
Sunburnt
Fixing the stories we live by in the wide brown land

Geoff Davies

The sun is burning hotter on Australia. The droughts, fires and flooding rains 
are getting worse. Our society has regressed into acrimony and declining 

wellbeing. Our politics still hews to old, harmful stories.

With stories truer to ourselves and the world we can win over the alienated, 
reclaim our fair-go society, live fulfilling lives and have a better shot at 

surviving and thriving.
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Do we want our grandchildren to have a fair go, without the threat of either anarchy 
or big brother? To have enough for a fulfilling life without being trapped on a 

treadmill? To be able to smell lush eucalyptus forest and wonder at a coral reef? How 
do we turn off the machine consuming the world, and their future?

Geoff Davies was born on some of the flattest country in this or any other wide brown 
land, coming from a line of battling farmers and drovers going back to first-fleet convicts. 
He grew up by the ocean and went to a rough small-town public school, then got a PhD 
and spent four decades as an academic scientist figuring out how the inside of the Earth 
drives tectonic plates. He appreciates his origins and still thinks ordinary Australians  are 
mostly good-hearted and generous. He wondered why the world is so poorly governed 
and found that mainstream economics is  misleading pseudo-science, and that mass 
societies can bring out the worst in us. He thinks we can organise ourselves to support our 
better angels, and live well and more peaceably within the world’s abundant biosphere. 
There isn’t really much alternative.

Professionally, after BSc and MSc degrees from Monash University, Geoff Davies  gained a 
PhD from the California Institute of Technology and was a postdoctoral fellow at Harvard 
University. He held academic positions at the University of Rochester, NY, Washington 
University in St. Louis and the Australian National University, and retired in 2010. He was 
awarded the inaugural Augustus Love Medal for geodynamics  by the European 
Geosciences Union and is a Fellow of the American Geophysical Union. He has published 
three books on Earth science, over one hundred scientific papers and has  a Hirsch index of 
42 (42 papers with 42 or more citations).

________________________

Version 221001: 1 October 2022

192 pages, 91,500 words

2



There is a much deeper dysfunction in Australian society than most 
diagnoses suggest. It calls for a much wider-ranging, deeper and more 

forensic analysis than is usual.

“The stories we live by - that human nature is fundamentally selfish, and that the planet 
has infinite space to absorb abuse – have turned deadly. ... Sunburnt is an urgent and 
necessary contribution to the big ideas our age demands.” – Scott Ludlam, writer, former 
senator.

“... a bold philippic that calls  for the rekindling of our national spirit, a rebirthing of the 
dream of decency and fairness that we held in earlier days, a re-energising of the will to 
make this a better, fairer, kinder land.” – Julian Cribb AM, science journalist and author

“ Geoff Davies’ book Sunburnt should be required reading for anyone who cares about the 
future of Australia, or indeed humanity at large. … Geoff draws on his wide scientific and 
life experience to chart the way to overcome this existential challenge, creating a 
genuinely sustainable and prosperous society where the common good is respected and 
individual freedoms are balanced with corresponding responsibilities. A tour de force. 
Thoroughly recommended." – Ian Dunlop, Member, The Club of Rome, Formerly: Chair 
Australian Coal Association, CEO Australian Institute of Company Directors. "

“In his  latest book Sunburnt, Davies boldly argues the need for a new direction in the 
structure and operation of Australian society.  I have followed the author’s journey for 
several years, and I consider that what he is  proposing in this book is stimulating and 
constructive, and that the arguments he presents, need to be seriously considered by 
politicians, decision-makers and leading thinkers across Australia.” – Em Prof Bob 
Douglas AO; Founder of Australia 21, formerly the Founding Director of the National 
Centre for Epidemiology and Population Health at The Australian National University.

Full endorsements at https://betternaturebooks.net/my-books/sunburnt/sunburnt-
endorsements/ 
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Every kid of my generation learnt these words, but perhaps not everyone knows them any 
more.

I love a sunburnt country,

A land of sweeping plains,

Of ragged mountain ranges,

Of droughts and flooding rains.

I love her far horizons,

I love her jewel-sea,

Her beauty and her terror –

The wide brown land for me!

– My Country by Dorothea Mackellar, second stanza1.

We ’settlers’ were not the first to love this land. I write these words on Yuin Country. I pay 
my respects to Yuin elders  past and present. I acknowledge that this  Country and this 
whole land were brutally stolen, and that the surviving descendants of the First 
Australians suffer still. I look forward to the day when we take up the invitation of the 
Uluru Statement from the  Heart and walk together, in mutual respect, to create ‘a fuller 
expression of Australia’s nationhood’.

6



Uluru Statement from the Heart

Our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander tribes were the first sovereign Nations of the 
Australian continent and its adjacent islands, and possessed it under our own laws and 
customs. This our ancestors did, according to the reckoning of our culture, from the 
Creation, according to the common law from ‘time immemorial’, and according to science 
more than 60,000 years ago. 

This sovereignty is a spiritual notion: the ancestral tie between the land, or ‘mother nature’, and the  
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples who were born therefrom, remain attached thereto, 
and must one day return thither to be united with our ancestors. This link is the basis of the 
ownership of the soil, or better, of sovereignty. It has never been ceded or extinguished, and co-
exists with the sovereignty of the Crown. 

How could it be otherwise? That peoples possessed a land for sixty millennia and this 
sacred link disappears from world history in merely the last two hundred years? 

With substantive constitutional change and structural reform, we believe this ancient 
sovereignty can shine through as a fuller expression of Australia’s nationhood. 

Proportionally, we are the most incarcerated people on the planet. We are not an innately 
criminal people. Our children are aliened from their families at unprecedented rates. This 
cannot be because we have no love for them. And our youth languish in detention in 
obscene numbers. They should be our hope for the future. 

These dimensions of our crisis tell plainly the structural nature of our problem. This is the 
torment of our powerlessness. 

We seek constitutional reforms to empower our people and take a rightful place in our own 
country. When we have power over our destiny our children will flourish. They will walk 
in two worlds and their culture will be a gift to their country. 

We call for the establishment of a First Nations Voice enshrined in the Constitution. 

Makarrata is the culmination of our agenda: the coming together after a struggle. It captures 
our aspirations for a fair and truthful relationship with the people of Australia and a better 
future for our children based on justice and self-determination. 

We seek a Makarrata Commission to supervise a process of agreement-making between 
governments and First Nations and truth-telling about our history. 

In 1967 we were counted, in 2017 we seek to be heard. We leave base camp and start our 
trek across this vast country. We invite you to walk with us in a movement of the 
Australian people for a better future.

– The Uluru Statement, 20172

7



We live in a machine that is designed to get us to neglect what is important about life.

– Professor Tim Kassar, Knox College Illinois, quoted by Johann Hari3.
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1. Seeing ourselves

Australia has fended off the disease afflicting many of the world’s democracies. That 
disease has featured demagoguery, misinformation, cultivation of division, and disregard 
for norms, conventions, protocols and even the law, along with excessive secrecy, 
corruption and incompetence. In the 2022 federal election we removed an anarchic 
government and installed one that has returned (mostly) to abiding by conventions and 
laws. But the change is a remission, not a cure. The change addresses symptoms, not the 
source of the disease.

The election of a clutch of community independents to federal parliament has the 
potential to get nearer the source of disease. They can reduce the toxicity and corruption of 
parliamentary culture, and of our broader political culture. Yet the causes of our ailment 
run deeper still.

Let’s start by acknowledging we are a materialist society. Michael Katakis4 contrasts 
his perception of Italians, who he says live with surprise and poetry in their lives, with his 
home country, the United States, which he calls a country of lists. In their bitter experience 
at the hands of the US health system during his wife’s  terminal illness there was no poetry, 
only lists. Everything was about business, clients, procedures  and money. He calls  the 
treatment they received ‘brutal’. Thankfully our health system is not as  brutal as that of 
the US, but our society has many of the same tendencies as the US, including prioritising 
material ‘growth’.

Even so, a materialist society might provide for prosaic and somewhat limited lives, 
but it would not obviously foster its own disintegration. Nor would it necessarily have a 
sick political culture. One problem behind our sick political culture is that some people 
always want more, no matter how much material wealth they might accumulate. One of 
the things greedy people want is a government doing their bidding, and that is a source of 
corrupt politics. It also seems that the more the greedy people have the more they want. In 
systems thinking, that signifies an instability, something running out of control.

The obvious manifestation of this greed is that some people have taken more than 
their share of stuff, leaving other people with not enough. They have also taken more than 
the planet can provide, without itself suffering decline. Why are these people so greedy? 
There have been many societies  in which such greed was constrained, if it existed at all, so 
we need not resort to the dead-end explanation that greed is just part of human nature. 
Something provokes or facilitates the greed. Perhaps three things.

Our deeper needs, as  human beings, are not satisfied by material accumulation, by 
stuff. We need to love and be loved. We need to feel we belong and are valued. For many 
people this  is expressed as  a need for a spiritual aspect of life. This perception of ourselves 
is an old one, however neglected it has  been at times, including now. Our prophets and 
sages  through the ages have stressed the need for relationship and love. So making and 
buying ever more stuff will not give us a fulfilling life. Thus the first driver of greed is  a 
misdirected drive for fulfilment through stuff, which can never satisfy us.
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A second driver of greed is a deliberate fostering, in our modern societies, of 
selfishness. We are exhorted to be rugged individuals and to compete with each other. 
Cooperation is seen either as  weakness or collusion. One consequence is that livelihoods 
have become very insecure, by design. In our insecurity we are prone to turning on each 
other. We have become fractious and divided. Those divisions  are exploited by the holders 
and seekers of power. The conflict consumes our social ‘capital’, the fund of trust required 
to keep our society functioning.

Yet selfishness and greed still do not explain the perilous  situation we are in. The 
feudal lords were selfish and greedy too, and the lower orders suffered, but feudal society 
did not grow inexorably, to consume itself and the world.

A third driver is to ensure there is never quite enough of something essential. A prime 
example at present is employment. For a time, postwar, employment was maintained at a 
sufficient level, and our society prospered. However for decades now employment has 
been deliberately kept insufficient, under the bogus guise of combatting inflation. So we 
compete for livelihoods and accept less than we might deserve out of desperation. This 
keeps us on a treadmill that serves the greedy. The treadmill has been operating for 
centuries, probably since the land enclosures of late Mediaeval times.

Strangely enough the big bosses are caught on this treadmill too. In their world the 
currency is power, which requires access to resources: people and materials. Obviously not 
everyone can have power over others, so there is an intrinsic shortage of power, if power is 
your currency. If a boss slows in the race to acquire resources to feed his power he will lose 
ground and may fall off the treadmill. He won’t suffer as much as the poor person who 
has fallen off, but in their striving to avoid that fate the bosses collectively suck the 
lifeblood from their societies, and from the planet. Yes, that behaviour would be called 
parasitic. This is not the usual way in which big business is portrayed, and not the way 
business must necessarily operate, but perhaps it is  more consistent with our current 
plight.

Our modern greed is thus fostered and implemented in way that requires ever more of 
everything: materials, people, land, water, crops, poisons, products, devices and so on. We 
have built a machine with unlimited demands. There is ever less  room for anything else on 
the planet. Nor is  there time to stop and enjoy the sunset, to have surprise and poetry in 
our lives. Uncontrolled and unlimited growth of this kind is correctly called a cancer.

There are many components in the make-up of our grand machine. When our parlous 
state is considered in mainstream discussion, the focus tends to be on some of those 
components, though usually not all. Our focus on a few components obscures  the way the 
machine works, because we don’t see how all the components work together. We see the 
trees but not the forest.

The workings of the lurking machine are also obscured by a fog of misconceptions and 
delusions. We do things that keep the machine grinding along, but tell ourselves we are 
doing something else.

Some of the things not properly understood include banks, money, markets and how 
we count success. These are not minor matters. Most people would agree they are pretty 
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central to how our society works. There are also things not acknowledged, in the corridors 
and forums of power, like being kept subservient, even infantile, in a hierarchy. There are 
factors  not recognised as being significant, like our being physically unable to know 
everyone in a large society, let alone in another society. There are things neglected or 
forgotten, like our connection with the rest of the natural world, so we fail to understand 
how it works and how we fit within it.

It may well seem presumptuous to claim our managers don’t understand banks or 
markets  when so much attention is  lavished on them. Yet a minority of people has been 
saying so for a long time, and being ignored, even though the evidence supporting their 
claims is readily available. These are among the confusions and delusions that prevent us 
from properly perceiving the machine and understanding what it is doing to us.

Australia is  in fact in dire straits. The global climate is close to ruinous runaway 
instability, we are caught up in relatively minor yet extremely dangerous international 
disputes, our land degrades steadily and the severity and danger of our social 
fragmentation are not properly recognised in our mainstream political culture. The 
startling example of the potential imminent disintegration of United States society seems 
not to be acknowledged, or properly perceived.

This diagnosis is  thus of a much deeper dysfunction in Australian society than most 
diagnoses indicate. It requires  a wider-ranging, deeper and more forensic analysis to 
support the diagnosis, and to point to potential remedies. There are  remedies. We can stop 
harming ourselves, our land and the planet, and we will live more fulfilling lives as we do 
so. But we need to examine ourselves, collectively and individually, rather more carefully 
than is usual in political discussion.

We could be doing so much more. We could be  so much more. We are not a poor 
country. 

We could acknowledge most people want to be productively occupied. We could just 
help them if their livelihood disappears from under them, or if they leave it because it is 
exploitative. We could make the purpose of our unemployment policies wellbeing rather 
than punishment. We could make wellbeing the purpose of all our policies.

We could acknowledge people are naturally cooperative, rather than promoting 
selfishness, and we could acknowledge government is there to carry out our collective 
will. We could play to our better angels rather than to our darker angels. We could choose 
to act from love rather than from fear.

We could stop thinking like a colony. We could stop playing branch office and deputy 
sheriff and take charge of our own country and our own affairs. We could step back from 
the counter-productive blundering about that is the United States’ way of dealing with the 
world.

We could hear the wisdom being offered to us in quiet voices. We are part of the living 
world. If we try to dominate it, it will sicken. As it sickens so will we. If we return to living 
within the living world, we can thrive together.
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Our wellbeing is declining. Julianne Schultz, in The  Idea of Australia5, reports  that by 
international indicators  our wealth has  become more concentrated, wages have stagnated, 
gender equality has lagged women’s educational attainments, business has become less 
productive and the economy less complex, housing and health care have become less 
affordable, corruption is more prevalent, household debt is  second highest in the world, 
education achievements have dropped and half the population want more work6.

Reasons for our diminished and precarious state have already been touched on. Many 
people agree we are too materialistic. We work too much, we feel stressed and we don’t 
spend enough time with family and community. We suffer from diseases of both affluence 
and poverty like heart disease, obesity and diabetes. We worry about our effects on the 
environment but mostly don’t know how to solve them. There is  a pining for a simpler 
life, manifest in popular TV shows about people dropping out of the rat race and moving 
to a small community, making a sea change or a tree change.

However these feelings are commonly ambiguous. We are confused and conflicted. We 
may pine for simplicity even as  we work obsessively, drive large, planet-damaging 
vehicles  and buy so much stuff we don’t have room for it all in our over-large houses. We 
don’t know how to resolve these internal conflicts. We like having our stuff, yet we still 
have a feeling there ought to be more to life.

The feelings of attachment to stuff and the feelings of dissatisfaction both have 
genuine causes. On the one hand, our lifestyle has become highly materialistic, and our 
family and community lives more limited. Our spiritual lives may be less satisfying than 
people used to have a generation or three ago.

On the other hand we are part of a system of our own creation whose overriding 
purpose has become getting us to want, make and buy ever more stuff. The system also 
has highly refined means of inducing us to do its bidding.

Our feelings of confusion come, first of all, from not clearly acknowledging that our 
system’s purpose has become so starkly simplified. Nor do we usually acknowledge or 
even realise how powerful are the pervasive inducements  to want more stuff, and wanting 
more stuff keeps us on the treadmill. We feel trapped in the system.

Some people drop out, or drop back: what has  been called downshifting. Twenty years 
ago, the last time anybody checked, nearly a quarter of Australian adults had taken a 
voluntary reduction in income to improve their quality of life7. These were working 
people, not people retiring, and downshifting was a clear expression of dissatisfaction 
with the economic system. There are reports  of another spike in downshifting or tree 
changing, prompted by the pandemic and many people’s discovery they can work from 
home, so why not make home in a nicer place?

At a deeper level, two streams of belief underlie much of what we are experiencing. 
Each has brought benefits, but each has  been pursued too narrowly and too far. First, the 
European Enlightenment gave rise to the scientific and industrial revolutions, but also to 
an increasing focus on materialism at the expense of relationship. Second, though Christ 
preached love, Christianity has a history of viewing people as separate from and above the 
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rest of the natural world. We have become too attached to our power over the natural 
world, power enhanced by our industrial system. So there are deep cultural forces 
propelling our materialism and our exploitation of the world.

Yet in the late 1990s  in the United States, a country borne of the Enlightenment and 
where Christianity plays  a prominent role, fully two thirds of adults agreed that humans 
are part of nature. Two thirds were concerned their children will inherit a degraded world, 
and four fifths agreed we should change the way we live now so future generations can 
enjoy a good quality of life.

Nine tenths of Americans thought a prosperous economy and protecting the 
environment should be compatible8.

Currently, more than four-fifths of respondents from G20 (developed) nations want to 
do more to protect and restore nature, and more than two-thirds believe the benefits of 
action to protect the ‘global commons’ outweigh the costs9. Overall, most people agree we 
should move beyond focussing on gross domestic product and instead focus more on the 
health and wellbeing of people and nature.

There is good reason to believe these views are shared by Australians. For example, 
the Australian downshifters made the change in order to spend more time with their 
families, to find personal fulfilment, to lead a more balanced life or to look after their 
health7.

These are startling numbers, cutting right across the more superficial partisan politics 
and disputes about government versus private enterprise that dominate public discussion. 
However, according to surveyors, the discontented often don’t realise how many others 
are discontented. Often people feel embarrassed to say what they really feel, afraid they 
will be ridiculed for disagreeing with what ‘everybody knows’. So they feel isolated. 
Perhaps also it is discomforting to speak openly about, because we carry on with a lifestyle 
that we believe, deep down, is harming the world. People’s  real views only come out 
when they are allowed to feel comfortable and safe from judgement within focus groups 
and in-depth interviews8.

These surveys reveal something profound about our society. We don’t like it. We 
think it will degrade the world and harm our children. Degrade the world. Harm our 
children.

These feelings are so widespread they must cross the usual political divides. Yet most 
of us continue to live the way our society demands. We vote for those who will continue it, 
though it’s true the voting in the 2022 federal election began to break that pattern. Even so 
we evidently still feel trapped. We may begin to deal with a few issues, important issues, 
but few are talking about major restructuring. To deal with materialism and destructive 
consumerism we need a bigger change of direction. We still don’t know how to do that. 
Perhaps we don’t believe it is possible to change direction.

Yet this  materialist, competitive, unsatisfying, destructive society we find ourselves in 
is the creation of human beings. It must therefore be possible for us to uncreate it. Societies 
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in other times and places have functioned differently, so the present form of society is not 
inevitable.

The surveys tell us that most people would rather have more time for themselves and 
their families and communities. Most people would rather be caring for the natural, living 
world rather than destroying it. Most people would rather have more trees around them, 
instead of chopping them all down, as the Once-ler did in Dr. Seuss’ story The Lorax.

If the world is to survive for our grandchildren, clearly it is  not enough just to want it 
to survive. If we want a tree change, for the whole world, we must figure out how to stop 
the machine we have created, the machine that is  chewing up all the trees, and everything 
else. To do so, we must understand some basic things about ourselves and our society.

Why does our society seem like an unstoppable machine? What drives it? Where is  the 
off switch?

Not everyone feels trapped. There are many who have a vision of a better way to live 
and are working to bring it about: houses that require no energy input, cities  that don’t 
require you to migrate long distances every day, farming without poisons that draws 
carbon back into the soil, community organisations that re-connect people, companies 
with a positive social role, money that supports rather than exploits, and much more.

Yet these alternatives don’t get enough traction, and the old system rolls on. The old 
habits of thought, the old power networks, the old social institutions like media and 
parliament have continued in their old ways. There is now the prospect of some change of 
political culture, and perhaps that change might gather pace if we cultivate it.

How do we tilt the balance? How do we promote the big shifts, so the positive 
alternatives can replace the old? There are many sources we can draw on. Psychology tells 
us we are better than we often think. Archaeology and anthropology show us we have 
more options than we have tended to believe. Resources can be used much more 
efficiently. There are better ways to run a democracy. Banking and money can be made 
much simpler and more constructive.

The economy can be harnessed to power the good things we want, instead of 
subverting them. That may seem to be a radical claim. The economy has been erroneously 
placed above society, and it is currently the locus of power. However ‘the economy’ is  not 
a separate thing, it is  the means by which our society provides for its material needs. 
Coming from this viewpoint it is  evident that a lot of the concepts and practices 
underpinning the present economic system are misguided or just wrong. It is not hard to 
understand the problems, if we can shut out the noise of apologists trying to keep the old 
system staggering along.

Here we will work through some things not usually discussed in mainstream political 
culture. We will look at how we might create the big shifts  needed to get us onto a saner 
path, so we can live more fulfilling lives and bequeath a better world to our children.
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Rebecca Huntley10 researches people’s attitudes to climate, energy and related 
matters, using surveys  and focus groups. One of her methods is to put statements of well-
documented fact in front of people and ask if they believe them. One of her subjects 
asserted that fossil fuels  are good for Australia not only because of the jobs  they provide 
but also because of the taxes and royalties they pay. He also asserted that renewable 
energy is heavily subsidised by government whereas fossil fuels get no subsidies.

Huntley: You don’t think coal and gas get subsidies from the government?

Subject: They don’t.

Huntley: Would it surprise you to know they get billions of dollars a year in subsidies and 
some of these companies that are foreign-owned don’t pay tax or royalties?

Subject: I don’t believe that.

Huntley notes that the Australia Institute  found fossil fuels  received $10.3 billion in 
subsidies over the previous financial year (2020-21), just within Australia.11 Renewable 
energy receives a small fraction of that. It is becoming well-known that many large 
companies, including foreign-owned companies, pay little or no tax.

Huntley finds that people are often reluctant to accept well-documented facts as true. 
Either they say they can’t be right, as in the above example, or they assume the 
government or the country must be getting something in return for subsidies. They don’t 
want to believe the government is  being dudded or is just giving our wealth away. In one 
group the subjects reluctantly supposed it must be true that there are more jobs in health 
and education than in mining, after Huntley showed them the numbers. However when 
she asked them did it feel right, they said no. Huntley’s point is  that the mining industry 
has invested in a lot of public relations aiming to get people to feel good about mining. 
Feelings trump facts.

If you are not willing to have at least one of your basic presumptions, beliefs or feelings 
about Australia challenged you had better not read this book. 
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