Liberalismm must
evolve to match
generational shifts

Tim Wilson

’ I Yhe Liberal Party’s loss at the Federal election
provides an opportunity for Australian liber-
alism to evolve. But this does not mean, as

many will likely argue, that liberalism has to ‘go soft’.

Liberals will not do themselves any good simply by

abandoning the push for reforms such as smaller gov-

ernment, lower taxes and workplace flexibility.

Regardless, reform needs to be addressed within
the restraints of contemporary Australian attitudes.
As always, sound policy should be developed from a
philosophical foundation. The real challenge for lib-
erals is to both guide and align Australian attitudes
with an evolving liberal philosophy.

And this needs to be done whether the Howard
government, at least in their final terms, failed. That
there was failure can best be demonstrated by the
divergent attitudes behind generational voting. And
the evidence is in the poll numbers. Amongst voters
under thirty years of age Howard struggled to find a
message that resonated.

The current generation of young adults are the
largest generation entering the workforce since the
baby boomers. If liberals wants to have a future with
a generation whose values will become predominant,
they need to understand their values and let liberal-
ism evolve to its next step.

The irony is that younger people are probably
the most naturally truly liberal generation in Austra-
lian history.

Defining generations and their attitudes is the
sport of social researchers. And, for every rule, there
is an exception. But the individuals that were born
after the 1970s, who are either referred to as the lat-
ter part of Generation X or as Generation Y, do have
common traits. >

Tim Wilson is a Research Fellow at the
Institute of Public Affairs.

2 LENMOET



Young Australians have come to their values through
an organic evolution which has resulted from living
in a dynamic capitalist society, rather than through
traditional philosophical development.

In the past few years, there have been two books that have
attempted to look at the attitudes of an emerging Australian
generation. In 2006, Rodd Honeywill and Verity Byth released
their book, Neo Power, following research into the attitudes of
half a million Australians. One of the findings of their research
was to identify two distinct groups that are now emerging in
Australian society: the ‘traditionals’ and the ‘New Economic
Order’ or ‘NEOs'. In making their broad-brush generalisa-
tions, Honeywill and Byth don’t break the two groups into
age categories, but rather recognise their difference through
attitudes to society. But they do recognise that there is a much
higher concentration of NEOs within Generation Y.

Honeywill and Byth identify NEOs as consumers and
workers who are ‘socially progressive, economically conser-
vative, and hungry for rich information and memorable ex-
periences’. Conversely, traditionals are ‘aroused only by basic
needs and the demand for rudimentary satisfaction ... and are
rooted in social, industrial, and technological conservatism’.

Ignoring the left-wing partisanship of his polemic, Ryan
Heath, now advisor to Peter Garrett, published his frustration
as a self-anointed representative of young Australia in Please
Just Froff: its our turn now. He describes Australia’s emerging
generation as global, responsible, pro-capitalist, supportive of
a market economy and a market society, individualistic, not
selfish and post-PC, amongst many other tags.

There are clear common traits amongst Australia’s young-
er generation—they believe in the principles of a free mar-
ket and a free society with individual responsibility central to
their way of life. In short, they are archetypal libertarians.

Since the start of the First World War, libertarianism has
sat outside the political mainstream as a radical ideology op-
posed to the growth of the state. Yet young Australians have
come to their values through an organic evolution which has
resulted from living in a dynamic capitalist society, rather than
through the traditional philosophical development where in-
dividual freedom was prized in comparison to the alternative
variant forms of statism.

Equally, they are not interested in government interven-
tion in their or their peer’s lives. As a result of their empow-
erment through prolific communications, they believe in
individual responsibility. They are also pro-capitalist having

being raised in a free market system that that has
evidently delivered material fortune for themselves
and others.

In fact, the free market has become a central
concept for the younger generation in the way it
views the world. The status quo is now enterprise
and it even penetrates the way that young people
expect government to address problems. For an
avowed leftie, Heath demonstrates the strong at-
traction that the younger generation has to capi-
talism. Heath argues that the only new expectation
of Australia’s younger generation is that it

expects more from capitalism ... to work
less corruptly, more ethically and to de-
liver more choices to us than anyone else
has been able to so far ... [and that his]
generation can re-inject the value of trust
back into capitalism.

Through both immediate and secondary exposure,
the next generation are naturally socially liberal.
In the immediate context, they have grown up in a
dynamic multicultural society. Equally, young peo-
ple have travelled extensively and appreciate and
respect cultural diversity. The outcome has been
that young people tend to look at cultural simi-
larities rather than differences. Drawing attention
to a quotation from his peers, Heath points out
that the younger generation of Australians simply
‘accept[s] 1700 types of normal’.

Research has also shown that civic virtue is
back in vogue, though it is taking on a more in-
dividual focus. The Centre for Social Change at
Queensland University of Technology analysed
the role of civic activism between the Civic Gen-
eration (born in the early years of the twentieth
century) and the attitudes and practices of Gen-
eration X. The main difference is that the Civic
Generation tended to become involved through
institutions, whereas younger Australians take a
more individual approach. Honeywill and Byth
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argue similarly that NEOs are so empowered that, when
they see a problem, they literally seek to solve it them-
selves, not turning to established institutions as a means
to a solution.

Given these natural inclinations of Australia’s young-
er generation, it is noteworthy that the Liberal Party still
failed to capture their vote. Poll after poll demonstrated
that they were a demographic that swung strongly be-
hind Rudd and Labor. The history of the Labor Party
has been essentially one of economic irresponsibility to-
gether with a flux of social progressivism dependent on
the attitudes of the day. Yet, the common philosophical
bonds amongst younger generations do not naturally sit
with Labor.

There is a serious gulf between the Liberal Party and
younger Australians. Liberal philosophy, but not Liberal
Party policy, is more naturally attuned to the attitudes of
younger Australians.

The problem here is that the values of younger gen-
erations are closely aligned to libertarianism, but they do
not identify themselves as libertarian. As a result, young
people tend to believe that their positions as simply logi-
cal, rather than elements of a connected philosophy or ide-

ology, or that they are represented by a political party.

Future liberals need to embrace these changes in at-
titudes. This means a greater focus on a well-rounded lib-
eralism that embraces and respects diversity in social pol-
icy, supports free markets and market-based mechanisms
in dealing with the challenges that government ought
to address, and harnessing the potential of individuals,
rather than government, to effect change in society.

In a climate of economic stability and a consensus
on economics, the Labor Party, and to a lesser extent the
Greens, will remain the logical parties of younger non-
self-identifying libertarians who want social liberty and
who view individual activism as the pathway to the fu-
ture.

But if the liberals and the Liberal Party embrace these
changes, the future of liberalism in Australia is bright.

noRA

7 RIEIVIIE[W

\What next?



