The Age of Uncertainty

Let me begin our conversation with a moment of reflection on
the plight of Venezuela’s many families facing a staggering
number of deaths from their devastating earthquakes. We feel
for these people who have lost their loved ones. UNICEF
Australia estimates that more than 1.8 million Venezuelans
including 680,000 children need urgent humanitarian
assistance. We may hold our private thoughts of empathy or we
may choose to act in some way, perhaps by contributing to
UNICEF Australia, Medicine Sans Frontiers, Caritas or the Red
Cross.

In our Age of Uncertainty, the awesome powers and ways of
Nature, including earthquakes, fires, floods, tsunamis, global
pandemics arising from species interaction and the current
dangerous heatwaves in the northern hemisphere, are there to
remind us of our human place in the greater scheme of things.

One of my family’s dearest friends, the late Rosalie Kunoth
Monks, was fond of saying that ‘the land holds us all’. She
offered this as an open arms welcome to all people. | am
forever grateful for the wisdom of the First People like Rosalie
Kunoth Monks whose ancient custodianship of this land
maintained an impressive balance in nature for longer than
anyone truly knows. ‘The land holds us all’ is my guiding
principle in this conversation with you today about what | have
termed in my writing for several decades, ‘the Age of
Uncertainty’. Understanding that ‘the land holds us all’ -
wherever you live on earth - induces a certain humility and at
least some understanding that our species is one of many in a
complex miraculous state we simply call /ife.



| believe that we should embrace the challenge as human
beings to rise to the role of sentient custodians of all life on this
marvellous blue planet. As many wise, older people know, the
key in everything is finding the right balance in life.

At the very start of the 215t Century | wrote in my memoir, A
LIFE OF EXTREMES, about the violence | had witnessed as a
journalist and how this prompted a search for understanding of
why this conflict arises and how we can put humanity on a
brighter path. | will not dwell too much on the horror | have seen
but aim to find hope once more and | am very keen to hear your
views. In our Age of Uncertainty, | invite you to consider how
human reason and commonsense are indeed very powerful
antidotes to the fear and dystopia now sweeping the world.

| call this the Age of Uncertainty because change is now
occurring at a faster rate than any time in human history.
According to the framework known as Big History, constructed
by Emeritus Professor David Christian, we are living in one of
the eight major threshold periods across earth’s longer timeline.
In each of these threshold periods, the perfect so-called
‘Goldilocks conditions’ arise and combine to produce
extraordinary levels of rapid change. In David Christian’s view
of history, all time can be broken down this way from the
current era of human beings stretching back to the Big Bang
event which created our universe. My late father-in-law, William
Hoggard, a NASA space engineer, had a role in the Cosmic
Background Explorer project in 1989 which confirmed the Big
Bang theory. The spacecraft gave humanity a memorable
image described as the ‘baby photo’ of our universe. The
mighty mind of Stephen Hawking hailed this as ‘the discovery
of the century, if not of all time’.



If we contemplate the age of our universe, the infinite unknown
time before its existence and then stretch your thoughts even
further to a mystifying distant future, the great continuum of
whatever lies beyond the age of our universe, our human
calendar does not seem very long at all.

Nonetheless, as David Attenborough, Rachel Carson and many
other keen-eyed naturalists and conservationists have
concluded, our human minds do allow us to study the profound
impact we are having on what is occurring right now and what
is generally expected in our uncertain future.

The speed of change today and the increasing complexity of
inter-connected global challenges combine to pose a variety of
serious threats to our species and others. The brilliant
palaeoanthropologist and conservationist, Richard Leakey,
called the species loss during the Anthropocene ‘the Sixth
Mass Extinction’.

The current accelerating pace of species extinction is
exacerbated by the fact that humans are capable of
enlightened sentient custodianship but also predatory horror,
slaughtering many species including our own quite senselessly.
Humans in my view are proving to be ‘natural born killers’, in
danger of becoming one of the most devastating predators to
ever walk the earth.

| witnessed this capacity for slaughter through sixty years of
reporting, writing and filmmaking. | experienced up close some
thirty major conflicts. Civil wars, ethnic cleansing, genocides,
the grinding trench war between Eritrea and Ethiopia and the
highest war in the Himalaya, a place so beautiful it was
astonishing to think men could cling to glaciers and fight
artillery duels over a frozen border.
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| reported on savage guerillas butchering helpless people in
Mozambique’s hospitals and child soldiers in Sierra Leone
raping and killing grandmothers.

How did our world come to this?

Long ago in the early 1970s, deep in the Amazon wilderness, |
began filming the simultaneous destruction of vast tracts of vital
rain forest and the slaughter of the Indigenous people there.
The many tribes living there before the arrival of Europeans
were seen as a subhuman impediment to the gold miners and
timber-cutters streaming down the Trans Amazon highway.
When the Portuguese arrived in Brazil, around the year 1500, it
is estimated that there were between 3 and 5 million
Indigenous people there. They were shot, poisoned and brutally
felled by European diseases. Today the Indigenous population
across Brazil has been reduced to an estimated 1.7 million.
This is the work of man as predator.

In Guatemala, that small Central American nation, | was one of
a few outside witnesses to the genocide that occurred there in
1982. With my old Four Corners friend, cameraman David Brill
and sound recordist, Pamela Yates, a celebrated film maker
now in the Americas, we were able to tell the world what was
happening to the Maya Quiche people. The last Indigenous
majority in the Americas was being culled by a Guatemalan
Army that had more than thirty thousand soldiers in the field.
Guatemala’s then President, General Rios Mont was an evil
Christian zealot. His soldiers wore crucifixes around their necks
as they butchered an estimated 250,000 Maya Quiche, men,
women and tiny babies...people they had reduced to a sub-
human status...a regular process in the widespread culling of
our species.



This is a truth | had to face up to. We all have to contemplate
the meaning of what it is to be human to prevent anyone
casting someone else as ‘the other’ who must be discriminated
against, turned away from our homeland or even slaughtered.

Some of you may remember my television reports on the
aftermath of the Genocide that claimed millions in Cambodia or
the two journeys | made into the terror of Rwanda’s genocide.
Up close, when it is happening, genocide defies all human
reason. It is not like the battlefields of the military conflicts |
reported on. Genocide is a human abattoir. You see things that
are almost beyond belief. | don’t intend to put the most
disturbing images | live with into your minds today.

After the violence that | have withessed you might reasonably
expect that my view of the future for humans would be fearful
and dystopian, and that | might simply abandon all hope of
higher order thinking from our species. This is not the case.

In the midst of the bloodshed and horror, and while filming the
terrible suffering of women and children in man-made famines,
| also experienced extraordinary human courage and kindness.
In Guatemala, some of the poorest villagers fed us and helped
us escape from the army helicopters that pursued us to the
border with Mexico. We were detained by a Mexican border
patrol for a while but they took pity and let us go, understanding
what was occurring in Guatemala. A Mexican campesino
packed our heavy film gear on the back of his little burro and
helped us trek through the ankle-deep mud on the mountain
trail. Some of those with the least worldly possessions are so
willing to share with us.



With all that we had witnessed in Guatemala’s genocide deeply
imprinted on my mind, | felt a sense of responsibility to do more
than air our hour-long documentary on the ABC’s Four Corners.
| became a witness, providing testimony to investigators from
the U.S. House Armed Services Committee in Washinton DC.
The film and my testimony helped bring about the decision by
the United States to cancel selling helicopters to Guatemala’s
genocidal army. Yes, this action made a difference.

| came to see that if we are silent after witnessing things that
are clearly wrong, anywhere in the world, then our silence
leaves us complicit to some extent. | also made a film in Costa
Rica about the only Central American country that did not have
a standing army and how this approach to peaceful co-
existence had allowed a tiny country to escape the widespread
conflict in Central and South America.

Here is my process for applying reason and commonsense. My
reasoning told me very clearly that we had to use my Four
Corners films, ultimately a trilogy on the Central American
conflicts, to achieve a more meaningful purpose than shocking
an audience with information. We need awareness and action
to try to prevent the many conflicts we are now facing.

Currently there are at least 56 state-based conflicts underway
in the world. If you count insurgencies, the tally rises to over
120. Some military experts calculate that we are now living with
the most conflict since the Second World War.

Violence, | say, is a contagion. It fuels our Age of Uncertainty.
Multiple factors are causing the violence including the breakup
of large nation states, the clash of cultures and religions, rising
inequality and the struggle for many essential life-supporting
resources including water, food, minerals and energy.
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If we consider the latest terrible natural disaster, the
earthquakes in Venezuela, we see how many of our escalating
threats are interconnected. As we think of the Venezuelans
who have lost family, home and everything they owned, see
how their nation’s economic deterioration has exposed them,
made them even more vulnerable to a natural disaster. The
political upheaval there and President Trump’s military
intervention to decapitate their leadership is part of this
complexity. The struggle for control of oil and rare earths in
Venezuela will challenge the ability of their government and
people at large to stabilise, cooperate and make progress.

Most of the conflicts of the 21st Century are producing far
reaching, interconnected aftershocks. The war and terror
attacks, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, the decimation of Gaza,
Israel’s prolonged conflict with Hamas and Hezbollah, and now
the Iran war, all feed into the contagion of violence, spreading
chaos. Menacing new war technologies on land, sea and
space, along with the introduction of Al into modern conflicts,
are complex factors straining our ability to deter or contain
conflict. The lapse of treaty restraint on nuclear arsenals and
the tensions between nuclear wannabees will increase the
dangers.

Already we are witnessing the greatest human displacement in
history. At least 120 million people have been forcibly displaced
from their homelands. Climate change, possibly the most
menacing threat to all species, will displace still more people in
the most vulnerable nations. The heat is on now but we are yet
to see the full impacts of rising sea levels, changes to food and
water availability and the feedback threats as oceans and
weather and life itself are dramatically impacted.



Our still rising global population of more than 8 billion clearly is
in grave trouble. So are many other species. Earth scientists
calculate that we could lose up to one third of current known
species in the remainder of the 215t century.

What are we going to do? What can you do? What can | do?

My antidote to fear and dystopian anxiety, | gently repeat, is to
carefully apply reason and common sense to the most critical
issues. | maintain that if we yearn for a more cosmopolitan era,
if we believe that cooperation is the key to acting as a human
family, we need to apply reason and commonsense, over and
over again. After all, in our families, is it not our responsibility to
apply this same good judgement...reason and common
sense... not once but repeatedly?

| was drawn into building on these basic, yet | think critical
principles, after studying the work decades ago of the great
evolutionary biologist and renown author, the late Edward O.
Wilson. | wanted to make more sense of what | had witnessed
through so many years journeying to so many places. | have
gleaned useful knowledge from so many meetings with
remarkable women and men. | found it was the earth scientists
in particular who gave me an accurate and most useful
approach to assess the nature of what it is to be human.

Edward O. Wilson rose to prominence as he studied the
complexity of life in the Amazon. As have | mentioned, | had
helped open-up coverage of issues there with a balanced
Australian point of view on the destruction underway. | want to
share with you the story of one of my most remarkable
encounters with another human being.



| was deep in the Amazon Basin, up near Suriname, smuggled
in there to see how encroachment was threatening the
dwindling Indigenous tribes. | met an Indigenous man named
Toru. His near naked tribe, the Zo, distinguished themselves by
wearing wooden sticks through their lower lips. They had never
seen a blue-eyed, fair-haired human like me. | showed Toru,
and his wife and children, the few pictures | carried. They were
full of smiles seeing my family and even the sight of my big
German Shepard, Ned Kelly, pointing to his head and jaws so
close to my face.

Toru and his people showed me many things, including how
they thrived by living in balance in the rain forest. They caught
fish by trapping them in streams and flipping them onto the
bank. They hunted small birds and large wild boar just with
bows & arrows and poison darts.

At night | ate with Toru’s people, sitting around a campfire. We
learned how to communicate with gestures and by trading
words. Toru would point to the fire and tell me about his words
for the burning pile of wood at our feet and he gestured to the
stars in the sky, telling stories like Aboriginal people do about
real and mythical journeys. All of Toru’s children were named in
animist fashion after plants and animals. Toru took great delight
in telling me the names of so many things in his environment.
He was the Master of his Universe. But | realised that Toru had
no idea what was coming down the Trans Amazon highway to
threaten the future of his small tribe. In a way, | came to see
that we are all much like Toru... most of the time we have no
clear vision of our own uncertain future.



These experiences, my simple ruminations and the
extraordinary work of Edward O. Wilson expanded into a Big
Picture view of our role as custodians. In one of Edward O.
Wilson’s 25 brilliant books, THE FUTURE OF LIFE, he comes
to some conclusions far more erudite but very similar to my
own thoughts shared with you today.

Wilson also believed that we are capable of acting as sentient,
high order thinkers. Before he died at the age of 92 he was
insistent that we not write-off humanity as merely a predatory
species. In fact, Edward O. Wilson concludes in THE FUTURE
OF LIFE that the 21st Century could deliver a true paradise here
on earth. Ultimately, what was required was reason and
common sense.

Now | can see some of you smiling and shaking your heads.
How can we expect all humans to show reason and common
sense. Look, perhaps you are right. But my mind tells me that
humans are still capable of behaving as sentient custodians if
each one of us begins by applying reason and common sense
in our lives.

Let us tackle a few more of the glaring threats and problems
that are far from simple but demand solutions.

Our species clearly displays a long lasting, fundamental
inequality between men and women. All of you women here
know that. | dare any man to mansplain his way out of our role
in this condition of inequality. It is surely widespread, long-term
species behaviour. At its most extreme this gender inequality
has produced female infanticide on a terrible scale.
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| investigated the consequences of the killing of female infants
in both India and China. Though their governments now
vigorously contest the totals of exactly how many tens of
millions of female infants were suffocated, poisoned or buried
alive, the human consequences of female infanticide are gross
distortions in the natural balance of the sexes in the world’s two
largest populations.

Beyond this, there are varying levels of gross inequality
between men and women in most nations. Women are more
likely to be exploited through so called modern slavery and to
be victims of domestic violence. Young girls suffer far more
sexual harassment, abuse, neglect and self-harm.

Social change on such fundamental human behaviour can only
be achieved through education, societal awareness and steady
reforms at a legal and social level. Reason and common sense
tell us that for a generational change for the better we each
must apply honesty, patience and persistence on this very
important front.

Look closer at the gender inequality right here at home and
some of the responses we hear today. In Pauline Hanson’s
recent address to the National Press Club, she asked ‘why
should businesses pay’ for women who take maternity leave?’
Here was a woman, a mother of four, leading a surging right-
wing political movement and appearing yet again to oppose
paid parental leave. Senator Hanson has made similar
statements several times over the past decade. Itis a
continuing, calculated effort to portray herself as a
businesswoman somehow different to all the politicians she
mocks as elitists in the federal parliament.
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Let’s put this right. Senator Hanson has been a politician on the
public teat for some twelve years in parliament. She has also
enjoyed donations to her right-wing movement for about 25
years.

For a woman who seeks overwhelming populist support and
teasingly suggests she is capable of being Prime Minister, her
first major policy address to the assembled national media
demonstrated an extraordinary lack of commonsense. Perhaps
if Senator Hanson had spent more time taking a constructive
role in Senate hearings and policy discussions she would have
gained more understanding that paid parental leave is an
obvious attempt to help reduce gender inequality in Australia.

In most areas of work in Australia there is still a glaring
inequality in the wages paid to men and women. Even where
women dominate a sector of the workforce, for instance in the
nursing and teaching professions, women are still paid less
than men.

Paid parental leave is an important, hard-fought for reform to
protect the jobs of many mothers who must return to work so
that their families can survive. Today’s high costs of food, fuel,
rent and housing purchase create extremely high stress for
many.

Senator Hanson insisted that small businesses would fold
because of paid parental leave, a statement that shows her
lack of understanding of these important social reforms. Small
businesses are not forced to pay parental leave. If they don’t
pay, a taxpayer funded support scheme gives families a
modest, mandated level of government support. It has been for
24 weeks and this will rise to 26 weeks. Mothers deserve this!
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Senator Hanson’s fumbling and stumbling on this issue
produced wicked cartoons about her having her head in the
clouds as she rides in an aircraft provided by billionaire mining
magnate, Gina Rhinehart. Did you see Australia’s richest
woman presenting Senator Hanson with an orange toy
bulldozer, Ms Rhinehart giggling that her friend Elon Musk had
been given a chainsaw? Yes, it is embarrassing... for our
nation not just One Nation.

Of course, in this time-wasting political circus, Senator Hanson
soon did another backflip. She tried to clear up the self-inflicted
damage by finally saying it was up to small businesses whether
or not they paid parental leave. Anyway, she had other fish to
fry. Monoculturalism was soon on the menu for media mauling.

Let us be very serious here because we are looking at a
different kind of earthquake now, a political upheaval here and
in many other parts of the world. The gradual breakdown in
belief and trust in major political parties, especially the
traditional conservative parties, is seeing a rising number of
unsatisfied, unhappy Australians listening to the clamour of
populist promises.

The politics of ONE NATION are now described accurately as
ONE NOTION. It is all about grievance. Who can we blame?
What kind of human can we stop at the border or dehumanise
here at home. Who can we accuse of being the ‘other’, not
really like ‘us’. The One Nation tirades once were directed
against Asians whom Senator Hanson madly insisted were
going to ‘swamp the country’. Now Senator Hanson insults
Muslims by twice donning a burga in parliament. She resorts to
outrageous, clearly irrational statements, such as ‘there are no
good Muslims in Australia.’
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Another fumbling Hanson apology of sorts usually follows her
attention-seeking rants. But damage is done to our social
fabric. Bigoted offence has stirred up more anger and
resentment. Migrants in general are targeted. All immigration is
distorted as a vile curse on our nation. If Senator Hanson had
applied reason and commonsense she would understand the
need for balanced immigration. She surely knows that even the
newly elected member of her party in the House of
Representatives, David Farley, does not simplistically oppose
all immmigration. He knows rural regions need constant
injections of these vital new workers. Since the Covid pandemic
we are experiencing new pressures but we should not panic
and throw up barbed wire on our borders. We should plan
together reasonable targets, especially for those entering on
temporary visas, balanced with migrants who apply for long
term residency.

We must understand that extreme right-wing politics are mainly
performative rage, calculated to cause even wider public
outrage. The utilisation of Donald Trump’s white-hot politics of
racial supremacy here in Australia by any group is a tragic
mistake. Unlike the divided and broken American society,
Australians should be proud of the successful multicultural
blending of diverse talents. Senator Hanson’s clumsy attempts
to explain or defend her hunger for a monoculture, led to a still
more embarrassing comment about the multiracial makeup of
the Socceroos just as they were doing our nation proud in the
World Cup. The multicultural variety of stories of each of these
sportsmen, the stories assembled on film by the team, are a
wonderful illustration of what makes us the world’s most
successful multicultural society.
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With reason and common sense most of us will see the
essential role of diversity in nature itself and also appreciate the
deliciousness of human difference. It is not to be loathed or
feared but enjoyed and celebrated. Our history proves the
many commonsense benefits of human diversity. In research &
development, science, health, education, the arts, our delightful
cuisine, our entertainment and always in sporting excellence,
we enjoy the fruits of a delicious variety of human beings.

Reason and commonsense lead us to the conclusion that it is
cooperation between people with different skills and often
different views, that produces the most significant advances in
civilised societies.

| assure you | am not a Pollyanna optimist, blind to realism.
Realism allows us to analyse calmly, applying reason and
commonsense, to see what we can do when our world is so
dangerous and when we are clearly not insulated against the
poisonous divisions we are seeing in Europe and America.
Beware of the hatred in many guises being fed into our society,
deliberately and directly by some, but most often through the
internet.

Since the beginning of the 21st century | have written about the
cultural matrix which conditions people to fear difference. The
internet has wired us into a central nervous system so that we
can be easily shocked by every outrage anywhere on earth. Al
is exacerbating this anxiety. Machine-intelligence is duelling
with our own.More than ever, we need to consider our words
carefully before raging against others. Can we learn to listen to
one another respectfully? Can we return to a global emphasis
on diplomacy...the elegant art of trying to understand views in
the contested spaces ...before we resort to wars of choice.
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The current political contest over our housing and rental crisis
is going to test our capacity for reason and commonsense.
Clearly we have more than three million Australians living
below the poverty line, a disturbing increase in homelessness
and generational inequity in terms of access to affordable
housing for younger people. Most good analysts know that the
core problem has been a lack of housing stock and affordable
apartments. Productivity and wages have not been rising fast
enough to deal with inflation and the long-term dangerous rise
in the cost of purchasing a house or apartment.

Australia’s intergenerational inequality and deep-set poverty
trap cannot be cured by a single government budget.

Reforms to capital gains tax and negative gearing of investment
properties are commendable first steps taken in Federal
Treasurer, Dr Jim Chalmer’s ‘fair go’ budget. The post-budget
cries of class warfare, miss the reality of the genuine poverty in
our midst.

The broader challenge in nation building is to bring
improvements to the lives of Australians across every part of
our society.

Australia’s alarming rise in inequality in the 215t Century has
been principally a result of Baby Boomers benefiting from light
taxation of their speculative wealth-generation relative to
income tax.

Boomers invested in multiple properties have no legitimate
reason to complain when the grandfathering provisions of the
Chalmers budget preserve decades of golden gain and
ownership of comfortable homes. Younger Australians paying
crippling rents rightfully resent that my generation, imbued with
a righteous fixation on neo-liberal wealth creation, have failed
to consider the millions of people doing it tough.

16



Younger Australians are also at greater disadvantage in trying
to secure social housing.

While there are many ways to measure poverty, the standard of
50% of median income other than housing cost, puts some 3.7
million Australians (14.2%) below the poverty line.

Disturbingly, in a nation as wealthy as ours, how do we still see
an estimated 1 in 6 children, about 757,000 young ones,
trapped in misery?

If you doubt these high numbers, here is a simple test: Take a
walk from the Parliament House in every one of our capital
cities and you will find homeless people in the street. Others
sleep in cars or camp in parks.

In Darwin, the ‘long grassers’ are transient people who turn to
sleeping under the stars because of their grossly overcrowded
houses on the fringes of town and in the remote communities.

The ‘Australian Dream’ of owning a home is absurdly out of
reach for these fellow citizens and millions of other non-
Indigenous Australians whose daily thoughts are of safety and
survival. In the ‘Lucky Country’, whether you have a decent roof
over your head, heavily influences whether you will fall into
deep poverty.

Since the Covid pandemic, poverty and homelessness have
risen according to a variety of sobering studies by the
Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS), Homelessness
Australia and the National Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
Housing Association (NATSIHA).

Homelessness is a housing issue, a health issue, an education
issue, and a justice issue.
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https://www.abc.net.au/listen/programs/am/advocates-urge-fix-for-youth-housing-penalty-/106610100
https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&rls=en&q=3.7+miilion+australians+live+below+the+poverty+line&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8
https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&rls=en&q=3.7+miilion+australians+live+below+the+poverty+line&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8
https://www.google.com/search?client=safari&rls=en&q=3.7+miilion+australians+live+below+the+poverty+line&ie=UTF-8&oe=UTF-8
https://www.acoss.org.au/media_release/government-spends-more-on-property-investor-tax-breaks-than-social-housing-homelessness-services-and-rent-assistance-combined/

As a grandfather and father of two adult children let me say that
when almost one-third of Australian children experiencing
homelessness and deep poverty are Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander children, clearly we have ignored some children
in some families.

Human aspiration, generation of wealth and the desire for what
we call the comforts of home are indeed a near universal
longing. To achieve any semblance of equality in Australia we
urgently need greater ambition, creative ideas and new energy
for Nation Building.

We need to renew our idealistic belief in a fair go, in equality, in
hope for young and old to share the benefits of the most
wonderful cosmopolitan society in the world.

| have not given up...l remain hopeful...and | simply try to lend
a hand where | can make a genuine difference.

Now, after we have a break, | want to hear your thoughts and
ideas on how we apply reason and common sense to these
challenges.

Jeff McMullen address to the University of The Third Age,
Newport, NSW. July 1st, 202s.
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