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Introduction



Bridget Griffen-Foley and Sean Scalmer


‘Public opinion’ remains a preoccupation of Australian politicians, and a touchstone of political commentary. It is also a major category of scholarly analysis, and a central concept of Jürgen Habermas’s celebrated The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere.1 Our collection brings together innovative research concerned with the history and transformation of Australian public opinion, from political science, history and media studies. It investigates three linked problems in the study of politics: the meaning, measurement and mobilisation of ‘public opinion’; the techniques of political campaigning, especially political oratory; and the nature of media audiences and spectatorship. The chapters are based on papers delivered as part of a festschrift held in December 2014 to honour Murray Goot, Distinguished Professor of Politics and International Relations, on his retirement from Macquarie University. Contributors, many of whom have collaborated or worked with Murray, are inspired by his scholarship and example. We seek to honour his work and his spirit by extending that scholarship in new and sometimes original ways.


Murray’s professional life encompasses a great arc in the development of the study of politics. Born at the beginning of the postwar era, schooled first in New Zealand and then at Vaucluse Boys High, Murray entered the University of Sydney to study Arts-Law in 1964. The Department of Government and Public Administration at Sydney had been established in wartime, as a means of providing advanced training to members of an expanding civil service. Murray’s arrival coincided with a period of sustained growth, as a rising generation of students sought to practise and study politics in a fresh and more radical spirit.


As a student in first-year Government, Murray joined fellow neophytes in a year-long course that included three lectures per week, extended across three terms of ten, eleven, or twelve weeks.2 Introduced to the study of Australian politics by Ken Turner, he joined, from 1965, the honours class taught by Professor Henry Mayer (1919–91). Mayer’s intellectual influence was particularly profound, and he would supervise Murray’s sub-thesis in third year (an examination of public opinion and democratic theory) and his thesis in fourth year (an investigation of the patterns found in Australian public opinion polls, 1941–67).


Murray had won success as a high-school debater (challenging at the rostrum the noted future barrister Geoffrey Robertson, among others). A flair for the analysis of argument and a delight in the Socratic method (expressed also in Murray’s undergraduate studies in philosophy) were harnessed and directed under Mayer’s mentorship. Mayer’s honours seminars were organised around the interrogation of key texts—Murray recalls that these included Milton Friedman’s Capitalism and Freedom, 1962, and Seymour Martin Lipset’s Political Man: The Social Bases of Politics, 1960. Mayer’s published work evinced a consistently critical spirit, matched with a principled commitment to pluralism, and these would become enduring elements of Murray’s own intellectual style. In 1986 Murray published a descriptive bibliography, Henry Mayer’s ‘Immortal Works’: Scholarly, Semi-Scholarly and Not Very Scholarly at All. The first part of the title came from Mayer himself; the subtitle reflected something of Murray’s humorous and irreverent style.3


The fledgling scholar’s first major publications were critical examinations of established verities of Australian political analysis: the common-sense division between parties of ‘initiative’ and parties of ‘resistance’, a defence and elaboration of Mayer’s famous article on the party system;4 the notion that Australian politics had become ‘presidential’ in style;5 and the concept of ‘party identification’.6 In succeeding decades, he would interrogate a still greater collection of accepted truths: the idea that previously disparate parties had only recently converged;7 the argument that class voting had greatly declined;8 the suggestion that politics has become increasingly ‘poll-driven’;9 and much else besides.


But even as Murray began to sharpen his scalpel under Mayer’s guidance, the young scholar’s opportunities to study politics also began to extend beyond the lecture halls of the University of Sydney. In only his second year of undergraduate study, Murray attended his first Australasian (later Australian) Political Studies Association Conference.10 He participated fully in the gatherings of the Australian Institute of Political Science, including its summer schools. And a passion for book collecting that would abide brought him into contact with booksellers and enthusiasts on the Sydney campus and beyond.


The campus itself was changing. In 1965, students from the University of Sydney would participate in a campaign to document and challenge racial segregation in country New South Wales—the Freedom Ride of Student Action for Aborigines. In 1967, postgraduate students and junior staff, including Terry Irving, Raewyn Connell and Rowan Cahill, would establish a ‘Free University’, in which participants might study class, gender, drugs, and many other topics. Across the later 1960s, new campaigns galvanised the campus and extended beyond it: against conscription and the Vietnam War; for Black Power, women’s liberation and gay liberation. Meanwhile, the Australian union movement launched a major strike wave that would lift the share of national income going to wage-earners by nearly 10 per cent.


Murray’s burgeoning academic career reflected much of this political excitement. Abandoning postgraduate research he had begun at the University of Essex, he moved to the Australian National University as a senior tutor in political science and then, from January 1973, to Macquarie University as a lecturer. Not yet a decade old, Macquarie was part of a significant expansion in the number of universities and students in the 1960s and 1970s. It also hosted impressive experiments in pedagogy. Directed to teach a unit in Australian politics at third year level, Murray (who had dreaded the thought of the mass lecture style at the University of Sydney) resolved not to offer a single course of lectures, but rather a great range of optional seminars in areas only beginning to become the object of academic scrutiny: media politics, women in politics, the politics of education, Australian political thought, the politics of work, political behaviour, and business and the state. Many of these topics also became enduring areas of research interest for Murray.


Reflecting a concern with the social consequences of politics, his published work would eventually encompass many of the issues thrown up by the ascending social movements of the postwar period. Murray would co-publish the first major study of women and voting (with Elizabeth Reid, who organised a Special Minister of State consultancy for Murray to convene the Women and Politics conference in Canberra in 1975, the International Women’s Year);11 examinations of public opinion and politics around Asian immigration,12 Indigenous affairs,13 an Australian Republic,14 Pauline Hanson’s One Nation Party,15 asylum seekers,16 unions,17 privatisation,18 Australia’s involvement in war,19 and scientific opinion on climate change.20 These were not works of advocacy. Rather, they applied the tools of social science, the indefatigable energies of a devoted scholar and the capacities of a critical intelligence to Australia’s major social problems. In the combination of a humane sensibility and a rigorous intelligence, a great and distinctive contribution was made.


Although Murray’s work overspills many boundaries, the chapters included in this volume cohere around three areas where he has published especially important and influential work: public opinion; political campaigning and oratory; and media audiences.


Murray’s honours thesis, completed in 1967, was an examination of public opinion. A recent Australian Research Council grant, awarded for 2015–18, will underpin his effort to compose the first history of Australia’s public opinion polls. In the intervening half a century, Murray has consistently led the field.


The quantification of public opinion has illuminated the character of social views and assisted in explaining the constitution of collective judgments. A numerate social scientist, Murray has helped to organise major social surveys, and to use large data sets to ground disciplined political argument. From 1977 to 1980 he collaborated in a major research project hosted by the pioneering Sample Survey Centre at the University of Sydney. But at the same time as he has deployed survey research, Murray has also helped to establish that quantitative surveys do not simply provide a transparent picture of a pre-existing ‘public opinion’ that is waiting to be discovered. He has analysed the ways in which survey questions help to constitute particular versions of opinion, and he has documented the manner in which survey findings are commonly misrepresented or misunderstood. He has also shown how political pollsters have become independent political actors of considerable power and influence. And, unusually among Australian political scientists, Murray has demonstrated a strong interest in political and other history, and made extensive use of archival and newspaper sources.21 Since 1987 he has served on the New South Wales Working Party of the Australian Dictionary of Biography and has himself contributed more than a dozen entries on pollsters, market researchers, journalists and broadcasters. He has documented and analysed the role of public opinion throughout Australian history, almost single-handedly leading the charge against the neglect by political historians to which he has pointed repeatedly, including in an authoritative entry in The Oxford Companion to Australian Politics.22 His expertise in this field has become widely recognised internationally.23


Two chapters included in this collection extend Murray’s critical approach to the study of public opinion. Ian Watson has been an especially frequent collaborator with Murray, particularly over the last two decades. In his chapter, Watson takes up a persistent theme in their earlier collective work: the connections between voting behaviour, public opinion and the political parties. Specifically, Watson considers whether the supporters of the Palmer United Party in 2013 could be considered the progeny of Pauline Hanson’s supporters in 1998 and 2001. Watson uses the innovative method of Multiple Correspondence Analysis in order to investigate this problem. His chapter clarifies the continuities in politics on the Australian Right, while also demonstrating the value of Multiple Correspondence Analysis as a tool of analysis.


Like Ian Watson, David Peetz has worked with Murray on many notable publications. In ‘Class Attitudes and the Climate Crisis’, Peetz and Georgina Murray explore the relations between class, attitudes, and the climate crisis. Their chapter establishes the continuing importance of ‘class’ in both objective and attitudinal terms. It also documents the pertinence of class to changing opinions on climate action, and gives particular attention to the role of capital in framing action on climate change.


Political opinion is shaped by the work of persuasion and communication. A second field of Murray’s research extended in this collection is the study of political campaigning. Murray has given this issue special attention over the last decade, most notably in analyses of referendums on conscription and communism,24 and in appraisals of major election campaigns of the past seventy years.25 This research has undermined the rather facile distinction between the ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ campaign that animates much of the scholarly literature, disclosing a more complicated history of experiment and adaptation.


Three contributors, all collaborators with Murray at some time, seek to apply this spirit to the examination of political and campaign oratory. Judith Brett offers a sustained study of Alfred Deakin as an orator. Deakin was a leading Liberal of the late nineteenth century, a premier of Victoria, and a prime minister of the Australian Commonwealth. He was also a celebrated political orator. Brett’s chapter outlines the forces that shaped Deakin’s oratory, both political and cultural. She also seeks to understand something of the secret of its powerful impact.


Sean Scalmer considers the invention of the ‘electioneering tour’, comparing developments in the United States, Australia and Great Britain. His aim is not only to provide a fuller knowledge of this important campaign technique, but also to explain the political and historical processes that sustained its development.


Bridget Griffen-Foley’s chapter draws, in part, on Murray’s major 1977 piece on ‘Radio LANG’, one of the first works of scholarship to look at the relationship between commercial radio (in this case 2KY) and political communication.26 Murray’s interest in the media (historical and contemporary) has run throughout his career, from his groundbreaking 1979 study, Newspaper Circulation in Australia 1932–1977, which is still widely cited, to a range of more recent pieces on topics including talkback radio, and Pauline Hanson and the power of the media27, as well as his roles co-editing Media International Australia (1991–97) and, since 2009, as deputy director of Australia’s only Centre for Media History.


While Murray’s core interests have been continuous, he has nonetheless engaged closely with new developments in scholarship and politics. The third section of this book focuses on spectatorship and media audiences. Murray’s major 2014 entry on audience research for A Companion to the Australian Media might be thought of as a successor to his 1979 piece on newspaper circulation, now considering not just sales, but also readership data, industry surveys, regulatory and government research, and academic studies. His ability to straddle academic scholarship and industry research was demonstrated by the very next entry in the same volume—a wholly original piece on the Audit Bureau of Circulations (itself frequently invoked but hitherto never studied).28


Sandey Fitzgerald, who studied under Murray as an undergraduate student, and whose honours and PhD theses were supervised by him, utilises talkback radio summaries from the Iraq War to show how callers can indicate not only that they are listeners and members of a program’s audience, but also political spectators. Her case study is based on a talkback radio database acquired as part of a broader research project on Iraq under Murray and funded by the United States Studies Centre at the University of Sydney. The chapter carefully considers how everyday spectatorship gets hidden in the plain view of the language of ‘audience’, the term widely used in media and communications research.


Rodney Tiffen, who first collaborated with Murray twenty-five years ago, has joined with Sharon Coen, David Rowe and James Curran to present some of their findings from a survey undertaken as part of an eleven-nation study of media and citizenship. It considers whether greater political knowledge is associated with greater news consumption, and whether not just the quantity of news consumption, but also the type of media consumed, is important.


Public Opinion, Political Oratory and Media Audiences showcases new work by distinguished scholars and extends understandings of central issues of political debate. It is offered as an affectionate tribute to Murray’s inspiring work.
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Part I
Public Opinion






CHAPTER 1


Class, Attitudes and the Climate Crisis


David Peetz and Georgina Murray


There is a widespread scientific consensus on the dangers posed by climate change to human societies and the role of humans in causing the great majority of those climatic changes.1 Yet action on climate change has been inadequate in dealing with the climate crisis.2


The climate crisis can be seen as an inevitable outcome of the expression of class power. That is, over centuries, owners of the means of production have been able to extract profits through capitalist production, and part of that has involved externalising costs onto others—some have even referred to the capitalist corporation as an ‘externalising machine’.3 This externalising has led to the over-production of carbon emissions that now threaten the planet. While we argue below that the situation is a little more complex than this—for one thing, it is important to understand divisions within the capitalist elite about climate change—it is nonetheless the case that the context for understanding the climate crisis is provided by class, and so class also affects attitudes to dealing with it.


The purpose of this chapter is to ask: What is the relationship between class, attitudes and the climate crisis? We look at this question from two angles—the links between attitudes, collectivism and class; and the link between class and attitudes to the climate crisis. Class and attitudes have been discussed extensively in the work of Murray Goot, who has shattered many shibboleths about both issues.4 In this chapter we seek to apply many of the lessons from that scholarship to the climate crisis. Some of the shibboleths on this topic are propagated by opponents of action on climate change, but others by those who seek urgent action.


What if the patterns of class and attitudes are such that it is not possible to deal with the crisis? This could occur if, for example, people saw no crisis in place; or they held no collective values that would support collective behaviour in dealing with it; or they opposed all specific policies proposed. There may, of course, be other reasons for inaction on climate change, relating to the logic of the international political system itself or of particular domestic politics, but they fall outside the scope of this chapter—our interest is in the role of attitudes in shaping responses to the climate crisis and how these may be influenced by possibly changing notions of class. So, we are not investigating the link between occupation and climate attitudes: we are looking at whether the way in which class relations operate these days precludes effective action on climate change.


The climate crisis is fundamentally a problem of individual versus collective interests: the individual interests of particular corporations (and people) in engaging in activities that include the emission of carbon into the atmosphere are at odds with the collective interests of society (and humanity) in minimising carbon emissions and global temperature rises. Yet for some time it has been argued that both class5 and collectivism are in decline, the latter often as a result of the former, and that these are promoting individualisation of values. If so, this would create major difficulties for dealing with the climate crisis, as taking action requires collective interests to override those of individuals, and that would become even more difficult in a world where individualism rules. So our first set of questions, which concerns class and attitudes, are as follows: By objective indicators, is class in decline? Is class awareness or class orientation in decline? Is individualism replacing collectivism?


Second, in Australia, political action on climate change has been constrained by, amongst other things, the willingness of politicians to act within, or beyond, what they see as the bounds of public opinion. In varying degrees, the attitudes of some politicians and certain of their constituents have been characterised by what is often referred to as ‘climate denial’: declining to accept the scientific evidence and instead asserting either that climate change is not happening (or even that the world is cooling); or climate change is principally or entirely the result of natural phenomena with little or no human agency; or it will have no adverse effects (or will even be good for plants); or some or all of the above. Political constraints of this type may also have acted, to varying (but perhaps mostly lesser) degrees, in other countries. We therefore ask these questions on attitudes and the climate crisis: What has been, and is, public opinion on climate change? How, and as a result of what, have attitudes changed? Why are some in denial to such an extent?


Very powerful forces appear to be mobilised on the issue of climate change, to prevent action from being undertaken to reduce its extent. These forces appear to be typically associated with certain large corporations or industries, and class analysis would seem to be relevant to understanding them. Yet there also seem to be divisions within both the corporate sector and employee interests that raise doubts about the appropriateness of interpreting climate concerns in binary class terms. Divisions are emerging between different fractions of capital, based upon whether they gain financial benefit from environmental degradation. That is, the divisions arise between those whose profit is increased by the externalisation of costs, including climate costs onto third parties, and those parts of capital that do not gain financial benefit from environmental degradation.6 These differences appear to cut across the common interest all capital has in its relationship with labour—to maximise surplus and minimise the costs of production. These divisions within capital over climate may also mean that responses to the climate crisis differ in different contexts—in different industries and different nations—including through the rhetoric deployed and the lobbying practised. In turn this may generate different responses from politicians and different attitudes in the broader public.


Below, we first examine the general pattern of the relationship between class, collectivism and attitudes. We then turn more specifically to how values and attitudes relate to climate change, including the way in which particular patterns of class behaviour may produce particular outcomes. Our initial interest is in Australia, but in substance this is a global problem requiring global solutions and so, where they are available, we draw on international sources in addressing these questions.


Objective Indicators of Class in Decline


The concept of ‘class’ has a long history, focused on relations between groups in society. From the 1970s a movement grew amongst sociologists that there has been a slow death of class as an analytically useful concept.7 Sociologists have not universally accepted this death of class.8 Yet discussions of class, and particularly its decline, in Australian political science have often proceeded as if class equated to occupation. In particular, ‘working class’ is frequently conceived (if the term is used at all) in occupational terms—in particular, by reference to manual or ‘blue collar’ work.9 By this logic, the changing occupational composition of Australia, and other industrialised societies, or the diminishing differences between occupations, signified the decline of class.10 Certainly, major compositional changes have occurred. In 1976, some 40 per cent of the Australian workforce were in ‘blue collar’ occupations—comprising the three major occupational groups: tradespersons, plant and machine operators and drivers, and labourers and process workers. By 2003 this proportion had fallen to 29 per cent.11 Similar occupational changes in workforce composition occurred in the United Kingdom.12 However, there are doubts as to how useful this blue/white collar distinction ever was in explaining class, and those doubts are now even better founded. Many people from what might be thought of as ‘working class’ backgrounds work in ‘white collar’ jobs, in fast food outlets or retail stores, in occupations like kitchen hand, café attendant or retail sales assistant. The decline evident in the blue collar/white collar occupational difference in voting behaviour does not equate to a decline in the salience of class.13 Nor has it ever been useful to define ‘working class’ as a group of blue collar occupations that between them are four-fifths male and one-fifth female, as if only men could be working class, or which by 2014 accounted for only 13 per cent of female employees.14


Technological change over decades may have reduced the significance of ‘manual’ labour, but it has not in itself altered class relations. Goot dismissed the view that occupational aggregations equated to class with the remark ‘such an assumption hardly does justice to anything that might pass as class theory, whether classical or contemporary’.15 The relationship to the means of production (whether one is a worker or an owner who makes profit from others’ labour) was Marx’s guide to class position.


Although occupation is little guide, we still can say there have been major changes in collective class behaviour. Union membership in Australia has declined both in absolute terms—from 2.7 million in 1990 to 1.8 million in 2002 and 1.6 million in 2014—and, by a larger amount, as a proportion of employees—from 41 per cent to 23 and then 15 per cent in those years.16 Industrial conflict has declined by an even greater amount—from 1.38 million working days lost in 1990 to 259 000 in 2002 and 71 000 in 2014.17 The majority of other industrialised countries have also experienced declines in union density18 and industrial conflict.19


Yet the decline in density and disputation need not, and should not, be explained as demonstrating the decline of class. They can both be seen as signifying a downturn in working class power. There is little doubt that the power of unions, as collective organisations, has declined since the 1970s, in the context of the ascendancy of market liberalism in policy circles,20 but that does not in itself mean that class has declined.


In particular, if class had declined as a defining feature of Australian and other industrialised societies, then inequality between the most powerful part of society—the ‘ruling class’—and the rest would have also declined. The opposite has occurred. In most industrialised societies, inequality between the top 1 per cent of income earners (or, where data are available, wealth-holders) and the median has widened, and the share accruing to the top 1 per cent has increased since the 1970s, despite a long period of diminution of the share of the top 1 per cent since the mid-1910s.21 The accelerated wealth accumulation of the few indicates the success of class power.


Although this pattern can be seen broadly in most industrialised countries, there are distinctive national patterns, with the largest rises in the shares of the top 1 per cent occurring in the Anglophone countries, in particular the United States and the United Kingdom, and it can also be seen in Australia, where the share of the top 1 per cent rose from 4.6 per cent in 1981 to 9.8 per cent in 2007.22 The share of the top 0.1 per cent, within the top 1 per cent, has also increased in most countries.23 In most industrialised countries, including Australia, the share of labour in national income has fallen since the 1970s, and the share of capital has risen.24 In Australia, the United States, the United Kingdom and elsewhere, the ratio of CEO pay to median earnings has risen since the 1980s.25 The share of ‘wages and salaries’ (such as CEO remuneration) in the income of the top 1 per cent has risen substantially since the 1960s in the US,26 so the shift in income shares between labour and capital understates the transfer of resources to those whose power is based on control over capital. The actual distribution of wealth is considerably more unequal than the distribution of wealth that people believe exists, and the latter is considerably more unequal than the distribution of wealth that people would prefer existed.27


Interestingly, ‘it really isn’t a case of the poor being left behind as it is the rich leaving everyone behind’ as ‘the big losers in the fight for the income pie have been the median households’.28 In terms of popular debate, where the main class distinctions may be seen as between the ‘middle class’ and the ‘working class’, an improvement in the position of low-income earners may be seen as reducing class cleavages. But in classical Marxist terms, in which the most important class distinction is between the ruling class and the much larger rest of society, the key cleavage has widened.


An alternative view of the decline of class is of the ‘death of employment’,29 in which employees are becoming independent contractors and self-employed, such that class distinctions disappear. The data indicate otherwise. Between 1992 and 2013, the proportion of the labour force classified as employees rose from 78.9 per cent to 83.2 per cent.30 While the proportion represented by owner–managers of incorporated enterprises rose, this was more than offset by a decline in the proportion who were owner–managers of unincorporated enterprises. The proportion of the labour force classified as ‘employers’ fell between 1984 and 2014. The proportion of the labour force classified as ‘own-account workers’ fell between 1984 and 2014.31 While the death of class has no solid basis, the death of employment is pure fiction.



Class Values



If objective indicators of class provide no hint of its decline, perhaps attitudes to class are more important. After all, our interest here is in whether changing class relations make for less focus on collective solutions to problems. Yet in Australia we see no sign of a collapse in working class identity. For example, in 1967 Australian voters were asked ‘To which class would you belong?’: 43 per cent described themselves as ‘working class’. In 1979, the proportion was 41 per cent. It rose during the following two decades to reach a peak of 53 per cent in 1993, but by 2013 was still at 41 per cent, no lower than a third of a century earlier.32


Australia was not unique in this regard. While there was, in the United Kingdom, a major decline in the share of the blue collar workforce—from a majority of 61 per cent of the workforce in 1961, to a mere 29 per cent in 2006—the proportion of its workforce identifying as ‘working class’ was remarkably resilient, at 62 per cent in 1961 and 57 per cent in 2005.33 In Canada, the proportions of respondents describing themselves as lower or working class remained close to 35 per cent from 1980 through to 1995.34 In the United States, the annual General Social Survey showed little movement in ‘working’ and ‘lower’ class identity from 1974 to 2004, with most years falling within one or two percentage points of 50 per cent.35


This is not to say that closed-choice questions on class identity fully capture the deeply thought views people may have about class or the ambiguities of their positions. American politicians routinely eschew mention of the term ‘working class’. Class is not something people talk about every day. It is, however, something lived every day, and so the ‘potential relevance of class’ is ‘re-introduced through the back door’ of ‘ordinariness’.36 A time series survey question cannot capture how the ‘intensity of class feeling varies as conditions change, battles are won and lost and strength of the contending classes varies’.37 Yet despite all these qualifications, if individualisation were really breaking down the prospects for collectivism, the first thing to go would be self-proclaimed working class identity. There is no sign in surveys across several countries, including Australia, that this has happened.


Another approach taken to depicting the decline of class attitudes is to attempt to quantify the decline of ‘class voting’, by which voting behaviour is linked to the occupation of voters and the decline in class voting is said to result in greater volatility amongst electors. Yet this again falls down on the equating of class to occupation: trade union membership must be one form of class behaviour, and in recent years the second highest rates of union density have been found amongst professionals (especially teachers and nurses).38 While over decades there has unquestionably been a change in the correlation between occupation and voting, it does not follow that class is no longer relevant, merely that its manifestations may have changed. Indeed, to the extent that class can be observed in the distinctions between ‘managerial’ occupations and the rest, it remains a strong predictor of voting. Across electorates in the 2007 federal election, 37 per cent of the Coalition vote and 55 per cent of the Labor Party vote was explained by variations in the proportions of the electorate in the census working as ‘managers’. A one percentage point increase in the share of managers was associated with a 1.8 per cent increase in the Coalition primary vote, and a 2.3 per cent fall in the ALP primary vote.39 While occupation cannot be the only factor at work here, it is probably also a good proxy for other class-related aspects of the electorate, such as income, housing amenity and wealth. Moreover, the evidence does not suggest a significant increase in voting volatility, as predicted by the decline of class voting model, but rather ebbs and flows in line with political events.40 If climate action relies on collective awareness, and the latter is signified by the relevance of class, no decline in the potential for collective action on climate is evident here.


Other Collective Values


The decline of class values is part of a broader narrative about the decline of collective values and the rise of individualistic values. It is a narrative that is heard in many Western countries.41 Yet when we look closely, that narrative has some holes. True, there have been some major changes in some values in many countries over the past two to three decades. Most prominently, these concern attitudes regarding what is often described as ‘social conservatism’, including attitudes to women, gender roles and homosexuality. (For example, in 1989–90, 66 per cent of Australian voters opposed same-sex marriage; in 2013, just 30 per cent did.42) This trend led several observers to refer to a move to ‘post-materialist’ values in Western societies.43 Yet attitudes to issues regarding the distribution of economic resources or collective orientations showed remarkable stability over this period. To the extent that any trends can be identified, they more commonly indicate a leftward shift than a rightward shift. For example, the World Values survey over many years measured support for ‘freedom’ or ‘equality’ with a choice question ‘both freedom and equality are important, but if I were to choose one or the other … I would consider personal freedom more important, that is everyone can live in freedom and develop without hindrance’ or ‘I would consider equality more important, that is, nobody is under-privileged and social class differences are not so strong’. The balance varies between countries, but over the eighteen years between 1981–83 and 1999–2001, the number of countries that showed increased support for equality comfortably outnumbered the number that moved in the opposite direction.44 Another question showed more mixed results, but not contrary to the above. Respondents in thirty countries were asked to choose between ‘people should take more responsibility to provide for themselves’ or ‘the government should take more responsibility to ensure that everyone is provided for’. Between 1989–92 and 1999–2001, respondents in slightly more countries showed increases in the preference for collective responsibility via government than increases in preference for individual responsibility, with a greater shift to individualism the first half of the period (to 1995–1996) and a greater shift to collectivism in the second half (after 1995–96).45


More specifically in Australia, in the Australian Election Surveys respondents were asked to select their position on an 11-point left-right political values scale: between 1996 and 2013 the average self-assessment became more leftward by about 4.3 per cent.46 Those and earlier surveys also included questions on trade union power and big business power back to 1967. Although they show some variation, both show underlying trends (measured by a time series ordinary least squares regression) in a left-leaning direction: on average, those complaining about excessive union power dropped by 1.3 to 2.3 percentage points per election, while those complaining about excessive big business power rose by 0.6 to 1.0 percentage points per election.47


Negative views of unions seemed to reach a nadir in the early 1980s. After that the proportion of people who thought union leaders exhibited honesty (as shown in the annual Morgan professions survey—the only annual data collection on images of unions) rose, and the proportions thinking that there should be stricter laws against unions, or who thought that unions had too much power, declined.48 While the declining power of unions might explain why respondents were less likely to say unions had too much power, that does not in itself explain why views on the honesty of union leaders improved (albeit from a very low base).49 A more explicit question on Australian voters’ fiscal priorities found the proportion prioritising lower taxes falling from 65 per cent in 1987 to 36 per cent in 2013, while those favouring spending more on social services doubled from 15 to 30 per cent over that period.50 Those agreeing higher taxes make people less willing to work fell from 74 per cent in 1996 to 48 per cent in 2013. Those disagreeing that ‘income and wealth should be redistributed towards ordinary working people’ fell from 34 per cent in 1987 to 21 per cent in 2013.


In total, these findings suggest two key things. First, they show the importance of seeing class as a material relationship based on ownership and power, not occupation. Second, values on class, power and collectivism are more stable than technologically or institutionally shaped manifestations, such as occupation or union density or industrial conflict. If anything (though this is more uncertain), views may have shifted slightly towards, not away from, collective and redistributive values; they have certainly not shifted towards less collectivist values, either in Australia in particular or across advanced Western countries in general. This stability reflects the underlying material relationship mentioned above—though this is not to deny that attitudes are still subject to a contest of class ideas. Nor is it to deny that in some countries (a minority) values may have shifted to more ‘conservative’ positions, but overall this is offset, perhaps more than offset, by movements in other countries in the opposite direction.


To answer our initial questions, then, by objective indicators, neither class, class awareness nor class orientations are in decline. Nor are individualistic values replacing collectivist values. Again, if climate action relies on the existence of collective values, there is no decline in the potential for collective action on climate evident here. That said, researchers sometimes distinguish between ‘values’, which are said to be more underlying, and ‘attitudes’, which may be influenced by the flux of public debate and discourse. While values may be as inclined towards collective solutions as in the past, attitudes may be more sensitive than values to ideological mobilisation, and this may well be the case on climate issues. It is to this set of issues that we now turn.


Attitudes and Climate


A cross-national IPSOS Mori online survey undertaken in 2014 questioned respondents in twenty countries on their attitudes to climate change. In each country, more respondents agreed than disagreed that the climate change we are currently seeing was largely the result of human activity. In most countries, more disagreed than agreed that the climate change we are currently seeing was a natural phenomenon that happens from time to time. By both questions (as measured by the difference between ‘agrees’ and ‘disagrees’), climate change denial was highest in the United States. Australia was ranked third for climate denial by the first question (behind the United States and the United Kingdom), and ranked sixth by the second question (behind the United States, India, the United Kingdom, China and Poland). Cross-national comparisons are problematic because the online methodology may bias responses to middle and upper–income earners in emerging and developing countries, such as India, China, Argentina and Brazil.51 However, a separate nine-country online study also showed that respondents in the United States and the United Kingdom were, by far, the least likely to want governments to act immediately on climate change (though even there a majority wanted action within a year).52 It seems clear that, amongst the advanced industrialised countries in the survey, English-speaking countries, including Australia, are those where climate denial is strongest.


Globally, women appear likely to be more adversely affected by climate change than men.53 In Australia, surveys show women more likely than men in net terms to support various actions on carbon reduction.54 By smaller margins, women also appeared more likely to recognise climate change.55


In Australia, attitudes to climate change issues have altered at various times, but the biggest shifts are in views on appropriate policy responses. In several polls over 2008 and 2009 there was strong majority support for a ‘carbon pollution reduction scheme’.56 In July 2008, 83 per cent of Newspoll respondents said they supported an Australian ‘emissions trading scheme’ (ETS); only 11 per cent disagreed. Among that 83 per cent, 60 per cent said Australia should act regardless of what other countries did, while 23 per cent said Australia should only act if other countries did the same.57 In April 2011, only 30 per cent of Newspoll respondents said they supported a ‘carbon price’; twice as many, 60 per cent, opposed.58 Through the rest of 2011 the numbers varied but they were only slightly more supportive by October 2011.59 In July 2013, the support:oppose ratio was still only 34:53.60


Certainly, the two policy approaches are not identical: an ETS fixes the amount of carbon emissions and the price varies in response; a ‘carbon tax’ fixes a price on carbon emissions and the amount of emissions varies in response. Both, in the end, link price signals to emission reductions and in principle have broadly similar effects on consumers (setting aside the numerous, and different, exemptions that Rudd’s ETS, and Gillard’s carbon tax, would have permitted). A carbon price was portrayed as a transitional step towards an emissions trading scheme. Framing also matters: the common use in public discourse of the word ‘tax’ would on its own have evoked a negative reaction, even though the term ‘price’ was used in the question wording. Use of alternative wordings in a June 2008 survey implied that opposition to an ETS grew by 14 percentage points when it was suggested petrol, electricity and gas would be more expensive, and by another 7 points when alternative price rises were suggested.61 Still, it is difficult to believe that wording and policy construction fully explain the major difference between the 2008 and 2011 polls, and that there was no shift in public opinion. Rudd’s ETS was seen as a policy positive in the 2007 election, to which for some the defeat of Howard was (not convincingly) attributed. Gillard’s carbon tax was seen as a policy liability in the 2013 election (the liability multiplied by her promise, before the 2010 election, that there would be no carbon tax).62


If there was a dramatic change in attitudes to policy, there was a less dramatic but still noticeable change in attitudes to the causes of climate change over this period. The level of public concern about climate change appeared to decline between April 2008 and May 2009.63 In July 2008, 81 per cent of Newspoll respondents considered that climate change was partly or fully caused by human activity. Nineteen months later this number had fallen to 69 per cent, mostly through a fall of one–third in the proportion saying humans were ‘entirely’ the cause (from 27 to 18 per cent). The proportion who chose ‘don’t believe in it’ increased from 12 to 22 per cent in that period. Later, Essential’s polling showed support for the view that ‘Climate change is happening and is caused by human activity’ at a likely low of 45 per cent in December 2010, but rising to 57 per cent in late 2014, a year after the election of the inactive Abbott Government, and to a peak of 63 per cent in March 2016. Undecideds were at 19 per cent in 2010, but only made up 10 per cent in 2016.64
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