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A U S T R A L I A 
F A I R

It was the week before Christmas and Adelaide was alive with Labor Party 
people, as well as journalists, unionists, protesters, fellow travellers, inter-
ested observers and the men and women of business and civil society, 
there to network assertively with what was likely to be the next federal 
government. It was the Australian Labor Party National Conference, held 
every three years, at which Labor updates its platform and policies, show-
cases its leaders and tries to speak to both base and electorate. This 2018 
conference had to radiate unity and readiness to take power. And it seemed 
to do just that.

It was my first conference in about fifteen years. I was intrigued to see 
who stalked the corridors of the Adelaide Convention Centre. Kon 
Karapanagiotidis from the Asylum Seeker Resource Centre was there, 
hoping that the party would endorse more compassionate policies on 
asylum seekers. Tim Winton floated in and out, attracting admiring 
stares from political animals who read fiction, hoping to get a commit-
ment from Labor to protect his beloved Ningaloo Reef. These two 
issues – asylum seekers and the environment – have derailed Labor many 
times in the past twenty years, assisting in the bleeding of votes to the 
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Greens in inner- city Sydney, Melbourne and Brisbane, and worrying the 
hardheads of the Right focused on marginal seats in Queensland and west-
ern Sydney. 

In 2018, Labor politicians and delegates talked about how a Shorten 
Labor government would make Australia a fairer, more compassionate, 
greener and smarter place. I thought to myself that this was, in fact, not 
quite true. The majority of Australians already inhabit such a place, at least 
in their beliefs and outlook. In that respect, they have been ahead of the 
political class for many years now. The role of a new federal Labor gov-
ernment would not be to change hearts and minds. All a Labor govern ment 
would have to do – if it were to fulfil its election commitments – is update 
policy and law to reflect the views and desires of the democratic 
majority.

In the week before the conference, my father asked me about the Labor 
leader. What would a Prime Minister Shorten be like?

I paused to reflect, then said, “You know, it’s going to be fine.” 
My sister retorted, “Well, there’s a decline for you. The Labor Party has 

gone from ‘It’s time’ to ‘It’s fine’ in three generations.” 
It’s not surprising that voters like my sister have scaled back their hopes 

for a visionary government, after the disappointments of Kevin 07. For a 
moment then, it seemed a modern Labor government under Kevin Rudd 
would fuse the traditional politics of social and economic justice for work-
ing-  and middle- class people with a new politics of belief in action on 
climate change. And remain in government for numerous terms to cement 
its vision for the future. 

The only grand visions Australians see nowadays are beamed to us 
across the Pacific, the erratic ideas of an extreme- right populism, which 
mostly provoke fear and loathing here. And yet the conditions exist for 
Labor to be something more than just an “It’s fine” government, for it to 
do more than merely catch up with the people. There is an opportunity 
to renew social democracy, Australian- style. The main aim of social 
democracy – to “reconcile capitalism, democracy and social cohesion” – is 
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even more relevant after the global financial crisis, the banking royal com-
mission and with rising economic inequality. 

A revived democracy is possible – if Labor is willing not only to follow 
through on its policy pledges, but also to enact and embed a new social- 
democratic tradition with environmental concerns at its core. If it has the 
guts to respond to public anger about corruption and corporate influence 
on the political class. If it has the determination and skill to use a different 
political rhetoric to frame the issues that matter to Australians – not just 
by what is merely profitable, but by what is right. And if it can muster the 
gumption to argue creatively and consistently that the social- democratic 
policies that many of us want require not only reform of the taxation sys-
tem to make it more equitable, but also higher taxation across the board. 
That is what a truly progressive politics would look like. In many respects, 
it would be the expression of the wishes of the majority of Australians, 
who are desperate not just to “move forward,” but to see genuine progress, 
in our country and our politics.

The views of this democratic majority – on issues such as housing, the 
environment, immigration and aspects of our democratic system – may 
or may not surprise the reader. But understood in their complexity, these 
views show clearly that the opportunity is there for an incoming Labor 
team to be bold in its approach to government, unapologetic in its advo-
cacy for the public sector, and courageous in its leadership on the 
environment. Even on the vexed issue of immigration and asylum seekers, 
there is potential for a less defensive, more open approach. All in all, 
Australians are ready for reform, and more ready for the revival of social 
democracy than many assume. 
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T H E  U N -  S I L E N T  M A J O R I T Y

How do we know this about the Australian people? Because the research 
tells us so. I am a social and market researcher, involved in the “dark arts” 
of focus groups, polling, surveys, and strangers who ring you in the 
middle of dinner to ask your view of your local candidate. No doubt my 
profession has been under attack for many years as contributing to the 
corruption and mendacity of party politics. Not only are our methods 
questioned, and the ways in which our work is used criticised, but the 
veracity of our conclusions is constantly doubted. It’s common for com-
mentators to say on election night that the polls got it wrong. Even our 
nearest and dearest can join in the chorus of disapproval: as a jokey 
response whenever a work colleague asks what his wife does for a living, 
my husband replies, “She’s an expert in the opinions of people who don’t 
know what they are talking about.” 

While it is true that some polling (namely, seat- based robo-polling) 
can be unreliable, there is no evidence that national political polls in 
Australia are inaccurate. In fact, history shows that such polls produce 
exceptionally accurate results, even with the transition from landlines to 
mobile phones and online surveys over the past decade or so. As well as 
many national polls, there are myriad datasets on politics, including the 
Australian Election Study (AES), the Australian Values Survey (AVS), the 
Scanlon Foundation’s various reports, and issues polls such as the Essential 
Report, the Ipsos Issues Monitor and the Lowy Institute Poll. Increasingly, 
the CSIRO and like organisations are also doing substantial research on 
public attitudes. Taken together, this research gives a consistent and reli-
able picture of where the majority of Australians sit, not just on politics 
but on a range of iss ues. Thanks to compulsory voting, there is no silent 
majority in Australia. There is an un- silent majority, whose views are 
plain to discern. 

But are these views being heeded by our political leaders? Often the 
claim is made that our politics and politicians are poll- driven. This is, on 
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the whole, bunkum. While fluctuations in the polls might be used by poli-
tical frenemies to destabilise, there is no consistent evidence that the 
policy agenda of the major parties has been shaped mainly by opi-
nion polls. If such polls were influential on policy and politics, we would 
have made big investments in affordable and social housing, banned for-
eign donations to political parties and further curtailed corporate donations 
to political parties, invested much more in renewable energy, maintained 
and even increased funding to the ABC, and made child care cheaper. 
We would have also made marriage equality a reality through an act of 
parliament, without an expensive and hurtful postal survey (the most 
wasteful piece of market research in the history of Australia). We may 
already have made changes to negative gearing and moved towards adopt-
ing elements of the Uluru Statement from the Heart. We would have made 
euthanasia legal across the country and started the process leading to a 
republic. We would have put more funding into Medicare and the National 
Disability Insurance Scheme. We would have taken up the first iteration of 
the Gonski education reforms. We would be installing a world- class 
national broadband network. These are some of the issues on which this 
democratic majority comes together: topics that attract 60 per cent or 
higher public support if we refer to all the available surveys, a basic agree-
ment crossing party lines, stretching from soft Liberal and Labor to Green 
and independent voters – and even (on some issues such as euthanasia and 
donation reform) to One Nation voters.

While we are on the topic of polling and trust, we should also confront 
the other fallacy doing the rounds: that Australians have lost faith in pol-
itics, government, even democracy itself. That trust in institutions is at an 
all- time low. The statement that there is a widespread decline of trust in 
institutions of all kinds is repeated so often that it has become a truism. 
It’s presented without any real context or conclusions about what this 
might mean for our politics. Even a casual reader of our colonial history 
would know Australians have never really trusted politicians. So, the low 
trust in political parties is not surprising, and any downward trend there 
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is unlikely to be reversed easily. Assisted by numerous royal commissions 
and scandals, there has also been a decline of trust in religious organisa-
tions, business groups and even charities. 

According to the Essential Report in 2018, the top trusted institutions 
are the federal and state police (70 per cent and 67 per cent), the High 
Court (61 per cent), the ABC (54 per cent) and the Reserve Bank (50 per 
cent). Despite our cynicism, Australians still have some faith in the insti-
tutions that uphold the rule of law, direct the economy, and check and 
balance the powerful. Political parties are at the bottom of the trust list, 
according to Essential, at 15 per cent. The AVS, coming out of the Australian 
National University, confirms that very few Australians express confidence 
in the country’s political parties, and that number is declining even fur-
ther. In 2018, 27 per cent of Australians reported having “no confidence 
at all” in political parties. No more than 1 per cent of Australians expressed 
“a great deal” of confidence in parties on any of the four occasions the 
question has been asked since 1981. Furthermore, the AES shows that the 
proportion of Australians who agree that “people in government can be 
trusted” (by which they mean politicians and the public service) has 
declined from 51 per cent in 1969 to 26 per cent in 2016. These numbers 
reflect conversations I’ve heard in focus group after focus group over the 
last decade and a half. Australians see corruption everywhere and believe 
that almost everyone has a self- serving agenda. They are always on the 
lookout for the lie, the rip- off, the hustle, whether it be from a tele-
marketer, tradie, minister of government or minister of religion.

However, has this lack of trust in politicians and parties strangled 
engagement in our democratic life? I judge that it has not – yet. While 
Australians are disdainful of party politics, most of us are still interested 
in political issues. In October 2018, a few months after the Liberal Party 
leadership spill, an Ipsos survey found that 59 per cent of Australians 
described themselves as “very” or “fairly” interested in politics. The AES 
shows that around 43 per cent of Australians say they have some interest 
in politics and 34 per cent a good deal; these levels of interest have 
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remained stable over three decades. The participants in the focus groups I 
conduct might not be across the detail of politics – the name of the Minister 
for Trade, or who said what in Question Time – but they have lots to say 
about the big issues that face this country. They are interested in policy 
but not necessarily capital P politics or the small- minded, petty squabbles 
they see played out in the media.

If we look at just the bare facts of voting – enrolment, participation and 
informality – then our faith in democracy seems fairly robust. Informality 
(making a deliberate or accidental error in voting which means your vote 
can’t be counted in the ballot) has actually decreased in recent years. 
Enrolment is at 96.2 per cent of the eligible population. Since the intro-
duction of compulsory voting in 1924, turnout at elections jumped to over 
90 per cent and has remained largely stable. While there has been a slight 
downward trend in turnout from the 1990s, it is “so slight that it barely 
warrants the term ‘decline’.” While turnout is dependent on age, with 
young people less likely to vote, the AEC has found no generational effect 
in non- voting in Australia.

In other words, voting is something all Australians grow into, regard-
less of what generation they belong to. The announcement of the same- sex 
marriage survey in 2017 saw 90,000 new voters, most of them young, 
enrol in time to respond, defying those who characterise young people 
as apathetic, and annoying the “No” campaigners who hoped to profit 
from their apathy. (This doesn’t mean all is well with young Australians 
and the current state of democracy and politics, but more on that later.) 
Indeed, the same- sex marriage survey is one of the best examples of 
Australians’ active involvement in democracy. The response to a sur vey 
that was mailed to people (old- school) and not compulsory (practically 
un- Australian) was extraordinary: 79.5 per cent of those who received 
a survey submitted a response. 

Some might dismiss this high level of voter engagement as a Pavlovian 
response to the threat of a fine and the pro mise of a sausage sizzle. But, as 
political scientists Sarah Cameron and Ian McAllister point out, “A majority 
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of voters consistently support compulsory voting, and there has been rel-
atively little change in these proportions since the 1950s.” In fact, while 
support for compulsory voting has remained in the 70s for decades, a still 
higher percentage of Australians indicate they would vote even if it wasn’t 
compulsory – in 2016, that figure was 80 per cent. Among all the per-
ceived evils and ills of domestic politics Australians have pointed out to 
me, compulsory voting has rarely been one of them.

While compulsory voting in itself doesn’t guarantee a meaningful 
democracy, it has the effect of creating a broad sense that voting is an 
important obligation (rather than a freedom to exercise or not), like obey-
ing the road rules. It also creates a political culture that, on the whole, has 
to speak to the reasonable majority. Despite the focus in election campaigns 
on swinging voters and marginal seats, the two major political parties have 
to pitch to the centre. They don’t have to “turn out their base,” as parties 
need to do in the United States and the United Kingdom. Extreme policies 
and slogans that beat the partisan drum aren’t necessarily required in a 
high- turnout environment. Historian John Hirst may be right when he 
describes compulsory voting as “the most distinctive characteristic of the 
Australian system.” In some respects, compulsory voting is the glue that 
keeps the democratic majority – which is on the whole centrist and 
sensible – together. 

And what about belief in democracy itself? How has that weathered the 
leadership changes of the past decade? Has the fact that the party machines 
kneecapped the last four elected prime ministers undermined our belief 
that democracy can deliver stable government? Again, much of the research 
seems to say no. The most recent wave of data from the AVS found that 
we are committed to the concept of democracy and largely believe Australia 
is being governed in a democratic manner.

Almost nine in ten Australians believe that “having a democratic 

political system” is either a “very good” or “fairly good” form of 

government. Further, that percentage has been increasing since 
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1995. Importantly, more than half of all Australians believe it is 

“absolutely important” to live in a country that is governed demo-

cratically. This suggests that, for most Australians, democracy is still 

the “only game in town.”

But are we playing that game well? Trends over time charted in the 
AES suggest escalating doubts. The care factor about who wins the federal 
election has bounced around over the years, reaching high points in 1987, 
1993 and 2007 only to settle at around 65 per cent in 2016. The propor-
tion reporting “a good deal of interest” in the election itself has steadily 
declined from 50 per cent in 1993 to 30 per cent in 2016. Similarly, sat-
isfaction with democracy reached a high point in 2007 of 86 per 
cent – Kevin 07! – only to plummet to 60 per cent in 2016. Research com-
missioned by the Museum of Australian Democracy suggests that while 
we support the concept of democracy, we aren’t happy with how it works 
in practice, with fewer than 41 per cent of citizens currently satisfied, 
down from 86 per cent in 2007.

Another worrying result – reflected in the AES – concerns the perceived 
effect of casting a vote. In 1997, 70 per cent agreed that “who people vote 
for can make a big difference.” In 2016, that figure was 58 per cent. The 
decline could be a consequence of many things, including cynicism that 
big changes won’t be made by either Labor or Liberal when in govern-
ment, or increasing awareness that a vote in a marginal seat matters more 
than one in a safe seat. Or the sense that the messages voters send through 
the ballot box (invest in infrastructure! more funding for health and edu-
cation!) aren’t being heard by those elected. Indeed, the most interesting 
insight may be into Australians’ perception of how politicians feel about 
them. In 2016, only 22 per cent agreed with the statement: “Parties care 
what people think.” This figure has fluctuated only a little over the years. 
Despite the large increase in surveys and polls of all kinds and increasing 
politician/constituent communication, just over half of the respondents to 
the 2016 AES agreed with the statement that politicians know what 
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ordinary people think. It seems that while voters are constantly being 
asked their opinion, they are not convinced they are being listened to. 

So trust in political parties is low and trust in other institutions is 
generally declining. Voter frustration is high. And yet there hasn’t been an 
equivalent loss of faith in democracy – in theory, if not in practice. It is extra-
ordinary that despite peak cynicism when it comes to politicians, we still 
support the processes that see them elected to run our governments.

Accompanying this faith in democracy is a belief in the vital role of 
government. I would argue that the public believes in this role more 
strongly now than at any time since the 1980s. Understanding that endur-
ing belief is critical to understanding social democracy, Australian- style, 
and how it might be revitalised. 
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T H E  A U S T R A L I A N  S E T T L E M E N T

Australians find it hard to define what it is to be Australian. They are prob-
ably better at identifying what is un- Australian. For some, the WorkChoices 
policy John Howard took to the 2007 election was un- Australian. Refugees 
who “jump the queue” are un- Australian. Giving jobs to migrant wor-
kers or sending jobs overseas is un- Australian. Big apartment blocks are 
un- Australian. Getting rid of penalty rates is un- Australian. And banning 
Christmas carols at primary schools is un- Australian. We generally still place 
the ideal of fairness or a fair go at the heart of what this nation is about. 
People struggle even more when it comes to describing the best kind of 
government for our country, the kind that will guarantee that fair go for 
the greatest number of people. Reflecting on everything I’ve ever heard 
from every Australian in the research I’ve conducted, I might distil it to 
this: a good government is one that makes it hard for people to buy a gun 
and easy for people to get health care. That seemingly bald statement says 
a lot about Australian attitudes to the role of government and the purpose 
of democracy. And about why the notion of social democracy remains 
attractive to the majority of citizens.

Defining “social democracy” today is no simple task. The social demo-
cratic tradition can refer to both non- communist and labour parties of the 
left in European and English- speaking countries like Australia, but also to 
a political system that gave birth to the welfare state and a Keynesian, 
interventionist approach to economic management. Broadly speaking, 
a social-democratic politics seeks to ameliorate, rather than dismantle, 
capitalism in the interests of equality and social justice. It conceives a crit-
ical role for government: to protect people, especially the working and 
middle classes, from the vagaries of the free market and technological dis-
ruption. As the political scientist John Keane points out, social democrats 
across the world aimed to reduce inequality caused by market failure by 
pursuing the right to vote; a minimum wage; compulsory industrial arbi-
tration; unemployment insurance; publicly funded education, health care 
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and transport; public service broadcasting; and public pensions. At the 
heart of social-democratic thinking from the very beginning was the idea 
that many things in life – the things that make life worth living – can’t be 
reduced to a dollar value on capitalism’s spreadsheet. Keane writes that:

Social democrats acknowledged the ingenuity and productive dyna-

mism of markets. But they were sure that love and friendship, family 

life, public debate, conversation and the vote could not be bought 

with money, or somehow be manufactured by commodity produc-

tion, exchange and consumption alone.

In other words, social democrats knew that, as the feminist Eva Cox puts 
it, we live in a society, not an economy. 

But that was then, this is now. Keane takes up the global story of how 
many social democrats made their peace with capitalism and embraced 
the Third Way:

A decade ago, most people interested in politics associated the words 

“social democracy” with business- friendly governments, lower 

taxes, economic growth, high wages and low unemployment . . . It 

represented a progressive vision of market reforms, new public man-

agement and rising consumption, a shift from savings capitalism to 

a capitalism of easy lending, the triumph of a new era of “privatised 

Keynesianism” . . . The reputation of social democracy has since been 

damaged. The phrase nowadays connotes things much less positive: 

career politicians, scripted speeches, intellectual emptiness, declin-

ing party membership, discredited defenders of “too big to fail” 

banks and austerity. 

Perhaps with Britain particularly in mind, Keane concludes that the much- 
lauded “Third Way has turned out to be a dead end.”

In Australia, too, the original promise of social democracy has not been 
fully realised and the vision of a fair society has been compromised. First, 
there were the economic reforms of the Hawke/Keating government, 
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including deregulation and privatisation. Even left- wing economists 
acknowledge that some of these reforms were necessary. I have neither the 
space here nor the expertise to judge whether each and every one was 
good or bad for the Australian people. I merely point out that an undeni-
able outcome of these reforms was that public confidence in the state as 
efficient, effective and profitable – as the best way to deliver essential ser-
vices to the whole population – was weakened.

The other recent problem for social democracy in Australia is that it 
hasn’t delivered on its promise to significantly reduce economic inequality. 
While Australia hasn’t seen the squeezing of the middle class and the rise 
in poverty that America has, we should nevertheless be disappointed at 
current levels of economic inequality (should we ever feel triumphant 
when we are better than America?). A recent report from the Australian 
Council of Social Services showed that income inequality in Australia is 
now above the OECD average, with the top 10 per cent of wealth holders 
owning 45 per cent of all wealth and someone in the top 20 per cent own-
ing seventy times more wealth than someone in the bottom 20 per cent. 
This inequality has been driven by several things, including low wage 
growth; unaffordable housing; the gender pay gap; inadequate investment 
in health, education and infrastructure; inequities in the tax system; and 
insufficient welfare payments. These conditions have not solely been cre-
ated by the policies of the conservatives. Labor has brought them about at 
different times as well.

Finally, social democracy has been damaged by the already mentioned 
lack of trust in the political class. John Keane observes that the initial suc-
cesses of social democrats in parliaments led to the rise of the mass 
political- party machine, which “soon fell under the spell of cliques and 
caucuses, backroom men, fixers and spinners.” When social democrats 
become political animals, their values can go out the window. Toxic fac-
tionalism can develop, such that maintaining factional power becomes the 
main and sometimes sole criterion by which decisions – even crucial ones 
of policy – are made. Keane argues the machine men (and, yes, they are 
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mostly men) in social-democratic parties have “not only . . . lost public sup-
port. They have become objects of widespread public suspicion or outright 
contempt.” At the same time that factions have become more entrenched 
and powerful, so too has party membership declined. Keane notes that: 

In spite of the decision (in mid- 2013) to allow rank- and- file mem-

bers to cast a vote for the party’s federal leader, [ALP] member-

ship . . . is still at or below what it was in the early 1990s. Civil 

society organisations such as the RSL, Collingwood AFL Club and 

Scouts Australia all have far bigger membership than the Labor Party.

There are further problems. From the outset, social democracy struggled 
to fully take up the fight against racism. Indeed, some versions of social 
democracy around the world have involved – even relied on – extreme 
nationalism, xenophobia and explicit exclusion of non- whites. The envi-
ronment, particularly climate change, poses another, newer challenge to 
traditional social-democratic values. Social democracy emerged when bet-
ter rights for working people dominated many of its claims on the state. 
Its rhetoric and imagery privileged men employed in forestry, mining, 
construction and manufacturing – all industries reliant on pillaging the 
natural world. The values and icons of environmentalism stand in stark 
contrast to this. Indeed, since the 1980s we’ve seen clashes between “labo-
rism” and “environmentalism” play out in the caucus and cabinet rooms 
of Labor governments, and in inner- city seats, where voters swing mostly 
between the ALP and the Greens.

Given all the problems, past and present, with social democracy, why 
bother to make the effort to revive it? Because few of the social and eco-
nomic problems that social democrats sought to combat have disappeared; 
they have only mutated. Social-democratic forms of government – specif-
ically the Keynesian welfare state – arose in part as a response to insecurity 
and world collapse in the 1930s and 1940s, as a reasonable middle path 
and alternative to fascism and communism. Today, insecurity is rife, the 
threat of global collapse just as acute, but the threats are not bound by 
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sovereign borders: they include the loss of job security in a globalised 
world, the fear of international terrorism, and the effects of climate change. 
And before you think these ideas are too abstract, too highfalutin, to be 
registered by “everyday citizens,” think again. In the aftermath of the GFC, 
and after a particularly nasty spate of bushfires and floods, I talked to a 
group of sixty- something men in suburban Brisbane. One of them said, 
“That’s our future now, extreme economic events and extreme weather 
events.” Add lone- wolf terror attacks on Australian soil and you have a dis-
turbing trifecta. 

In 2010, a few years after the fall of Lehman Brothers precipitated the 
global financial crisis, the historian Tony Judt addressed a large audience 
at New York University on “what is living and what is dead” in the social- 
democratic tradition. He acknowledged the difficulty of such a task after 
decades of privatisation, the devaluing of the state, the loss of connection 
of people to “the commons” through policies pursued by centre- right and 
centre- left governments around the world. But nevertheless, such a revival 
was possible. He said that social democracy emerged out of the experience 
of war, the threat of totalitarianism from the far right and the far left’s 
assault on liberalism. In fact, social democracy was a way for liberalism to 
defend itself. Its aims were clear: greater equality, the creation of a strong 
public service and public institutions, and the notion of a collective pur-
pose. He said that probably the most radical ideal of social democracy was 
not any one policy idea or program but the idea that we should ask of any 
decision government might make: is it right? In other words, we should 
apply an ethical rather than an economic framework to the actions of gov-
ernment. Social democracy has been tarnished in recent years precisely 
because it has too often reinforced the economic over the ethical. It asks: 
is this decision productive, efficient, profitable? rather than: does it sub-
stantially improve the lives of the greatest number of people now and in 
the long term? To revive social democracy in a place like Australia, we have 
to go back to basics – or so argued Professor Judt. What are the social 
goods we believe in? And what is the good society?
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As luck would have it, anyone seeking to rework social democracy in 
Australia for current times has an important ally: the Australian people. 
John Keane has made the point that the success of social democracy in its 
initial decades was so impressive and the absorption of its demands into 
the mainstream of politics so rapid that it “gradually had the effect of turn-
ing every fair- minded person into a social democrat.” This is certainly the 
case for the majority of Australians. If we explore their attitudes to the pur-
pose of democracy, the role of government and, more recently, the economy, 
this becomes very clear.

Australians support democracy. But to what end? Research conducted 
by the Centre for Policy Development (CPD) in 2018 found that around 
one in three Australians believe the main purpose of democracy is to 
“ensure that all people are treated fairly and equally, including the most 
vulnerable in the community.” For average wage earners, this rises to 
nearly one in two (48 per cent). Only 19 per cent of those surveyed 
thought the main purpose of democracy was to “ensure people are free to 
decide how they live their lives.” The CPD concluded that these results 
reveal much about Australians’ attitudes to government. 

First, it’s about more than voting governments in or out. The bar-

gain is purposeful. It’s about ends (policy aims and outcomes) as well 

as means (elections). Second, the bargain is big. Unlike Americans, 

Australians want an active government that boosts equality and pro-

tects the most vulnerable. Australians believe government can be a 

“productive partner.” Australians have consistently believed essen-

tial services like health, schools, social service payments to the 

elderly, and economic infrastructure are under- resourced. They 

value these services because of their community benefit, not because 

of any personal dividend. 

The CPD’s findings are backed up by the research for the Museum of 
Australian Democracy. When asked to select the aspects of democracy they 
liked most, respondents’ top choice was “Australia has been able to provide 
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good education, health, welfare and other public services to its citizens.” 
In other words, Australians take a largely pragmatic or practical, rather 
than ideological, approach to democracy. The point of democratic govern-
ment is to do things for people, not to prevent government from doing 
things to people. 

I believe there can be enormous strengths in such an approach. As I 
argued in my book Still Lucky, fairness matters more to Australians than 
freedom. John Hirst was not the first critic of our national character to 
observe that Australian democracy is largely undoctrinaire. “There are no 
grand Australian statements about democracy,” Hirst wrote in 2002, “but 
the values that underpin it flourish in society at large.” 

And those values – of fairness both for individuals and the collective – 
are necessarily flexible and relaxed in their application rather than static 
commandments capable of being enshrined in a revered document.

If the purpose of democracy in Australia is above all to secure equality, 
then we expect government to pass laws and pursue policies that fulfil this 
purpose. It is government’s role to provide services (health, education, 
welfare) that provide all of us with the best possible chance to contribute 
to both the society and the economy. Government also has the right, to a 
certain extent, to ban, restrict and heavily tax things that are not only bad 
for citizens but also cause broader public harm (consider guns and ciga-
rettes: Australia has been a world leader in controlling these products). 
That’s because our expectations of democracy presuppose a government 
that intervenes in both the private and public spheres (or perhaps it is the 
other way around: our expectations of government shape our attitudes to 
the purpose of democracy). “Is there a political response that will help all 
of us?” is our characteristic question.

Years ago, I watched as Australians enthusiastically adopted household 
water restrictions as a response to drought and low dam levels; indeed, I 
watched as they complained about those restrictions being lifted. I found 
a similar response when it came to plastic bags. For years, participants in 
my focus groups commented that they were harmful to the environment 
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and wanted government to step in to restrict their use; with the greater 
and greater anxiety about plastic waste over the past eighteen months 
(driven in part by TV shows like The War on Waste), those desires have 
increased. This confirms for me that if you can convince Australians that 
something is harmful to the collective good, governments will have a 
stronger licence to act than they might assume.

Way back in 1930, the historian W.K. Hancock described Australians’ 
attitude to government in ways that are still highly relevant. He wrote, “Aus-
tralian democracy has come to look upon the State as a vast public utility, 
whose duty it is to provide the greatest happiness for the greatest number. 
The results of this attitude have been defined as le socialism sans doctrines.”

Hancock argued that new countries (let’s read that now as new imperial 
colonies of immigrants) demand strong government in order to master an 
obstinate environment. A dispersed and struggling population looked to 
government to help, “because there was nowhere else to look.” He won-
dered whether once “occupation has slackened into settlement” and 
Australians begin to feel “cramped for elbow room,” they would still look 
first to the government to solve their problems. Well, yes, they have and 
they continue to. Anxieties about overcrowding in cities and immigration 
levels, fear of a big Australia, have not dented our reflexive turn to the state 
to intervene when issues arise and need to be solved. Indeed, they have 
increased this tendency.

Research over the last two years reveals clearly what Australians want 
government to solve. These are the issues, naturally enough, that they feel 
have been left to drift for too long or where there has been political grid-
lock: addressing the challenges of an ageing population, investing in 
infrastructure, transitioning to renewable energy, ensuring access to 
affordable housing and making sure the economy benefits everyone. No 
matter whom I interview, health, jobs (including lack of job security and 
wage growth) and the economy almost always rank in the top five con-
cerns. People wonder whether governments are far- sighted and committed 
enough to invest in the infrastructure sorely needed to maintain current 
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population growth. And while the strength of the economy is often dis-
cussed, participants worry more and more about whether the economy as 
currently organised can deliver a fair share for all. 

Concerns about economic fairness create an opportunity for those seek-
ing to revive social democracy. Hirst writes that “the desire for equality in 
social, political and economic realms has been a major force in Australian 
history.” That’s true, but looking closer we can discern peaks and troughs 
in popular opinion when it comes to questions of fairness in the economic 
realm. I have witnessed important changes in attitudes, stretching from 
just before the global financial crisis to the recent banking royal commis-
sion. These changes go beyond the mere decline of trust in banks and the 
financial sector. Before the GFC, Australians were more focused on bashing 
the supermarkets than the banks. (While there was concern about the 
banks’ tendency to be overgenerous with lending, especially with credit 
cards, when it came to bad corporate behaviour people were more worried 
about the supermarkets’ high food prices and treatment of beleaguered 
farmers.) The crisis proved to us that, as Keane writes, “Free markets peri-
odically cripple themselves, sometimes to the point of total breakdown,” 
and “unregulated markets generate bubbles whose inevitable bursting 
bring whole economies suddenly to their knees.” And yet Australians 
pointed to the regulatory framework governing the four big banks here as 
the shield (along with the mining boom) that protected our country from 
a recession. In the years that followed, as corporate profits stabilised and 
even rose, but the electorate felt the pinch on wages and the rising cost 
of living, I witnessed increasingly cynical, even downright contemptuous, 
responses to arguments about the merits of big tax cuts for business, 
the justification for large CEO salaries and bonuses, and the supposed 
bene fits that flow to citizens and consumers when public assets and ser-
vices are privatised.

Then the banking royal commission proved that the regulatory shield 
that protected the Australian economy from the GFC couldn’t protect 
Australian consumers from being ripped off left, right and centre by the 



2 0  Q E  7 3  2 0 1 9

big banks. Now the majority of Australians believe more needs to be done 
by government to regulate the financial sector, including harsher penalties 
for wrongdoers (such as prison terms) and more funding for the watch-
dogs. Yet the avalanche of bad behaviour revealed by the royal commission 
has done something more than this. In the past year, it’s become a refer-
ence point in discussions about bad corporate behaviour generally and the 
justification for more government oversight and better laws. “Even if there 
are laws, big business gets around them. Look at the banking sector.” “Look at the profits of 
those banks, even with the scandal of the royal commission. Imagine what we could do if 
we invested those dollars in infrastructure?” 

It’s even led people to ask whether corporations ought to be excluded 
from some sectors of the economy altogether. When it comes to superan-
nuation, for example, the public just doesn’t buy the idea that retirement 
savings are better managed by private rather than public or not- for- profit 
organisations. A 2017 survey conducted for Industry Super Funds found 
that 70 per cent of people want super to be not- for- profit. In focus groups, 
Australians feel decidedly uncomfortable with banks being allowed to 
invest further in super. Consider the following sentiments from middle- 
income earners: “If banks increased their power over super, the next generation would 
suffer. It would be bad for Australia to see that happen. What are we working hard for? The 
banks?” “They make enough money as it is, why do they have to make money off this? It’s 
supposed to feather our nests for the future, not theirs.” In today’s backlash against 
unconstrained markets, in our questioning of the profit motive as the path 
to the common good, we see a resurgent belief in the state as a necessary 
guarantor and regulator, as the architect of our collective security. 

Related to this is a new call for government to skill up and step in when 
it comes to many social services. This can clearly be seen in the CPD 
research, which found that:

Three quarters of Australians think it’s important for government 

to maintain the capability and skills to deliver social services directly 

rather than pay private companies and charities to deliver them. 
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Fewer than one in ten think this is not important. What’s more, 

Australians rate services delivered by government as more accessi-

ble, more affordable, of higher quality and easily more accountable 

than those delivered by private companies and even by charities. 

Who should pay for these services? We should. At least that’s what we 
see in the Australian Election Study. In 1969, when asked whether they 
preferred less tax or more spending on social services, 65 per cent of 
Australians favoured less tax. In 2016, the figure was 35 per cent. Over the 
same period, the proportion of Australians asking for more public money 
to be spent on social services increased from 15 per cent to 32 per cent. 
In a recent Essential Report, 61 per cent of respondents were prepared to 
pay some level of increased tax for more spending on services. The CPD 
found strong levels of public support for a raft of revenue- raising moves, 
including closing corporate tax loopholes (81 per cent), raising the high- 
income tax rate (70 per cent), putting a carbon tax on polluting businesses 
(59 per cent), and an indirect tax on alcohol, sugar, tobacco and gambling 
(products Australians recognise cause enormous societal damage and costs 
to the public health system). What’s notable about this is that Australians 
must know that corporate interests would respond to these tax increases 
by saying they have no choice but to charge higher prices for everyday 
items. Support for these measures could indicate we are mostly unper-
turbed by this threat. We are so angry with corporations that we are 
prepared to call their bluff. Taken together, all this research shows that the 
majority of Australians have not swallowed the line that free markets and 
lightly regulated corporate interests produce wealth for all. 

This research also raises the critical question: do voters always want two 
mutually exclusive outcomes, namely more public spending and lower 
taxes? No doubt attitudes to taxes are where the rubber hits the road when 
it comes to the renewal of social democracy. Australians want more gov-
ernment involvement and investment in a slew of areas, but are they 
prepared to pay higher taxes themselves to support this? The policies 
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Australians support – world- class broadband, better health and education, 
the National Disability Insurance Scheme and so on – demand enormous 
amounts of state revenue. 

The AES suggests that in theory most Australians now give priority to 
investment in public services over tax cuts, but it’s also clear that they don’t 
want that burden to be carried by lower-  and middle- income earners. The 
2018 Essential Report showed overwhelming support (79 per cent) for the 
government’s middle-  and lower- income tax cuts. Only 37 per cent agreed 
that workers earning $40,000 and $200,000 should pay the same rate of 
tax. The most popular tax reforms were making multinational corporations 
pay their fair share (84 per cent support) and stopping people with family 
trusts splitting their income to avoid tax (58 per cent). There was quite 
strong opposition (65 per cent) to increasing the tax rate for workers earn-
ing under $87,000 a year. Many believe there are fundamental in equalities 
in the tax system. Given this, it’s hard to see how the majority will agree 
to income tax hikes to fund the social-democratic policies they support 
unless these inequalities are comprehensively addressed. 

If I were to choose one policy area where attitudes to the role of gov-
ernment and the market have changed most dramatically, it would be 
housing. Over fifteen years of focus groups, I can’t think of a topic that has 
provoked more comment across generations, genders, states, city versus 
country, or class lines. The decline of the great Australian dream of home 
ownership has taught us not only that the market can’t be trusted to deliver 
fairness and equality, but also that government needs to do more and not 
less to fulfil democracy’s promise.
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N U R S E  S E E K S  S O U L M A T E  T O  S H A R E  R E N T

In the middle of 2017, I found myself occupying an easy chair in an apart-
ment on Sydney’s leafy and aff luent North Shore, talking to three 
generations of women about their attitudes to housing. The three women – 
for the purposes of anonymity I’ll call them Margaret, Louise and 
Cate – were welcoming and talkative. The apartment belonged to the 
grandmother, Margaret, aged in her early eighties and still in good health. 
It had an elevator and was within walking distance of the shops. The strata 
fees were reasonable. Margaret considered herself to be extremely lucky 
when it came to her housing arrangements at this stage of life. She had 
married a clergyman and they had lived for many years in church- provided 
accommodation. She and her husband had bought the North Shore apart-
ment outright with their savings years ago, with the intention of spending 
their retirement there. Her daughter, Louise, lived a few suburbs away with 
her partner. A teacher at a private high school, she had been divorced, and 
now owned a townhouse with her new partner and an investment prop-
erty in the inner west. Finally, there was Cate. Single, highly intelligent 
and articulate, Cate was a nurse who lived in a studio apartment (in other 
words, a large room with a toilet and shower hanging off it) close to the 
inner- city hospital where she worked in emergency, often on night shift. 
I didn’t ask them their views about party politics – I wasn’t there for that – 
but their attitudes to housing policy were pretty clear and not in any way 
conservative. They all believed something big needed to change.

First of all, they believed in greater investment in social and affordable 
housing. Margaret had grown up around Blacktown and had seen how 
important the public housing there had been for families trying to get 
ahead. “A lot of people are just in unfortunate circumstances. Without public housing those 
people would have really suffered, their health would have suffered. Public housing isn’t just 
great, it’s an absolute necessity.” Of course, support for social and affordable 
housing in theory is one thing; wanting both in your own neighbourhood 
is another. And yet all three believed social and affordable housing should 
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be dispersed throughout cities and towns rather than concentrated in areas 
of social disadvantage. Louise said, “The local council has every right to have a 
mixture of people in the area. It’s healthier for people in the schools to have a mixture too.” 

Margaret was particularly worried about the younger generation. All her 
grandchildren were well educated and hard- working and yet she saw that 
housing security was out of their reach. She was dismayed that when she 
died, she could only pass on a fraction of what was needed for all of them 
to buy a home. All three women felt the current housing market made our 
society even more unequal, especially across the generations. They thought 
all levels of government had a part to play in addressing these inequalities. 
These women supported a policy to make affordable housing mandatory 
in all new developments. “The developers make the money. They aren’t hard up for a 
buck. They should be forced to do that.” They also believed there should be fur-
ther restrictions on foreign investment in residential property. “Investors 
buying all these units. They come along with all this money, downsizers and foreign inves-
tors. They may not even live in it. The government can do something about that.” And 
interestingly, they also believed there should be changes to negative gear-
ing (the practice of investing borrowed money in an investment property 
so that any loss can be claimed as a tax deduction). “We shouldn’t be negative 
gearing. Even though we did it.” The women veered between anger to resigna-
tion over the course of the discussion. Margaret reflected: “We had it so good. 
My daughter did, as well. I guess we expect the Great Aussie Dream. That’s not there for 
my granddaughter. We just have to adjust.” But then later she railed against the 
unfairness of a system that helps people who already own houses to accrue 
more. “People are falling through the cracks in a place where wealthy people are getting 
a lot of breaks.”

One of the people who was arguably falling through the cracks was 
Cate. She wanted to be close to the hospital so she could get home as 
quickly as possible after night shifts. She hinted at bad experiences with 
shared accommodation and the tiring nature of the commute when she 
had lived an hour’s train ride away from work. When she found her cur-
rent digs, there was fierce competition for it, with other renters offering 
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up to $30 a week more than the advertised price. The landlord saw that 
Cate was a nurse at the hospital and benevolently gave her the lease at a 
slightly reduced price. But even that lucky break didn’t make renting sus-
tainable for Cate. On a junior nurse’s salary, the rent was still considerable, 
making saving very difficult. She told me she had two options: move over-
seas to a place where rent is cheaper, or get a boyfriend. “I don’t see myself 
buying in Sydney. I might just leave the country. And being single is a big problem. I always 
think all my problems with housing will be solved if I had a partner. My friends with part-
ners are so much better off.”

Margaret, Louise and Cate were just one intergenerational trio I inter-
viewed for a larger housing research project. I met men and women in 
different cities and states, living in regional and suburban areas. The 
responses were remarkably uniform. Despite some continuing stigma, 
there is strong support for more investment in public housing. There is 
concern that renters are being exploited by landlords. To provide essential 
services, we need affordable housing for essential workers. We need to 
rethink both stamp duty and negative gearing. We need pathways to hous-
ing security that aren’t just about owning or short- term renting. And we 
can’t let the market be controlled by developers, real estate agents and 
landlords. We need all levels of government to play a bigger, more effec-
tive role in making the housing market more equitable.

As I’ve noted, housing has been a prominent topic of conversation in 
focus groups since I started my research career. In my book on Generation Y 
(Australians born in the 1990s), many of the sixty or so young adults I inter-
viewed nominated housing affordability as the top political issue facing their 
generation, along with terrorism and climate change. That book was pub-
lished well over a decade ago. These young adults were on the whole more 
educated than their parents and grandparents and just as hard- working. And 
yet even modest aspirations – owning an apartment before turning thirty- 
five – felt out of reach. It was not like that for my generation, Gen X.

After 2000, I listened to countless Australians discuss the merits of the 
first home owner’s grant, a one- off cash subsidy for eligible buyers. While 
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some credit was given to governments for recognising the uphill battle 
faced by first- home buyers, this was mostly eclipsed by doubts about 
whether it was an effective measure. Was it simply increasing the already 
high cost of property? Was it exacerbating the housing bubble? Concerned 
Australians questioned whether lumps of cash of this kind were the best 
possible intervention in the market. Mostly they felt that changes needed 
to be more structural in nature, benefiting those most in need and not 
lining the already bulging pockets of property developers.

Over time, I have also seen attitudes to homelessness shift (to some 
extent). In the past five years, participants have started to comment on a 
growing number of people sleeping rough on the streets of our capital cit-
ies and even some regional towns. While they often ascribe the increase to 
broader problems with drug abuse, mental health and family violence, they 
also wonder whether the unaffordability and scarcity of rental accommo-
dation is making things worse. Occasionally people remark that they know 
people or know people who know people who are almost permanently 
couch- surfing or sleeping in their cars. A 2016 survey by Launch Housing 
found views differed on the causes of homelessness, but respondents clearly 
placed the responsibility for the issue with all levels of government. 
Answering a question where they could choose a number of options, 64 
per cent believed state governments were responsible, 57 per cent the fed-
eral government and 37 per cent local government. Compare this to the 39 
per cent who chose “homeless people themselves.” Interestingly, “all mem-
bers of the local community” was almost as popular a choice, at 36 per 
cent. When people were asked if the government was doing enough to 
address homelessness, only 14 per cent agreed, and 57 per cent disagreed. 
In other words, most of us believe an issue like homelessness requires a 
state and community response, rather than merely self- help. 

Concerns about housing affordability continued to build in the years 
after I finished my Gen Y portrait, until just after the global financial cri-
sis, when I began to notice a shift. People started to consider a more radical 
measure – namely, a rethink of the taxation of property, especially negative 
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gearing. It was intriguing to me that some of the people who floated this 
idea had investment properties or aspired to own one. In the lead- up to 
the 2016 federal election, when Labor had announced a new policy to 
abolish negative gearing for new investors wanting to buy existing prop-
erties, I was conducting focus groups in Sydney’s inner city with swinging 
voters under forty. I spoke to a mix of well- paid young professionals look-
ing both to buy and to invest, a few homeowners, and young people 
struggling to find and afford rental properties close to work and friends. 
Housing affordability was by far the most important issue across all groups. 
One person reflected the mood of his peers when he said: “If you saw food 
or health care went up at the rate that housing has, it would be considered a national disaster 
and they’d step in and do something.” Some had landed on a compromise: they 
rented in the area they loved and owned an apartment in a suburb much 
further from the city. And yet this compromise was not ideal. They didn’t 
particularly want to be landlords, while also feeling insecure in their own 
residential arrangements. 

When it came to solutions, a few felt governments couldn’t do much. 
“I don’t really know what a government can do, because it’s private enterprise, isn’t it?” “If 
the government was like, we’ve got this plan for housing affordability, I don’t know if I would 
believe it.” For these sceptics, the first home owner grant scheme was still 
front of mind. Many questioned whether increasing the supply of houses 
would solve the issue. Maybe houses would be built at greenfield sites on 
the city’s periphery, hours away from where they worked and played. Or 
apartments would go on the market, only to be bought up by investors at 
high prices. “They’ve got a big development planned on the other side of the road, five or 
six hundred thousand for a studio. I wouldn’t call that affordable. But essentially, there’s 
more supply. You’d think it would drive down prices, but no, it won’t.” “With no limits on 
investing, there’s no way to see if these are going to people who want to live in the area. It 
could just be investors who are going to charge rent.” 

Other participants were clear about what government could do: local 
government could encourage the building of more reserved accommoda-
tion for students and low- income earners, and state governments could 
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invest more in public housing and improve rental laws to curb the bad 
practices of landlords and agents. They also thought that further restriction 
of foreign investment in residential property was a good idea, along with 
imposing limits on credit for property investment loans and the phasing 
out of negative gearing. This group had noticed Labor’s proposed changes 
and was generally in favour. “I thought Bill Shorten’s announcement on the whole 
negative gearing [thing] was quite good. I guess everyone’s been talking about how they’re 
making property more available to younger generations . . . but there hasn’t been any real 
policy behind it other than let’s just keep building.”

It was the Hawke government that introduced negative gearing in 1985. 
The aim was to encourage investing, increase the supply of rental proper-
ties and stimulate the economy through construction. And to relieve the 
pressure on public housing. It’s a policy that has enjoyed bipartisan polit-
ical support for a long time and also – so policy- makers assumed – support 
from the public. For a long time, any politician criticising negative gearing 
was leaving themselves open to the rebuke that they were robbing mum 
and dad investors and punishing aspiration and ambition. That has now 
changed: it’s clear that the ultimate value of the current policy is being 
seriously questioned by voters. In 2018, the Essential Report asked: what 
effect will restricting negative gearing have on house prices? Twenty- four 
per cent thought it would lower them, 21 per cent thought it would 
increase them, 27 per cent thought it would make no difference and 29 
per cent said they didn’t know. That’s hardly a ringing endorsement of the 
current arrangements. Rather, it represents an electorate divided about the 
benefits of the policy and what might happen if it were to change.

What of those mum and dad investors? Was providing housing for the 
next generation the dominant reason for purchasing an investment prop-
erty, or was there something else? That was the central question in a 
research project I did in early 2018, which involved a survey of the general 
public and interviews with parents with negatively geared properties and 
their kids. It turned out that while many of the parent investors hoped 
there would be something left in the inheritance to pass on to the next 
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generation, the fear of running out of money before you run out of years 
was the driving force behind property investment. Property is the real 
retirement plan, with super on the side; the kids had mostly to fend for 
themselves in the immediate future. And the kids themselves didn’t hold 
out much hope for inheriting even in the long term. 

On negative gearing, there was undoubtedly a divide between investors 
and non- investors. However, most investors said that while negative gear-
ing helped to make their investments more affordable, they felt they could 
afford to keep their properties even if they could not access the tax break. 
In many cases the refunds they received helped pay for luxuries, not essen-
tials. “We could probably have got just a loan through a bank and bought the property 
outright and positively geared it. If negative gearing wasn’t available, we probably still 
would’ve done it.” “All I know is we get a free holiday from the taxes.” Those who sup-
ported changing the policy felt that this would make it easier for their 
children to buy a home in the future, while those who opposed tended to 
argue that it would have adverse consequences for the entire housing mar-
ket and broader economy (rather than simply their personal financial 
situation). Notwithstanding the role that negative gearing plays, most 
investors said that they could service their investments without it, espe-
cially if they could be convinced it would make housing more accessible 
for the entire society. “I would be quite happy to see it removed. To make the market 
more accessible to a variety . . . like your working- class man.” Overall, 55 per cent of 
non- investors said that they would support changing negative gearing even 
if it meant house prices would fall slightly. The figure for investors was 35 
per cent. All the research taken together shows that this once unassailable 
policy is now under a cloud. If you are “stuck” renting or have no aspira-
tion to invest in a property, then support for getting rid of negative gearing 
is reasonably high. Opinion is divided about the effects of such a move, 
with the majority of Australians not convinced it would have a negative 
(or any significant) effect on the market. 

The great Australian dream of home ownership formed under condi-
tions of higher wages, relatively low- cost housing and lack of interest from 
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foreign investors. The renovated Australian dream of home security could 
be delivered under new arrangements informed by social-democratic val-
ues. That means no more one- off grants that inflate the profits of property 
developers, or piecemeal offers to increase supply or release more land. It 
means changing the laws around renting, ensuring developers deliver 
affordable housing as the cost of doing business, developing different 
affordable and social housing solutions, and getting rid of some of the tax 
breaks that benefit people already in the market. It means involvement by 
all levels of government and more regulation, not less. Owning your own 
home has long been seen as a rite of passage in this country, the reward 
for hard work and a place in which you build a family and create a com-
munity. In the face of rising homelessness and generational inequality, 
Australians are demanding that Menzies’ great Australian dream of home 
ownership undergo a dramatic renovation.

Access to public housing was part of the original claim on the state made 
by social democrats inside and outside parliaments. But what of the other 
challenges to social democracy I mentioned previously, namely attitudes 
to race and ethnicity, to the environment and the climate crisis? 
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B I G  G R E E N  G O V E R N M E N T ?

Over time, climate change has become the defining issue for voters judg-
ing a prime minister’s leadership skills and character. In 2007, Prime 
Minister Howard’s failure to acknowledge the threat posed by climate 
change (coupled with his pursuit of WorkChoices) precipitated the loss of 
both a general election and his own seat. “I think [John Howard] stuffed up with 
two things – IR and greenhouse. With greenhouse, suddenly everyone got interested and he 
hasn’t kept up. With IR, he has bitten off more than he could chew. With greenhouse he 
hasn’t changed, but the public has changed. With IR, he wanted change, but the public 
didn’t.” Kevin Rudd’s notorious retreat from the emissions trading scheme 
undermined his credibility, not just on environmental issues, but as a 
leader with any convictions and the ability to rally his closest colleagues 
to his cause. “I voted for Kevin Rudd. And then he went and did that backflip. I don’t 
believe in climate change, but I believe he believed in it. Now I don’t know what he believes 
in.” Julia Gillard’s shift from “no carbon tax under my government” to 
introducing a carbon tax in order to secure minority government not only 
earned her the moniker “Juliar” but reinforced the perception she was just 
a power- hungry deal- maker. “She had to bend over backwards to get in with the 
Greens. And they got the carbon tax. How is she going to get anything done with the Greens 
to the left and the independents to the right? She’ll do nothing just to stay in power.” Tony 
Abbott’s “stop the carbon tax” and climate change denialism reinforced 
the perception of him as negative and belligerent. “Abbott’s modelling himself 
on the US Republicans, attacks all the time but never really says anything.” 

When Malcolm Turnbull was Opposition leader, his attempts to steer 
the Coalition towards full acceptance of climate change saw him booted 
out, which earned him some admiration from the electorate. “I admired 
Turnbull for that. He stuck to his guns and they got rid of him.” “All the Libs hate Turnbull 
because he’s a bit left, like he believes in climate change. They won’t want him in charge.” 
Expectations that his elevation to PM would stop the to-  and- fro over cli-
mate change in the parliament ended in swift disappointment. “I had great 
hopes for Malcolm Turnbull and what that might do to the party, but he’s been a massive 
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disappointment. He seems to just be toeing the party line with the environment.” “He is a 
leader of the party, not a leader of the nation.” Turnbull’s ousting was seen as both 
an indictment of him as a leader, and of his party. “Malcolm was shot down for 
being too ambitious. Now we have a leader who is fighting for coal.” And even though 
climate policy hasn’t been problematic for Labor in Opposition, voters have 
registered Shorten’s two- facedness on Adani. “Shorten can change his mind on a 
mine based on an election in another state. He says one thing to the inner city in Melbourne 
and another thing to people in Queensland.” As a political leader today, if you can 
come up with an environmental and energy policy, get your own people 
to agree and then get out of the party room intact to argue the merits of 
your position to the public, well, that’s an achievement in itself. Climate 
change is the policy that can pose the biggest challenge for leaders, as it 
requires a deft hand in managing the schisms within your own party 
and convincing the public of the need for short- term sacrifice for long- 
term gain.

Over the past decade or so, as our federal parliament has struggled time 
and again with energy and climate policy, we have seen countless polls, 
surveys and research reports on public attitudes to these topics. Most of 
them have shown that only a very small segment of the community, some-
times less than 10 per cent, think the climate isn’t changing. For the rest 
of us, who believe that it is, the critical question is: what is causing the 
change? The 2018 Essential Report showed that 63 per cent of us think 
climate change is happening and is being caused by human activity, 23 per 
cent think it is a natural process and 13 per cent don’t know. On whether 
the government is doing enough to address climate change, Essential found 
53 per cent think our leaders are not doing enough and 24 per cent think 
they are. The 2018 Lowy Institute Poll showed 59 per cent of Australians 
(up five points since 2017) believe “global warming is a serious and press-
ing problem” about which “we should begin taking steps now even if this 
involves significant costs.” Almost all Australians (84 per cent, up three 
points from the previous year’s survey) say “the government should focus 
on renewables, even if this means we may need to invest more in 
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infrastructure to make the system more reliable.” Only 14 per cent say “the 
government should focus on traditional energy sources such as coal and 
gas, even if this means the environment may suffer to some extent.”

One of the most useful pieces of research on attitudes to climate change 
was commissioned by the CSIRO (still one of the most trusted government 
organisations in the eyes of Australians). Nearly 17,500 Australians were 
surveyed regularly from 2010 to 2014. The CSIRO found just under 80 per 
cent thought climate change was happening. On average, 62 per cent of 
those people believed human activity accounted for these changes to the 
climate. This figure did not shift over the survey period, despite the con-
stant political ructions. Interestingly, the respondents were inaccurate 
when it came to predicting the views of their fellow Australians: 

The prevalence of the view that climate change is not happening 

was overestimated by people of all opinion- types. On average, 

respondents predicted that 23 per cent of Australians were of the 

opinion that climate change was not happening, when fewer than 

8 per cent of our respondents were of this opinion. 

So while political and media battles on climate change may not change 
public opinion dramatically, it seems they do shape our opinions of what 
other people think. We have, perhaps, mistaken the fights in parliament 
as a reflection of community division. Finally, the CSIRO report found that 
people think big- polluting countries, multinational corporations, wealthy 
countries and the government are most responsible for causing climate 
change. Perhaps this is why there is such broad support for investment in 
renewable energy, protection from invasive species, increased investment 
in public transport, and restrictions on development in vulnerable areas – 
all forms of government action.

This is the broad community view, but what about conservative voters? 
Given the Coalition’s history on climate change and the environment, it’s 
worth drilling down further. On the question of whether climate change 
is natural or human- caused, the Essential Report found that 57 per cent of 
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Liberal and National Party voters opted for human causation. On the ques-
tion of whether Australia is doing enough to address climate change, 32 
per cent believed our leaders were doing enough. There are a number of 
ways you could read these figures. Yes, conservative voters are less likely 
than Labor voters to believe climate change is caused by human behaviour 
and less likely to think government should do more to address the issue. 
However, these numbers don’t reflect the kind of climate change denial 
and love of coal expressed by a significant and powerful bloc of politicians 
in the LNP. You’ve got close to 60 per cent of Coalition voters saying cli-
mate change is caused by human activity and only just under a third saying 
the government is doing enough. 

Over the years, I’ve noticed some consistent sentiments among con-
servative voters. While they might question the science of climate change 
and oppose a measure such as a carbon tax, that doesn’t necessarily mean 
they are sceptical about a renewable energy future. They may well be the 
ones who have solar panels on their roofs and support government rebates 
to encourage further uptake of the technology. They may have big con-
cerns about the future of the Great Barrier Reef and the health of our 
river systems. They may be opposed to coal- seam gas, especially in places 
of natural beauty or areas important to food production. Even these 
climate-change deniers in the LNP base aren’t caressing lumps of coal in 
their lounge rooms. 

(I note, in passing, that it is difficult to know exactly how many federal 
Coalition parliamentarians are climate- change deniers. Research by Tim 
Beshara from the Wilderness Society shows a clear record – in Hansard 
and other public comments – of climate- science denialism from fifteen 
Coalition members. This can be anything from saying carbon dioxide is 
not a pollutant, or humans are not affecting the climate, to using 
the phrase “so- called climate change.” There are many more than this 
fifteen who oppose any climate policy action without explicitly doubting 
climate science. There are others who are more like climate-attribution 
deniers – who, for instance, might deny climate change is affecting the 
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Great Barrier Reef. Perhaps we need to take the 2017 comments from 
John Roskam, the executive director of the Melbourne- based Institute of 
Pub lic Affairs, at face value. In an interview, he said that most Liberal 
politicians share his doubts about climate science. “More than 50 per cent 
are solid sceptics and more than 50 per cent feel they need to be seen to 
do something.”)

And finally, what about the all- important undecided or swinging voter? 
It is not true that only rusted- on left- of- centre voters care about the natural 
world. The Labor Party ginger group LEAN crunched the numbers from 
the latest AES data and found that 47 per cent of the electorate saw envi-
ronment or global warming as “extremely important,” ahead of taxation 
and superannuation, equal with government debt. Around one- fifth of 
the electorate, or 2.5 million voters, said the environment or climate 
change was the first or second most important issue in deciding their vote. 
Of those voters prioritising environmental issues, Labor was the party of 
choice, with 6.3 per cent voting ALP, 5.4 per cent voting Green and 
5 per cent voting Coalition. The research I’ve done in the last two years, 
in particular with undecided and swinging voters, shows environmental 
issues like opposition to coal- seam gas and concern about deforestation, 
worries about water and air quality, food security and the transition to an 
energy market that relies primarily on renewables, come up in general 
political discussion and are important issues in deciding their vote. In 
other words, environmental issues (including climate change) are impor-
tant to voters across partisan divides as well as to voters who describe 
themselves as swinging or undecided. Which means a political party 
ignores these issues at its own electoral peril.

So, we shouldn’t confuse the gridlock on climate and energy policy (and 
extreme debates on these issues in some parts of the media) as reflective 
of the public discussion. This is not a matter of right versus left. Lack of 
action on the environment – and recognition of climate change as a gen-
uine future threat – is a mainstream concern, one of the issues that binds 
together the democratic majority. Increasingly, voters expect government 
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action, specifically by the federal government. They expect leaders to 
lead, and they judge them more broadly as leaders by their decisions – or 
indecision – in this area. 

What of the social-democratic tradition? Green politics is everywhere 
and not going anywhere any time soon. It poses, as John Keane writes, 
“a fundamental challenge to both the style and substance of social 
democracy,” because it requires left- of- centre leaders to reconcile pro-
tection of the natural world with protection of jobs, not to pit these two 
goals against each other, as has often been the case in Labor history. 
Keane goes on:

How viable is the hope that red and green can be mixed? . . . Might 

the old and new be combined into a powerful force for democratic 

equality against the power of money and markets run by the rich 

and powerful?

I would argue that it can. In early 2018, I conducted a study on envi-
ronmental protection across three states. The groups deliberately excluded 
anyone who voted Green, as well as anyone who said environmental issues 
were most important in determining their vote. The groups were made 
up of centrist, even conservative voters who liked spending at least some 
of their spare time outdoors in nature. The findings were pretty consistent. 
The environmental issues of concern were mostly clean air, water and soil, 
as well as the path we might take to a renewable energy future. There was 
shock about the state of the Great Barrier Reef and that the koala might 
still be a threatened species. There was concern about the deterioration of 
the green spaces they grew up with, local camping grounds or just the 
impact of bad city planning and urbanisation on their neighbourhoods and 
cities. People on the whole blamed big corporations for this environmental 
mess, but also the politicians who received donations from these corpora-
tions. They wanted more government action and thought that consumers 
and citizens played an important role through their own behaviour, 
including whom they decided to vote for. 
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These groups were more than prepared to sanction new laws to deal 
with environmental issues. I asked participants to rank the environmental 
problems we face in order of importance from 1 to 9. The list included 
everything from extinction of animals to deforestation to climate change. 
Surprisingly – at least for anyone who assumes that Australians worry 
about too many laws and red tape – “weak or ineffective environmental 
laws” was often ranked first or second and was almost always in everyone’s 
top four issues. “I put weak environmental laws. Looking at what’s happening with the 
Murray-Darling, it’s a joke. It’s not working for any of the players involved.” “The onus is 
on the government to say this is what you can and can’t do. Everything else falls under weak 
laws.” “The laws drive what you can and can’t do. They create responsibility.” While peo-
ple admitted they had no idea what environmental laws there were in 
Australia (other than those barring littering and dumping), they assumed 
that whatever was in place was inadequate or not being enforced. “We hear 
about new national parks but then we hear about a new coalmine. We aren’t even protecting 
our greatest asset. Then all the starfish in Port Phillip Bay. All the forests going, all the 
wildlife disappearing. Do we have tough enough laws or are we just letting the corporates do 
what they want?” “If you have money, you can get around those laws. Like the Adani mine.” 
The sentiments expressed in those groups were not an anomaly. Throughout 
the year, in suburban Melbourne and Brisbane (including in the all- 
important marginal seats), undecided and centrist voters told me similar 
things.

So, the majority of Australians believe the climate is changing and the 
majority of that majority believe humans are causing this. Environmental 
issues are not just a concern of left- of- centre voters; centrist and even con-
servative voters worry about these issues and believe governments need to 
do more. They are so concerned about this that they are prepared to sup-
port new laws and more restrictions on corporations in order to meet the 
environmental challenges that face us. Environmental issues can 
be absorbed into a renewed social-democratic vision for this country. Not 
just because the people demand it, or the precepts of modern political 
leadership require it, but because neat distinctions between protection 
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of the environment and protection of the living standards of working- and 
middle- class people no longer hold. The public recognises that if we don’t 
tackle environmental problems and climate change more broadly, in the 
end food, water and energy will be more expensive. As one man in one 
of my focus groups just after the 2007 election put it, “If nothing’s done about 
the environment, Australia will become a Third World country.”

However, the hard and urgent task of placing environmental concerns 
at the centre of social democracy requires more than just new laws and 
better enforcement, more solar panels and fewer plastic bags. It requires 
the kind of mobilisation of people and communities, assets and resources, 
governments and infrastructure usually reserved for a world war. It in-
cludes, undoubtedly, more state revenue- raising initiatives, including a 
price on carbon. If social democracy is about collective security, climate is 
close to the ultimate threat. But that realisation has taken too long to sink 
in. For many years, when I discussed the threat of climate change with 
groups, even those who believed it was real and endorsed government 
action sometimes bristled at the language of crisis and impending doom. 
Advocates for change were chastised for alarmism. “Climate change is going to 
be bad for us but not that bad anytime soon.” “Think of all the times they’ve predicted dis-
aster of one kind or another, and nothing has actually happened.” For years, while belief 
in climate change remained steady, it was difficult to impress on Australians 
the need to act quickly on the climate crisis without being accused of 
employing scare tactics. 

Just recently, something has shifted. Last year, when I asked groups 
about the main benefits of a healthy environment and taking action 
on climate change, the overwhelming first response was around 
health: mental, physical and social health relied on a healthy environ-
ment. But the second one was “staying alive in the future.” Participants 
spoke in terms of survival! Many in the groups also recognised that 
when it came to transitioning to a low- carbon economy and halting the 
rate of species extinction, time was running out and there was a high cost 
to inaction. There was a new tone of urgency: “Climate change . . . it has the 
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potential to impact our way of life.” “Losing the animals, the circle of life.” “When it’s gone, 
it’s gone.”

Australians are slowly getting it. Our way of life is changing. It isn’t just 
that you can’t let the kids run through the sprinklers in the backyard any-
more, or that there are fewer bugs on the windscreen after a night- time 
drive. The Australian summer – traditionally a time of best- selling novels 
and drinks, family and friends – is being transformed into a time of ten-
sion and worry. There is anxiety about unprecedented weather events 
threatening houses and food chains, record temperatures taxing the health 
of older Australians, family pets and young children and sky- high electric-
ity bills putting pressure on household budgets. In early February of this 
year, the novelist Richard Flanagan wrote about the fires that tore through 
the Tasmanian bush as the end of a way of life Australians had previously 
taken as a birthright. Australians were, he said, 

living in a frightening new world where summer is no longer a time 

of joy, but a period of smog- drenched dread that goes on week after 

week, and it seems inevitable, month after month. Whole commu-

nities have been evacuated and are living in evacuation centres or 

bunking down with friends and families. Those that remain live in 

a fug of sleeplessness and fear, never knowing when the next ember 

attack will occur or a nearby fire will break containment lines, a 

gut- clutching terror of wind, smoke and heat. Volunteer firefighters 

find themselves no longer fighting fires for a week but for a season. 

Government is confronted with the extraordinary cost of fighting 

fires of this size and scale for months. This would seem to be the 

new normal.

As a community, we are inching towards recognition of the scale of 
the threat climate change poses to our safety and security. If there is the 
same lag between community attitudes and government action that we’ve 
seen on so many other issues, then all is lost. What we need is extraordi-
nary and consistent displays of leadership: not just to accurately describe 
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the threat but to paint a picture for citizens of what addressing it might 
involve. A mixture of sacrifice, selflessness, courage and adaptation. This 
is a message that many will resist unless they are assured that the most 
fortunate – particularly those in corporate Australia – are prepared to do 
as much as the rest of us, if not more. 
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A N  O R D E R L Y  Q U E U E

Of course there is a darker side to public concern for the natural world. It’s 
a rare discussion group on environmental issues where the topic of immi-
gration doesn’t come up. Participants don’t just worry about the numbers 
of people in Australia causing environmental damage, they worry about the 
kinds of people. The values they bring from overseas where people are used 
to bathing in dirty water, living in litter- strewn streets and breathing pol-
luted air. People who are capable of eating one of those fairy penguins that 
scramble onto the beach every night on Phillip Island (one young woman 
in a Melbourne focus group once expressed this fear about the intentions 
of some Chinese tourists she encountered at the famous Penguin Parade). 
There is a green vision of Australia that includes protecting this country 
from foreign investment, foreign money, from foreigners altogether. On 
this view, asylum seekers are like infected fruit or a Hollywood celebrity’s 
pet dogs. The threat they might cross our borders unmonitored sparks fears 
of disease and environmental catastrophe. While environmental concerns 
need to be at the heart of the social-democratic vision, they can also trigger 
fears that echo the racist rhetoric of the social democrats of old, who argued 
for a working man’s paradise as long as that man was white.

As noted, from the outset social democracy struggled to fully take up 
the fight against racism, to consider questions of colour and ethnicity. 
There are many critics who argue that it still fails this test. They point out 
that social democracy in Nordic countries has succeeded with small, rel-
atively homogeneous populations. When these countries undergo the 
stress test of an increase (dramatic or not) in asylum seekers or migrants 
generally, the broad agreement on values starts to buckle. Some even argue 
that the social-democratic values and policies of the Nordic countries – 
which we in Australia often point to when we think about progressive 
reform – actively rely on racism and exclusion. 

Describing how Australians feel today about immigration and asy-
lum seekers is a trickier exercise than explaining their attitudes to the 
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environment. The topic of “immigration” is so emotive that raising it can 
pinball people into discussion of a wide range of topics – everything from 
changing the date of Australia Day to investment in infrastructure. When 
you ask a question about immigration in a survey, you can find yourself 
measuring all manner of things, including people’s sense of belonging, 
their views about democracy and government, and the gap between rich 
and poor. 

The Scanlon Foundation’s research on immigration is always the best 
local starting point from which to understand these complex attitudes. The 
Scanlon data shows that we continue to see ourselves as an immigrant 
nation, that immigration and multiculturalism benefit the country and 
will continue to do so in the future. In 2018, 82 per cent of those surveyed 
agreed with the proposition that “immigrants improve Australian society 
by bringing new ideas and cultures” and 80 per cent agreed that “immi-
grants are generally good for Australia’s economy.” Consistent with other 
surveys, the 2018 report found concern about the level of immigration 
rising in the last two years. However, support for a cut in immigration 
remains a minority viewpoint. And when the significance of this issue for 
respondents is factored in, as many surveys fail to do, the rise seems less 
concerning. In 2018, only 8 per cent of people surveyed put immigration 
and population in their top five concerns. 

One of the reasons why untangling Australian attitudes to immigration 
is so difficult is that reputable polls and surveys seem to show different 
things. While the data from Scanlon supports a positive story about immi-
gration in Australia, other surveys reveal greater anxieties. The 2018 Lowy 
Institute Poll shows a nation divided on migration levels, with a slim 
majority (54 per cent) saying “the total number of migrants coming to 
Australia each year is too high,” 30 per cent saying it is “about right,” and 
14 per cent saying it is “too low.” The Australian Values Study also reflects 
this community division, with 45 per cent agreeing that the government 
should continue to allow immigrants to come to Australia so long as there 
are jobs available, while 46 per cent believe the government should place 
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“strict limits” on who moves to Australia (with only 2 per cent saying 
we should prohibit all migration here). An Ipsos poll showed similar 
results last October. And a recent poll by the Australian National University 
found that only three out of ten Australians believe the nation needs 
more people. 

What this says to me is that while the majority acknowledge increased 
immigration has brought many benefits in the past, they are worried about 
the current rate and future consequence of more people coming to 
Australia. That equates to a concern not just about the kinds of people who 
might come here (terrorists and penguin- eaters), but also about whether 
governments are ready and able to invest in the infrastructure needed to 
service new arrivals. The anxiety is a reflection of lack of trust in our polit-
ical leaders as much as it is a reflection of anxiety about cultural change. 
Indeed, in the ANU poll almost nine out of ten surveyed agreed that the 
high cost of housing was a reason to limit Australia’s population growth. 
(That’s why taking a social democratic approach to housing may help 
address social democracy’s blind spot on immigration and race issues.) All 
in all, it is extraordinary that despite everything – the rapid growth in the 
size and ethnic make- up of our cities and the relentless media and political 
commentary on immigration levels and boat arrivals – the support for 
immigration (with caveats) still holds up. 

Much of the anxiety around immigration in the past twenty years has 
focused on asylum seekers, particularly boat arrivals. The Scanlon 
Foundation research actually found concern about asylum seekers has 
declined over the past four years, as the boats stopped coming, but the 
issue itself clearly divides the community. Recent Essential Report data 
shows, broadly, that around 20 per cent of the community think the 
approach of the federal government to asylum seekers is too soft, 20 per 
cent too hard, and 40 per cent just right, with the rest undecided. When 
it comes to closing offshore detention centres like Manus and Nauru, again 
there is division, with Essential showing Australians to be almost equally 
divided between keeping all asylum seekers on Nauru indefinitely, 
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bringing only children and families to Australia, and closing the entire 
place and bringing all asylum seekers onshore for processing. 

In all my years of listening to people talk about immigration (and it has 
been almost as popular a topic as housing), one recent moment encapsu-
lated the very Australian attitude to asylum seekers. It was mid- 2018 and 
I was in suburban Brisbane, talking with undecided conservative voters, 
many of whom were past or potential Liberal National Party voters. I raised 
the topic of asylum seekers, and the response was fascinating. There was 
strong support for boat turnbacks (to deter more boats arriving and stop 
deaths at sea) and mandatory detention (to ensure border control). There 
wasn’t necessarily strong support for an increase in our intake of asylum 
seekers, but nor were there calls for a decrease. People were focused on 
the process, rather than the numbers. Some expressed confusion about 
why there is such an emphasis in politics and the media on boat arrivals. 
“It’s such a small percentage of people coming by boat. A real terrorist would get on a plane. 
What are we going to do, stop the planes?” There was, however, strong opposition 
to offshore detention in Manus and Nauru. “I don’t agree with this indefinite 
detention. The mental health of people is an issue. Not knowing how long is very detrimen-
tal. They are treated like prisoners when they aren’t.” “It’s not humane and it’s a waste of 
money. It’s a broken system. It doesn’t take that long to sort out who is a refugee and who 
isn’t, but they’ve been there for years now.” People were opposed to offshore deten-
tion not just on humanitarian grounds (right or wrong), or on issues of 
cost- effectiveness and the burden on the taxpayer (the usual neoliberal 
frame for right or wrong), but because it was uncertain, unpredictable and 
messy. If you got in the queue, even if you jumped the queue, you should 
know when the queue ends and your number is up. These Australians 
objected to offshore detention largely on the grounds of perceived proce-
dural unfairness. What a fine example of the depths of the Australian love 
of an orderly queue, of the emphasis we put on control and oversight!

Around the world we have seen countries with social-democratic val-
ues challenged by issues of migration and asylum. People in these mostly 
prosperous countries have been withholding consent to any further 
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intake of migrants out of a mixture of racially inspired fear and resent-
ment and well- founded concerns about whether their country’s social 
safety net and infrastructure can withstand the pressure of a larger pop-
ulation. Similar tensions are evident here at home.

The Scanlon research shows that our commitment to a multicultural 
society remains relatively stable despite attacks from all sides. But other 
data shows anxiety and division about the overall pace of immigration and 
the arrival of asylum seekers by boat. Developing a compelling argument 
for a less racist, more diverse and more welcoming Australia is difficult in 
a country with our practical approach to democracy and human rights. At 
present, we have little more than the idea that more consumers are better 
for the economy. Similarly, arguments against offshore detention are hard 
to develop in a country so focused on procedure, rules and fairness – argu-
ments, that is, which go beyond a concern about the slow processes of 
bureaucracy. Judt’s claim was that the radical edge of social-democratic 
thought is to ask of any government decision “Is it right?” That’s a hard 
question to pose in a country like Australia on an issue like asylum seekers. 
This is precisely because offshore detention and boat turnbacks seem a fair 
response to the actions of “queue- jumpers” and people- smugglers. It is 
because cutting back immigration seems the best way to protect our social 
safety net, our unique natural environment, our local jobs and our peace-
ful, suburban neighbourhoods – what we treasure about the Australian 
lifestyle. Stop the boats, save Medicare and protect the koalas.

I wish I had easy answers for how a renewed social democratic vision 
might incorporate a more open, progressive approach to asylum seekers 
and racism. I do know that our democracy needs more advocates – men 
and women with lived experience of racism – to help answer the ques-
tions, what are the social goods we believe in? What is the good society? 
When social democracy was born in Australia, left- of- centre parties, 
unions and progressive governments were run by white men. If social 
democracy is to be reborn, the midwives need to come from diverse back-
grounds. And yet our parliaments remain stubbornly white. Since 1988, 
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the proportion of Australians born overseas has risen from 22 per cent to 
33 per cent, but their representation in parliament remains at 11 per cent. 
George Megalogenis argues that if we are to find new solutions to persis-
tent problems, especially concerning race and immigration, we need to 
change the face of the political class:

Australia will struggle to reconcile this complexity while the major 

political parties continue to appeal to their tribes, with the Coalition 

relying on white male voters, and Labor on cosmopolitan females. 

Targeting these groups does not win over the nation at elections; ulti-

mately, it leaves the parliament gridlocked and undermines faith in 

democracy . . . To break the cycle, Labor and the Coalition need to 

build new electoral bases that unite young and old Australia. They can 

only do this by opening their doors to candidates that better reflect 

who we are: more Asian, more diverse in gender and experience.

Instituting the Uluru proposal for an Indigenous Voice to Parliament 
would be another direct way for government decision- making to be tested 
and scrutinised by men and women with experience of racism. By address-
ing the righteous demands of the people who have been let down most by 
Australian democracy, it would also boost the Australian people’s faith in 
government as a force for civic progress.

The final obstacle in the way of reviving social democracy is the prob-
lem of politics itself. How can a social-democratic party pursue genuinely 
progressive reform if it refuses to reform itself and confront the plethora 
of current problems to do with funding, influence and equal representa-
tion? It can’t. We need to renew the democracy in social democracy.
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D R A I N I N G  T H E  S W A M P

Townsville had changed a lot since I’d last visited. In the space of five years, 
the picturesque north Queensland town had taken a beating, with the clo-
sure of Clive Palmer’s nickel refinery and the slowing down of the mining 
boom (in previous visits over a decade I’d encountered numerous fly- in, 
fly- out workers whose families were based in the town). During the day, 
as I walked around, local residents at the café, hotel and bookstore told me 
how things were going in the area. Not well. Youth unemployment was 
a serious problem, the town seemed depressed, no one was spending, and 
social problems like vandalism and ice addiction were fuelling fears of 
a crime wave. Later that night, as I conducted focus groups, the vital 
importance of reforming politics in this country really hit home. 

As we talked, I handed out a sheet of paper to each person with a list 
of measures to improve the pay and conditions of workers. I asked them 
to say if each reform was, in their opinion, a good or bad idea. And then 
whether it was likely the reform would happen. Overall, the response to 
the ideas was very positive; many of them were based on a notion of 
more government interference in the market and greater oversight and 
punishment of corporate wrongdoing. So preference was high. But prob-
ability was low: many of the participants thought the reforms were pretty 
unlikely to be made, even by Labor governments. Why? Because of the 
influence of corporate money on the two major parties and the revolving 
door between the political class and the corporate class. One man – for-
merly a supervisor of a ward at the local hospital, now working security 
at the same hospital after it was privatised – put it this way: “It’s a vicious 
circle. The politicians look to the corporations to get jobs when they get out of politics. 
And their staff, they want the jobs in the corporations too. They aren’t going to piss those 
guys off with policies like that if they want to be hired down the track.” It wouldn’t 
have surprised this man when, a few months after we met, research 
was released showing one in four Australian ministers go on to work for 
lobby ists or special interest groups.
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If social democracy has been damaged by the lack of trust in the polit-
ical class, then any renewal of social democracy will require not just 
new policy, but different ways of doing politics. That means reform of 
democracy, election funding and political parties. My Townsville 
encounter was not a one- off. In almost every piece of research I’ve con-
ducted in the last two years, I’ve seen mounting evidence of an electorate 
that understands the connection between the policies that get pursued 
by governments and the business of party politics. “The pollies hang on to 
coal and oil because that is where their funding is coming from.” “Politicians and busi-
ness are one and the same.” “Those political donations are coming from the polluters to 
the politicians.” 

These qualitative findings are mirrored by the quantitative work of the 
Australian Election Study, which shows a big increase in Australians agree-
ing with the statement “big businesses have too much power” – from 60 
per cent in 1967 to 74 per cent in 2016. Only 9 per cent of us believe there 
is very little corruption in politics and only 12 per cent that there is little 
in large corporations. The CPD found in 2018 that 65 per cent of Australians 
think lobbyists have too much influence over our politicians. And Ipsos 
found that three in five Australians believe their country’s economy is 
rigged to advantage the rich and powerful. (Perhaps this is why there is 
no consensus about which party is capable of managing a fair tax system, 
one that makes corporates and the super wealthy pay their fair share; when 
this question was put to respondents to the Essential Report last year, 
32 per cent favoured Labor, 32 per cent favoured Liberal and a signifi-
cant 22 per cent believed there would be no difference.)

It would be a mistake to dismiss this as the paranoia of people without 
power. And it is not only a question of outright corruption. As the academ-
ics Carmela Chivers, Danielle Wood and Kate Griffiths point out:

Money in politics is regulated to reduce the risk of interest groups 

“buying” influence. Explicit quid pro quo is probably rare: as the say-

ing goes, “You never bribe someone when you need them.” But the 
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risk is in more subtle influence: that donors get more access to 

policy makers, or their views are given more weight. 

We seem to have had a uniquely bad mix of laws in this country when 
it comes to donations to political parties. This is particularly the case at the 
federal level (all states except Tasmania have made good reforms over 
recent years). As Chivers, Wood and Griffiths explain:

Under Commonwealth regulations, it can take up to 19 months for 

donations to be made public . . . Only donations of more than 

$13,800 are required to be disclosed. And there is no requirement 

to aggregate donations, which means an individual donor can make 

a series of donations below $13,800 without disclosure. The result 

is a huge amount of money in the federal system that we know noth-

ing about. Parties received more than $100 million from undisclosed 

sources in the two financial years spanning the 2016 federal elec-

tion . . . Donations can also be filtered through associated entities of 

the parties. This makes money (and influence) even more difficult 

to track. 

To give just one example, the gambling, alcohol and tobacco industries 
donated $14.1 million to the major political parties over a decade, with 
the amounts given spiking during debates about the alcopop tax and gam-
bling reforms. Concerns about this state of affairs are even harder to 
dismiss when politicians themselves are telling us there is a problem. In 
June 2018, as part of a Senate inquiry into electoral funding and disclosure 
reform, the Australian Greens recommended a sweeping ban on donations 
from developers, banks, mining companies and the tobacco, liquor, gam-
bling, defence and pharmaceutical industries. Recent media reports indicate 
the ALP is looking at laws that would impose a $4000 cap on donations, 
which would lock out both large corporate and union contributions. 
During his period as Special Minister of State, Senator John Faulkner 
released a paper on election funding. It recommended disclosure of 
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donations above $1000, prohibiting foreign and anonymous donations, 
limiting the potential for donation splitting across branches or different 
units of parties, real- time disclosure and tougher penalties for breach of 
electoral law. In a speech to the Light on the Hill Society in 2014, Faulkner 
argued that, “Spiralling costs of electioneering have created a campaigning 
‘arms race,’ heightening the danger that fundraising pressures on political 
parties and candidates will open the door to donations that might attempt 
to buy access and influence.” He argued that without these reforms public 
concern that political parties are more accessible and more responsive to 
large donors than to their own constituents would increase exponentially. 
“Elections must be the contest of ideas, not the battle of bank balances,” 
Faulkner stated. 

Naysayers who argue that such issues don’t interest the punters under-
estimate the intelligence of the Australian people. A September 2018 
Essential Report showed 82 per cent want an independent federal corrup-
tion body that will monitor the behaviour of our politicians and public 
servants, with no significant difference in support for this measure among 
Labor, LNP and Greens voters. People who argue we can change policy 
while leaving the political power structures in place are either naive 
or self- interested.

Protecting our electoral and democratic processes from corruption and 
undue influence seems a long- overdue task. Reviving social democracy 
requires us to go further. Indeed, young voters are demanding something 
more. While the strong involvement in the same- sex marriage survey 
among young Australians was a good sign, all is not well with the rising 
generation. Since 2012, the Lowy Institute Poll has included a question 
on attitudes to democracy, which has revealed a markedly different 
perspective among younger voters than older. In 2018, the poll showed 
only 47 per cent of voters aged eighteen to forty- four years say democracy 
is preferable to other forms of government, compared with 76 per cent 
of those aged forty- five and above. The Museum of Australian Demo-
cracy’s research shows that Generation X is the least satisfied with the way 
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democracy works (31 per cent) compared to Baby Boomers (50 per cent). 
While the Australian Electoral Commission might say that voting is some-
thing Australians grow into, regardless of generation, there may well be 
a generation gap in how voters feel about the outcome of their vote. This 
is not the same as saying young people don’t care about politics. A group 
of academics argue that the perception young voters are apathetic is both 
erroneous and unfair. Instead, they point to a global trend:

Since the 1990s popular concern has accompanied considerable evi-

dence of the withdrawal of young people from electoral politics in 

liberal- democratic states. That evidence includes falling voting rates, 

declining membership in political parties and civic organizations in 

major jurisdictions including the UK, USA and Australia . . . Many 

young people no longer engage in electoral politics because they 

have little or no faith in the capacity of contemporary politicians to 

listen to them or to engage with issues they consider important . . . 

The withdrawal of many young people from conventional (i.e. elec-

toral) politics has been identified by political scientists as a looming 

problem often described as a “legitimacy crisis,” a “crisis in demo-

cracy” or democratic disconnect.

Reversing that democratic disconnect requires more than new anti- 
corruption laws. It requires new ways to involve citizens in all levels of 
government. The Centre for Policy Development found that 71 per cent of 
Australians believe ordinary citizens should have a greater say in setting 
the priorities of government. And the same research found that 68 per cent 
of Australians would support involving citizens on parliamentary commit-
tees. I’ve had some experience watching deliberative democracy models at 
work, including citizen juries. Deliberative forums seek to break through 
the partisan and professional domination of policy and problem- solving 
by recruiting a broad and interested segment of the public and involv ing 
them in the process. They mostly involve small groups of people who 
come together, hear from and question experts, and arrive at a collective 
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resolution on the way forward. In Australia they have tackled issues as 
diverse as bicycle lanes, third- party insurance, road safety, obesity, cat and 
dog management, climate change, the republic and a proposal for a high- 
level nuclear waste facility in the South Australian desert. I believe they 
have something to offer governments and communities looking to move 
away from an “announce and defend” approach to a more collaborative 
style of politics. 

A renewed form of social democracy is there for the making. The maj-
ority of Australians would not only support it, they are demanding it, as 
seen in their attitudes to housing, the environment and democratic reform. 
Such a renewal would build on history and capitalize on recent shifts in 
public opinion – the backlash against neoliberalism. Of course Labor is the 
best- placed party to do this: apparently unified, chastened by the trauma 
of the Rudd/Gillard years and lucky to face a Coalition so dysfunctional 
that it decided to cancel parliament for months on end rather than 
risk assembling in one room. Pundits from all sides assume a Labor vic-
tory at the next election is a foregone conclusion. The size of the victory 
is all that’s in question. And so people are asking, what will a Shorten 
Labor government do? I am asking instead, what could a Shorten Labor 
government do?
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W E  D O N ’ T  N E E D  A N O T H E R  H E R O

Bill Shorten’s speech at the National Conference in Adelaide was, by all 
accounts, a success. Some protestors interrupted before he started, high-
lighting their opposition to the Adani coalmine and offshore detention. 
Shorten handled it well. “I know these people are well- intentioned, but 
the only people they are helping is the current government of Australia,” 
Shorten told the crowd. He promised $6.6 billion to subsidise rents for 
low-  and middle- income earners, including for key workers like nurses, 
police, carers and teachers. He announced that a new Labor government 
would strengthen penalties for employers and make it easier for staff to 
reclaim withheld superannuation payments. And he committed to a new 
environment protection agency and 50 per cent more renewable energy 
supply by 2030. He told the party faithful that Labor’s biggest challenge 
was not to beat the Liberals or win back votes from the Greens, but rather 
to restore faith in democracy and the role of government. “Our deeper 
opponents are distrust, disengagement, scepticism and cynicism,” he said. 
At the conference, Labor committed to finding a home for those detained 
on Manus and Nauru, but did not promise to end offshore detention. 
Shorten spoke of the need for more Indigenous parliamentarians and party 
members. While factional conflict was kept to a bare minimum, the Left 
failed in its push to raise the level of the Newstart unemployment allow-
ance. Even John Howard agrees on the need for an increase, but Labor 
merely promised an “urgent review” within eighteen months of winning 
government. The only vote at the entire conference was for a Bill of Human 
Rights, moved by the Left, which failed to pass.

In the focus groups I’ve conducted since he became party leader, par-
ticipants have struggled to find words to describe Bill Shorten – or at least, 
positive ones. His main problem, judging by what I hear, is that he is 
a mystery box – hard to figure out and therefore trusted even less than the 
average politician. He doesn’t do well in preferred prime minister polls 
(even against the uninspiring Scott Morrison). In surveys, respondents 
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describe him as “untrustworthy,” “disappointing,” “lacks charisma” and 
“plays the game of politics.” When I see this data, I mostly think to myself, 
who cares? The electorate had high hopes for Kevin Rudd and Malcolm 
Turnbull, then ended up disappointed in both. When they voted for Tony 
Abbott as prime minister, I saw the voters choose a man they knew well 
and disliked because they just couldn’t vote Labor after all the turmoil and 
leader- swapping. Tony Abbott was lauded as a highly effective Opposition 
leader but then went on to be a highly embarrassing prime minister. What 
counts is not whether people like Bill Shorten – want to have a beer with 
him or consider him to be a dynamic personality on TV – but whether he 
will lead this country with conviction and professionalism. Much of this 
will depend on the lessons he and his team have learnt from the disasters 
of the Rudd/Gillard years.

When we think of these years, we are understandably preoccupied with 
leadership struggles, group dysfunction and failures to communicate well 
with the public. Failures of policy and philosophy are often secondary. And 
yet it is clear that in 2007 the newly minted Labor government had a 
chance to renew the social-democratic tradition to suit modern Australia. 
At the beginning of Kevin Rudd’s first stint as prime minister, academics 
Jennifer Curtin and Craig Simes argued that “if social democracy is not in 
crisis in Australia it is at least in heavy disguise.”

The social democratic agenda of the ALP had been under severe 

stress since the demise of the Hawke/Keating Labor governments . . . 

While in opposition the ALP did not challenge the continuation of 

free market policies or a partially deregulated labour market. They 

promised tax cuts and management of the economy in a way that 

would keep mortgage rates low, continued welfare to work pro-

grams, and dabbled with environmental and forest policies. 

The mood for change at the end of the Howard era was overwhelming 
(recall the spike in the AES data in 2007 as an indication of political inter-
est, hope and expectation) and the popularity of Rudd significant and 
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broad- based. He could have been the leader to commence important, long- 
overdue work on the Labor Party’s progressive vision beyond merely 
winning an election. He seemed the right person for the job: there was 
his affinity with Asia, his commitment to climate change and his personal 
interest in social issues such as homelessness. But he turned out to be a 
“good on paper guy.” As Curtin and Simes point out, the ALP’s 2007 elec-
tion platform focused on inflation, interest rates and reducing government 
spending. And redistributive goals were to be achieved through lowering 
tax thresholds, low interest rates and building a strong economy. From the 
start, Rudd sold himself as a fiscal conservative and acted as a fiscal con-
servative – John Howard- lite. This was understandable, given that Labor 
desperately needed an election win and wanted to convey to the voters 
that the transition from Howard’s Coalition after so many years wouldn’t 
be a risky one. 

The global financial crisis gave Rudd not only a focus – much like an 
election campaign – but also a chance to strut his stuff globally while argu-
ing domestically for strong government action to avert disaster in the form 
of a complex stimulus package. Ironically, the package worked so well that 
the electorate didn’t give Rudd and his team enough credit for it. While 
the unemployment rate remained below 6 per cent and the economy kept 
bubbling along, the electorate assumed it was the mining boom, the 
strength of the banks, and luck (unlikely to be repeated) that helped us 
avoid a recession. Once the crisis receded, Rudd’s troubles really started. 
He and his team struggled to sell the merits of various aspects of the stim-
ulus package (tough, I concede, given News Corp’s relentless campaign 
against the Building the Education Revolution program). They struggled 
to sell the mining Resource Rent Tax (despite public support for such a 
measure). And then, of course, Rudd struggled to keep his own team and 
his own resolve when it came to the emissions trading scheme. His now- 
famous retreat from a carbon price is something he will have to wear 
forever, but the Labor leadership more broadly must shoulder some of the 
blame. If media reports are to be believed, it only took a few focus groups 
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in western Sydney to turn Labor decision- makers around on a position that 
was central to their landslide win a couple of years before. Perhaps this 
showed that despite the interest in the environment shown by federal 
Labor in the 1980s and early 1990s, commitment to conservation and 
climate change had not penetrated Labor’s social- democratic DNA deeply 
enough. 

The economist Richard Denniss doubts that Rudd was a committed 
social democrat. “His commitment to climate change made him look like 
a progressive, but he never was.” For Denniss, one of the most obvious 
signs that Labor under Rudd hadn’t changed its economic framework since 
the 1980s was that when the cash was handed out in the first wave of 
stimulus to counteract the global financial crisis, one group of Australians 
missed out: the unemployed. 

Viewed through a social-democratic lens, the policy achievements of 
the Gillard government were an improvement on her predecessor’s. With 
roots in the industrial left in Victoria, she was willing and able to pursue 
the National Disability Insurance Scheme and the carbon price. But she 
also cut welfare payments to single mothers. Whether or not Rudd or 
Gillard were genuine social democrats was, in the end, probably irrelevant. 
Neither of them could provide stability to a party intent on tearing itself 
apart. Leadership turmoil, the loss of government and the reversals and 
undermining of critical policies mean the social-democratic legacy of the 
Rudd/Gillard/Rudd governments is weaker than it could have been. To 
me, this shows how important reform of internal structures is to parties 
in government. Because toxic factionalism had not been adequately 
addressed, it affected the ability of the Labor government to pursue its 
policy agenda. 

Enter, stage right, Bill Shorten after the inevitable loss in 2013 – a faction 
man, a conventional political player. Labor under his leadership has made 
unprecedented commitments to revenue- raising and, when compared to 
previous Labor Oppositions, has advanced reform ideas that are quite bold. 
The commitments made at Labor’s conference are almost a shopping list 
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of the issues Australians want addressed. It shows that the key decision- 
makers either know how to read the research or have a good gut feel about 
what matters to the electorate. Or a bit of both. They are “not for turning” 
from their negative gearing policy, despite consistent pressure from busi-
ness and the media and changing conditions in the property market. They 
have already committed to establishing a federal anti- corruption watch-
dog: a National Integrity Commission. If Shorten were to endorse tentative 
moves by some inside Labor to impose a cap on donations from corporates 
and unions, it would be . . . surprising. Few political players who benefit 
from the current system want to change the rules. That will take concerted 
public pressure and perhaps a few more scandals, with parliamentarians 
resigning in disgrace or being carted away to prison.

After the celebrated Labor win in the seat of Longman (which saw a 
13 per cent swing against the Coalition candidate and a 7 per cent swing 
towards Labor) the veteran journalist Barrie Cassidy remarked that Bill 
Shorten’s strength is that people constantly underestimate him. And per-
haps an unlikely hero is exactly what Australia needs after almost a decade 
of political turmoil and dashed hopes. Perhaps his unassuming style also 
fits a country with such a practical, undoctrinaire approach to democracy. 
Perhaps what Australians want is a steady hand, a leader of a team, an 
unremarkable but professional person who grows into the job, in for the 
long haul but seemingly unfussed at the start about the big legacy. Who 
knows? It worked for John Howard.

*

On the Australia Day weekend, as I caught a plane from Sydney to 
Melbourne, I came across an article in the inflight magazine by Tim 
Winton, his love letter to Australia. “What I love most about Australians . . . 
[is] their capacity to learn and change,” he wrote.

We are all travelling, learning, growing. Whether we’re conscious 

of it or not, we’re on our way from something to something else. 

And along the way, we tend to ditch bad ideas and pick up better 
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ones. Most often these changes are incremental, barely felt. Some-

times they’re traumatic. But the thing I remind myself of is that we 

do move on. We change. We’re actually pretty good at it.

I spent a long time reflecting on whether I agreed with these senti-
ments. I am still not sure. We have not changed enough when it comes to 
addressing the legacy of colonisation and its impact on Australia’s 
Indigenous people. We’ve failed to reform the laws that govern our elec-
tions and political parties, even as public perception of corruption has 
increased. The ethnic make- up of our society has changed a lot in the past 
twenty years; the ethnic make- up of our parliaments has not. But I do 
know that our tendency to resist certain changes can sometimes be a good 
thing. We still hold onto fairness as a defining national value. We still sup-
port compulsory voting, even though we are increasingly cynical about 
the outcome of that voting. The practical approach to democracy remains. 
We still believe that government can play a productive role in people’s 
lives, delivering services and improving the chances of the collective to 
thrive (sometimes even at the expense of individual rights). Much that 
was described by W.K. Hancock all those years ago remains, even with 
less elbow room in our major cities. I also know that for many decades 
now any shifts of opinion in our society, any of these incremental or trau-
matic changes, have been absorbed and taken up by citizens long before 
they have been widely acknowledged by our political class or reflected in 
our laws. Politics lags behind the democratic majority – on issues like 
housing, the environment and electoral reform – causing increasing anger 
at our parliamentary leaders for not, well, leading.

While the research supports my optimism about the opportunity to 
renew social democracy in Australia, there are a few critical brakes on 
progress. The first is that low- and middle- income earners will continue 
to oppose increased taxation unless governments fully address inequalities 
in the tax system – everything from imputation credits and negative gear-
ing to large- scale corporate tax avoidance and white- collar crime. There is 
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high public support for more government intervention in the market and 
for certain policies that require large amounts of public money – Gonski, 
broadband, disability insurance, social housing and so on. And yet I sus-
pect the phrase “high- taxing welfare state” would strike fear and resentment 
into the hearts of citizens already angry about corporate rorts and the high 
cost of living. The public will find it hard to believe that any political party 
that continues to take big money from corporate and wealthy individual 
donors is prepared to build a fair tax system.  

The second brake is that public acceptance of the scale of the threat of 
climate change is not yet widespread. To address this threat will require 
mobilisation of all the community and government resources at our dis-
posal. It will require personal sacrifice. The public is inching towards this 
realisation, but again, I believe many will push back against calls to dra-
matically reorient our society to meet the climate threat unless they are 
convinced that the most powerful are also prepared to mobilise their 
resources and make real sacrifices. 

At the next federal election, we may see the gap between the views 
of the democratic majority and the agenda of those they elect to govern 
the country close more than just a little. But a renewal of our democracy 
will take more than just closing that gap. It will require the Labor Party to 
take a determined, almost fearless approach in arguing to the Australian 
people (especially younger Australians) that our democracy can deliver on 
its promise. And that will mean delivering on their own promises. Indeed, 
if Labor, and Bill Shorten as prime minister, follow through on the agenda 
laid out that week before Christmas 2018, then we will have something 
more than an “It’s fine” government. And it will be about time.
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