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“Man is a reed, the weakest of nature, but he is a 
thinking reed.” 
              - Blaise Pascal, Pensees

“An investment in knowledge pays the best interest.” 
 -Benjamin Franklin  

OUR PURPOSES

ThinkingRead Forum is a non-profit organisation. It 
was established in July 2018 by a Sydney-based group 
of citizens concerned for the future of Australia. 

 As the name of our forum implies, we share the view 
of the great French mathematician/philosopher Blaise 
Pascal: humankind’s most precious and distinctive 
attribute is the capacity for self-conscious thought.

Our passion is education – especially, but not 
exclusively, the education of teenagers and young 
adults. The current education system does a 
reasonable job of equipping most students for a 
specialised vocation but in our view that should not 
be  the primary purpose of education. 

Far too many Australian students – at all levels of 
academic ability – emerge from their studies:

•without a basic working understanding (“general 
knowledge”) of what have traditionally been termed 
the humanities, arts and sciences

•unable to engage in informed, critical thinking about 
the ultimate questions of human existence.

In short, we are in danger of producing a generation 
of the skilled yet incurious who will miss the greater 
passions of life. That is unfair to them and unsafe for 
everyone. In the wise words of one of the founding 
fathers of the United States, John Adams, “Liberty 
cannot be preserved without general knowledge 
among the people.”  The important word is “general”. 
A narrowly-focused, distracted citizen is vulnerable to 
being exploited and is unlikely to realise his or her full 
human potential.

Education is also about equipping people to live a 
healthy, useful, satisfying life - making good moral 
and ethical choices, adopting positive attitudes, 
responding to challenges, being open to new 
perspectives. In short: the getting of wisdom. A 
wise citizen is less likely to make risky, damaging 
decisions and more likely to overcome the inevitable 
misfortunes that life throws up.
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Humanities, Arts & Sciences enriching lives  
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HUMANITIES, ARTS AND SCIENCES
The term is admittedly very broad and needs to be 
understood in a twenty-first century context. It has both a 
traditional and a contemporary dimension. 
As to the former, we believe that all adult Australians 
should have a grasp of the main forces that have shaped 
Western civilisation, for good and ill. In this sense the “arts 
and humanities” encompass, at a minimum, the following 
disciplines:
•philosophy, including ethics 
•history, especially the political history of Europe, North 
America and Australasia
•literature, with an emphasis on poetry, plays and novels 
of high quality
•the social sciences, particularly law and economics
As to the “sciences”, all adult Australians should 
understand the rudiments (at least) of:
•mathematics 
•physics, chemistry and biology 
•the scientific method itself
The broadest thinkers will often also be abreast of 
specialised, up-to-date knowledge in individual branches 
of science and/or the arts and humanities – at the “cutting 
edge”.
Of course, most of these subjects are taught individually 
in high schools and universities – often very well. But in 
schools, too often, they are optional subjects only (and 
optional, sometimes, even before Years 11 and 12). Many 
students who would benefit enormously from these 
subjects are never exposed to them in any meaningful way. 
At university all subjects are optional. They are optional 
in this critical sense: students are expected, while on the 
cusp of adulthood, to choose a course of study that will 

confine their education within a tightly specialised field.  
In many cases that choice will have ramifications that last 
a lifetime. Thus, a kidney surgeon may never again read a 
worthwhile novel. An IT expert may not know the year in 
which Australia was federated.  A PhD student in one of the 
fine arts may not be able to name, let alone describe, the 
four fundamental forces of nature. These are not atypical 
examples.
The financial pressure now placed upon university 
graduates via the HECs system, and the 24/7 demands of 
the modern workplace, are further disincentives to their 
later seeking a broader education for its own sake.
Sceptics may respond: So what? Society still seems to 
function. What are the practical benefits of general 
knowledge? 
We believe there are several benefits. 
For a start, history shows that the finest achievers in all 
fields of endeavour were, disproportionately, generalists. 
The very greatest – giants such as Francis Bacon, Isaac 
Newton, Benjamin Franklin – were polymaths. They could 
synthesise knowledge from different fields. Alfred Deakin, 
Australia’s most distinguished founding father, is a good 
local example. 
More prosaically, “rounded” individuals are highly sought-
after by employers in modern workplaces. They tend to 
be the best communicators, and the most useful and 
productive employees. They are able to relate to a wide 
range of people, and to adapt more quickly to change. They 
see the “big picture”. They are our future leaders.
In short, general knowledge is a valuable resource. It 
is vital to the intellectual and material advancement of 
individuals, and the betterment of society as a whole. 
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Beyond utilitarian considerations, a broad education 
offers something arguably even more precious. It equips a 
person to tackle – in an informed way – the most profound 
metaphysical questions. 
Why does the Universe exist? What is the significance of 
human life?  How should I live my own life?  “Knowledge 
[is] the wing wherewith we fly to heaven,” wrote the 
immortal Shakespeare.
ThinkingRead Forum is a secular organisation, not a 
religious one. Our aims are not evangelical. Nevertheless, 
we believe that a working knowledge of theology – of 
the tenets of each of the world’s main faiths – is a highly 
desirable thing. 
We believe, moreover, that a proper understanding of 
Western civilisation is impossible without a working 
knowledge of Christianity – both doctrine and church 
history.  For instance, the discipline now called “science”, 
and once known as “natural philosophy”, was a long-term 
by-product of the Christian religion. Almost all of the 
greatest scientists of the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries 
– the men who created science as we know it – were 
steeped in it.  True, they built upon valuable achievements 
of the Greco-Roman and early Islamic civilisations, but 
Christianity was key. Analogous observations apply to the 
Anglo-American legal and political systems.
This sort of knowledge is simply not being imparted 
to most young Australians today, at any stage of their 
compulsory formal education. It is taught in only some (far 
from all) independent schools, and in a few specialised 
departments within universities.  

In his seminal book Man’s Search for Meaning, the Austrian 
psychiatrist and Holocaust-survivor Victor Frankl (1905-97) 
wrote of the “existential vacuum” prevalent in modern 
life. He described it as a “widespread phenomenon of the 
twentieth century”. The phenomenon he identified has 
become even more widespread in the twenty-first century, 
most notably across the West. 
ThinkingRead Forum hopes to encourage people of all 
shades of belief – theists, agnostics, atheists – to think 
harder. Everyone has a worldview. We want people to test 
the assumptions underlying their worldview and to better 
understand the origins of their worldview. 
In the case of mature teenagers and young adults, 
especially, we believe there are several potential benefits:
•personal fulfilment and well-being 
•improved analytical skills – a key to workplace success
•resilience and discernment in the face of life’s inevitable 
moral and ethical dilemmas, few if any of which are truly 
new – in short, character-building
•deeper appreciation of both the achievements and the 
limits of science – a counter to the all-too common refrain 
that “science proves” or “science disproves” a given 
proposition when, as often as not, the scientific method 
is inapplicable to the relevant field of enquiry (ethics, 
for instance) or, even where it is applicable, has to date 
yielded no finding that is regarded as proven according to a 
consensus of experts in the field.
•enriched ideas
•enhanced social interaction skills
•sheer enjoyment

THE ULTIMATE QUESTIONS

  Humanities & allied studies can be used as an   
  educational tool to develop key skills in:
• philosophy
• ethics & morals
• finding core values 
  for sound personal development 
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Science asks ‘How does life work?’   
Philosophy asks ‘Why is there life?’ 
Ethics asks ‘How should I live life?’  
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Ethics

ETHICS  - Everyone will face many ethical issues or even dilemmas in their 
careers, sport and lives - developing the skills to apply moral principles 
will build character and future leaders

HUMANITIES  - Where do we come from?  What is our historical 
heritage?  What are our core values?  Answering these questions can 
give analytical skills as part of a scholarly educational program.  

PHILOSOPHY  - How often do we hear ‘the science shows this ..or 
that’?  Philosophy is more powerful than science in formulating human 
principles to equip people for challenges in life

OUR ACTIVITIES
We plan a variety of activities. These are not set in stone. 

Publishing
Many of the founders of ThinkingRead Forum are published authors; 
we are all avid readers. Fostering a love of reading – especially of books 
and other writings of genuinely high quality – is central to our mission.
To this end, we will:
•  establish an online resource centre, including recommended reading 
lists and links to other websites  
•   submit articles for publication in the mainstream media.
In due course we may also publish newsletters, journals and/or books 
of our own.

Live events
We will provide a public forum for the high-level discussion of subjects 
relating to the humanities, arts and sciences, and the ultimate 
questions. These discussions will involve guest speakers of genuine 
eminence in their field, and our own panel members.
In some cases we will arrange a suitable live venue ourselves; in other 
cases we will work with third parties, such as educational institutions.
At least some of our events will take the form of webinars.

Consulting services
The ThinkingRead Forum as an organisation, and our individual panel 
members individually, stand ready to work with any other organisation 
that is sympathetic to our purposes. We have in mind, in particular, 
providing such consultancy or other services as may be desired by 
any university, high school or other educational institution desirous 
of inculcating in their students a better knowledge of the humanities, 
arts and sciences, and/or equipping them to address the ultimate 
questions.  We appreciate that many well-meaning administrators and 
teachers are hamstrung by bureaucracy, and we would seek to find 
ways to assist them. (Any fee to be negotiated on a case by case basis.)

Laying good 
foundations 
for personal 
development

Philosophy

Humanities



Our Panel

Andrew Firek is a scientist and chemical engineer. 
He has been prominent in the resources industry for 
almost 40 years, working (in among other capacities) as 
a United Nations expert on resource projects in Europe 
and Africa and as a team leader at the CSIRO’s Division 
of Fossil Fuels in Sydney. In the latter role he was 
involved in the development of advanced processing 
and low-emission technologies. Andrew is also the 
former CEO of a publicly-listed resources company and 
has participated as executive or director in a number of 
other ventures. 

Dr Andrew Firek

Matthew Del Novo is an Associate Professor of 
Philosophy at the Catholic Institute of Sydney, with 
wide-ranging multi-disciplinary interests. A prolific 
author, his books include The Valley Way of Soul 

Dr. Matthew Del Nevo

Stephen Chavura is a political theorist and intellectual 
historian. He holds a Ph.D. in the history of early-
modern English political thought (UNE, 2007) and has 
coordinated courses on a range of topics including the 
history of political thought, the philosophy of sociology, 
Australian history, religion and politics, and nationalism 
and self-determination. His research interests include 
the history of political thought, Australian intellectual 
history, and philosophical issues relating to freedom of 
speech and church and state. His book Tudor Protestant 
Political Thought (Brill) was published in 2011, and 
his work has appeared in journals such as History 
of European Ideas, Journal of Religious History, and 
Australian Journal of Political Science. He is currently an 
ARC Senior Research Associate.

Dr Stephen Chavura

(St Paul’s, 2008), The Work of Enchantment 
(Transaction, 2011), Art Music: Love, Listening and 
Soulfulness (Transaction, 2013) and The Metaphysics 
of Night (Routledge, 2014). He has also published 
translations of the work of Swiss-German philosopher 
Max Picard and the first Freudian female psychoanalyst, 
Lou Andreas-Salomé. Matthew’s latest book is Finding 
Harmony (Wipf & Stock, 2018) 
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Susannah Fullerton is an author and literary historian. 
She has been president of the Jane Austen Society of 
Australia since 1996, which is the largest literary society 
in Australia. She is also patron of the Rudyard Kipling 
Society of Australia and a Fellow of the Royal Society. In 
the 2017 Queen’s Birthday Honours List she received an 
Order of Australia Medal (OAM) for Services to Literature. 
Her spheres of expertise and interest include Jane Austen, 
Charles Dickens, Anthony Trollope, the Mitford family, 
Samuel Pepys, Vita Sackville-West, Oscar Wilde, George 
Eliot, the Romantic Poets, and Shakespeare.

Susannah Fullerton
 

Chris Hagan is a lawyer and author.  After majoring in 
philosophy, mathematics, geosciences and law at the 
University of New South Wales, he founded his own 
law firm in 1982. During the following year, 1983, he 
floated on the Sydney Stock Exchange one of the first 
biomedical companies to list in Australia. For over 30 
years Chris has acted in many roles as a public company 
executive and supported other innovators in launching 
their businesses. Recently he has authored two books 
on the philosophy of science. His special interests are 
origin-of-life biology and the philosophical implications 
of mathematics.    

Chris Hagan 

Roy Williams is an author and public speaker. Formally 
trained in law, he practised for 20 years as a litigator 
at one of Australia’s leading firms of solicitors, Allens 
Linklaters, and now teaches law at the University of 
Sydney. Since 2006 Roy has worked as a freelance 
journalist – principally as a non-fiction book reviewer 
for The Weekend Australian – and written four books 
exploring religious themes in Australian history, politics 
and society. His best-known book, God, Actually (ABC 
Books, 2008), was a best-seller on release and has 
since been published in Britain and North America. Roy 
speaks regularly at public forums and in the Australian 
electronic media.

Roy Williams
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“I think therefore I am” (“Cogito, ergo sum”) 
                                -  René Descartes

“We live in the best of all possible worlds”
                            – Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz

“Try not to become a person of success, but rather 
 try to become a person of value.”
                              -  Albert Einstein

“I declare after all there is no enjoyment like
  reading!  How much sooner one tires of any 
  thing than of a book! - When I have a house
  of my own, I shall be miserable   if I have not
  an excellent library.”
                                -Jane Austen, 
                                  Pride and Prejudice

“The unexamined life is not worth living”
                           – Socrates

“You can discover more about a person in an hour
 of play than in a year of conversation”
                            – Plato

“The true description of us is the complex, ever-
changing pattern  of interactions of billions of them
 [neurons]... The abbreviated and approximate
 shorthand that we employ every day to describe
 human behavior is a smudged caricature of our
 true selves. “What  a piece of work is a man!” said
 Shakespeare. Had he been living  today he might
 have given us the poetry we so sorely need to 
 celebrate all these remarkable discoveries.”
                             -  Francis Crick, The Astonishing
                                 Hypothesis:  The Scientific
                                 Search for the Soul (1994)

Humanities can be a ‘knowledge equalizer’ for challenging life issues 
THINKINGREAD FORUM
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