility (2011) and A Gentleman in Moscow 
(2016), I’ve been musing a little on civility 
and wondering whether it is a lost art.
Today people are bombarded with news 
and information, stimulating discourse 
that is, at times, far from wholesome. 
Watch TV news, listen to YouTube rants 
and scan different social media platforms 
like Facebook and Twitter and an alarming 
amount of discourse seems disrespectful, 
even offensive.

Some experts claim that the increasing 
loss of civility in our public spheres – 
especially around political issues – is 
the result of the digital age. Is it simply 
easier to insult someone while staring at a 
computer screen? Is that true? How do we 
develop civility? Can we regain civility as a 
society if we have strayed from it?

What then is civility? Individually, civility is 
the affording of respect to others and the 
assumption of positive intentions. More 
broadly, civility is practised in a democratic 
society when people and politics can 
advance an agenda that is designed for the 
greater public good.

Civility begins with what in Christian 
society was one of Christ’s two chief 
precepts: “thou shalt love thy neighbour 
as thy self” (Matthew 22. 39–40). This 
has morphed into what is often called the 
Golden Rule: we should treat others as 
we would want to be treated. In a political 
argument or speech, for example, no 
one should resort to bullying, demeaning 
comments or threats, or “ad hominem” 
attacks. One can argue a position and do 
so with great strength without being petty 
and mean spirited. Arguably, this is the 
essence of civility.

The loss of civility in society has both 
micro and macro effects. An example 
might be trigger quick road rage for a 
traffic related driving manoeuvre, or the 
inability to develop bipartisan arguments 
to address social issues.

Just as lawyers in court manage or channel 
their legal conflicts by following the rules 
of courtroom procedure and evidence, 
civility in society helps us manage or 
channel conflict to avoid the sort of 
demonization of one’s opponents that can 
ultimately lead to violence and a collapse 
of social norms.

Unfortunately, you don’t get civility as a 
state of society without civility of behavior 
or speech appropriate to civil interactions. 
As lady Mary Wortley-Montagu, the English 
aristocrat and writer wrote: “civility costs 
nothing and buys everything.”

Too many people today assume that those 
with different views are hopelessly lost 
and need to be punished and humiliated. 
We see new forms of narrow-minded 
tribalism in politics and this hurts what was 
once known as a civil society. It does not 
help when people see ‘Leaders’ resort to 
this sort of pettiness and demonization 
of others on the campaign trail all to get a 
laugh and a few votes.

Like most things, social media contains 
examples of great civility and human 
connection as well as divisive discourse 
and hate. It (social media) is a tool and, 
unfortunately, a tool that can amplify the 
most negative aspects of society. This 
amplification gives previously hidden 
factions a great deal of power. It has been 
horribly revelatory to see the nature and 
degree of hatred that is revealed when 
provided a platform. Typing outrageous and 
inflammatory attacks is too easy when 

The Centre for Ethics

This newsletter is produced by the Centre for Ethics at Christ Church Grammar School.  

It is a quarterly publication informing the community of forthcoming speakers and events.

Civility and the Civil Society
What then is civility? Individually, civility is the affording of respect to others and the 
assumption of positive intentions. More broadly, civility is practised in a democratic society 
when people and politics can advance an agenda that is designed for the greater public good.



it is just you and your keyboard. Saying 
it to someone’s face is harder — not 
impossible, but not as easy. Online too, 
many forget that they are real people that 
they are slamming; if your enemy is an 
abstraction and not in front of your face it 
is easy to forget that he or she is human.

Perhaps, it is education and exposure to 
different groups that can help reestablish 
civility in our society. Indeed, empirical 
evidence indicates that providing a 
structure for shared dialogue across 
differences builds empathy, insight 
and cognitive flexibility, and results 
in positive relations with members of 
other social groups and identities. In 
addition to individual and group education, 

exposure and dialogue, however, there is 
a critical need to strongly rebuke hate and 
restructure systems so that all sections 
of society have genuine opportunities to 
thrive and contribute.

Social psychologists have known for 
decades that certain kinds of contact 
with people who hold different group 
identities than we do, improve our feelings 
about these groups as a whole. For these 
sort of contact experiences to make a 
difference, however, their importance has 
to be affirmed by people and offices that 
are vested with the authority to articulate 
what we should be aspiring to. Sadly, one 
wonders whether we are seeing that type 
of leadership at the top these days.

Maybe it just boils down to what that 
most civil of literary characters, Atticus 
Finch once remarked: “you never really 
understand a person until you consider 
things from his point of view – until you 
climb into his skin and walk around in it.” It is 
when we are prepared to make this type of 
effort that we create the foundation for a 
civil society.

Simon Hunn
Director of the Centre for Ethics
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Greg Sheridan AO

Gregory Paul ‘Greg’ Sheridan AO is an 

Australian foreign affairs journalist and 

commentator. He has been the foreign 

editor of The Australian newspaper 

since 1992. He is also well known as a 

commentator on radio and television 

and is the author of several books 

including; Cities of the Hot Zone, Asian 

Values, Living with Dragons, Tigers: 

Leaders of the New Asia-Pacific, 

Western Dreams, When We Were Young 

and Foolish.

Clearly, Greg Sheridan has been absorbed 
by politics, particularly as this relates to 
Australia’s place in Asia. But now he has 
taken on the venerable and ancient role 
of apologist, turning his attention to “a 
defence of Christianity in troubled times”, 
the subtitle of his latest book, God is 
Good for You. In writing this book he has 
not completely abandoned his fascination 
with political matters because the second 
section of the book, which is headed 
‘Christians’, is based on interviews with a 
variety of politicians, some of them highly 
influential. Unsurprisingly, he tells us about 
the religious life of his old friend, Tony 
Abbott, as well as three other former prime 
ministers; John Howard, Kevin Rudd and 
Malcolm Turnbull, a convert to Catholicism 
from Anglicanism. Also featured are Bill 
Shorten, Kim Beazley, Penny Wong, Peter 
Costello and Christine Keneally who speak 
openly about their faith.

For the general reader, Greg Sheridan’s 
writing is invaluable. Unfazed by those who 
would consign religion to the dustbin of 
history, he asserts that believing in God is 
rational, that atheism is an odd religious 
faith and that these new atheists are false 
prophets. He outlines Christian belief and 
borrowing from ‘The Life of Brian’, asks 
what did we ever get from Christianity? Not 
much, apart from the idea of the individual, 

human rights, feminism, liberalism, social 

justice and secular politics. He does not 

shy away from Christianity’s problems 

which include the presence of evil and 

belief in God’s goodness and the mystery 

of suffering. 

In our current climate he is obliged to 

face the sins of Christianity and the many 

failures of institutional religion. He ends 

part one by urging people to read the Old 

Testament and thus be astonished.

Greg Sheridan will speak to the wider 

school community on the subject  

Is God Good for You? on Wednesday 1 

April, commencing at 7.30pm. The talk will 

be hosted by the Centre for Ethics in the 

Christ Church Senior School Staff Room.

If you are interested in attending this 

event, please click here.

Photo courtesy of The Australian.

https://www.eventbrite.com.au/e/greg-sheridan-is-god-good-for-you-tickets-94568467833


His first novel City of Light won the Western Australian Premier’s Book Award for 
Fiction, and Before it Breaks (2015) the Ned Kelly Award for best Australian crime 
fiction. He has also written Clear to the Horizon featuring the lead characters from 
both these books. His most recently published novel is River of Salt (2019) and at 
present he is working on Over My Dead Body, to be published by Fremantle Press in 
July 2020.

Dave Warner originally came to national prominence with his gold album Mug’s 
Game, and his band Dave Warner’s ‘From the Suburbs.’ In 2017 he released his 
tenth album When. He has been named a Western Australian State Living Treasure 
and has been inducted into the WAM ‘Rock’n’Roll of Renown.’

Dave visited the School in 2019 and we look forward to a return visit in Term 1, 
2020, where he will address students in both Years 9 and 12.
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Dave Warner
Dave Warner is an author, musician and screenwriter.

Roland Leach

A child of the mid to late 1950s, 
Roland Leach grew up in Perth’s 
beachside suburbs and was 
educated at the University of 
Western Australia.

He has taught at Presbyterian Ladies’ 
College (PLC) for over 30 years, in 
much of that time as Head of the 
English Department.

As well as being a teacher, Roland is 
a writer of considerable note. He has 
written four collections of poetry, 
the latest of which is the recently 

published Obliquity, as well as a 
number of short stories. Roland is 
also proprietor of Sunline Press which 
has published some 18 collections of 
poetry by Australian poets.

Roland Leach will visit our Year 11 
Literature classes in March to speak on 
Shifting Identity in Australian Poetry.

Paul Dillon

Paul Dillon has been working in the area 
of drug education for the past 25 years.

Through his own business, Drug and 
Alcohol Research and Training Australia, 
he has been contracted by many 
organisations to give regular updates on 
current drug trends. He continues to work 
with many school communities across the 
country to ensure that they have access 
to good quality information and best 
practice drug education. 

In 2009, his best-selling book for parents 
was released titled Teenagers, Alcohol and 
Drugs. With a broad knowledge of a range 
of content areas, Paul regularly appears in 
the media and is regarded as a key social 
commentator, with interviews on television 
programs such as Sunrise, TODAY and The 
Project. Paul also writes a blog where he 
discusses topical issues of the day, as 
well as addressing some of the questions 
and queries he is regularly asked by those 
attending his presentations.

Paul has visited Christ Church regularly to 
talk to our Senior School students. We look 
forward to further hearing from him this 
year, when he will talk to this group of boys 
about drugs and safety.
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David Whish-Wilson

David Whish-Wilson was born in 
Newcastle, New South Wales but raised 
in Singapore, Victoria and Western 
Australia.

He left Australia in 1984 to live in Europe, 
Africa and Asia, where he worked as a 
barman, actor, street seller, labourer, 
exterminator, factory worker, gardener, 
clerk, travel agent, teacher and drug trial 
guinea pig. During this time, he began 
to publish short stories in Australia 
(anthologised in Pascoe Publishing’s Best 
Fifty Stories Collection) and had a longer 
piece short-listed for the Vogel/Australian 
Literary Award.

His first novel The Summons was published 
in 2006 (Vintage - Random House.) His 
second novel Line of Sight was published 
by Penguin in September 2010 and was 
short-listed for a 2011 Ned Kelly Award. 
The sequel to Line of Sight, Zero at the 
Bone, was published by Penguin Australia 
in August 2013. David also wrote the 
Perth book for the New South Publishing 
city series, which was short-listed for the 
2014 WA Premier’s Book Awards. The third 
novel in the Frank Swann crime series, Old 
Scores, was released by Fremantle Press in 
November 2016. His historical crime novel, 
The Coves, was released by Fremantle 
Press in July 2018.

David has taught in the prison system in 
both WA and Fiji, where he started the 
country’s first prisoner writing program. 
He currently lives in Fremantle, Western 
Australia, where he teaches creative 
writing at Curtin University.

David will be visiting Christ Church in March 
to talk to the Year 9 Creative Writing Class 
on how he goes about creating a sense of 
unease, tension, atmosphere and mood in 
shorter prose fiction.

Emeritus Professor 
Christopher Wortham

Emeritus Professor Christopher 
Wortham worked in the English 
and Humanities Department at the 
University of Western Australia. 

Soon after retiring from UWA, where 
he still has a connection as Senior 
Honorary Research Fellow, Chris was 
the Professor of Theatre Studies and 
English Literature at the University of 
Notre Dame (Fremantle) for six years. 
He has led a distinguished career 
in early modern literary studies and 
is well known as an engaging orator 
and public lecturer. He is the author 
of several scholarly editions and 
edited collections including Doctor 
Faustus: The A-Text (w. David Ormerod, 
UWA Press), Shakespeare: Readers, 
Audiences, Players (w. R. S. White, 
UWA Press) and European Perceptions 
of Terra Australis (w. Anne Scott et. al, 
Ashgate). His current single-authored 

project is Shakespeare’s Maps and 
Shakespeare and the Matter of Britain.

Emeritus Professor Wortham has 
visited the School on a number of 
occasions, lecturing mostly to our 
Year 12 Literature cohort on various 
Shakespearean texts. We are 
fortunate that in the early weeks of 
Term 1, Emeritus Professor Wortham 
will visit us once again to lecture a 
Year 12 Literature class on the wider 
context of William Shakespeare’s 
Othello.

Dr Justin Coulson

Dr Justin Coulson is one of very 
few people in Australia with a PhD 
in Positive Psychology and the 
only person in the country whose 
Doctorate includes a careful look 
at the intersection of positive 
psychology and relationships, 
particularly in family life. 

As one of Australia’s most respected 
and popular corporate and education 
keynote speakers, authors and 
researchers, Justin has spoken to  
and worked with tens of thousands of 
people aiming to improve relationships, 
meaning and wellbeing in education  
and leadership.

Addressing the issues that matter most, 
Justin uses his analytical and practical 
approach to address challenges facing 
workplaces and educational institutes.

Justin presents throughout Australia, 
New Zealand and Asia. His clients 
include; The Commonwealth Bank, 
American Express, Bank of Queensland, 
the Office of the Children’s E-Safety 
Commissioner, the Federal Government’s 
Department of Social Services, Life 
Education, Intel Security and literally 
hundreds of schools. Justin writes a 
weekly column for Sydney’s Saturday 
Daily Telegraph and appears regularly on 
The Today Show. He is the author of four 
books with over 40,000 copies sold to 
date. Justin and his wife are the parents 
of six children.

Justin will address students at Christ 
Church Grammar School plus the wider 
community on growth mindset and other 
wellbeing issues in March.



CALENDAR OF EVENTS  -  TERM 1 2020

DATE EVENT AND TOPIC SPEAKER TIME LOCATION

Every Thursday Religious issues 
discussion session

The Rev. Nick Russell 1.00pm Q1A

Friday 21 February The Wider Context of 
Shakespeare’s Othello

Emeritus Professor 
Christopher Wortham

Day Classroom

Tuesday 3 March Australian Crime Noir Dave Warner Day Classroom

Wednesday 4 March Drugs and Alcohol Paul Dillon Day Chapel

Thursday 5 March Unease, Mood and 
Tension in Crime Fiction

David Whish-Wilson Day Classroom

Tuesday 10 March Shifting Identity in 
Australian Poetry

Roland Leach Day Classroom

Thursday 19 March Growth Mindset and 
Masculinity Masterclass 

Dr Justin Coulson Day and evening Chapel 

Thursday 26 March Book Club Simon Hunn 7.30pm RSVP 9442 1534

Wednesday 1 April Is God Good for You? Greg Sheridan 7.30pm Senior School  
Staff Room


