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				Preface

				Attitudes are rather like banners fluttering in the breeze: they tell us which way the wind is blowing, but leave a lot of other questions unanswered.

				As a social researcher, I’m acutely conscious of the hazards inherent in the study of attitudes. It’s dangerous to assume too much from what people say: we are all very good at saying one thing and doing another. Asking questions is always risky, because most of us try too hard to give the ‘right’ answer. It’s especially pointless to ask ‘why?’ (in personal relationships, by the way, as well as research) because that assumes there’s a rational explanation, when there might not be. Why did you marry that man, buy that car, take that job? Who knows?

				The other big trap is to assume attitudes predict behaviour when it’s usually the other way around. Banners don’t make the wind blow a certain way. Attitudes are an indicator of how we’ve reacted; they are not reliable predictors of how we might react to something that hasn’t happened yet.

				In spite of these shortcomings, attitude research is still a fruitful activity, especially when it’s being used to try to explain what’s going on. The birthrate is falling: why? The household is shrinking: why? Young Australians are reluctant to ‘settle down’ at the age their parents did: why? We won’t find the answers to any of those questions by asking them explicitly, but there are ways of exploring people’s attitudes without bludgeoning them with direct questions.

				My primary source of information about attitudes is The Ipsos Mackay Report – a research project launched in 1979 as The Mackay Report and acquired by Ipsos Australia in 2003. It is based on two qualitative research techniques: non-directive group discussions and unstructured, conversational, personal interviews. All the fieldwork is done in private homes (or wherever respondents regard as their ‘natural habitat’) and adheres strictly to the principles of non-directive research: no questions; no predetermined structure; no restriction on the freedom of respondents to range widely over the topic.

				Throughout the book, Iquote respondents directly: their comments appear in italics, usually in indented paragraphs. Irefer a number of times to Mind & Mood reports: these reports are based on freewheeling discussion about ‘whatever’s on your mind this week – whatever you’ve been thinking and talking about’ and have proved, over the years, to be a valuable way of taking Australia’s pulse.

				My interpretation of attitudinal data is underpinned wherever possible by statistical data about Australian society. Almost all this material comes from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), one of our genuine national treasures. The ABS doesn’t only conduct a world-class census; it also provides a continuous flow of information – regularly summarised in Australian Social Trends and Year Book Australia – about how Australian society is changing. Advance Australia ... Where? is an attempt to analyse the reasons for these changes and examine how they are affecting our way of life. It also makes some predictions about where we’re going: if you wish those predictions were bolder, try to imagine how well we could have anticipated, 20 years ago, what life would be like today.

				That’s the joy of contemporary Australia: it’s a work in progress.

				Hugh Mackay

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Part One

				How are the renovations going, Australia?

				‘Nice looking place you’ve got here’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				1

				Project Australia: A work inprogress

				Attending a formal dinner a couple of years ago, Ifound myself seated beside a charming, articulate, professional woman who spent most of the evening telling me about her home renovations, including her new bathroom. I’d never met her before, had never been to her house and am never likely to. But I know more about that bathroom – especially the transforming effect of a new skylight – than I could possibly reproduce here. Iknow, too, that the new bi-fold doors in the living room have created a wonderfully flexible indoor/outdoor area.

				It was a highly instructive conversation, and not just about the relative merits of granite and marble: it reinforced my conviction that home renovations had become the new focus of dinner-party conversation, replacing the previously fashionable exchange of cholesterol readings. It also struck me that our endless quest for the perfect bathroom tile might have become a way of distracting ourselves from some other, larger questions.

				And then I had another thought: could the home renovation craze itself be a useful metaphor for the national project we’ve all been engaged in this past quarter-century?

				Renovation is a good word for what’s been happening to Australia. It suggests we’re committed to improving our lot. Renovation is an optimistic activity that declares our belief in the future and our determination to make the most of it. When it comes to renovations, one thing usually leads to another: before you know where you are, you’ve decided to pull out the entire bathroom and install a Jacuzzi and then you realise the kitchen looks shabby, and if we tackle the rising damp in the spare room we could put in bigger windows while we’re at it ... a bit like raising education standards for women and finding the birthrate has gone through the floor, or deciding on tariff reform and then realising the labour market needs attention as well.

				Renovations also create a lot of dust, debris and, occasionally, some casualties. They can drive us to distraction, too, right up there with divorce, bereavement and retrenchment on the list of things likely to adversely affect our mental health. ‘Living with the renovations’ is a term all home renovators understand: I once heard a woman, still recovering from the experience of having tradesmen-with-radios in her house for months, remark that even driving past a pallet of bricks outside someone else’s house brought her out in a cold sweat.

				Is it any wonder that, as a nation, we’re a bit edgy? Who’s surprised that we’ve established new records for consumption of tranquillisers and antidepressants? We have, after all, been transforming our society with more than a few skylights: in the past 25 years, hardly a stone has been left unturned in our relentless renovation of the way we live, the way we work, the way we marry (or not), the way we raise our children, the way we eat, the way we entertain and inform ourselves, even the way we communicate.

				It’s as if, on a vast national scale, we’d added a second storey to the house and taken a while to adjust to a light and airy top floor with a view we never had before. We hadn’t anticipated the effort of going up and down the stairs, either, or the need to plan more carefully where to put things (‘I’ve left my glasses upstairs again – I think I’d better get a second pair’). It also takes us a while to adapt to the new functions for some of the old downstairs rooms. Renovations change us, too.

				Thirty years of work in progress

				Just 30 years ago, it was a safe bet that almost everyone would get married, the vast majority of married couples would stay married, young couples would regard having children as a normal expectation and would probably start having them while the wife (never a ‘partner’) was in her early twenties. A career, at least for the husband, and a mortgage were stock-standard aspirations.

				Those were the days when almost 90 percent of Australians were married by the age of 30, and 90 percent of births were to women under 30 (both figures having since dipped below 50 percent). Divorce was still stigmatised and no one would have predicted that 30 years later, more than 40 percent of marriages would be ending in divorce, or that about one million Aussie kids would be living with only one parent. The birthrate has fallen off a cliff: many couples now regard having children as an option rather than an expectation, and some simply leave it too late.

				Even 20 years ago, only 57 percent of women in their twenties were in the workforce; today, it’s 75 percent. Even more tellingly, 76percent of women in their fifties are now in the workforce, compared with 52 percent in 1986.

				Mortgages and careers? Renters now outnumber buyers in the under-35 segment of the housing market, and the straight-line/long-term career path is widely regarded by the young as a fate too tedious to contemplate.

				Young people are harnessing the power of the information technology revolution in ways that leave their elders speechless. They are in continuous contact with each other and this has changed their attitudes to privacy (not very interested), planning (why settle on anything until the last minute?) and, courtesy of text messaging, language itself (btw tx 4 gr8 nite).

				At work, we are still learning how to live with job insecurity and, as the distance between the top and bottom of the economic heap has grown, we have had to adapt to the prospect of a less egalitarian society than the one we used to dream of.

				These aren’t trends; they are fractures of trends. Trying to study changes like these is more like gazing into a kaleidoscope than a microscope.

				Take the shrinking household: about 50 percent of all Australian households now contain only one or two people. Is this is a sign that we are becoming a nation of hermits? Of course not: the herd instinct is still alive and well in us. But it is a sign of how our living arrangements are affected by other societal changes. The low birthrate and high divorce rate (especially among older people) both contribute to smaller households, as does our increased longevity and the trend towards young people wanting to spend some time living alone before committing themselves to sharing a home with a partner. But even that is only one part of a more complex mosaic: some young people, as ever, choose to live in group households as a kind of surrogate extended family, while others are staying at home longer than any previous generation (about 45 percent of Australians in the 20–25 age-group are still living at home with at least one parent).

				•

				Considering the upheavals in the Australian way of life over the past 30 years, ‘revolution’ might be a better word than ‘renovation’. Part Two explores the effects of the gender revolution, the workplace revolution wrought by the restructure of our economy, the IT revolution and even the revolution in our sense of who we are as Australians.

				One obvious effect has been an overwhelming sense of busyness. Everyone is busy. Even people who aren’t busy feel obliged to say they’re busy. ‘How are you going – busy?’ has become our standard greeting, reflecting our hyped-up sense of constant movement, change and upheaval. In the midst of such comprehensive renovations, who’s going to admit to being idle or unoccupied?

				By the turn of the century, we were seeing the signs of the destabilising and sometimes debilitating effects of all this: continuing epidemics of anxiety and depression; disengagement from politics; an inward-looking focus and a loss of interest in big-picture issues; more prejudice and less tolerance in our attitudes to ethnic and other minorities.

				We were also seeing the full flowering of capitalism, consumerism and materialism. We had a prime minister glowing with pride at the emergence of a nation of shareholders; politics seemed to be almost exclusively about ‘the economy’; citizens were most often defined by their role as consumers, and our highly prized freedom was expressed, for most of us, as freedom to choose how to spend our money. The rise of consumerism, fuelled by the credit revolution, led us into record levels of personal and household debt.

				Doubts and yearnings

				Like anyone caught up in such revolutionary changes, Australians are given to moments of triumph, moments of despair and periods of re-evaluation. In the early years of the new century, the focus of our anxieties had shifted from the economy to society itself. Being no longer so concerned about unemployment, interest rates or the threat of inflation, we have had more time to reflect on some other aspects of our work in progress, and our assessments of how Australia is faring swing back and forth like an erratic pendulum.

				Though we consistently assert that Australia is the best country in the world, we wonder whether our society is degenerating. ‘Are our strengths becoming our weaknesses?’ asked a participant in The Mackay Report’s 2003 Mind & Mood survey, by which he meant that many of the things we are most proud of might contain the seeds of this degeneration.

				We’re proud of our prosperity, for instance, yet we know the gap between rich and poor is greater than ever. We believe we’re all ‘better off’ but wonder if our very affluence causes stress. We’re proud of our successful corporations, yet doubt whether the millions of dollars paid to their top executives can be justified in a society where the average annual personal income is $43000.

				You look at the Rich List they publish, and it’s all terribly wonderful and glamorous but then you hear about the thousands of people who are homeless in our big cities.

				I’m basically optimistic, but I do have reservations about the divisions between those who have enough and those who don’t. The handouts to some of these executives would make you sick.

				We’re proud of our political stability, yet we regard our politicians as boring and uninspiring. Before he fell from favour prior to losing office, John Howard had been widely praised for his persistence, though few had ever been prepared to describe him as a charismatic or inspirational leader. His detractors came to regard him as a lackey of US President George W. Bush, and some believe he exerted a negative influence on the Australian psyche by reinforcing and exploiting fear and prejudice for political purposes. Labor leaders during the period of Howard’s ascendancy similarly failed to ignite much enthusiasm, though Kevin Rudd’s election as Labor leader at the end of 2006 generated a fresh spark of interest.

				Maybe boring politicians are the price you pay for stability.

				We’re proud of our levels of tolerance and see ourselves as remarkably hospitable to immigrants and even refugees (apart from those we lock up in detention centres) but we sometimes wonder if we’re too tolerant for our own good. ‘Is multiculturalism working?’ is a question still being canvassed by those who think of that word as having a narrow, exclusively ethnic meaning.

				Australia isn’t racist – we’re the most welcoming country on earth. But I think we’re starting to think that maybe we overdid it.

				We’re proud of our standards of health care, of Medicare and of the work done by medical researchers we regard as world class. But then we look at our public hospital system, stretched to capacity, and wonder why it doesn’t match the quality of our health professionals. Are our hospitals top-heavy with administrators, we wonder, or are they simply starved of funds?

				I hope we don’t go the way of America. There, if you can’t afford private health insurance, you’re lucky to get the proper treatment. 

				We’re proud of our brilliant technology, but wonder if it’s contributing to the depersonalisation of society. We’re proud of our efficiency and productivity, but wonder if we are putting ourselves under too much pressure. The effects of that pressure are felt not only in fatigue, but also in the perception that too many people are operating on a ‘short fuse’.

				Even in Byron Bay, people get into a hellish punch-up over a wave. So many people are so angry – people seem to be under more pressure, we’re being pushed too hard. The mobile phone is a blessing but it means we’re always on call, and the number of emails that come into my office would make you weep. When does the struggle stop? When do you get to sleep?

				Australians typically offer three explanations for the belief that our society is ‘degenerating’: a lack of connectedness (People won’t even look you in the eye in the big cities); a surrender to materialism (I actually think we have too much, it makes you want more); unbridled selfishness (It’s all me, me, me).

				But now, as we approach the end of the first decade of the new century, new directions are beginning to emerge in our thinking and dreaming. They sound like the yearnings of a society still struggling to adapt – still trying to find its bearings – in the age of discontinuity.

				Recognising that so many things are beyond our control, we’ve shifted our focus to the things we can control, and that could be anything from home renovations or an obsession with body image to a world view, religious or otherwise, that helps us make sense of what’s going on.

				Many of us, having enthusiastically leapt onto the materialist treadmill, are starting to rethink our priorities and to wonder whether we are setting the best possible example to our children. One result of this is the surge of interest in ‘values’, as more Australians find themselves wondering how to restore some balance to their lives and find more time for family and friends.

				Are we creating a new space for religion?

				Another outcome of this period of reflection has been the return of religion to a prominent, unembarrassed place in the national conversation. Though attendance at Christian churches has declined to the point where only about 15 percent of Australians attend church at least once a month, the decline appears to have stopped and there are signs of growth, especially among young people, at the fundamentalist end of the religious spectrum. Many forms of non-traditional religious observance – Christian and non-Christian – are also emerging: home church or informal study groups, Buddhist meditation groups, inter-faith activities, faith-based rock concerts, new explorations of the meaning of God ... even Anzac Day has taken on the character of a quasi-religious festival.

				‘Spirituality’ may be back on the agenda, but if you fear a national outbreak of Puritanism, relax: there are more problem drinkers and serious gamblers than ever, an estimated 50 percent of under-thirties have experimented with illicit drugs, and sexual permissiveness still permeates the culture.

				In Australian Soul (2006), Gary Bouma reports growth in what he describes as ‘high-demand’ religious groups such as the Catholics’ Opus Dei and the various forms of Protestant fundamentalism. (The Pentecostalist Hillsong church in Sydney, for example, claims 17500 people participate in its weekly activities.) Such groups typically insist on narrow, prescriptive codes of dogma and religious practice, with an emphasis on separation from the world. Yet one strict fundamentalist sect, the Exclusive Brethren, has emerged as a rather improbable political pressure group: in 2004, it campaigned against Mark Latham and the Labor Party in an attempt, a spokesman later admitted to The Sydney Morning Herald writer David Marr, to protect federal funding for its schools – schools specifically designed to keep the sect’s young people apart from Australian society.

				The Family First political party, strongly supported by the Assemblies of God (another branch of Pentecostalism), similarly represents a more overt crossover between religion and politics than has been typical of Australian politics for the past quarter-century.

				Growth in support for conservative religious groups such as these – whether Christian, Muslim or otherwise – might simply be a religious manifestation of a generally conservative political climate. Even so, their appeal to young people raised in a culture of gender equality is perhaps surprising, since they tend to assign secondary and even subservient roles to women. (Or is this part of the current rejection of hardline feminism by many of today’s young women and in that way, paradoxically, linked to the contemporary ‘raunch’ culture which is itself a bizarre return to pre-feminist ideology? Chapter 3 explores this further.)

				Another trigger for renewed debate about the link between religion and politics was Kevin Rudd’s very public declaration of his religious convictions before he became Labor leader at the end of 2006. In media articles and interviews, Rudd claimed his religious faith was the source of his passion for social justice and that, for him, there was a natural link between Christianity and the policies of the Labor Party. That produced a flurry of reaction from religious believers on the conservative side of politics, including some unprecedented bragging about the number of Catholics on the Coalition’s front bench – eight out of 18 in mid-2007 – all of which added heat to the issue. The question of politicians’ religious inclinations had suddenly become a matter of interest.

				The idea that religion could play a more prominent role in Australian politics is not universally welcome, especially by those who reflect on historical links between Christianity and fascism, or the bitter conflict, only recently resolved, between Catholics and Protestants in Northern Ireland, or contemporary examples of political and cultural extremism in some Islamic states. In his 2007 Manning Clark Lecture, ‘Restoring the Primacy of Reason’, Barry Jones noted several similarities between the religious motivations of US President George W. Bush and the leader of al-Qaeda, Osama bin Laden: ‘Both are on a divine mission, fundamentalists, punitive, monocultural, prefer faith over evidence, believe in pre-emptive strikes and that necessity overrides the rule of law, manipulate fear, confuse revenge with justice...’

				In May 2007, Andrew Denton marked his return to ABC TV with a program about religious fundamentalism in the US – just one example of a surge of interest in religion in journalism, politics and general conversation. This is partly driven by the increasing Muslim presence in Australia, drawing fresh attention to religion’s potential as a strong element of cultural identity. It is also the result of more open discussion of atheism, stimulated by the popular writings of people like Richard Dawkins (The Selfish Gene, The God Delusion), Sam Harris (Letter to a Christian Nation) and Christopher Hitchens (God is Not Great).

				A heightened interest in the possible links between religion and moral values is reflected in growing support for church-based private schools, even among parents who may themselves have no particular religious faith but who believe such schools’ religious culture may benefit their children’s moral formation. Being confronted by new and challenging moral dilemmas – especially those arising from greater sexual permissiveness and others emerging from the frontiers of biotechnology that touch on the definition of life itself – some people searching for greater moral confidence are wondering whether it might be found in a religious context.

				While many people express a yearning for clearer articulation of non-material values without resort to institutional religion, the whole idea of spirituality has acquired new currency. That may be an inevitable reaction to an overcooked materialism, but it has also arisen from our sustained epidemic of anxiety and an associated desire to find a still point in the midst of swirling uncertainty.

				Our anxiety is fuelled by many things, from global issues like the threat of international terrorism, the grim scenario of global warming and the vaguely menacing rise of militant Islam, to more immediate, local issues like house prices, the burden of debt and the prospect of further interest-rate rises. Yet, being human, our deepest fear is of being cut off from the herd. Many of the changes to our way of life have had the effect of fragmenting and isolating us and, in response, there’s a new craving for a sense of belonging. We like the idea of the small village, urban or otherwise – even the ‘vertical villages’ of apartment blocks. We want to reconnect; we want to feel part of an identifiable community.

				Most people look to secular communities – including the neighbourhood itself – to satisfy their need to feel connected. But a growing number are turning to faith-based communities, formal or informal. The traditional parish church may be in decline, but new models are emerging to replace it.

				The Great Australian Dream – where to now?

				It’s long been assumed that the Great Australian Dream was home ownership; in particular, owning a detached house with a front garden and a backyard, in a leafy suburb full of like-minded people living in similar houses. But we might have missed the point: the essence of that dream might not have been home ownership per se (though the belief that financial security depends on ownership of bricks and mortar has been planted deep in the Australian psyche). In today’s jargon, it was always a lifestyle dream and most of us simply accepted that the house-and-garden package was the way to make it come true.

				Everything’s changing, including that conviction. The core dream is still about lifestyle, but our lifestyle aspirations are changing, too. So are our attitudes to the kinds of homes we might want to live in, and whether we should own or rent them. There’s a new openness to apartment living, and not just among singles, childless couples or empty-nesters intent on downsizing, but even among some parents of young children who see both financial and social benefits in apartment living in inner-city communities.

				The rising popularity of renting is partly a response to rising house prices that have put traditional home ownership beyond the reach of many young people in our major cities. But it’s also a response to the values of a new generation who are more interested in flexibility and transience than stability and permanence. They want to keep their options open, and for longer than their parents did – especially when it comes to marriage and children. They want to create a particular lifestyle for now, but be open to other possibilities later.

				With the postponement of parenthood happening on such a large scale, the urgency has gone out of the idea of establishing a conventional family home, at least for the under-35s. They are even starting to wonder whether home ownership makes as much economic sense as their parents thought it did. The Ipsos Mackay Report, Living with Debt (2007), found a sharp division of opinion among young adults between those who still aspire to home ownership and those who neither want nor can afford to own their own homes (or who may have tailored their aspirations to match their perception of reality).

				For our parents’ generation, buying a home was everything. It was what you wanted to do straight away. For us, it’s not so important. Idon’t even know if I want a house. Ijust want to enjoy my life.

				For some, renting is a deliberate lifestyle choice; for others it’s a kind of resignation to the idea that it’s all too hard.

				It’s like the Australian dream is to own your own home but people are going, ‘Well, that’s not going to happen, so let’s head off to Harvey Norman and buy a new couch instead.’

				Underlying the bravado, or the disappointment, implicit in such remarks is genuine confusion about whether home ownership is a good investment or not.

				More and more people rent. They reckon they make more money doing that than buying houses. And some people put their money into a business rather than a house.

				Of course, there are emotional factors at work here: particularly for the parents of young children, the ‘nest’ may seem more secure if it is owned. But there’s a new openness to renting, and it’s driven by more than economics.
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