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University of Queensland     Adam Graycar  
August 5 1998 

 
 
It is my very great pleasure to be here today, to share this important day in your 
lives, this memorable day, this transitional day.  While it is a day of transition for 
you, the world around us is in a state of dynamic transition, of constant 
innovation.  I am sure that all of us, for as long as we can remember  have been 
told that we live in rapidly changing times - characterised by dramatic, significant 
and monumental change.  And, of course, that is true. 
 
Change has wide reaching effects.  Let me give you an example. 
 
In New Guinea before European contact, the New Guinea villager had a way of 
life that had persisted almost unchanged for centuries.  This culture was based on 
a stone axe technology.  The men laboriously used the stone axe to cut down trees 
on the hillside so their wives could grow kau kau, the native sweet potato.  The 
axe was used to wage intermittent warfare to acquire more wives and extend the 
group’s land.  The men had the axe in their hands and it was a symbol of their 
authority.  From the role of the sexes, to the basis of law and authority, to religion 
itself, the stone axe technology underlay much of their traditional life. 
 
When Europeans make contact with native peoples they often come bearing gifts.  
One such gift is the shiny new metal axe. One European to make contact with a 
group in the New Guinea highlands sat down with the headman and the village 
people, and handed the chief a steel axe.  The chief took it, turned it over 
thoughtfully for a few moments,  and then, realising what it was, he aimed a solid 
blow at the base of a sapling nearby.  Being new and razor sharp, the axe severed 
the sapling with a single blow.  A hush fell over the crowd.  The chief looked at 
the steel axe and at the sapling – his gaze moved backward and forward while his 
mind took in the power of this new tool.  Suddenly he took his stone axe and 
threw it into the bush.  The stone age had ended. 
 
When I think back to going to primary school in the 1950s in Brisbane, and 
compare it with what I’m doing today I feel as if I’ve gone form the stone age to 
the information age. 
 
My wife simply doesn’t believe that at New Farm State School in the 1950s we 
wrote on slates.  But that wasn’t my stone age experience.  In my working life 
I’ve seen what can only be described as stone age practices and attitudes in 
dealing with employees, colleagues, clients, students and customers.  Moving 
from the stone age to the digital age doesn’t necessarily make things easier. 
 
If our New Guinea headman had been a futurologist he might have thought about 
the impact of the steel axe on his culture – it can cut trees faster – so much so that 
a single man can do more in a day than a team of stone axe-wielding men could 
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achieve in a week.  But this would denude the hillside, the food source would 
diminish, the wars would become bloodier, a new authority structure would try to 
stop the bloodshed, and on and on.  The end of the stone age changes the status 
quo – and in doing so, there are costs and benefits, and in recognising the benefits 
we must note and be sensitive to the costs.   
 
Technological change has certainly brought enormous benefits, and many 
irritants.  It takes less and less time to get from one side of the world to the other, 
but more and more time to get from one side of a modern city to the other.  The 
time we spend in aeroplanes getting to our destinations keeps diminishing, but the 
time it takes to get to the airport, keeps increasing. 
 
Technical and demographic change brings contradictions.  Ambiguity and 
paradox will be part of your working lives - everything you touch will have 
elements of ambiguity and paradox.  A good education helps you deal with 
confusion.  In dealing with complex and changing situations you have to be aware 
of all the contradictions and not be discouraged by them.   
 
As Director, Australian Institute of Criminology I am continually confronted by 
opposing ideas and concepts.   
 
One set of ideas is built on the premise that we live in a dangerous world in which 
crime is out of control and rapidly escalating.  Another view is that the world is 
much safer and considerably less violent that 100 years ago, 200 years ago, or 
300 years ago.  The media today bring every nasty event to public scrutiny, so 
much so that we believe that things have never been worse, and we are led to 
believe that we live in times of unprecedented horror.  The abuses of the stone 
age, the horror and violence of medieval times and the absence of the rule of law 
make the good old days pretty bad.  
 
Another set of opposing ideas relates to what to do with people who break the law  
-  some of whom are nasty villains, and others are kids who don’t have the 
education, social skills, life chances or family support to know which end is up. 
 
One of Queensland’s growth industries has been imprisonment.  The rate of 
growth of the prison population here has been at record levels  -  it has grown 
faster here than in any other state (even though the rates for most crimes are 
below the national average), and faster than in all comparable countries.  If this 
continues, this is indisputable stone age politics.   
 
While I have no problem in keeping real villains out of circulation, the 
consequences of locking up people who are not real villains is absolutely 
devastating.  Like the New Guinea futurologist, we need to know the long term 
consequences for all. 
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In the short term, it is costly  -  in Australia it costs $144 per prisoner per day  -  
that’s over $52,000 per prisoner per year  -  much more that keeping an elderly 
person in a nursing home,  and much more than educating a graduate of the 
University of Queensland.  
 
In the long term angry young men come out of prison as angrier young men, and 
in today’s employment climate, are likely to be social security recipients for the 
rest of their lives.  
 
I’ve only been in the crime business for a short time.  3 years ago I didn’t know 
much about criminology  -  I could hardly spell it  -  it wasn’t one of the words I 
was taught to write on my slate at New Farm State School.  I had a generalist 
social sciences background  -  a bit of this and a bit of that, and over the years 
moved around a fair bit in academia.  I taught and did research at different times 
in Political Science, Sociology, Social Welfare, and Gerontology.  I then became 
a bureaucrat, (its not really a term of abuse  -  some of the smartest people I 
know, as well as some of my best friends are bureaucrats!) and worked in some 
very diverse, but very interesting fields.  I like to think that whatever I did I tried 
to focus on excellence. 
 
Excellence does not come by accident, people do not stumble into excellence in 
the course of amusing themselves.  All excellence involves discipline and tenacity 
of purpose, and when there is a commitment to excellence, not only from leaders, 
but from the newest and most junior employees, then any organisation in which 
you might find yourself is on the way to getting into good shape.   
 
Striving to pursue and maintain excellence is not easy in a world where all the 
rules keep changing.  When people my age (and younger!) were leaving school or 
university their parents were pleased when they got positions (often in their teens) 
that offered a secure job for life.  Expectations of lifetime employment were the 
norm for people getting jobs in the public service, the banks, in insurance 
companies, in large manufacturing concerns, or in the railways.  It may sound like 
a cliche when I say that the workforce is changing so rapidly that whatever job 
you’ll be doing six months from now, I’ll bet that most of you won’t be doing it 
in 5 years time.  Some commentators say that half of the jobs that will be done 15 
years from now haven’t been invented yet. 
 
I have two stepsons who are about the same age as many of you graduating today.  
Both work in jobs that didn’t exist when they were born - one in product 
development for the private sector retirement industry, the other in computerised 
stock management in a food distribution business.  Only five years ago we could 
not have imagined people working as web site developers for the Internet, cable 
designers or layers for pay TV, MRI technicians in a radiology practice, or 
maintenance people for a phone banking system … if you want an account 
balance press 1; if you want to transfer money press 2; if you hate the bank press 
3. 
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In the crime business we study the traditional crimes that hurt and cost people a 
lot -  homicide, assault, theft, rape, robbery, burglary, etc  But we also study 
‘new’ crimes, those which have surfaced in recent years, crimes associated 
particularly with organised crime, drugs trafficking, money laundering, 
computer crime, crime against the environment. 
 
Anticipating crime of the future and dealing with it is no easy feat.  It wasn’t 
very long ago that we could not have imagined crimes like credit card fraud, 
internet crime, superannuation fraud, computer hacking etc.  Globalisation 
provides many opportunities, and is changing the way we go about our lives.  
The years ahead will see a continuation in the international movement of 
products, finance, people, plants and animals, and information.  Add to that the 
digital revolution, and the way in which telecommunications systems will 
continue to be at risk of becoming the targets and the tools of criminal activity, 
and we’re in a very different ball game. 
 
What we know is that however we anticipate the future, it is not going to be a 
continuation of the past.  
 
This is the message for you all today.   
 
The knowledge and skills that you have acquired to date are a foundation for the 
future, not things carved in stone that will remain immutable and unchanged 
throughout your working life.  You will change jobs, careers, and workplaces, 
and you will build upon what you have learned  
 
If you can keep thinking about these issues you will be on the way to a successful 
career, even if it might mean a number of job and industry changes along the 
way. 
 
I hope that whatever you choose to do will bring you success, as you build onto 
the solid educational base that you have.  It wasn’t the university alone that gave 
you that base.  Your families have put up with a lot over the years, and I’m sure 
for many of you, given unstinting and wonderful support  -  they also deserve 
acknowledgment on this special day. 
 
You have come a long way, and have a long way to go.  I congratulate you on 
your graduation and wish you long, diverse, happy, satisfying and rewarding 
careers. 
 
 




