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 What counts as a good life for individuals? 
What answers are offered by Science, Religion & Culture? 

  
NOTES FOR TEACHERS 

One starting point for addressing this question is digital technology. 
How does a ‘digital life style’ answer the question ‘what count as a good life for individuals? 

  
 

 
                                                                 

Baroness Susan Greenfield - Neuroscientist 
 
 1.  Susan Greenfield’s views are set out in her book, Mind Change (Ebury Press, 2014) and  
      summarised (see link below) with the following introduction, 
 
          “The use of digital technologies is reshaping human brains and the impact on young 
          people must be considered by their parents and educators, a neuroscientist warns. 
          Susan Greenfield of Oxford University said technology was re-wiring brains, particularly  
          for young people who were growing up knowing nothing else.” 
  
            Baroness Greenfield said digital technologies had brought some amazing advances,  
           such as finding information in just a few keystrokes, but she sounded a note of caution. 
           "As a neuroscientist I am very aware that the brain adapts to its environment - if you're  
           placed in an environment that encourages, say, a short attention span, which doesn't  
           encourage empathy or interpersonal communication, which is partially addictive or  
           compulsive ... all these things will inevitably shape who you are," she said. 
 
              For the summary go to:  
              http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-11-20/neuroscientist-warns-young-brains-being-reshaped-by- technology/5906140   

          If you have time read her book, Mind Change (Ebury Press, 2014) 

 
      
2.  To be explored: 
       We aim to explore the interaction between science, religion and culture on the question of what  
       counts as good life for individuals – specifically the following. 
 
       How does a ‘digital life style’ count as a good life for individuals?   
 
POSSIBLE WAYS OF WORKING  

http://www.abc.net.au/news/2014-11-20/neuroscientist-warns-young-brains-being-reshaped-by-%20technology/5906140
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3.  Opening discussion and clip from Q/A 
 
.  Culturally there is an overwhelmingly positive assessment of digital technology as a good thing,  
   and the life it opens up as a good life.  Start by asking students identifying as ‘digital natives’ what a  
   ‘digital life style’ is like.  Is this an answer to the question ‘what counts as a good life for  
   individuals?’   
 
.  Next, go to Q/A from the ABC http://www.abc.net.au/tv/qanda/txt/s4098217.htm  
 
   The main interactions are between Susan Greenfield and other panel members. 
 
   The Q/A segment begins with a question from Dominic Wilcox and concludes by leading to the  
   next topic with a question by Kevin Armstrong.     
 
   The transcript for the Q/A segment is given below – Appendix 1.   
  
   Compere:  Tony Jones.  
   Panel members: Susan Greenfield, James Paterson, Laura John, Anthony Albanese, Greg Hunt. 
 
 
    After watching the Q/A segment there is likely to be interesting immediate responses from  
    students that are worth working with - freewheeling or with reference to the transcript. 
 
 
4.  Working on the transcript  
 
     .  One way to begin this is by noting Jones first two comments to Susan Greenfield.   What do they  
        presuppose about Greenfield’s position?  Are they accurate?  
 
     .  Different groups could examine the exchanges between: 
 
          .  Damien and Greenfield 
          .  Laura and Greenfield 
          .  James and Greenfield                                   
          .  Jones and Hunt 
          .  Jones and Albanese 
   
5.  Questions for students 
 
     .  What claims based on scientific work does Susan Greenfield make?   Are any other scientific  
        claims made?  
 
     .  On the basis of these claims what is Greenfield calling for? 
 
     .  What is Susan Greenfield’s point (p.7 below) about what goes on between the ‘inputting’ and    
        the ‘outputting’? 
   
         In your experience what does go on between the ‘inputting’ and the ‘outputting’? 
         What relevance if any does this have for answering ‘what counts as a good life?’?   
 

. What are the key issues? 

. Where do they agree/differ? 

. Where do you stand on the issues? 

. Do these contribute to answering      
  ‘what counts as a good life?’  ?  

 

http://www.abc.net.au/tv/qanda/txt/s4098217.htm
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      .  The person from the audience makes a point (p.14) about the appeal to scientific research and  
          the appeal to personal experience. 
    
            . How does it get handled by the other panel members?  
            .  Are personal experience and scientific work both relevant to our question? 
               Should they have the same weight in helping answer our question?   
     
      .  Is our using digital technology just like using a tool or an instrument to do a job? 
         Is more involved?   For example, it is said that as technologies are changing what we can do,  
         they are changing what we want to do. Are technologies creating our desires or responding to  
         our desires? 
 
      .  Do ‘digital natives’ become ‘true believers’ in digital technology?  If so what is their ‘faith’? 
 
 
 
SCIENCE, RELIGION AND CULTURE ON: DOES A ‘DIGITAL LIFESTYLE’ COUNT AS A GOOD LIFE FOR 
INDIVIDUALS?   
 
What does science have to say (if anything) in answer to this question? 
 
For any field of inquiry the sciences can tell us what has been happening and often what has brought 
it about, as well as (some of) its impacts. The sciences can sometimes make predictions of what is 
likely to happen in the future.  From this alone there is no inference to what any of us ought to do, 
or what would be ethically good to do.  Science can tell us what is the case, but not what ought to be 
the case. On the other hand science can help clarify the sense of ‘good’ as in good functioning – say 
of a heart or ecosystem.    
 
Susan Greenfield presents claims based on scientific work identifying impacts of digital technology.   
 
When we are clear on what counts as a ‘good life’ the sciences will be of great help in our deciding 
how we are to get there.  
 
What does religion have to say (if anything) in answer to this question? 
 
.  Clearly religious people from many different traditions all over the world avail themselves of digital  
   technology.  This is not surprising.  There has been a long historical connection between religion  
   and technology see J. Newman, Religion and Technology (Praeger, Westport Connecticut, 1997). 
 
.  Abrahamic traditions (Judaism, Christianity, Islam all variously trace their roots back to the figure  
   of Abraham in Genesis) will all be informed by Genesis 1:26-28 and Psalm 8, which teach that  
   God created humankind, male and female, in the image and likeness of God, giving them  
   ‘dominion’ over God’s good creation.  The word translated ‘dominion’ refers to royal power and is  
   ordinarily used of kings.  According to this teaching humankind has been given extraordinary  
   power.  
 
.  One of the powers distinctive of human beings is the power of human inquiry into many, many  
   fields, especially the sciences.  
 
.  The rise of natural sciences first within Islam in 9th-13th centuries and later in Western Europe in   
   16th-17th centuries where the leading lights of the rise of the natural sciences were all Christians. 



4 
 

 
.  This form of inquiry and the technologies that made it possible and flowed from it are good.  
.  Whatever forms the God-given human power may take the question is how this power will be  
    used – what ideal, image, value principle, vision will inform the use of this power?   Will it be in the  
    ‘image of God’ - human power that produces and sustains life – or of an idol that degrades life? 
 
.  These religious traditions provide no basis for being negative about technology as such, but call us  
   to be alert to the ways its use is both positive and negative. The Amish provide a very clear  
   example of a religious group embracing some technologies (wheelbarrows, public phones) and  
   rejecting others (cars, mobile phones) on the basis of a careful consideration of whether or not the  
   technology contributes to what they regard as the “good life”. 
 
 
.  Religious traditions have teaching on the kind of human society God calls us to establish. There is  
   much in common – see Religion and Ethics in a Pluralist Society, VCE Religion and Society, pp.234- 
   251.  See an example from Social Justice, Fuller Life in a Fairer World, by Bruce Duncan - see  
   Appendix 2.  
 
.  World Council of Churches (WCC),   http://www.oikoumene.org/en/what-we-do for links to  
        .  Care for Creation and Climate Justice 
        .  The WCC and Eco Justice   
 
What does our culture say (if anything) in answer to this question? 
  
In the clip from Q/A the voices of James Paterson, Laura John and Tony Jones present the dominant 
cultural approval of digital technology.  The anecdotes of Anthony Albanese and Greg Hunt support 
this claim.    
 
People and institutions in our society have emphatically and comprehensively embraced digital 
technology in its many forms.  Undoubtedly this is because of the many benefits it makes available  
and the prospect of more to come.  For many it even seems there are infinite possibilities. 
 
Our culture is saturated with:  
             .  science and technology, especially digital technology 
             .  the global market 
 
We are constantly urged to imagine and understand everything wholly within this saturated context.  
 
On the other hand there are voices calling for us to expand our imagination to recognise there is 
more to reality than is captured by the sciences and technology and by the global market.  These 
voices urge us to imagine a different form of the ‘good life’ not captive to an accelerating, carbon 
based economy.  Just three examples,  
 
.  the ‘transitional towns movement -  
   http://www.earthwiseharmony.com/CONNECT/EH-Transition-Towns-Australia.html ; 
.  the Earth Worker Cooperative in Melbourne -  http://earthworkercooperative.com.au/ ; 
.  sustainable living - http://www.ceres.org.au/  . 
.  T. Jackson, Prosperity without Growth, economics for a finite planet (Earthscan, London, 2009). 
 

http://www.oikoumene.org/en/what-we-do
http://www.earthwiseharmony.com/CONNECT/EH-Transition-Towns-Australia.html
http://earthworkercooperative.com.au/
http://www.ceres.org.au/
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All of these highly value science and technology – it is question of what form of the ‘good life’ is best 
served now.  For some people, as they consider this change it is important to acknowledge the many 
good things that have been made possible by a carbon based economy.   
 
Resources  
M. Tuohy, R.Elliott, P. Rule, S. Harper, Religion, Ethics in a Pluralist Society, Units 1 & 2 VCE Religion and Society (Nelson Gengage Learning, 
Australia, 2012).  See especially chapter 8, pp.155-177 for a brief introduction to key thinkers in ethics; pp.200- 207 for a brief introduction 
to three basic approaches to ethics and logical fallacies in ethical communication. 

 
APPENDIX 1 

 
BRAVE NEW WORLD?00:01:18 

DOMINIC WILCOX: Baroness Greenfield, I'm going to ask you, perhaps, to set a personal argument 

I'm having with my mother. She is a big fan of yours and she... 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: And you disagree with her, obviously?  

 

DOMINIC WILCOX: Yes, of course, on that count. She believes that - she is very worried that 

technology and social media is affecting her mostly adult children in very negative ways and she 

thinks something needs to be done to stop this. I tell her that if - that there is really nothing we 

can do and that older people like her simply need to adapt to this brave new world. So is she right 

or am I?  

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Okay. So, how long have we got? Someone wants... 

 

MALE SPEAKER: One hour. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Yeah. Someone said for every complex situation, there is always a simple 

answer and it’s always wrong and I think this is really a complex situation and I think we can 

unpack your question, first of all, in two ways. The first thing you said is there’s nothing that can 

be done but that's different from there's nothing that should be done, yeah? So, let's take it that 

there’s something that should be done rather than that we’re all just, you know, hopeless cases 

and, you know, we should just sleepwalk into something we don't want. Let's say that you actually 

enjoy your current lifestyle and you’re asking me now to join forces with your mum and try and 

convince you that there are issues. I think the first thing is that technology isn’t, like most things, 

wholly good or wholly bad. It’s like saying is a car good or bad? But what we need to explore is the 

lifestyle that technology is giving many people, when you could wake up in the morning and you 

could go shopping, you could work, you could play games, you could go dating, all without seeing 

another human being for the whole day and that's why I argue this technology is creating an 

environment that's different from the technological impact of past inventions and the 

environments they created. 

 

TONY JONES: But, Susan, at the end of that tragic day, he gets to come to the Q&A audience... 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: He does. 

 

TONY JONES: ...sit among real people and ask questions on a television program, so it can't be all bad 
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for Dominic. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Well, he could ask any question he liked. Anyway... 

 

TONY JONES: Can I just interrupt you for a second? 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Yeah.  

TONY JONES: I mean, you say the science shows digital natives like Dominic have massive and 

unprecedented differences in the way their brains operate to the way previous generations operate. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Well, let just clarify something, in that living changes your brain. Every moment 

you are alive, whether you were born in fifth century Athens or Sydney or England or 30 years ago, 

whatever you do, since you have been here your brains have changed in the few minutes even that - 

everyone’s brains have changed because experience leaves its mark on your brain, irrespective. It’s 

our evolutionary Given that, this so-called plasticity of the brain, we must explore how it is different. 

It is not it is re-wiring your brain and nothing else does, everything re-wires your brain, it is more this 

could be re-wiring your brain in a different way. 

 

TONY JONES: In a negative way?  

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Both, possibly, well, it depends what your values are and how you judge. I 

wouldn't want to say things were positive or negative. What I would like to say is these are the facts 

and we should discuss them because it’s by discussing them that we have a healthy society where 

we can then say what we want. Because it’s all very well to say what you don't want and so, like, 

your mum might say what she doesn't want but I'd like to ask your mum, Dominic, what she wants. 

You know, what would her ideal son be? What would the ideal lifestyle be, you know? 

 

TONY JONES: Well, no, well, let’s go to Dominic. What is it about your lifestyle that your mother is 

worried about, Dominic?  

 

DOMINIC WILCOX: Perhaps one who visits her more. 

 

TONY JONES: Does she think you are spending too much time behind a computer screen? Simple as 

that. 

 

DOMINIC WILCOX: Not me personally but certainly some of my younger siblings, I think - and I’m 

probably embarrassing them if they’re watching this - she’s a bit concerned about. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Yeah, because the issue is and the basic question is what do we want out of our 

life? Your younger siblings, indeed, you, yourself and perhaps let’s hope even some of us older folk, 

have a one in three chance of living to be 100, okay. So what are you going to do for the second 50 

years of your life?  

 

TONY JONES: Well, he might spend a lot of time online talking to other people. 
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SUSAN GREENFIELD: Are you just going to be glassy-eyed?  

 

TONY JONES: Let’s hear from some of our younger panellists first. James, are you worried that you 

may be re-wiring your brain or are you not a digital native? Do you still use a quill? I don't know how 

the IPA operates. 

 

JAMES PATERSON: I guess I could be a victim of it without knowing about it but my experience and 

what I observe in my peers is that technology has been an overwhelmingly positive thing in our 

lives and I think it’s an unambiguous positive. We communicate more. We’re connected more. 

There are more opportunities for us to get in touch with each other. It’s not as good to be 

communicating on Skype as it is in person, obviously, but for some people that's the only option 

and if you’re away from your family or friends or loved ones, we have got so many more 

opportunities to communicate than we did before and I think that’s a great thing. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: But why do you want to be connected all the time, James?  

 

JAMES PATERSON: Because human interaction is a wonderful thing and we can learn from other 

people and... 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Okay. Let me challenge you on that. If you are constantly inputting and 

constantly outputting rather like I was at some breakfast where Nick Clegg, our Deputy Prime 

Minister, was and there was a lady so busy tweeting to everyone, she was being connected, 

having breakfast with Nick Clegg, she wasn't listening to actually what he was saying, yeah. And 

what I fear, if you’re connected, interacting all the time, that a lot is coming in, a lot is going out 

very efficiently but the middle bit - the middle bit - the thinking bit, we think hang on, if that then 

that but if that then that. But hang on, what about that? And you’re embedding something - that's 

what thinking is - into a bigger framework and surely that's what knowledge is and learning, as 

opposed to information processing and, whilst it sounds good to be hyper connected and to be 

outputting all the time, I think we should just question whether that premise is correct.  

 

TONY JONES: Let’s... 

 

LAURA JOHN: If I could just... 

 

TONY JONES: Yes, you can, Laura. 

 

LAURA JOHN: If I could just jump in here, as a digital native myself, I actually think I’m very good at 

tweeting and listening at the same time and I think you’ll find that a lot of young people have 

actually been able to gather this skill, where we are able to tweet and also listen. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: No, Laura, no, no, but a paper has just come out, and this is a peer-reviewed 

science paper, that multi-tasking has a deleterious effect on brain scans. It shows atrophy and a 

smaller brain region. So it might sound good and be good to multitask. Again, it begs the question, 

like with Dominic, what do you want? What do you want, you know? Now, if you want to be cool 

and trendy and connected, go right ahead, that's fine. But if what you want is to have a new idea 
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or to digest some thoughts or to let things tick off against other boxes and so on, then it’s not 

good and it’s not as if we have the choice. It should be both. 

 

TONY JONES: Okay. Well, a lot of people want to talk about this and I’m going to bring Laura back to 

give her a chance to answer whether she thinks multitasking somehow limits your brain. 

 

LAURA JOHN: Well, I'd like to think it doesn't because I certainly spend a lot of my time multitasking. 

I mean, I think you’ve made some really interesting and valid points, Susan. What I have found, in my 

personal experience with technology, is that it does, indeed, make people feel more connected and I 

think one of the really positive things about technology that needs to be mentioned here is that it’s 

really able to build a movement of people who empathise with each other, even if we’re not 

physically in front of each other. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Well, okay. Okay. Well, there’s two things there. Again, being - only two things.  

 

TONY JONES: Susan, I am going to interrupt. I’ll come back to your two things. I want to hear from 

the other... 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Okay, I’ll just remember my two things. 

 

TONY JONES: ...hear from the other panellists thought. Anthony Albanese is dying to get in here 

because he’s a digital native, isn’t he? 

 

ANTHONY ALBANESE: I wouldn't go that far but I think technology is overwhelmingly liberating and 

good for the economy and good for interaction but I think that the points that Susan raises are really 

valid. As a parent, let me tell you, there’s is a lot of conversations around the P & C and the 

schoolyard about should kids be limited in terms of how long they look at - you know, play Xbox or 

what have you. There’s a lack of - there are health consequences, as well, behind kids sitting in 

computers and not getting out down the park like we used to before those things were available. 

And I think, in terms of quality, I went to a Morrissey concert, to make you feel comfortable, last 

year... 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: We’re the same age. 

 

ANTHONY ALBANESE: Absolutely. And there was someone in front of me watching the concert, not 

watching Morrissey and the band, but watching the digital device where they were recording it. And, 

you know, were I not a politician, I might have tapped her on the shoulder and said "What are you 

doing? You are not enjoying the moment". There’s an element of - there’s a great episode of 

Modern Family where they’re all sitting around the kitchen and they’re tweeting each other and 

texting each other rather than talking to each other. 

 

TONY JONES: Unlike you, watching old media TV. 

 

ANTHONY ALBANESE: Well, I think there’s a reason why the audience are here rather than watching 

it at home. This is a social interaction. 
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SUSAN GREENFIELD: So what would your Parliament be like? Can you imagine your Parliament if you 

were actually having debates by texting and tweeting?  

 

TONY JONES: Well, actually, have you seen the Parliament?  

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Can I make my two points?  

 

TONY JONES: Quite a lot of people do spend a lot of time looking at their iPhones I have noticed. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Yeah. Can I make my two points, please? 

 

TONY JONES: Yes. Yes, you can. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Because I had to write them down.  

 

TONY JONES: I’d like to get Greg Hunt to make one though. So go ahead. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: The Okay. No I’ve written them down. I borrowed his pen. 

 

TONY JONES: Okay. No, go ahead. Go on. Go on. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Okay. So, the first is the connected issue. One could argue by being connected, 

that's how you are defining yourself and that, therefore, your identity is now being constructed 

externally for the approval - I wouldn't even call them friends. I'd call them an audience, you know, 

your 500 audience on Facebook and that this actually might undermine your sense of a robust 

identity. And, in fact, the British Government in 2013, and anyone can download this, commissioned 

a report called Future identities suggesting, indeed, that because of social networking our identities 

were becoming more volatile. 

 

TONY JONES: Okay. All right. I’m going to stop you. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Second point. 

 

TONY JONES: No, no, no. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: (Indistinct) 

 

TONY JONES: Save that point because I’ve got to get someone (indistinct)... 

 

GREG HUNT: Oh, no, let her have her second point.  

 

MULTIPLE SPEAKERS TALK AT ONCE  

 

TONY JONES: I’ve got to get Laura to respond to the first point. Are your Facebook friends diluting 
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your identity?  

 

LAURA JOHN: I think I’ve got a really strong sense of identity. I mean I have got selfies taken at 

different points during the day which really highlight exactly who I am at any particular moment. No, 

but I understand the point that you’re making, Susan. I think that perhaps for some people that 

would be an issue but I think it under-estimates that the vast majority of young people who I have 

met this year in my consultations are actually able to differentiate between social media and their 

real life. So we understand that the people who you call our audience on social media are not 

necessarily our best friends. They’re not the people we’re going to call if we’re having a tough day. 

So I think we do understand that distinction. 

 

TONY JONES: So they’re not really friends, when you say friends. They’re just not actually real?  

 

LAURA JOHN: They are associates. They’re people who we might want to connect with but they’re 

not your best friends. 

 

TONY JONES: Okay. All right. Well, hang on. Hang on. Hold on. You’ve got another point. I just want 

to hear from Greg Hunt, because we haven't heard from him at all. Are you at all concerned that 

young people may be damaging their brains, or at least the way in which they interact with others?  

 

GREG HUNT: Sure. Look, I think there are two parts. There’s the social and the personal and the 

personal I look at as a parent of a 9-year-old and 5-year-old. The social, I think it’s generally an 

overwhelming good. The fact that this program is, in a sense, a metaphor. You have people here in 

the audience. You’ve got hundreds of thousands watching on television and then you've got those 

that are directly interacting with Twitter or email. From a community perspective, you can engage in 

a way that is sort of Athenian, where people are part of the democracy, they’re part of the smaller 

communities. I think that's an overwhelming good and there can be some bad sides to it. From a 

personal perspective, as a father watching a 5-year-old sort of (indistinct) boy and a 9-year-old girl 

go through the digital age, yes, they can become obsessed. The 9-year-old, however, when she was a 

little bit younger was listening to audio books, became, you know, taken by Harry Potter. That really 

got her into reading and suddenly - it's interesting that the digital got her into the real world of 

books more than anything else. And for the little fella, he became a little bit obsessed for a short 

period of time on the iPad playing soccer games and all of a sudden we can't get him out of the 

backyard. All he wants to do is play real soccer. So it’s gone in the opposite direction from the 

experience that people would assume. They have moved from the digital to the real world because 

of the exposure to the digital. 

 

TONY JONES: Just while I think about it, can you remind the Prime Minister that he is missing out on 

this Athenian possibility of coming on Q&A? We’ve got another question up there. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: (Indistinct) 

 

TONY JONES: No. You’ll be able to respond to this.  

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Okay. 



11 
 

 

TONY JONES: Go ahead. And the question is from Nicholas Walker. 

 

NARCISSISTIC?00:13:57 

NICHOLAS WALKER: Okay. My question is directed to the Baroness.  

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Call me Susan, please.  

 

NICHOLAS WALKER: Oh, okay. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Sounds like something out of Alice in Wonderland otherwise. 

 

NICHOLAS WALKER: True. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Where are you? Sorry, I can’t see you. Where are you? 

 

NICHOLAS WALKER: Right here. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Down there. Okay. 

 

NICHOLAS WALKER: Has social media made my generation of children narcissists and are today's 

children the most narcissistic generation ever?  

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Thank you for that. I see now why you said I could hold my second question, 

because this also answers Laura’s issue. So thanks. What's your name, sorry?  

 

NICHOLAS WALKER: Nicholas. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Nicholas, thank you for that. Yeah, it’s been shown that for those who are using 

social media to have friends, in inverted commas, who they have never met - that’s the big 

difference - if you’ve never met someone, then there is an increase in narcissism and low self-

esteem, which I don't think any of us would want, you know. And it’s a rather vicious cycle and, 

again, this picks up also on the empathy issue because normally when you meet someone, even you 

and I are communicating across a thing. You know, you’re nodding nicely and - well, I hope you are, 

you know. But you are giving some kind of body language, yeah. 

 

NICHOLAS WALKER: Yeah, yeah, yeah. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: So that's nature's way of providing you with a handbrake not to divulge too 

much if the person, say, is folding their arms, they’re looking away, they’re averting their eyes. That 

tells you not to open up. Now, human beings have a natural tendency to talk about themselves and 

there’s a lovely study, and I cite it in Mind Change, where, get this, the subjects actually preferred to 

have, instead of monetary reward, they preferred to have the opportunity to talk about themselves.  

 

NICHOLAS WALKER: Oh, wow! 
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SUSAN GREENFIELD: Can you get that? They preferred that than money. Yeah. 

 

NICHOLAS WALKER: Oh, wow! 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: So any employers here, who people want a pay rise, you could say talk about 

yourself for half an hour. But, seriously, this means we have a natural tendency to do that. Normally 

that’s constrained. We have the handbrake of body language, which means that you only do it under 

carefully constrained scenarios. 

 

TONY JONES: I think you make a broader argument that not only is it narcissistic but it means that 

there is a lack of empathy, human empathy. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Indeed. Indeed. Because very few people would actually look someone in the 

eye and say "Go kill yourself" or even "I hate you" because of the reaction they would get. And, 

sadly, we know from the behaviour of trolls and, you know, there is many examples of this, people 

engage in unspeakable ways of communicating and I would like to think it’s because they’ve 

devalued concepts like hate. They don’t really know what hate means and so on, yeah.  

 

TONY JONES: Okay. Now, I’m going to hear from our younger panellists again.  

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Mm, yeah. 

 

TONY JONES: Anthony Albanese. No, I’m just kidding.  

 

ANTHONY ALBANESE: Thanks, Tony. 

 

TONY JONES: James, go ahead. 

 

JAMES PATERSON: Every new technology attracts this kind of fear. Believe it or not, when the 

paperback novel became widely available, people were terrified that young people would get lost in 

them and they wouldn’t interact with their friends and colleagues. The same thing happened to 

radio and to television and now to the digital age. These fears often, I think, are overblown. Human 

beings are incredibly adaptable and resilient and I just don't buy this fear and scare that we can't 

handle it. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: No, James, it’s not - the analogy doesn't work because the car and the book, 

they existed in the real world. You lived in a three dimensional world. They were a means to an end. 

This can be an end in itself. Not always, of course, because people like yourself and Laura, I’m sure, 

you know, it’s a means to an end. But when it’s an end in itself, that's where I have concerns. When 

it’s a parallel life. 

 

TONY JONES: All right. Let’s hear James finish his point. 

 

JAMES PATERSON: Well, I just think that, you know, this kind of fear mongering happens with all new 
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technologies and the point about them is not the particular characteristics but that they are new. It 

is natural to be concerned about what the impact of something we don't know about it is. 

 

TONY JONES: Well, they used to say that Elvis Presley would lead to a sexual revolution.  

 

JAMES PATERSON: Yes, well... 

 

TONY JONES: Actually, that did happen. 

 

JAMES PATERSON: And actually I don’t think that was such a bad thing. I mean society evolves. 

People change. That’s a positive thing. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: No, but, James, you’re entitled to your own views. You’re not entitled to your 

own facts.  

 

TONY JONES: Okay. Let’s... 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: And the facts are, I’m afraid, that there are big changes that we’re not seeing or 

haven’t seen, with the printing press. Sorry, it’s the case. 

 

TONY JONES: All right. Laura, let’s hear from you. This idea of narcissism, I’d like to get you to - you 

did talk about the number of selfies you took during the day. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: I’m not saying you are narcissistic. 

 

TONY JONES: I know you were joking. 

 

LAURA JOHN: I was joking about the selfies.  

 

TONY JONES: Yeah, yeah. 

 

LAURA JOHN: And I think, as I have said before, I think Susan makes some really valid points but on 

the other side of this debate, there are positive things that you can do through social media that you 

can only do through social media. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Of course. No, of course. 

 

LAURA JOHN: So, for example, we’ve got petition-based organisations like change.org or even 

Amnesty International, who are actually enabling young people in particularly to know about issues, 

empathise with issues and influence issues which are happening on the other side of the world. 

These are things that are not possible without technology.  

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Of course. 

 

LAURA JOHN: So I very much understand what you’ve saying and I think there obviously needs to be 
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limits on the way we use technology. That's something I would completely agree with, but let's not 

act like this is a completely negative, evil thing, because it is not. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: No. No, I’m not - I haven't said that and I’m certainly not - there’s 

scaremongering is a very easy word to use. When is something scaremongering or wake-up call? 

Would you have said people in the ‘50s who were alerting people to the perils of smoking were 

scaremongering? You would not. Scaremongering is a conclusion you reach, not a premise you 

make. 

 

TONY JONES: I think we might - have we got anyone with their hands up? I saw someone - yes, 

there’s a gentleman with his hand up over there. We’ll quickly go to you. Go ahead. 

 

QUESTION FROM THE FLOOR00:18:52 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Tony, I'm just concerned that we’ve got one scientist on the panel and the 

rest of the panel aren't, and one of the things that Susan, in her book, says is that the 

input/output processing in fact degrades scientific thinking and I think we just had an example of 

it because Laura, in response to peer-reviewed research responded "In my personal experience".  

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Exactly. 

 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: And I'm just intrigued as to whether the panel recognises that what Susan 

has been talking about is a thing called science and everyone else is talking about personal 

experience. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Thank you. Yeah, thank you. 

 

TONY JONES: Well, I realise. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Thank you. 

 

TONY JONES: But I’d also say this, that there are plenty of scientists who disagree with you, as you 

know.  

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Well, no. 

 

TONY JONES: In Britain and other - yes, that's true... 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Well, no, can I just say, what they... 

 

TONY JONES: ...because I’ve read several of them at least. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: No, no. Can I just address that? 

 

TONY JONES: The other thing they say is that you don't do your own peer-reviewed research. 
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SUSAN GREENFIELD: Yes, well, exactly. 

 

TONY JONES: You review other peoples. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: No. Well, let me just deal with that. 

 

TONY JONES: Yes. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Because I think this is a misconception. When you say there’s "Plenty of 

scientists", there is one or two journalists, an extreme, but, on the whole, as the gentleman there 

said, a peer reviewed paper is a peer reviewed paper, irrespective of who has done it, right? Its 

validity stands and falls by its merits of its content, not by the authorship. In my case, when I talk 

about mind change, it’s such an umbrella issue. It embraces disciplines ranging from molecular 

biology through to sociology and no single scientist ever would do that whole range of things, 

yeah? So it’s a rather strange sidetracking to try and chop someone off at the knees when really 

we should be exploring and talking about the papers and the science. Who has done them is 

irrelevant, yeah? It is, as the gentleman said, how they are discussed and debated and what they 

show. And, again, this tendency, and I do think this is something that happens in the blogosphere, 

to personalise things, you know, it always has to be a personal attack or a personal view or my 

opinion and I think this, in turn, hearkens to a greater problem of this tendency to always be self-

referential. You know, this is the chocolate cake I have just eaten, you know, and downloading it 

and this inability to sort of have general ideas and so... 

 

TONY JONES: Well, I mean, I suppose... 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: ...so when two people disagree... 

 

TONY JONES: ...one of the problems is that you’ve got two people on the panel who have lived 

experience... 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Of course. 

 

TONY JONES: ...of social media and they feel, I guess, that perhaps some of the fears that you’re 

expressing... 

 

ANTHONY ALBANESE: Me and Greg aren't that bad. 

 

JAMES PATERSON: Or that old. 

 

ANTHONY ALBANESE: Thank you. 

 

TONY JONES: No, I’m talking about the digital natives, I think. So, James, you can quickly respond to 

that and I’ll get Laura to respond to it and then we’ll move on. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: No, no. Okay. 
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JAMES PATERSON: Well, I think time will tell. Obviously everything in moderation and there is 

capacity for people to do damaging things to themselves with new technology. But I think history 

will show in a few years time that this has been an overwhelmingly positive thing, it’s been an 

overwhelmingly positive development and that our lives have been enriched by it. 

 

TONY JONES: And, Laura, so I mean taking the point there that you’re dealing with science, is it 

implacable?  

 

LAURA JOHN: Well, I think, to take the point that was raised by the audience, I'm obviously not a 

scientist. I'm not going to stand up here and talk in terms of science because I’m not. I think the 

points that Susan has raised are really valid and perhaps what we would - what we need to see is an 

education system that is also adapting to these newer technologies.  

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Yeah.  

 

LAURA JOHN: So that’s something that has come up in my consultations with young people saying, 

well, let's integrate the technology into our school system so that we’re learning how to use it 

appropriately and perhaps some of these fears that you mentioned might not eventuate. 

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: Thank you. All I’m saying, when you say people disagree with me, what baffles 

me is what hypothesis they’re disagreeing with. Because all I'm saying is we need to look at the 

science. We need to have these kind of debates, which is - look how animated and, you know, 

controversial it is. That’s a healthy society and that's what we want and how can anyone agree with 

that?  

 

TONY JONES: I don't think they can.  

 

SUSAN GREENFIELD: No. 

 

TONY JONES: Let’s go back to the real world or at least the world of politics and our next question 

come is from Kevin Armstrong. 
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APPENDIX  2 

Key Catholic Social Principles* 

Social justice in Catholic thinking refers to the overarching principle whereby  society and 

governments organise resources to meet the reasonable needs and aspirations of all their members 

to a happy and fulfilling life. 

Social justice as a term began to be used in the late 19ht century and was adopted by Pope Pius XI in 

the 1920s as a more accurate way to speak about what St Thomas Aquinas in the 13th century had 

termed ‘general’ or ‘legal’ justice. Social justice is the virtue that directs all our actions to the 

common good, and covers the whole economy, including productions and distribution, as well as the 

public institutions of society. 

In trying to live out the message of Jesus the Church also highlights the ‘preferential option for the 

poor’, meaning that those who are least advantaged or suffering most have a special claim on us. 

As part of its thinking about how to undertake this social transformation, over time the Church has 

developed a set of principle to guide action.  The principles did not suddenly drop out of the sky, but 

emerged gradually as the fruit of constant debate and out of great suffering resulting from social 

oppression, war and economic turmoil and distress. 

The principles cohere around the central belief in the dignity of the human person, but they overlap 

and reflect one another, as the sides of a diamond refract light, revealing differ aspects and qualities. 

One can highlight different principles depending on circumstances but generally these are seen as 

key: 

 The dignity of the human person 

 The community and the common good 

 Social justice 

  Solidarity  

 Subsidiarity  

 The preferential option for the poor 

 Human rights 

 

Catholic thinking begins by stressing the dignity of the person as the focus for its social activism. The 

person is not an isolated individual, but a social being, nurtured in families and lined through kinship, 

culture and friendship with many others.  

Because of our social nature  as persons, we attain our wellbeing in communities, and hence our 

activities must support the common good, that social and political good that seeks to advance the  

wellbeing of everyone in a community. 

* Notes from Bruce Duncan, Social Justice, Fuller Life in a Fairer World, (Garrett Publishing,   
   Mulgrave 2012), pp.50-51. 
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