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Abstract

This thesis is an examination of the prominentalisse which claims young people are
apathetic and disengaged from politics. It is adgtiet this discourse is based upon two
faulty conceptual assumptions, firstly, that yousha period of linear transition to
adulthood, and secondly, that the discourse umigééy applies an unproblematised
notion of politics which has its origin in the etghnth century Scottish Enlightenment.
The research used in-depth qualitative interviesvexplore the ways in which young
people operating across the political spectrum rgtded and practice politics. These
gualitative findings add to existing studies of mgupeople and politics, which are
predominantly quantitative in approach. The findinguggest, that the Scottish
Enlightenment’s narrow, regulatory, liberal modglpolitics is the hegemonic model of
politics for participants. However, this hegemomychallenged by participants’ own
‘political’ practices, the collapse of liberalismpsiblic/private divide under conditions of
late modernity, and an interconnected sense of Belfeover, contrary to the discourse
of apathetic and disengaged youth, that there aterder of ways of understanding and
practicing politics, particularly in light of sodi@rocesses — such as individualisation,

new social movements, and consumerism — drivingntesocial change.
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Introduction

Background

Upon returning from my first trip to Europe, indeady first international trip, |1 had
begun thinking a great deal about how people H@w do people get to a point where
they are blasé about people surviving on the stteetugh begging, where huge
shantytowns exist just beyond the limits of fabglguwealthy international capitals?
And in everyday situations where people are conéwmnvith abject poverty and social
injustice, what do they do? In the face of knowthgt much of the vast wealth of
Western countries is derived from the blood, swaatl poverty of developing nations,
how do we in the West go ohh what ways are people trying to live just livaamRy is

it that some people are concerned about thesesthimiile others seem nonchalant?
From these thoughts | began to think about youraplgeand some of the changes that
appeared to be taking place in the meaning andigeaof politics, and how young
people oriented themselves to the world around trggven they are often portrayed as
narcissistic and more interested in new technobrgy products than politics. Were they
dominated by consumerist aspirations, the pragmatismanded by a competitive world
or activist/revolutionary intentions? Where doeétps fit in the lives of young adults?
And when young people were trying to change thddvaround them, how did they go
about it? With the decline of trade unions andtmali party membership, where is young

people’s political energy being directed?

At the same time | was very interested in soméhefdritiques of postmodernism. | had

begun to think that while postmodernism and pastsoralism had shown us the

L At one point | was taken with the idea of meaninbat makes life worth living — | wanted to write a
thesis about why people get out of bed in the nmgrnFrom my perspective, social justice, and prdith a
broad sense, would have to feature in some peopbéesunts of why they got out of bed in the morning
While ultimately my research did not ask people gy get out of bed, | like to think that in somays
my thesis does asiow they get out of bed. Shifting the focus from oneaally about the meaning people
give their lives to how they relate to the worldand them, in particular the world of politics.



“groundlessness” (Lash, 1999) of social life — tways in which social life was
constructed — deconstruction alone was not enougish( 1996). Postmodernism,
poststructuralism, and deconstructionism may hasated space for differencelie, but

it had not provided foundations upon which we cdulild and live lifewith difference.
An investigation of Lash’s “groundless ground”, tlrays in which people were carving
out a life, communities, reinventing tradition aeating new political collectives in the
face of deconstruction’s lesson that there is tionate fixed truth oground, became an

increasingly appealing idea.

My preoccupation with ethics and politics meant feject began to look like an
investigation of how young adults tried to ethigabe’ in this second and ‘groundless’
(Lash, 1999) neo-liberal modernity. Part of thiswedbbe a commitment to trying to
investigate those who had little time for politiCBarough my time in the hospitality
industry, | had met and worked with many young peeyho had little regard for politics
or even current events (of course | have also vebvkigh numerous students, artists, and
professional chefs and waiters who were highly &gegl’ with politics and current
affairs). Despite their lack of civic/political ‘gagement’, | knew these people to be good
people and did not think of them as apathetic; e | knew they thought of
themselves as decent, regular people, certainlypamicularly apathetic or cynical about
politics or the world. So why was it that they slaallittle interest in politics and current
events? What was their relationship with politiascls that a lack of concern or
‘engagement’ did not undermine their sense of tledwes as decent human beings? If
they were not apathetic/immoral/amoral, nor opprdss marginalised to such an extent
that they felt powerless to have an affect, how thdy rationalise their lack of
social/political ‘engagement’? It was this concesith those young people who are often
described as ‘disengaged’, that ultimately shapedproject into one about how young

adults understand and practice politics.

Youth and Politics - The Focus of This Thesis
My concern with the theme of how young adults ustéerd and practice politics was

largely shaped by the growing trend in recent yéaryoung people to be characterised



as apathetic and disengaged from politics. Sudagacterisation has been proposed by
numerous sectors of society, including the medavegiment, and social researchers.
This thesis thus interrogates the discourse thegressyoung people are apathetic and
disengaged from politics. In it | argue that withere is considerable evidence to suggest
young people are apathetic and disengaged frortigsolihis position relies on two faulty
conceptual assumptions. The first is a particulamception of young people, which
understands youth as deficient and problem, asiadoef linear transition to adulthood.
Over the past several decades major social chamges fundamentally altered young
people’s transition to adulthood and inturn this laffected young people’s integration
with the polity. The second assumption, and theomfigcus of the present research, is
the discourse’s unreflexive and unproblematisediegtpon of a narrow liberal definition

of politics. The use of this model of politics effwely squeezes out dimensions of the
contemporary political repertoire by defining trergmeters of politics: what legitimately
counts as politics, where politics takes place, ammb can legitimately take part in

politics.

This study used long qualitative interviews to explthe way young people involved in
across the political spectrum, including those maolved, understand and practice
politics. Not surprisingly, the present researchnid the narrow liberal understanding of
politics was widespread among participants, andafrse some participants practice
politics accordingly. However, there was also cdesable evidence that such a notion of
politics is undermined by participants’ practicéile participants may hold to a narrow
hegemonic notion of politics, their everyday liveas be seen as enmeshed with politics,
highlighting tension, if not a schism, between thestensive understanding of politics
and lived experience. The research also found npamicipants viewed politics as
polysemic and had a broad political repertoire Wwhitcluded politicising oneself and

one’s ‘private’ life.

| therefore contend in this thesis that the disseuf young people as apathetic and
disengaged from politics firstly, rests on a notafnyouth which no longer reflects the

experiences of young people, belonging to a timenwoung people did follow more



linear paths to adulthood. Secondly, the narrovesital liberal notion of politics this
discourse adopts renders it blind to alternativgsaaf doing politics. Such a notion of
politics, while still hegemonic, is the productapast social system and does not reflect

the social circumstances and lived experiencesawmiynyoung people.

The thesis is divided into two parts. Part One examine the evidence for the argument
that young peoplare apathetic and disengaged from politics, while Pasio will
provide a challenge to this discourse by discusHiegfindings of the present research.
Chapter One reviews recent research on young peaoplgolitics, which typically finds
young people to hold little knowledge of or intdras politics. Chapter Two will
contextualise the youth as apathetic and disengdigedurse as located within a much
broader discourse which posits youth as deficipridblem, and on a linear transition to
adulthood. Chapter Three explores the narrow cdimepf politics maintained by the
youth as apathetic discourse. It will be argued thia notion of politics is bound up with
classical liberalism and its central tenets, nanagbublic/private divide and an atomistic
self. Chapter Four continues the task of openingheppolitical began in the previous
chapter. This chapter discusses an argument coreptany to the apathetic youth
discourse, which arises from contemporary sociaom Following this argument,
modernity has broken the strong communities andaktonds of the past, leaving
individuals atomised and disconnected from one ratotAt the same time the public
sphere has been colonised by the private and rgefoprovides a forum for politics
where individual problems meet and form public essuThis vision of post/late modern
life is challenged in the second half of this cleapivith a discussion of alternative
theoretical approaches and results from empiritadiss of contemporary politics and

activism.

Part Two begins with Chapter Five and a discussiotine development of this project
and its methodological issues and approach. Ch&eintroduces those participants
whose conception of politics is in accordance wilie hegemonic notion of politics.
Chapter Seven examines the tension or schism betWwee participants understand

politics and what they do in their everyday liv@kis chapter shows that for numerous



participants, their notion of what politics is exdés a raft of practices they undertake in
their daily lives, which could be seen as politicahapter Eight reveals the polysemic
nature of politics discussed and practiced by nomerparticipants. These forms of
ethico-political practice arise from the collapsectassical liberalism’s public/private
divide. It will also be shown that these young de@schew the atomised self of classical
liberalism in favour of a more interconnected seaif,conception of the self which
highlights the way individuals are implicated, cented with and affect the world around
them. A group of participants who are describedcasically disengaged” from politics
are also discussed, along with the role of refléxiin the political/ethical repertoire of

some participants.

Finally, the thesis concludes by reviewing and eathg the youth as apathetic and
disengaged discourse, and discussing the implitatibe findings of the present study
hold for future research of young people and piditi argue that from the vantage point
of researcher, we must be aware of the pronounckdaur conceptions of complex
phenomena like youth and politics play in shapihg knowledge we produce. This
project has forced me to seriously consider theningeof youth, adulthood, and politics.
With a vigilant reflexivity, | believe, we can aspito an awareness of the ways in which

we are producing particular kinds of knowledge.



Part One

As outlined in the introduction, this thesis isextamination of the discourse which posits
youth as apathetic and disengaged from politicingJgualitative research it explores to

what extent this discourse reflects young peopkdationship with politics.

Part One of this thesis will examine the argumentybuth being understood as apathetic
and disengaged. Chapter One will review recentarebe with a focus on Australian
studies, which find young people to generally bsirderested, lacking adequate
knowledge, and disengaged from politics. Havingl@sghed ample evidence for the
argument that young people are apathetic and digenly Chapters Two and Three
interrogate two underlying assumptions this disseurelies upon. Chapter Two,
“Conceptualising Youth”, argues that the ‘apathgtwth’ discourse should be located
within a much broader discourse which views yowheficit and problem. Furthermore,
it shows that such an approach holds youth to beergod of linear transition to
adulthood; a transition which has become deeplylproatic in recent decades. Chapter
Three, “Conceptualising Politics”, examines theoset underlying assumption of the
discourse of apathetic and disengaged youth, nathelyinproblematic and unreflexive
use of the hegemonic, liberal, regulatory modepalitics. Chapter Four builds on the
broader meaning of politics emerging in Chaptere€hrand provides a thorough going
critique of the relevance of liberalism’s publidgi@te divide in late modernity.



Chapter 1

Young People and Politics: Apathetic and Disengaged

Introduction

This chapter will review the evidence for the argminthat young people are apathetic
and disengaged. In Australia, where voting is cdsgy, this area of research is in its
infancy, while in countries with voluntary votingeh as the United Kingdoimlow voter
turnout among young people has led to a greatebauwf inquiries and general public
anxiety about disengaged and apathetic young pedp&discussion in this chapter will
begin with some general comments and charactensabtf young people’s relationship
to the political, followed by an examination of et Australian research. This research
indicates that young people: hold low levels of tezlge of politics; show low levels of
interest and involvement in politics; feel politissremote and removed from their lives;
feel cynical about politics and are untrusting ofifcians. Some of these studies point to
socio-economic barriers to young people’s politeafjagement, while others suggest an
interest or involvement in politics is associatathvadulthood and its institutions such as
work, family/parenthood. In order to test the cts® young people are apathetic, recent
research on young people’s relationship with prditmust be canvassed to assess the

dimensions of young people’s alleged political ayat

Young People: Apathetic and Disengaged - General Context

In his 2005 Australia Day Address, the Governor-€&ahMajor General Michael Jeffery
found occasion to voice his concerns over the “daogncy” and lack of
“understanding” Australians have for our democraog Constitution (Jeffery, 2005, p.

2). According to Australia’s Head of State, yourapple are the worst offenders:

lsee Appendix A for a discussion of UK research amng people and politics.



And there is a worrying trend of disengagement fromn democratic process
particularly amongst younger Australian(@effery, 2005, p. 2)

To his credit, the Governor-General suggests itasthat young people simply do not
care, but that

The issues that interest them are often overshadidayethe rough and tumble of

politics, however justified that may be in a robdstmocracy(Jeffery, 2005, p. 2)

It is also worth noting that his notion of civicedacitizenship education would include
more than just learning about voting (p. 3).

While generally we do not know enough about our Stitution and seemingly take our
democracy for granted, it is young people whoseepy “disengagement” is called into
focus. In the Governor-General’s account, the obbf young people’s disengagement
is one which requires adult society to “find wagsspark their interest and involvement”
otherwise, “we risk the consequences of more ydhusgfralians simply turning away.”
(2005, p. 2)

Of course, the Governor-General is not alone iningakuch claims about young people
and their relationship with politics. The mass naedkigularly discuss young people as
apathetic, as in Lindsay Jennings’ article for Merh Echo in England, titled ‘Why
apathy rules among the young’ (2001). In Austrdliayid Salter’'s depiction of younger

people as self-evidently not interested in puldgues is typical:

The voters whdo decide elections — predominantly in that 18-39 ggmup — lend

their ears elsewhere. They’re mostly listening e EM music stations, which
rarely mention politics outside their news bullstifor fear of scaring away an
audience that finds public issues boring and irvala. (2006, p. 46, emphasis in

original)



A recent article by Tegan Sluggett’'s (2006) titl&dpung voters just can’'t be bothered”,
also declares young people are ill-informed andriyttdisengaged and apathetic toward
politics.

Mark Coultan’s (2004) article about a protest aghithe Australian Government's
treatment of asylum seekers, which took place endlevision show Big Brother, posits
the protestor (Merlin Luck) as an anomaly for hapdlitical” (p. 29) generation. Coultan
guotes “social analyst” David Chalke, who works #&omarket research firm which tracks
cultural change, saying “They [young people] arehastile to refugees. They're just not
interested in the whole political thing, it's a bdr Chalke dubs the Big Brother
generation, or “those people aged 15-30 who arerangtted to mortgages, family and
children, and are classic Big Brother watchers padicipants adultescents, because
although they are adults, they have the attitudedassical adolescents.” According to
Chalke this age group’s values are based on ‘fetfe, novelty, the experience of me,

now, and their social values are incredibly poal¢yeloped.”

Contrary to Chalke’s characterisation of young peops apathetic and totally
preoccupied with themselves and frivolous thinge fame and novelty, Coultan goes on
to quote Neer Korn, director of another social aratket research company, who argues
that young peoplemay be disengaged from politics, but this is becautetheir
experienceof politics and protest: “They see the futilitymfotest. You can stand in line,
and protest about the environment, but nothing éappn reality ... what’s the point of
protesting? What good does it do, who's listening?”29) This analytical confusion,
jumping from young people as apathetic to arguirag they are disengaged as a result of
their engagement with politics or issues, is rifébbth journalistic forays into the field
and those generated by social researchers. Inthastis exactly what Jennings’ (2001)
article, cited above, does. She begins by confiatow voter turnout among young
people with apathy and a lack of interest in pcditiand then proceeds to invoke a
psychologist to argue that young people are disggjaecause they are dissatisfied with

the way politics is working. The sorts of reasohsse journalists appeal to in their



attempts to account for young people’s allegedhgpeannot sustain the charge that they
are apathetic. If young people are disengaged politics because they are in a “fog of
disillusionment” (Jennings, 2001, p. 1) this is wonsistent with apathy or simply not
caring about politics; they are in a “fog of digglonment” as aesult of some form of
engagement and critique of politics. We might nqiest analytical clarity from the mass
media, but as we shall see in Chapter Three,ahlg very recently that such analytical
distinctions have permeated through academic ao@ls@search on young people and
politics.

Staying for the moment with general comments alioeitapathy and disengagement of
today’s youth or the ‘slackers’ of Generation Xiftr, 1997), we can see similar claims
coming from the United States. Prominent champibsoaial capital theory and author
of Bowling Alone(2000), Robert Putnam’s characterisation of GermraX’s political
and civic disengagement is typical of mainstreararpretations of young people’s social
and political engagement. In Putnam’s words:

Compared with older generations ... they are lesgra@sted in politics, less
informed about current events (except for scangatsonality, and sports), less
likely to attend a public meeting, less likely tmtact public officials, less likely to
attend church, less likely to work with others ome community project, and less
likely to contribute financially to a church or dtiig or political cause.(2000, p.
261)

Putnam’s comments about Generation X are akindsetlmade by Chalke cited above:

X’ers have an extremely personal and individuaisiew of politics. They came of
age in an era that celebrated personal goods andape initiative over shared

public concerns. Unlike boomers, who were once gedgaxX’ers have never made
the connection to politics, so they emphasize #rsgmal and private over the
public and collective(2000, p. 259)

10



Importantly, Putnam maintains that while Generations furthering the post Second
World War trend of declining civic and political ppaipation (or social capital), this
trend was in fact set in motion by the previousegetion, the Baby BoomefsAccording

to Putnam, “the erosion of American social capitayjan before any X'er was born, so
the X'ers cannot reasonably be blamed for theseeradvtrends. That said, the X
Generation reflects in many respects a continuaifdhe general course begun just after
World War II.” (2000, p. 259) In Putnam’s accoucharges of apathy are spread around
a little more evenly with the real rupture in sdatapital and political participation
occurring between what he calls the “long civic gqation”® and the Baby Boomers. In
his characterisation of Baby Boomers and theirticiahip with politics, we can see the

trajectory that he sees Generation X taking:

They are less likely to be interested in politless likely to follow politics with any
regularity, less likely to express a political ojin, and less likely to have accurate
information relevant to politicgMichael Delli, cited in Putham, 2000, pp. 257 —
258)

They vote less, campaign less, attend politicaltimge less, contribute less, and in
general avoid their civic duties more than othengaations.(Putnam, 2000, p.
258)

From Putnam’s perspective, Generation X are “vewairdly focused” with good reason
(2000, p. 259), and rather than being the generatvbich embodies the threat to
community and democracy, they are simply followangath whose vanguard were most
likely their parents.

Young People: Apathetic and Disengaged - Australian Research

Social researcher Hugh Mackay (1993) frames thbleno of youth and politics in very

similar terms to those outlined by the Governor-&ahabove:

2 Those born after the Second World War, between B9461964.

3 Following Putnam the long civic generation includeese “born roughly between 1910 and 1940, a
broad group of people substantially more engagedoimmunity affairs and more trusting than those
younger than they.” (2000, p. 254)

11



The level of cynicism about politics and politigalktitutions is most starkly
revealed in the attitudes of young Australians \a@h® approaching the age when
they will be entitled to votélypically, teenagers find little to interest or pmse

them in the political process, and they often répbat politics is the most boring
subject ever discussed at home. They claim thgt¢he't see the point in voting
and that, once they are entitled to vote, they fiildl it hard to crank up much

interest or concern(p. 177)

Mackay goes on to say that while the actual actading does do something to raise
young people’s interest in politics, he claims ttet Australian Electoral Commission is
periodically sufficiently disturbed by “the levet apathy” among young people that they
undertake advertising campaigns “designed to ‘selling Australians on the virtues of
voting.” Mackay feels that this is a great failio§ our political systems, saying, “In a
country where voting is compulsory ... [such campsigre] a remarkable recognition of
the failure of the political process to fire youimgaginations.” (p. 177) Mackay ends his
chapter on the relationship Australians have widlitips through the story of “Jason”, a
young man who is surrounded by cynicism about igslitfeels “disgusted” by the way
parliamentarians conduct themselves, has a saaapgvho also hold cynical views and
“some ... reckon they are not even going to bothgistering” to vote; he longs for a
better politics but has no ideas about how to éffech a change and remains largely

uninterested and disconnected from politics (pi3.1884).

More recently, the University of Sydney, the Aub#ma Electoral Commission, and the
Australian National University have begun a joingtional, million-dollar research
project called the Youth Electoral Study (YES). ifliesearch counters the stereotype of
young people as apathetic, claiming that young leeape interested in political issues
but not political parties and politicians (PringHa, and Edwards, 2004, p. 23). However,
the picture that emerges of young people’s relatign with politics, while not
characterised by apathy, is clearly defined byfecilea disengagement from politics.

12



The study uses a mixed methodological approach diteat both qualitative and
guantitative data. The quantitative side of thedgtis based on two notional cross
sectional surveys of year 12 students undertake200# and again in 2006, including
just under two hundred schodl§he qualitative data comes mostly from focus gsoup
(with additional data supplied by some individugkrviews) with young people aged 16-
25 years, in school and non-school sites drawn Boaeen electoral divisions around the
country.

What they have found generally supports the kirfdsoaiments we have seen from the
Governor-General and Hugh Mackay. Most young peuwjilleregister to vote, generally
because they believe it is the right thing to dowéver, few knew they could enrol at 17.
There were some gender differences in terms oflmerd, with young women more
likely to say they intend to enrol and also moielly to actually be enrolled. Young
women were also more likely to want to vote and en@omen than young men would
vote if it were not compulsory. Only half of thosarveyed would vote if voting were not
compulsory. Approximately half of those surveyeddsthey “lack the knowledge to
understand the issues, the political parties, tkentkecisions about voting, and in general
to vote.” (Print et al. 2004, p. 13) The authodeetthis finding, much like the Governor-
General and Hugh Mackay, to indicate that therkuither work to be done by formal
education in preparing young people for “activetizeinship (p. 22). Voting is not seen
by the young people surveyed as a key part of dnasition to adulthood, in fact, while
most think it is important, “the majority also tkinoting is boring, a hassle and a waste
of a Saturday.” (p. 23) Print et al. argue thigling indicates that for the students in their

sample, the link between a citizen’s right and dwotyote is weak. Finally, their study

* The project’s second repoltputh, Political Engagement and Voti(2D05), examines the connections
between certain forms of political engagement astthg. Their results for political activity are czistent
with those reviewed later in that chapter. Thep &sind, barring violent and destructive forms odtpst,
young people’s “politically-related activities guesitively related to the intention to vote as &sludven if
voting were not compulsory.” (Print et al., 20052f) Hence their conclusion that particular classr
exercises can further political awareness and esxgagt among young people. Importantly, however the
did find that “students are quick to recognise wheactices such as school elections are genuinetdr

(p. 25) And that such tokenistic forms of ‘engagethean undermine “efforts to effectively producsiae
and participatory adult citizens.” (p. 26) The tolean of many youth participation programs will be
explored in following chapters.

13



found young people do not trust politicians andardgthem as “liars and promise-

breakers” and disinterested in young people (p. 21)

Print et al. conclude by saying that while youngde:

are typically stereotyped as politically apatheticlhat is not what we found. They
were interested in political issues, what to themremeal issues, though not

political parties and politiciang(p. 23, emphasis in original)

While results about young people’s political instseare still forthcoming from Print et

al., hopefully they will add to earlier research Aostralian young people’s political

interests. In 1997, Beresford and Phillips reporedresearch conducted in Western
Australia into the level of young people’s (18 — yhars) political interest, when such
interest occurs and the reasons behind their dewvgjanterest. They found 60 per cent
of their sample had high levels of interest in fodi 29 per cent had low levels of
interest; and 11 per cent were disinterested. Titleoes note that when compared with
studies of the political interest of secondary stud, their results indicate much higher
levels of interest. Beresford and Phillips accofort the discrepancy by arguing that
political interest is something that develops watle and the accompanying rights and
responsibilities of legal adult status. They fotinat more people in the 22 to 24 year-old
age-group (52%) took an active interest in polititan the 18 to 21 year-old age-group
(45%). They also note that respondents said th&rast in politics developed “as part of
a maturing into the responsibilities of adulthod@’ 13), for example through work,

trade unions, and undertaking further education.

Beresford and Phillips also found strong correlatimetween social class and levels of

political interest with:
Sixty-six percent of those who reported a “profesal/academic” household head

claimed that they took an interest in politics oce/eek or more, compared with
the average 49941997, p. 13)

14



Young people from a professional/academic familgkigpound were also more confident
in their understanding of politics. Further eduoativas also positively correlated with
interest in politics with sixty-two percent of tleseporting an interest in politics once or

more a week being full-time students (p. 13).

They also found that interest in politics did netessarily translate into active political
participation. The scope of the research limitseiplanatory power with regard to this
schism, but they did find that the majority of ygupeople (73%) — reflecting the trend of
the community at large — “do not have a long-temmmitment to the ideals of any
political party” (p. 14). Young people said theyldiot want to join political parties for
fear that it would “box them in”, preferring to kable to “exercise choice and the

freedom to swap allegiance” (p. 14).

In explaining the political interest of those withw levels of interest, the authors again
find social class correlates. Those with low levdlsnterest in politics were more likely

to be unemployed (50%) and “of the 20 who said ttiielynot understand politics very
well, 52% had a family background in the unskilledrkforce, as opposed to 13% in the
professional/academic category.” (p. 14) In accogntfor low levels of interest,

Beresford and Phillips cite young people’s clairhattthey feel: powerless to affect
change; they lack the requisite skills and knowtettgunderstand its [politics] relevance;

and they lacked faith in the system to bring alveat change (p. 15).

While this research clearly highlights the correlatbetween social class and interest in
politics, it also found that young people, fromass the occupational spectrum, “showed
very strong interest in, and support for, a ranfgeuarent political issues:

* 87% supported republicanism;

* 83% supported a racially non-discriminatory immtgma policy;

* 79% supported reconciliation with Aborigines;

® These findings have been supported by recent @ds&am the United KingdoniPower Inquiry, 2006,
pp. 83 — 87).
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* 66% supported a more egalitarian society.” (p. 16)

In light of these findings, Beresford and Phillipgggest that young people’s lack of
“active involvement” in political processes may fact reflect mainstream politics’
inability to acknowledge, let alone tangibly addrethe issues akal concern for many,

if not most, young people (p. 16).

More recently, Chilla Bulbeck (Harris and Bulbetdrthcoming) has undertaken a study
of young people and their attitudes towards femmnand the women’s movement and
their political engagements. Her study blended ttaive and qualitative data, using

guestionnaires, some interviews and a focus group.

Leaving the results about feminism and the womemtsement to one side, Bulbeck
found university students in her sample to be npaigically active than the secondary
students or youth service clients which made upsherple (along with responses from
students’ parents). Signing a petition was the numsthmon form of participation,
undertaken by 64 per cent of young women and 51cest of young men. Writing a
letter to a politician or a newspaper was the segonst popular form of participation,
but undertaken at about half the rate of signimggtion, with women more likely than
men to write to either a politician or an editanvdlvement in political parties was low
across the sample with a sharp spike occurring witly the male university students at
22 per cent. Membership of activist groups, howeesjoyed greater numbers across the
sample® peaking with that of female university studentd@per cent, while the average
was around 10 per cent. Involvement with the womenbvement was generally low
across the sample, averaging around five per &&hile designing one’s own website
and ‘e-zine’ are activities undertaken by younggeoBulbeck concludes that “none

were what would traditionally be defined as ‘pali.” (p. 11)

® With the exception of male parents, and the “sm(@ll”10) male university student sample who appear
have equal proportions in political parties andvisitgroups.
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Bulbeck also found some evidence of social clasgingaan impact on political

engagement. As noted above, university students Wer most active group, while of
those from the youth service client group, onedthind not engaged in any political
activity, and the other two thirds generally enghiyethe various activities at lower rates

than the school students.

During the focus group and interviews, Bulbeck vah$e to access some of the ways
young people understand politics. She found trexetivas no consensus on exactly what
counts as politics, with some discussion of théesghpolitical activity and how it affects
its political meaning; for a petition to be effestipolitical it had to involve many people.
On the other hand, some young people felt thatyegort makes a difference. There
were also differing views about the efficacy of ltawal politics’, with some feeling it a
useful forum for political expression, while othepsestioned the ability of a medium like

pop music to bring about social change.

At a broader level Bulbeck says that “most of thelents” in her study “rejected politics
as ‘boring’ or as something that did not interbésin” (p. 14) She says that while young
people have opinions about politics “there is widead resistance to being self-defined
as political or feminist.” (p. 16) Bulbeck also estthat the young people in her sample
generally are not using “the new media of polititee internet or cultural milieux, to

pursue their activism.” (p. 16)

Given the findings of Beresford and Phillips (1990tlined above, which indicated

political interest is something young people depedwer time, perhaps some of the lack
of interest in politics Bulbeck has identified cha explained by her sample being so
heavily weighted by secondary students. Of a sdatple of 500, 320 were high school
students, about 110 parents, and 40 universityestadThis means that about 64% of the
total sample (or approximately 82% of the youngpbedan the sample) were Year 11 and

Year 12 students, typically aged between 16 angkars, and hence unable to vote.

"ltis important to note, as Bulbeck herself poimti$, this group is only a sample of 19 young people
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While Bulbeck notes that at least one of her redpats (a young female secondary
student) feels disconnected and marginalised bystraam politics with comments like,
“[politicians are] A bunch of men with pot-belliesand men who shave their eyebrows
[and] speak of things we don’t understand realfy”15). Young people’s disconnection
from the world of mainstream politics, and how tmsgght relate to their perception of

politics as boring or irrelevant to their lives gisen short shrift.

Earlier work on the political knowledge and attiégdof Australian young people by Lean
(1996) paints a similar picture to that of the sesh outlined above. Lean’s survey of
young people in full-time employment, secondaryosth and university found that
generally the political knowledge of young peo@époor” (p. 58). Much like Mackay
(1993) and Print et al. (2004), Lean found manyngppeople had negative attitudes and
perceptions of Australian politics and politiciaddoreover, “young Australians lack
knowledge in basic political concepts” (p. 59). hisaresults show many young people
feel distant and marginalised from politics, widspondents commenting on: politicians
use of technical language and jargon; their exclugiom the decision making process;
and 78 per cent said “politicians did not give egloattention to youth issues.” (p. 54;
also see p. 55)

While Lean does seem to find at least some reasory®ung people’s lack of interest in
politics, she makes no sustained attempt to refiuge notion that young people are
apathetic towards politics. In fact, she finds eaissadd to this notion of youth by saying
“Youth are mainly preoccupied with self-centrediiss.” (p. 53

These findings about young people’s political iests also correlate with those of
Beresford and Phillips (1997), adding weight toirthéea that the cleavage between the

political interests of young people and the prepetions of mainstream politics may act

8 Strangely, later in the same paragraph Lean seerusritradict these comments by saying that while
young people were less interested in “Issues détioh, interest rates and taxation ... They [thengu
people surveyed] were more likely to suggest aoéa®cial justice, education, environment, worlcge,
public transport and homelessness as areas ofcpbiitterest.” (p. 53) As Lean notes, such issiedie
beyond the bounds of much of mainstream politiag, by any measure they are hardly “self-centred
issues”.
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as a disincentive for participation. Also in lingthvBeresford and Phillips was Lean’s
finding that half of those surveyed thought theyuldobecome more involved with

politics once they were earning a wage.

The remedies Lean suggests are also similar tee tbibsd above — education to correct
the civics deficit affecting young people, and ourig young people’s interest in
political issues. However, she has no suggestibnsitehow a more inclusive notion of
politics might be brought into the lives of youngople (or indeed, mainstream politics)

and made meaningful.

Vromen’s (1995) investigation of the political knieage of Year 12 students, also found
knowledge of politics was not widespread among gop@ople. While most respondents
could name the Prime Minister (98% correct) and ltkader of the Opposition (91%
correct), most had trouble naming leaders of miparties like The Democrats (12%
correct) or The National Party (34% correct) (p). ®udents also had difficulty with the
responsibilities of different levels of governmewith only 38 per cent knowing that

postal services were provided by the federal gavent (p. 78).

Vromen’s analysis showed that young men held @statlly significant higher level of
political knowledge than the young women (p. 84)e $ound that political interest was
the significant variable affecting the politicaldwledge of young men and women, with
young men recording higher levels of interest. Veomargues that to overcome this
divide the notion that women who are interestegatitics are ‘unfeminine’ must be
addressed. Having a non-English speaking backgro(N&SB) also affected
respondents’ political knowledge, with studentsnfr&nglish speaking backgrounds
having more knowledge of Australian politics. Vramsuggests that lacking a family
background socialised in Australian politics is Wwhseparates the two groups.
Interestingly, parental occupation was not foun@daelate with significant differences
in political knowledge, even though “Children ofgfessionals’ had the highest mean, as
expected, ... it was not significantly different fralhre other three means.” (1995, p. 88)
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The work of lan McAllister (1998) on civic educatiand political knowledge also found
largely similar results to those noted above. Hemébwomen, particularly those outside
the labour force, have significantly less politidadowledge than men (pp. 13 — 14).
Respondents’ birthplace also played a role in Ewélpolitical knowledge, with those

from NESB countries with democratic traditions mayiess knowledge, but those from
countries with few or no democratic traditions Imayithe least knowledge; with the
difference being statistically significant compar@dAustralian born (p. 14). Younger
respondents were also more likely to provide iredranswers than their older citizens.
Again we see political knowledge accumulating otvere, “by half a question for each
additional decade that a person has been a menfilibe active electorate.” (p. 15)
Secondary education was found to be more influemtia political knowledge than

tertiary education (p. 16 — 17). Significantly, Mtgter found that increased political
knowledge was more effective in creating positiveewss about our democratic

institutions than shaping political participation

What it [political knowledge]does not do, at least in any significant way, is to
modify the behavioural intention of the person; ftileelihood that they will
participate in the political process increases ordyghtly as a result of their
greater knowledgg1998, p. 20)

McAllister's findings indicating a weak link betwee political knowledge and
participation, supports Vromen’s (2003) questionofgthe assumption held by many
researchers and policy makers that “if individuaite provided with more information
then they are guaranteed to become more enthgsasbiut politics and will want to

participate and become ‘good’, ‘active’, citizert8 (p. 81)

® To some extent these findings are supported by (£286) when she found that those students who had
studied politics, especially those who had beenlired with a parliamentary based program, tended to
have “more positive perceptions of politics andtmmans.” (p. 55)

10 Indeed,Beresford and Phillips (1997) study also found Hegtels of interest and knowledge of politics
did not significantly translate into more activedés of involvement. The nexus between knowledge an
action will be explored in further chapters.
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Susan Mellor has undertaken research of Australiagients and politics, citizenship, and
democracy (Mellor, 1998; Mellor, Kennedy and Greeod; 2002). Generally her
findings support those already discussed. Her 1@3@arch identified low levels of
interest and participation in the political processong her sample of Victorian year 11
students, and low levels of trust for politiciansdaheir motivations. Government and
politicians were again felt by young people to leenote from their lives with, for
example, only 23 per cent agreeing with the staterfi¢hink that people in government
care about what people like me and my family tHirfg. 52) Importantly, Mellor does
not isolate young people as the wellspring of suielws of government and politicians,
instead arguing that these views are indeed reflieict broader Australian society.

Her more recent work (Mellor et al., 2002) is pafrian international survey of 14-year-
olds, involving twenty-eight countrie€itizenship and Democragyrovides an insight

into the civic knowledge, attitudes and levels nfi@gement of Australian youth. Again,
they found low levels of trust afforded to politigaarties, with 70 per cent not trusting
them (p. 95). While participants acknowledged apartant role for government, they
experienced limited space to debate social andigailissues within the classroom and
clearly do not trust politicians. Australian yourgeople do not seem partial to
participation, scoring “significantly below the émhational mean on three of the four
scales which make up the Civic Engagement dimerisfpnxix) The Australian sample

also showed little support for the ConventionalZemnship scale, in that they:

... believe a good citizen votes and shows respecfofeernment representatives.
But they regard knowing the country’s history aatiofving political issues in the
press, and, especially, engaging in political dssion as relatively unimportant.
(p. xix)
Mellor et al. conclude that measures must be td&ehelp young people realise their
agency, and like other authors (Lean, 1996; Mack&93) call for politics to be made

meaningful for young people. However, as White Whah point out, at present;
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The report simply advocates for ‘citizenship edimdtas a study area in the
curriculum, which will prepare young people for ature in which they vote in
elections and fulfil their civic responsibilitidsut do not discuss active engagement

as citizens in the preserf2004, p. 89)

White and Wyn cite Hannam’s comments about civibscation to argue that it can in

fact be counterproductive:

Learning about democracy and citizenship when | waschool was a bit like
reading holiday brochures in prison. Unless you evabout to be let out or escape,
it was quite frustrating and seemed pointl@dsannam, 2000, cited in White and
Wyn, 2004, p. 89).

And as we have seen from McAllister (1998; Beradfand Phillips, 1997), greater civic
knowledge and education alone is unlikely to leadjteater participation on behalf of

young people.

Conclusion

This chapter has canvassed Australian researchowfigy people’s relationship with
politics spanning over a decade. From the Govefdeneral to the media to social
research, young people are repeatedly found wantthgn it comes to political
knowledge, interest, and participation. From Putnas had an international and
generational perspective which finds young peomeelling further along the path of
apathy and civic and political disengagement bdgathe Baby Boomer generation. In
Australia, research has consistently found youngplee to lack sound political
knowledge, interest and involvement. These studiastain young people feel cynical
and untrusting of politics and politicians. Youngople themselves time and again say
they feel remote and disconnected from politicgasmonally commenting on how little
scope there is for young people to be includedecision making processes or to have
their concerns and interest heard by politicianghese inquiries, young people regularly

describe politics as boring and as holding litflenterest for them. Researchers like Print
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et al. and Beresford and Phillips have argued Wtdte young people may have low
levels of political participation, they are not #pstic in so far as they are interested in a
range of political issues, if not politicians andlipcal parties. Other research has
identified barriers to young people’s political @ggment, citing socio-economic factors,
gender, coming from a NESB, or not being socialiseflustralian politics or democratic
traditions more generally. Finally, we have alserse& weak link between political
knowledge and political participation, underminitige calls by many researchers for
greater political education for young people, whigs the argument goes, would

naturally lead to further political participation.

Clearly, there is considerable evidence to supgiwet notion that young people are
apathetic and disengaged from politics. In theofeihg two chapters, however, it will be
shown that this portrayal of young people’s relagioip with politics is problematic
because it: firstly, rests on an assumption thautly’ is part of a linear transition to
adulthood and thus understood as deficient; andnskyg, defines politics in narrow and

specific ways based on modernist models of clakhieaalism.
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Chapter 2

Conceptualising Youth:
Framing the ‘youth as apathetic and disengaged’ discourse

Introduction

This thesis is a qualitative examination of thecdigse which posits young people as
apathetic and disengaged from politics. Having @rsed in the previous chapter the
research which finds young people apathetic anehdasged, this chapter will argue that
the ‘youth as apathetic and disengaged’ discourde discourse in which these studies
are couched — should in fact be located within @hmoroader discourse which defines
young people as deficient and problem. Furthermdine, youth as apathetic and

disengaged discourse conceptualises youth as@lparlinear transition to adulthood. It

will be shown that such a transition has becomelggaroblematised in recent decades
and may no longer exist. If young people are spentbnger in a period of youth, the

implications of this are that traditional methodsrecluding them in the political process

may no longer be suitable, or indeed failing.

Before we can locate the youth as apathetic diseowithin the broader discourse of
youth as problem and deficit, it is necessary teetigp an understanding of what we are
meaning by the term ‘youth’. To do this, we shadigim with a potted history of the
concept which highlights the ways in which ‘youtk’ socially constructed and varies
according to differing cultural, economic, and bigtal factors. Having illustrated how
the concept of youth is socially constructed, régaist defined as problem, and
necessarily defined as deficient in relation tolduhod, the second part of the chapter
will show that contemporary social change, whictcés a youth ‘lifestyle’ and identity
to be placed on people longer in their life, metas traditional ways of including young

people in the political process may be failing. Bloecent attempts at including young
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people in the political process will be reviewedddound often to be tokenistic and

perhaps even a new means of governing young people.

A Potted History of Modern Youth

The following section will provide a brief overvieaf some of the changes affecting
youth and its modern manifestations. It will bewsd that youth is socially constructed,
driven by culture and shaped under specific soe@nomic, and historical conditions.
This social constructivist position will be enhadd®y the notion of youth asralational

concept, allowing the problematisation of the notd youth itself.

With the onset of modernity, here used looselyeferto the sweeping social and cultural
changes set in train in particular by the induktgsaolution, the place of youth in society,

indeed the way youth was conceptualised, changhidatty.

Frank Musgrove (1964, p. 33) begins his chaptethenhistory of modern notions of
youth with the counter intuitive assertion that éET&dolescent was invented at the same
time as the steam-engine. The principal archité¢he latter was Watt in 1765, of the
former, Rousseau in 1762.” Musgrove’'s at the tifmdical statement” (Bessant,
Sercombe and Watts, 1998, p. 4) positions youtla ascial category shaped by the
actions and attitudes of adult society. He argwestrary to there being something
intrinsic to the age status of youth which dictatesir position within society, that it is
society itself which makes particular meanings anoblems of youth. In Musgrove’s
words, “Social legislation and changing social camionsmadethe adolescent.” (1964,

p. 34, emphasis in original)
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Musgrove plots how in the wake of the Industrial/8lation and Roussead’sinvention

of the adolescent, English society for two centugeappled with the proper place of
youth in society. Rousseau and his followers indok®ature’ to argue for a discrete
period which was neither childhood nor adulthooddokescents were to develop
according to the laws of nature, in relative isolatfrom the rest of human society, alone
with his (because invariably it washa) tutor in the wilderness. Rousseau is one of the
forefathers of the notion of childhood as a timenolocence, an innocence which should

be sustained by adult society. In Rousseau’s words:

Exercise his body, his limbs, his senses, his gtheibut keep his mind idle as long
as you can ... leave childhood to ripen in your aleild In a word, beware of

giving anything they need today if it can be defdmwithout danger to tomorrow.
(from Emile,cited in Musgrove, 1964, p. 53)

In direct contrast to Rousseau, English philosopl@n Locke advocated the rapid
inclusion of young people into adult society. Lockand contemporaries like David
Williams, chastised the upper classes for the sgiparthey maintained between children
and their parents. Indeed, Williams complainedathérs who were more familiar with

their dogs than their own children (Musgrove, 196437).

" as Bessant, et al. (1998) note, Rousseau was eatrtty Romantic to be carving out notions of the
adolescent. During the eighteenth century in Gegntlaare developed a genre of novels called
Bildungsroman“about youthful search, struggle and resolutiqh998, p. 5) GoetheEhe Sorrows of
Young Werthe(1989; 1774) is a classic of the genre and estaalifiim in theStrum and Drangstorm

and stress) movement which continues to informidestis about adolescence and links up with the way
social and psychological theory, and the practfogoath work have related to young people (Jeffd an
Smith, 1998). As will also be seen in the histdrigark of Musgrove, it is important to note the kigion

of young women from such notions of youth

12 Rousseau’s ideas of childhood as a time of innazand adolescence as a discrete stage between the
world of children and that of adults still have mncy in the contemporary West. The idea that ohild
should be protected from certain kinds of adultideolge can be seen in the way we deal with theestibj
of death around children. A more everyday and comsemse example might be the way we rate film and
television, designating certain content — like serental illness — as “adult themes”. The ide& tha
adolescence is a discrete period between adulthedahildhood can be seen in the way we continue to
maintain a separation between primary and secorathrgation or in terms of the rights and
responsibilities of adolescents.
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Musgrove argues that beginning in the latter eighiie century and extending to the
early nineteenth century a movement began to imcatp young people of the middle
and upper classes into their own families. The erdriver of this social experiment was
home-based parent tutoring. Young people moved ftenperiphery of family life to its
very centre. One of the reasons for this shift weagsemove young people from the
corrupting influence of menials and “social infegb (Musgrove, 1964, p. 39). This
social experiment of youth and family integraticavg young people an unprecedented
status and importance at the centre of family(Mesgrove, 1964, p. 46).

Younger sons who were denied inheritance of coneseled an education and were often
not afforded home tutoring, meaning their educaticas to be in public schools. In
keeping with the prevailing ideas of the time, thvas a most undesirable situation: “as
Edgeworth advised: ‘to a public school, as to aegahninfirmary for mental disease, all
desperate subjects are sent, as a last resou(®riSgrove, 1964, p. 48) It seems these
comments were not solely based on matters of ssi@als. Public school boys were seen
as volatile and possibly revolutionary. In fact, ifWhester, Rugby and Eton were the
scene of repeated and ugly disturbances in theeigtdeenth and early-nineteenth
centuries, which were settled only by the interi@nbf the army.” (Musgrove, 1964, p.
48)

After the 1830s, public school reform took hold ahd inferior status, along with the
violent unrest once attached to public schools, ewastripped by their exclusiveness and
growing desirability. At the same time, childreréducation was sequestered off into
preparatory schools; no longer were public schtwtsouse boys ranging in age from 8 —
19 years (Musgrove, 1964, p. 49, 55).

As for young women during this period, Musgroveeasothat upper-class girls in the
eighteenth century were largely educated at hontkirwthe family. During the late

eighteenth century, private education for girlgum brought them higher status, while
by the end of the nineteenth century such an edunchdd to frustrations and ultimately

the Suffragettes movement (Musgrove, 1964, p. 50).
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Prior to the changes in thinking about young pe@pid their education that Musgrove
has detailed, we find that in the pre-industriakige young people’s lives were
principally structured and disciplined though thiaqtice of ‘apprenticeship’ or ‘service’.
Provisions for ‘apprenticeship’ were made througWw,lwhereby young people lived in
the household of their employer until such timehasy could live independently, either
through marriage or inheritance. For men this ugwadcurred by their late twenties and
during the late teens for women (see Bessant gt1888, p. 6). Clearly, the social
institution of apprenticeships had to change if Bradnotions of youth were to develop.
Bessant et al. (1998, p. 7) argue — similar to Muxsg — that one of the pressures forcing
the demise of the apprenticeship system was theatthof contamination by “social
inferiors”. They go on to argue that in responséhi failure of an educational system
dominated by scholasticism to secure vocationataues for their children, and moral
panics about bohemianism and political rebellidve iniddle classes began to exercise
increasing control over the young through schodlk.we have seen with Musgrove’s
research, boarding schools of the nineteenth cgmtare successfully reformed and their
attendant social status increased. Their succesgexhthat they became the model for

schools more generally.

While middle and upper class youth moved relativglyckly from an apprenticeship
model to one dominated by the public school, withrief experiment in home parent
tutoring as described by Musgrove, things wereedifit for working-class young people.
For working-class youth, the demise of the appecestiip system and the gathering pace
of industrialisation brought notions of a ‘freeblaur force and an independence to many
young people — Musgrove cites the 1842 Factory Cissioners reporting that many 14
year olds live independently (1964, p. 68). At teame time there was increasing
pressure to limit the labour of children in facesriand mines, and calls for employers to
offer basic education to young employees (Bessa@tcombe and Watts, 1998, p. 9).
Once again, we see the influence of Rousseau’s @eaut the ‘innocence’ of childhood,
childhood as a special time when children neecettefi in the world of nature and play,

protected from the harsh realities of adult society
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At this time, youth seem largely stratified by daBuring the nineteenth century, those
in the middle and upper classes were increasinglica&ed in schools, away from their
family, with children separated from adolescentsulgh preparatory schools, beginning
modern notions of an extended and discrete pefi@tiolescence or youth. While there
were attempts at curbing the amount of work worlgtags youth could do, and calls for
them to partake in some kind of elementary schgplnany families could not afford to

go without the wages of their children. Beyond tteeds of individual families, it is

argued that industrialising countries, including skalia, could ill-afford a modern

extended adolescence (Bessant, 1993; Musgrove, p964). Again, this underlines the
importance of factors beyond age or biology whiblape youth, how we understand

young people and the place and role they havediego

While not wanting to delve into matters of juvendelinquency in any great detall, it is
important to note the role its invention played establishing modern notions of
adolescence. As we have seen, during the nineteeatitury with the rise of
industrialisation the labour of working-class chdd was needed to keep the wheels of
industry turning. And while we have also noted tlt@s meant numerous teenagers
obtained a level of independence (both economicfandlial) previously unknown, it
was not long before the combined impact of the dfgichActs and an increasing demand
for skilled labour squeezed many young people duh® work force. Of course, these
young people were not in school, and if they westin school and had been squeezed
out of work, their new-found state of idleness mealsanxiety and moral panic,
particularly among the middle class. Musgrove citesstudy of young people in
Manchester from 1862 which found very high numlmérgoung people in neither school
or work — half of those aged between 3 and 12 yefaagie and 17 per cent of those over
12 years of age (1964, p. 76). The presence ofymilkhs on the streets also clashed with

the middle class’ new mercantile use for the s¢réste Finch, 1993).
Finch (1993) argues that a range of Police Act®dhiced in the mid-nineteenth century

were about clearing the streets for the middleseasVarious Acts were introduced

which effectively made a range of behaviours cratlindeviant — England’s amended
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Metropolitan Police Acbf 1839, even gave police the power to appreheosktfiying a
kite (see Bessant et al., 1998, p. 11). Not sunglg, this led to huge increases in the
numbers of young people incarcerated and incredsarg about the criminality of young
people. Bessant et al. (1998, p. 11) note thaag the shear increase in numbers rather
than a shift in thinking about youth, which led geparate prisons for youths. With
juvenile offenders separated from adult offendscgnce could now turn its gaze to the
‘juvenile delinquent’. The affects of imprisonmeoih young people began to prompt
calls for treating young people differently fromuétd. Munice (1983, cited in Bessant et
al., 1998, p. 12) argues that notions of childrenisate innocence, “for the first time
[were] to be extended to the children of the péngland dangerous classes”. Again we
see the influence of Rousseau’s ideas about clottifamd that if children ‘go off the
rails’ it is for want of moral and religious insttion rather than the Medieval notion of
children’s innate propensities for evil (Munice, 889 p. 34). A commander of a

reformatory ship drew upon similar ideas when hé:sa

The first great change that has to be affected to imake them “boys”. They are
too old, too knowing, too sharp, too much up in Ways of the world(Munice,
1983, p.37)

Much like the role of the public school in the drea of modern adolescence, which
began with one class of youth (namely the middless) and gradually came to
encompass all youth with the onset of universalcatdon from the latter nineteenth
century, ideas about juvenile delinquency begarh wite class, namely the working
class, and by the end of the nineteenth centuryeliéehded to suggest that most youth
were potentially delinquent. As Bessant et al. 8,99 13) note, “the notion of all young
people as inherently potentially delinquent, aserently untrustworthy and prone to
trouble, marks another significant milestone in tirtory of the emergence of the youth

category.”

Returning to the role of the school in constructmgdern notions of youth, we can see

that as the twentieth century progressed, scheawoirlg ages were increased, gradually
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including groups of young people like the workingss and young women, who had
been marginalised from secondary schooling. Whilenulsory school leaving age in
Australia has remained at 15 (with minor variatammoss states) since the 1980s, changes
in youth policy and the labour market have increastective leaving age to 18 years.
Such changes include the way welfare payments aretwred (for example as
inducements to stay in school) and growing credésin (see Bessant et al., 1998, pp.
14 — 15).

The social construction of youth

What this thumbnail sketch of the emergence of modetions of youth has illustrated
is that youth is a product of how society organiseslf; adolescence is not a biological
imperative which structures social life, but sonmgghinvented by society under
particular social, cultural, and economic condigioWe have seen the influence of
philosophy upon notions of youth in terms of thenacence’ of childhood (Rousseau), or
on the flip side, the way the views of philosophiéte Locke influenced the integration
of young people with the family and their rapidrattuction to the adult world. Perceived
problems with the apprenticeship model led to expemts with home-based parent
tutoring, the reform of public schools, and finatlyeir use as model for secondary
schooling. Preparatory schools separated childmn &dolescents and secondary school
separated adolescents from adults. And if youngpleewere in school for extended
periods of time, this in turn made them financiallgpendant upon adults. Notions of
juvenile delinquency reinforced the idea of yourepple needing protection from the
harsh realities of the adult world and in turn ifiest increased surveillance and control
of young people who were increasingly seen as ertir potentially delinquent. The
modern form of youth as an extended period of depece, structured by compulsory
schooling, minimal involvement with the labour mairkand as a time when individuals
are vulnerable to trouble and delinquency, arisesmfchanges brought about by the
Industrial Revolution and the philosophy of youtBuch a generalised, extended,
dependent notion of youth can only prosper in Wga#focieties that do not need child

labour (such as industrialised societies) and wheadeas about what youhwork to
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position young people as being in need of time praper guidance and control to
becomeadults.

Bessant et al. (1998, p. 4) argue that to talk ab@iinvention of adolescence does not
mean that other societies and cultures did not lsawéar categories of ‘youth’, or that
‘the problem of youth’ did not exist before Rousssaw fit to invent the adolescent. As
they note, various researchers have looked at tbklgmn of youth during medieval
times, or the existence of adolescence dating tmaaktiquity (1998, see p. 4). Springhall
finds similar concerns about youth voiced in oneSbbkespeare’s works: “would that
there were no age between sixteen and three amdytwa that youth would sleep out
the rest, for there is nothing in between but ggttivenches with child, wronging the
ancientry, stealing, fighting.” (1984, p. 21, frathe Winter's Talg?

The way any given population of youth is positionéthin society has little to do with
biology; otherwise societies would all be the saiifee place of youth within society is
not a biological imperative. As illustrated by Musge, youth is moulded and pushed
and pulled in certain directions by the actions prelailing ideas of society. Youth and
the problem of youth is a matter of meaning orurelt not biology. We once saw fit for
young people and children to work long hours irtdees and to be exposed to birth and
death at a young age. We now attempt to shield yqeople from a whole range of
ideas and practices deemed ‘adult’ and thus, rtofofi young people. Indeed, as
Musgrove implies, different standards and ideadyafapdifferent groups within youth.
As we saw above, concerns were raised about thtaroomating affect menials and other
“social inferiors” could have upon upper class ypyeople. Clearly, at least at the time,
no such concerns existed for poor and working-cyasshs, for whom, “social inferiors”
were of course their parents. Another clear exaropldifferential treatment for groups
within the category youth is that of gender. Asedbtibove, even in 1964 Musgrove

Bina quote attributed to Plato, some 2400 years la@oaises similar concerns about the young, “Vighat
happening to our young people? They disrespeat ¢fagrs; they disobey their parents. They ignbee t
law. They riot in the streets inflamed with wildtioms. Their morals are decaying. What is to becofme
them?”
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could identify difference in the educational expdicns of boys and girls from the same

classes.

This discussion of the history of youth has highlegl the ways in which youth is a social
construct, shaped by its given societal, cultaad historical context. We have also seen
that youth have repeatedly been defined as prodtem, the reference in Shakespeare’s
work, through to the revolutionary youth of thelggrublic schools, to the idle youth of
the Industrial Revolution, and later the emergeott¢he juvenile delinquent. It is the
contention of this thesis that the discourse ottsgtec and disengaged young people is
best understood as part of this longer and brodideourse of young people and youth as
problematic. This idea will be developed furtheilGhapter Three where we examine the
notion of politics adult researchers apply in thiivestigations of young people’s
relationship to the political. As | will show inahchapter, the problem of young people’s
apathy and disengagement, as defined in the prevbapter, shifts to being a problem
of what counts as politics, and the questions rebees ask or, indeed, do not ask,
reveals more about their own sense of politics lama they think young people should
be engaged. The problem thus moves from the apatldydisengagement of young
people, to the question of ‘Why are young peopledmng politics and citizenship the
way we did and the way we want/expect them todther words, ‘youth’ comes to be

understood as lack or deficit.

Youth as Deficit

Having established youth as socially constructetiosited the notion that the discourse
of youth apathy be couched within the broader diss® of youth as problem, it is now

possible to develop this notion of youth by expigriyouth as a relational concept. The
approach to youth taken in this research follows\Vegd White (1997), in that it posits

youth as a social construct, as outlined above aara concept which largely only makes

sense in relation to the concept of adulthood. Ashave seen, modern notions of youth
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(or adolescence) highlight this period as ond@foming.Such a process of gestation

can only make sense if adulthood is understoatrasl.**

Wyn and White (1997, p. 11) use the developmeth®fconcept of gender as illustrative
and analogous to that of youth. During the 19603 B#970s, sex role theory was the
dominant paradigm for explaining the way genderkedr resting on the notion that
gender is socially constructed and varies acrase &and culture. Sex role theory was
important as it drew attention to inequalities ke#w genders and the socially constructed
(rather than biologically determined) origins ofckunequalities, hence allowing some
inroads to be made in challenging gender basedialigs. This approach, however, had
some serious drawbacks, in that it positioned geaderimarily a learnt behaviour and
payed short shrift to gender as an embodied expmrig(Connell, 1995). More
significantly, it had no way of talking about thelationship betweemmasculinities and
femininities — masculine and feminine sex rolesilevthey may be socially constructed,
were discrete identities. Sex role theory was sgukyd by an approach to gender that
acknowledged the body, and furthermore the way uolasiies and femininities are
constructed imelation to each other. This means that masculinity is moply different
from femininity, but shaped in relation to it, hagi no meaning independent of this

relationship®®

Taking such aelational approach to youth — as with gender — brings powethe
forefront and allows us to see the way youth andlthdod are constructed through
power relations. Jeffs and Smith make similar comshebout the terms adolescent,

teenager, youth, and young person:

¥ The guidance and control thought necessary toymipg people reach adulthood has already been
noted. Jeffs and Smith (1998) discuss how youttkwees itself as providing such guidance and cbntro
and the notion of deficit this implies.

5 Examples of this notion of gender can be seen imely's (1995) framework for masculinities where he
conceptualises relations between men, but alsodsgtinen and women, or in Plummer’s (1999) research
into homophobia and masculinity where the use afidywhobic language can draw on misogynist
meanings and work to subordinate particular forfmaasculinity. More detailed discussions of gerater
embodied and the theoretical shortcomings of skxth@ory can be found in Connell (1995), Plummer
(1999), and Skelton (2001).
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Each is relational, standing against notions of uétiood’ and ‘childhood’. They
are transitional states located between the two iamply deficiency. For example,
they warn us that we are about to encounter behaao attitudes which are ‘less
than adult’. Each is, somehow, a detached stageanduwhich the individual

focuses on preparatiof1998, p. 51)

Such power relations between youth and adulthowd baeady been suggested above in
the role that philosophers, educationalists, parergolicy makers, and moral
entrepreneurs, among others, have played in shapauigrn notions of youth. Clearly, a
deficit notion of youth is applied by many of thesearchers discussed in Chapter One,
whose remedies for lack of political knowledge gadticipation were frequently further
civics education. Beresford and Phillips’ (1997}ioo that young people may “mature”
into greater interest and involvement with politsimilarly implies youth as deficient.
And while Print et al.’s Youth Electoral Study (20@®005) counters the stereotype of
young people as apathetic, claiming young peopeirgerested in political issues, but
not political parties and politicians, it was mdstappointing to note that the title of the
research team’s media release published on theetity of Sydney’s website read,
“Politics? It's a turn-off, dude®® The use of a word like ‘dude’ in this context seem
somewhat patronising, and at the very least unsacgsespecially given the association
of youth as ‘less than adult’ and youth as defiggffs and Smith, 1998). It seems most
unlikely that older Australians would be treateé game way; imagine an inquiry into
why older Australians are enrolled and tend to \motkRigher numbers entitled, ‘Voting?

Because it's your civic duty, cobber!

Indeed, the whole questioning ydung people’sapathy reflects both notions of youth as
problem, and deficient. Why is it that young peopke “marked off from adults, as
though apathy and engagement are youth problemse&lo(Harris and Bulbeck,

forthcoming) As part of this broader narrative ong people as deficient and problem,

16 see, http://www.usyd.edu.au/news/84.html?newsstehd5
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and of course hope for the futlifeyoung people have become “the problem that meist b
investigated, analysed, discussed and fixed.” (slamd Bulbeck, forthcoming) Here we
can also note the connection between conceivinghyas! deficit, and youth as problem;

these two ways of understanding youth are intingatehnected.

The ways in which adult society constructs youthl,an turn, the way young people
respond, is a feature of the sociology of youth amdcurring theme of this thesis; clearly
illustrated in Chapter Three where we examine thi@ns of politics researchers’ use to

measure young people’s political participation anderstanding.

Youth as Transition

Rather than simply being a matter of semantics lamd one conceives of youth, the
notion of youth as deficient may have broader iogilons if the status dack and
becoming as this notion defines youth, is in fact fallagoYouth transitions research is
one of the major traditions in the sociology of fowand largely adopts a deficit
understanding of youth. The area of youth trans#titocuses upon the way, “youth is
constructed and structured through the institutitimst “process” the transitions to
adulthood” (Wyn and White, 1997, p. 5). A trangigsoapproach holds the movement
through schooling, further and higher educationd ahe labour market, as key
institutions on the path to adulthood. The rudirseot this approach are that young
people move in a unidirectional and implicitly larevay toward “some magical moment
when adulthood is conferred” (Jeffs and Smith, 299853). Yet, as Jeffs and Smith
(1998, p. 53) point out, in recent years transgiorsearchers have had to talk of
“delayed”, “broken”, “highly fragmented”, “elongat® “extended” and “blocked”
transitions, in their desperate attempt to hold@the notion of youth transition whilst

accurately describing the sorts of ways young peapé using education and the labour

7 of course, the discourse of youth as problem tsmsdtinter is the discourse of youth as hope for the
future. Bessant’s (1993) historical analysis of the cuburéyoung Australian’s for the fifty years between
1900 and 1950 reveals two overarching themes. Yaaththreat and intrinsically bad; and as locus for
hope and optimism and intrinsically good but vulide (redolent of Rousseau). Prout describes the
approach to young people which highlights theiufatpotential impact upon the world as “futuritgitéd

in White and Wyn, 2004, p. 84)
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market (see Ball, Maguire and Macrae, 2000; du B&gmond, 1998; Dwyer, Tyler and
Wyn, 2001)*®

There are a number of social and economic chandeshware shaping and largely
extending youth in developed countries, but théapsk of the youth labour market in
these societies since the 1970s is undoubtedlyjer fizetor. In the 1970s, approximately
half of 15-19 year olds (50% of men and 46% of womeere in full-time employment,
while in the 1990s this figure had fallen to twehtyo percent for men and thirteen
percent for women (Dwyer, Tyler and Wyn, 2001, p). Judy Schneider goes so far as
to say, “Almost all options for obtaining an incomgficient for living above the (single
person) poverty line have been lost to 15 — 17-péds.” (2000, p. 16)

Marriage and parenthood are also being ‘delayederwltomparisons are made.
According to the Australian Bureau of StatisticB@), the median age of first marriage
in 2001 “was 29 years for men and 27 years for wgmmempared with 24 and 21 years
respectively in 1976.” (ABS, 2005, p. 20) The saooenparative study found that in

“2001, 48% of births within a current relationshwgre to women aged 30 years and
over, compared with 10% in 1976”. (ABS, 2005, p)*20

While today’s young people are more likely to berkilog part-time and are marrying
and having children later, they are also livinghaime and studying longer. In 2001,
living in the parental home was the most commoimdj\arrangement for people in their
twenties, with thirty per cent living with at leashe parerif, while in 1976 the figure

was almost ten percent lower with twenty-one pett ¢dwing with at least one parent

(ABS, 2005, p. 19). Highlighting these changesumg arrangements, the ABS says:

18 of course one might also object to the way tramsgtiapproaches tend (particularly for young men) to
position the attainment of full-time employment signifying adulthood; a very narrow definition of
adulthood indeed. In fact, there is evidence tggeagthat at least some youth transitions researcre
calling for a broadening out of the dominance ofrkvand education in transitions research (see Dwyer
Tyler and Wyn, 2001, p. 42).

19 Indeed, as a consequence of this broad trend toweavidg children closer to one’s late twentieskearl
thirties, some parents who have had children iir tregly twenties have described the stigmatisattay

have experienced, being stereotyped as irrespenaitd poor decision makers (Donahoo, 2006).

20 As we noted in the previous chapter, these chainggsung people’s social circumstances have led to
new terms like ‘Adultescent’ (Coultan, 2004).
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In 2001, 16% of people in their 20s were partnersai couple with children,
compared with at least 40% of people in this agaugrin 1976(2005, p. 18)

Judy Schneider's (2000) study of “The Increasingahtial Dependency of Young
People on Their Parents” used the ABS Income Distion Surveys between 1982 and
1996 to systematically investigate the claim ofteade in youth policy literature that
young people’s financial dependency “on their perénincreasing and that this is likely
to have an adverse effect on the well-being of gopeople, their families and the
community in general.” (p. 5) Overall she found iacrease of 12 per cent in the
proportion of young people supported by their fgnat having to survive on less than
subsistence income. As suggested above, by 199stlkall fifteen to seventeen year-
olds were dependant (96 per cent in 1995-6, cordparth 79 per cent in 1982). For
eighteen to twenty year-olds the shift since 198®ards the dependency of young
people has meant that dependency has moved frang bdiess than usual situation (38
per cent in 1982) to being more than usual (6Zpat in 1995-6§*

Schneider’s results reflect the considerable simftthe numbers of young people
dependent upon their parents for financial supdauring the course of these 14 years
the collapse of the youth labour market meant tlamgal 15 to 17 years were dependent
even if they did work (p. 16) and financial depemdefor 18 to 20-year-olds became the
norm at 62 per cent.

Linked with young people’s increasing financial degency has been the increase in
school retention rates and further education (Sdene2000). The Australian Bureau of
Statistics found that for both men and women, i9120when compared with 1976,
participation in education was more likely, rightdugh the ages of 20 to 29 years. The
kind of qualifications gained has also changedlecghg the shift towards higher

education and away from vocational education, witse holding bachelor degrees more

21 Schneider found no overall shift in the twenty-aodwenty-four year-old age group’s dependency, rate
while there were some fluctuations (see pp. 17)- 18
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than doubling between 1976 and 2001 (13% in 19863&% in 2001), while certificates
have decreased from 67% in 1976 to 44% in 2001 (AB85, p. 21).

Longitudinal research from Australia’s Life Patterrstudy further highlights the
importance of post-school qualifications with itsding that as many as 80 per cent of
participants, who at the time of completing higihea chose not to do further study,
ultimately returned to study over the next five ngeaMore than half of the study’s
sample, some 57 per cent, gained more than onesploagbl qualification (Dwyer et al.
2003, cited in White and Wyn, 2004, p. 201).

In commenting on her own longitudinal research frdme Netherlands, Du Bois-
Reymond notes that one of the “most disturbingdifigs was that these “young people
do not like adulthood” (1998, p. 77). Rather thapidting young people as immature,
Du Bois-Reymond was referring to young people’sfggence for blending different
aspects of their lives — work, study, leisure, padsonal relationships, in contrast to their
parents’ lives which were seen as dominated by wadebt and time consuming

responsibilities.

At a broader level, the changes in young peopkegnsition’ to adulthood reflect social

changes that have been occurring across the inalissgtd world for some decades. For
social theorists like Giddens (1990; 1991) and BE®&92; Beck and Beck-Gernsheim,
1995; 2002), we are living in an age characterisedisk and uncertainty, where the
processes of detraditionalisation and individugilora mean people are increasingly
responsible for creating their own lives, writifgeir own biographies — in Giddens’
terms, undertaking the reflexive project of thd selself actualisation (1991). This does
not mean institutions play no role in structuringe tlives of individuals, but that

institutions now demand individuals take controltioéir lives and any structuring role
that institutions play is increasingly obscuf@dAs with institutions, tradition also

recedes, meaning that less and less of one’seldis foredetermined by the circumstances

22 Research on young people often reveals this sdrageacy and choice (Du Bois-Reymond, 1998;
Dwyer, et al. 2001; Wyn and Dwyer, 1999).
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of one’s birth. Many of these changes have thetsa the emancipatory politics of the
1960s and 19708,

The social forces of detraditionalisation, globatlisn, and individualisation mean that
life in risk society is a life of experience andpexment® In Beck and Beck-

Gernsheim’s words “Inherited recipes for living arale stereotypes fail to function.
There are no historical models for the conducifef’l (2002, p. 26) We saw this above

with young people blending different aspects ofrthees.

While we may prefer to adopt White and Wyn’s (208ég also Dwyer et al. 2001)
measured approach to the post-1970s generationséest a shifting of priorities for
young people rather than Beck’s and Giddens’ radiceak with the past, there can be
little doubt that youth is being extended and theaming of chronological age is
becoming less clear. The significance of traditionarkers of adulthood and the age at
which they are achieved (if ever) has changed gustrialised countries (Wyn and
Dwyer, 1999). Transitions that were previously ¢desed the province of youth are
increasingly taken up by different age groups, \@demced by education and training
more frequently occurring throughout one’s life (3B2005, pp. 20 — 21; Dwyer, Smith,
Tyler and Wyn, 2003). While we may have reservatiahout the theses of Beck (1992)
or Giddens (1991) and the slackening hold trad#tiGocial forms have over individuals’
lives, leading to risk-biographies and detraditlsadion, it seems clear that, “whether
we are discussing employment, education, familustar housing there is no longer (if
there ever was) a point where ‘final [adult] chaicare made.” (Jeffs and Smith, 1998,
pp. 53 — 55; see also Settersten, Furstenberg amtb&ut, 2005) In the words of youth
scholar, du Bois-Reymond (1998, p. 66):

Status passages are no londgerear but synchronical and reversible.The life-
course of modern young people does not necessaliibyv the model of finishing

school, completing professional training, gettinggaged to be married, and then

23 Indeed, Clive Hamilton believes that the futurguodgressive politics lies not in social justicettoe
politics of economic deprivation and distributidnut liberation and wellbeing (Hamilton, 2006).
24 Lash (1999) also makes arguments for an experieased second modernity
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beginning an active sex life; instead a sex lifeyrmammence while still at school,
and a trial marriage may take place rather than emgagement. Moreover, there
may be no marriage, no family and no heterosextsl but planning one’s career

as a young woman and living together with one’frggnd. (emphasis in original)

If youth no longer make clear, linear, unidirecbtransitions to adulthood, but in fact
blend their engagement with education, work, andufe activities, and if activities

associated with youth, such as education, entettieg labour or housing markets,
cohabitating and so on occur across a range of, dgess youth cannot reasonably be
thought of as teleological, reaching its proper enddulthood. The relevance of this for
the present research is that the institutions aadtipes of politics and citizenship which
hold traditional markers of adulthood as a bedrowed to respond to the changing

circumstances of young people’s lives or risk time@rginalisation and exclusion.

T.H. Marshall, Young People’s Citizenship & Youth Participation

Discussion of modern notions of citizenship tydicdlegin with T.H. Marshall's essays

on citizenship and social class (Marshall, 1950¢c@kding to Roche (1992, p. 15),

academic study of social policy and social citizepsvas primarily forged by the work

of Marshall and Richard Titmuss. While Marshall’srk focused on the development of
modern citizenship within a British context, hisnwavas general enough to have wide-
ranging application in Western societies. IndeengHe credits Marshall’s conception of
citizenship as part of the dominant paradigm, hgngreat influence up until the 1970s
(1992, see esp. pp. 16 — 23).

Marshall divided citizenship into three elementsiwil, political and social. The civil

component of citizenship related to the civil rglaf individuals, “liberty of the person,
freedom of speech, thought and faith, the righowm property and to conclude valid
contracts, and the right to justice.” (1950, p. I8 political dimension of citizenship
provides for citizens to be involved in the exeecisf political power, either “as a
member of a body invested with political power eraa elector of such a body.” (1950,

p. 11) While the social element of Marshall’s @tiship basically relates to the welfare
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state and its role in allowing citizens to exer@se access their civil and political rights.
In Marshall’'s words:

By the social element | mean the whole range frbenright to a modicum of
economic welfare and security to the right to shar¢he full in the social heritage
and to live the life of a civilised being accorditmythe standards prevailing in the
society. The institutions most closely connecteatl wiare the educational system
and the social service@Marshall, 1950, p. 11)

As we can see, Marshall’'s notion of citizenship tee around rights-based claims
against a state which has a duty to service iitgetis. In turn, citizens have duties of their
own, like the payment of taxes which would enabktade to deliver on universal social
and economic rights, providing for social citizeipsiCitizens are expected to take up
paid work as part of this system, but Marshall dad believe in a state compelling its
citizens to work. Citizens also have a responsybib undertake civic duties, but this too
should be taken up freely.

Prominent youth citizenship scholar Alan Francessdy is indisputable that Marshall’s
writings on citizenship were framed around the srof adulthood.” (1996, p. 29) Being
a citizen, and hence a full member of the communityMarshall’'s view involved
traditional markers of adulthood like being invalvim, typically, full-time, paid work,
paying taxes, reaching the age of majority, votmgl running for political office, and
undertaking civil responsibilities. In parallel Wit youth transitions approach, this view
understands young people as citizens in trainingptentia.

There are, however, some problems with Marshalbsiidant citizenship paradigm for
children and young people. In a recent article Vggnédarrison and Buchanan (2004)
argue that the relationship between young peoptke tha world of politics has been
neglected by social science (see also James arebk,Ja004, esp. pp. 30 — 47), and that
this neglect reflects two sets of assumptions.tligjrthat young people largely do not

inhabit civic or public spheres and hence are wnabtell adults anything new about the
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political world. For many in Western societies, ggpeople, and childhood in particular,
are associated with the world of family and thespaal or private sphere — Wyness et al.,
among others, have described this as part of thgafsation of childhood” (2004, p.
83). Here, family is supposed to act as the “intotsafor citizen potential” (Roche,
1992, p. 94), helping children along a seemingigdir (and chronological) path towards
competent, complete citizenship and adulthood. Heweas Wyness et al. note, there is
no formal requirement within childhood for a levefl civic or political maturation.
Furthermore, such apprenticeships, if they do earst by definition privatised, and occur
within “a political and educational vacuum.” (Wyse®t al., 2004, p. 95) Civics
education has only very recently undergone a révivaAustralia (Owen, 1996) and
according to Manning and Ryan (2004), citizenshdpaation is slowly working its way
into schools curriculum, yet New South Wales “ig tnly State in which civics is a

compulsory and examined part of the curriculum.”Yp

Connected with recent calls for civics educatioiséhools has been the rise of programs
and strategies designed to get young people indoiveheir local communities. Such
programs and strategies include bodies like youwtigments or the myriad of youth
advisory committees for various levels of governtm@aggers, Palmer, Royce, Wilson
and Charlton, 2004). However, numerous youth sciaad researchers have noted the
tokenism of most attempts at fostering youth pgoditton (Bessant, 2003; Fahmey, 2003;
Manning and Ryan, 2004; Matthews et al., 1998/at Bt al., 2005; White and Wyn,
2004). According to Wyness et al., “children anduiyg people themselves are rarely
given the opportunity to participate in agendaisgtand the political establishment

rarely seeks their views” (2004, p. 82).
Indeed, prominent Australian youth scholar Judidgsgant (2003) has recently described
youth participation as a new way of “governing” asutveying young people. In her

words:

Youth participation as described in recent policgcdments is a strategy for

extending the management of young people ratherithproving opportunities for
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their democratic participation ... Youth participatias confined to specific issues
that do not challenge the political power of polimakers on significant issues.
There is no legislative or other framework operaginor proposed, that ensures
what young people want or don’'t want will not be evidden by adults who
disagree with the views exprességdp. 91 and 98, emphasis in original)

Such tokenistic attempts at youth participation masry well contribute to the
disengagement and disaffection of young people géioinvolved only to be greeted
with vacant gestures (Manning and Ryan, 2004; Matthet al. 1998/9; Print et al.,
2005).

The second assumption Wyness et al. cite in exptaithe general neglect of inquiry
into the relationship between young people andtipslirests upon the notion that
children are incompetefit— recalling the deficit notion of youth — and dot have
legitimate knowledge of the world, let alone a wioslich as the political, which we have
already noted largely excludes the participatioyaing people and children. With such
an approach to children and politics, children addlts are positioned as polar opposites,
with the aforementioned social apprenticeship modset¢d to usher children into
adulthood. Wyness et al. layout the implicationssath a polarisation of adults and
children well when they say:

In one sense, then, to base children’s politicalesion in terms of incompetence is
to say that adults qualify simply on the groundstlwir adult status. At this
ontological level, the question does not arisecaw/hether adults are interested in
or motivated by politics. Adults are more or lesterested or motivated according
to choice, disposition and commitments. Adults @iréhe political world, and

worthy of consideration as ‘political animals’. ddhien, on the other hand and as

25 of course, many of our beliefs about children aodng people’s incompetence are based on
psychology and its notions of childhood developm#éns important to note that there is little census
within the psychological community as to exactlyemtchildren reach a state of competence (see Wyness
et al., 2004, p. 85).
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argued earlier, are located within the hidden ptaphere and at best viewed as

political animals in potentia(2004, pp. 85 — 86, emphasis in original)

Thus far we have identified some serious problemtis Marshall’s dominant citizenship
paradigm in terms of how it relates to young peofleere is a lack of formal and
institutionalised citizenship education and tragnfor young people, leaving it primarily
in the hands of the private sphere; youth partimpainitiatives have repeatedly been
identified as tokenistic and may operate as a heans of governing young people; and
qualifying for politicalgravitasis based more upon polarised conceptions of abddh
and adulthood than interest, motivation or the @adfi one’s contribution. Furthermore,
the changes occurring over the last thirty yeard|ired above, which have further
extended the period of youth, have in turn furtdey@ung people’s exclusion and
marginalisation from a citizenship and politics Ibiaround traditional markers of
adulthood.

Before leaving this discussion of young people amiizenship, it is worthwhile

examining the recent attempts at encouraging yopegple’s involvement with

political/citizenship roles through youth partidijpm strategies. Youth participation in its
many forms (Saggers et al., 2004) is one of the@najempts at including young people
in decision-making and getting them involved witreit local community. As noted
above, however, such participation strategies hesfeatedly been identified as
tokenisti¢®, and in Judith Bessant's (2003; see also Marin@®03) view they mark a
new means of governing young people. One of theomaroblems with these
participatory structures is that they rarely impaotitical or decision making power to
the young people involved (Bessant, 2003; Fahm8932Manning and Ryan, 2004;

26 During the course of my research | became invoimelyouth group connected to a city council which
had experienced serious problems with its own yadthsory group. As a result, the way the council
included and consulted young people was restruttdsea meeting to discuss the new relationship
between the council and young people, it was sugddbat the new model was still tokenistic in aods
the Councillors had no reason to accept any cartab made by young people. To this the group whk t
by a member of the council’s staff involved in dgshg the new model that it was moradnipulative’

than tokenistic, but it was the only option operydong people wanting the chance to contributes Thi
experience is a classic example of Bessant's (20@8) that youth participation is often more about
governing and surveying young people than an inirtdn to consultative participatory democracy veher
young people are actually involved in the decisitaking process.
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Matthews et al. 1998/9; Print et al., 2005; Whitel 3Vyn, 2004). Underlying this is a
criticism which relates more broadly to social ¢apand youth participation initiatives
that uncritically adopt its implicit mantra of ‘Getvolved! Any community involvement
is good'.

When participation becomes an end in and of itgeliifics or what Nina Eliasoph (1998,
pp. 14 -16) calls ‘public spirited conversationsgn be curtailed. As Judith Bessant
(2003) notes, youth participation has virtuallyaleed the status of automatic inclusion in
youth policy documents. But if this participatianultimately politically toothless for the
young people involved, as many youth participaiiatiatives both in Australia and the
UK have been characterised, it can actually furth@ung people’s disaffection and
disillusionment with political systems. Moreovers &lina Eliasoph showed in her
excellent study of the way Americans produce apattgveryday contexts, participation
for its own sake does not necessarily allow petipdeopportunity to question the form
that their participation will take. Many social @b initiatives, and youth participation is
no exception, can be understood as fundamentaligezvative and working to maintain
the status quo If community involvement, whatever form it takes, simply about
volunteering within pre-existing structures to emsufor example, services in the local
community are maintained, then those volunteersateggiven the opportunity to think
through and question the how's, why’s, what’'s, dad whom of their volunteering
efforts — or indeed why government is not providihg service which their volunteering
meets. To take an example from youth participatibthe young people involved in a
committee advising a city council are not given aay in the decision making process
but merely consulted, if they cannot set their aagenda or be given scope to develop
their own initiatives, then they are denied an intgnat part of community involvement,
namely politics. Such participation structures nhigh best described as ‘limited needs-
based patrticipation’, where the needs of the conityamd the participation required to
meet those needs have been defined by an extesily bnd what is necessary are
individuals to volunteer their time, skills, anddies to meet those needs. There is no

room within this kind of participation to question rethink the needs of the community
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or how best to meet them. Any conversations unklentd®y volunteers would be located

within a context in which their task has alreadgréefined and decided.

Nina Eliasoph makes this point in reference to iHezg Bush Senior’s “Thousand Points

of Light” volunteer strategy:

“The “thousand points of light’-style volunteer rontrast, simply tries to fix predefined
social problems, and coolly avoids seizing the potwedefine political issues. The
potential power generated in the friction of thebpc sphere is absent from the
“thousand points of light” volunteer-style involvent. This is a cultural kind of power,
the power to open up public contexts for citizemgjtiestion, challenge, debate; the
power to become a different kind of person, to re@ew meanings and ask new

guestions; to inspire.(Eliasoph, 1998, p. 14)

The relevance of this critique of simplistic sociedpital and youth participation
initiatives is firstly, that it adds to the exiggircriticisms of tokenism levelled at youth
participation. Secondly, while it is widely recoged that youth participation generally
does not mean actually involving young people igiglen making processes, we can
now see how they may not even be providing yourgpleewith the space to engage in
political conversations, allowing them to develapatal citizenry skills like defining
political issues or imagining how things could kedter. Youth participation may be so
task-oriented that it indeed delimits political gersations. Where these critiques lead us
is firstly, to call for thegenuine involvement of young people in decision-making
processes, and secondly, and most significantlyttier current research, to pursue a

broader definition of politics.

Conclusion

This chapter has argued that the ‘youth as apatlaetl disengaged’ discourse is best
understood as part of a broader historical diseowisich defines young people as deficit
and problem. It was argued that much of the rekediscussed in the previous chapter

held such a deficit understanding of young peophe potted history of youth illustrated
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some of the ways in which youth has been shapedcanstituted through history and
highlights the socially constructed nature of youthwas also argued that youth be
understood as relational, only having meaning lati@n to adulthood. Such a relational
perspective underwrites the power relations betwgmrth and adulthood, and that if
youth is understood as a periodddficit, development, and becomintihen adulthood

must, by implication, meacompleteness, maturity, arrival’he idea that youth is indeed
a period of transition was scrutinised and foundatgely be fallacious under modern
social conditions. Having problematised the notadra linear transition to adulthood,
there was a brief discussion of the implications thay hold for young people’s political
engagement given that dominant models of citizgndiold traditional markers of

adulthood as a bedrock. This was followed by a udision of youth participation

strategies and their attempt at including youngpfeed political/citizenry roles. These
initiatives are frequently found to be tokenisgpmtentially furthering young people’s
disengagement, and may also operate as a new mwieemistrolling and surveying young
people. This section was concluded by arguing sleate forms of youth participation
and social capital may indeed be so task-orientetbadelimit the very possibility of

politics.

The following chapter will expand upon conceptiafigolitics by examining the model

of politics adult researchers have applied in thesearch of young people and politics.
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Chapter 3

Conceptualising Politics

Introduction

This thesis is a qualitative examination of thecdigse which claims young people are
apathetic and disengaged from politics. Chapter €@meassed evidence for the case that
young people are in fact apathetic and disengafeel previous chapter showed that this
evidence holds youth to be a period of becomingically a linear transition to
adulthood, which does not match the contemporargegence of youth. Youth
‘lifestyles’ frequently extend through one’s twedj as young people experiment and
blend different aspects of their lives. In light thiese changes, new ways of including
young people in political/citizenry activities wedescussed, and found wanting. This
chapter will examine the second faulty assumptibe tiscourse of apathetic and
disengaged youth relies upon. Returning to thearekediscussed in Chapter One, it will
be argued that these studies unreflexively appiyomaand unproblematised notions of
politics, notions which arose in the eighteenthtegnand assume their own universality.
These studies assume politics has an agreed meanthgmply it is an unchanging
practice. This section will include a discussionredearch which counters the ‘youth as
apathetic’ discourse. From here an historical tmithbe taken, uncovering the origins of
this narrow and classical liberal variant of paobti It will be argued that this
understanding of politics is indeed hegemonic, iengaparticular notion of the self, and a
public/private split. Following this will be a digssion of contemporary research and
theory which problematises some of the core assongptof the narrow liberal
conception of politics, in particular the publidgiate divide. These contemporary studies
are useful for this thesis because they indicaettte narrow, regulatory model of liberal

politics, first pioneered during the Scottish Ehtignment, and which over time has
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become the dominant hegemonic model for politicgViestern societies, is not the only
way politics can be done.

Problematising Politics

The research discussed in Chapter One almost lgrtoaceives of politics as having an
agreed upon shared meaning, and much of it impladitics is a static and unchanging
practice. The meaning of politics is not open faacdssion or negotiation. Yet how can
we be sure researchers and participants do indesm@ sn understanding of politics?
Especially in light of the repeated finding thaung people lack interest and knowledge
of politics, it seems entirely possible for pagent and researcher to be talking past one
another. When Mackay, Print et al., Beresford anitlip’s, Bulbeck, or Lean use the term

‘politics’, just what do they mean?

As we shall see below, there is a body of reseactmtering that which bolsters the
young people as apathetic and disengaged discdarsecent years a counter-discourse
has emerged which draws upon the insight of youlitglture research which shows that
young people can create meanings (for exampleGashmore, 1979; Clarke, 1975; Hall
and Jefferson, 1976; Cohen, 1972; Hebdige, 19769;1%efferson, 1976; Willis, 1977),
ergo they can be political agents and create neivd#ferent forms of political meaning

and practice

The research previously discussed by Bulbeck, whaihts young people as largely not
engaged with politics, was published in an artwiéh co-author Anita Harris. In this
most useful and illuminating paper, we find occasfor a rare exchange, wherein a
meaningful dialogue occurs across political un@derdings. It is through this exchange
that Bulbeck identifies her political orientatiossd suggests how they shape her research
practice. She says:
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| have also been made aware of how much my unadelista of young people’s
political engagements are read against the yardstd 1970s definitions of

politics. (Harris and Bulbeck, forthcominj)

Here we see Professor Bulbeck being reflexive abeutresearch, identifying some of
the ways in which she helps construct the findiofyeer research. This methodological
reflexivity or honesty is relatively rare for anyut particularly, quantitative research of
young people and politics. And it clearly showstthtleast part of what frames such
research is the question, ‘Why aren’t young pedpiag politics and citizenship the way

we did and the way we want/expect them to?’

Bulbeck takes a familiar approach to the measuréroérengagement by looking at
activities like signing a petition, joining a partyr writing to a politiciarf® Harris, on the

other hand, interrogates the meaning of engagediestgagement, apathy, and
cynicism, questioning standard notions of what ¢®uas engagement and non-

engagement. Harris asks:

Is it more ‘engaged’ to sign a petition on the wihyough a shopping mall, or to
choose not to vote from a deep reflection on theblems of the system of
government? Can a negative activity, a withdrawlasupport, also be considered

as a political actqBulbeck and Harris, forthcoming)

27 Naomi Klein (2000) also notes the way new formgadlitics are often understood in terms of older
models:

This is the flip side of the persistent criticigmattthe kids on the street lack clear leadershthey

lack clear followers too. To those searching faulieas of the sixties, this absence makes the
anticorporate movement appear infuriatingly impaesiEvidently, these people are so disorganised
they can't even get it together to respond to pehfevell-organized efforts to organize them. These
are MTV-weaned activists, you can practically hter old guard saying: scattered, nonlinear, no
focus.(p.1)

Melucci describes similar criticisms: “But who car@bout them? They seem more interested in theasselv
than in the outer world, they apparently ignoretfod, they don't fight against power. They don&ve big
leaders, organization seems quite inefficient,ribantment has superseded great ideals” (198998
810; see also Lichterman, 1999, p. 118).

%8 This has become the typical way of measuring palifparticipation or engagement (see Bean, 1989;
McAllister, 1997; White, Bruce and Ritchie, 2000)
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Following the lead of United Kingdom (UK) researchBhavnani (1991), Harris
guestions the characterisation of young people arveaot engaged apatheticand asks

if it is not in fact cynicism — rather than apathyhat they display. Bhavnani argues that
cynicism, as opposed to apathy, implies some fdrpobtical analysis and critique, and
thus some level adngagementeven if the individual decides not to engage furthis
means choosing to be disengaged can be a pobtotand further, that cynicism “may
even act as ammpetus for political activity.” (Bhavnani, 1991, p. 13, @imasis in
original) In Harris’ work, this form of ‘active dehgagement’ can be seen in young

people who choose not to get involved because of

... deep suspicion of the formal political procesbey feel excluded, that their
issues are not taken seriously, and that the ssatet likely to work in the interest

of social justice(Bulbeck and Harris, forthcoming)

In a series of articles (1999; 2001; 2003; 2004rridand Bulbeckforthcoming, Harris
draws upon research she has undertaken in a nushloeEuntries with young women
engaged in the trans-national culture of produceges’ (be they web-based or print-
based). She argues that these zines, generated aytunk DIY (do it yourself) ethos,
are largely a means of winning space for young wotoe express feminist politics and
pursue and create discussion about its politicgadlves (1999); challenge dominant
narratives about youth citizenship “in a projectedefining and reclaiming politics and
citizenship” (2001, p. 183, see also Harris, 20B4yris and Bulbeck, forthcoming);
challenge, deconstruct and parody contemporaryom®tof girlhood which typically

centre around notions of ‘girlpower’ and girlsrak-takers (2003).

Returning to the notion of ‘active disengagement’ & moment, Harris argues that the

young women in her study:

... politicise apathy and cynicism as active resiséato a postindustrial state

unworthy of their engagement. In other words, they do not want to be included i
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a system they find structurally problematic but \do@ther change this structure.
(2001, p. 194 195)

Clearly, these young women, regardless of how tweuld score on a measure of
participation like that of Bulbeck’s, are highlygaged in the social and political world
around them, as evidenced by their powerful catig and their questioning of the way
things are currently structured. By calling intcegtion the way things work and asking
how they might be different or better, these yougnen araloing politicsor what Nina

Eliasoph has called public-spirited conversatidi®98). To quote Harris again:

... these young women offer ways of conceiving yaotigenship that open up the
possibility of direct intervention into politicalstems, an approach that firstly asks
guestions of the state before seeking inclusiod, teas the thrilling arrogance to
presume that young people are entitled to condustkind of interrogation of their
social worlds in the first plac€2001, p. 197)

As we saw in the previous chapter, the importarfcgoong people asking questions
about their participation and the system in whigbhsparticipation will take place cannot
be underestimated. In fact, it is one of the cénteaets of this thesis that such
guestioning and interrogation is an integral paft politics, in contrast to mere

participation.

The approach that Harris employs in her researchtla@ way she understands young
people and their relationship with politics irorllgaaligns her with comments made by
youth scholar Ken Roberts. These two make for ggamedfellows because Roberts is
largely conservative and Harris, as we have alrewdgd, is anything but conservative.
Nonetheless, if we follow Roberts’ claim that “ybutesearch is sustained by young
people posing constant questions for the authsréied adult society in general” (2003,
p. 14), the kind of young person he suggests iaddn Harris’ work, that is, a young

person (usually a young woman in Harris’ work) wie a socio-political actor,

knowledgeable, reflective, and creatively engagetheir social world. How else could

53



they be producing new forms of politics which imrtyose problems for the established
categories of youth participation researchers,diganisers of meetings of the World

Trade Organization, the G8, or “adult society imgyal”? As Harris notes:

Ironically, much of the discussion about youth Efpation excludes young people
from framing the issues and seeking solutions.ake seriously the possibility of
young people as reflective and knowledgeable spoitical actors means
regarding them as more than datblarris and Bulbeck, forthcoming)

The counter-discourse

Research like that of Harris (1999; 2001; 2003;4&08arris and Bulbeck, forthcoming;
Vromen, 2003), are in part framed by the terms ld tyouth as apathetic and
disengaged’ discourse. They are responding withéentérms of this debate by arguing
that young people are in fact politically engadadt, in new ways, different from those of
‘old style’ activists. Harris argues that if one M& to defend young people from the
charges of apathy and disengagement, this is or@nlgftwo options open; the other
concedes young people are not engaged in polibigs,points to “compelling socio-
economic reasons why that might be so.” (Harris Batbeck, forthcoming) Such an
approach to the ‘youth as apathetic discourse’ siapathy as aymptomand not an end
result; as a product of a political system andetgcivhich marginalizes, if not ignores,
young people. For Harris, this means that the faensains oryouth andtheir problem
with politics. She suggests, contrary to populainst that apathy and engagement are
problems only for young people, the panic over fiapathy and disengagement may be
diverting “attention from the dwindling public spleeand the disengagement of adults.”

(Harris and Bulbeck, forthcoming).

In fact, Harris’ suggestion that disengagement apathy are not only problems of the
young, are reflected in some of the results of aede from the United Kingdom
(POWER Inquiry, 2006%° Helen Wilkinson prepared a report for the All Rart

29 See Appendix A for a discussion of the UK reseavbith forms part of the counter to the ‘youth as
apathetic and disengaged’ discourse.
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Parliamentary Group for Children in May 1996, whimtgues that while young people
may be the vanguard of disengagement from partyigmlolder age groups are riding
their coat-tails:

These trends are not unique to Britain. Countriezrldwide confront the same
problem — in Australia, Germany, America and Frarc@veryone is concerned
about young people’s disaffection with party postiNor is the problem confined

to the young.The Demos analysis found the same growing disctionen the
30s, 40s and 50s age bantisseems that young people are expressing a general
phenomenon more acutelyA MORI poll showed that the numbers of people
dissatisfied with Parliament has doubled in theearg since 1991(Wilkinson,
1996, p. 243, emphasis added)

These findings are also supported by Putnam’s aisalgiscussed in Chapter One. In this
view, young people, their disengagement and apateypart of a longer and more
general historical process. Unfortunately, thisspective does not prevent its proponents
from proffering accusations and derogatory chareetons of young people. In
Wilkinson’s words:

. it would be easy to conclude that the new geiweratre the switched off-
generation — the political equivalents of MTV anelBis and Butthead1996, p.
242)

A recent research paper by Henn, Weinstein and $M(002) further contributes to the
counter discourse of apathetic youth. The real hvofttheir efforts, however, lie in the
interpretations they offer of young people’s dissggment from politics and in their
calling attention to the assumed common understgndnuch quantitative research
maintains exists between researcher and participddhile Henn et al. do not directly
take up this challenge in their own research; thaye drawn attention to a potentially

fatal flaw in much quantitative research on youegme and politics. In their words:
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Political science tends to rely heavily upon queative techniques, such as
guestionnaire-based political surveys. Such an apph assumes that a common
understanding exists between the researcher andeearch participant about the
definition and the meaning of politics; it is ardia that this common meaning may
well not exist, and that studies reliant on suchapproach may not, by themselves,
fully address what (young) people perceive theitigal’ to be. (Henn et al., 2002,
p. 169)

We have already noted the unproblematic and umie#euse of the term politics in
several of the pieces of research discussed thuarfd particularly in relation to Bulbeck
we have seen how such use of ‘politics’ can stmgctiesearch in particular ways.
Manning and Ryan have responded to the claims ti@mn et al. and related them to
their study ofYouth and Citizenshif2004). Manning and Ryan altered their research
design from one based on quantitative methods ® which included a significant
gualitative component, “in order to reflect theremsed validity of qualitative methods in
this subject area.” (2004, p. 15)

Their study draws upon a national survey, telephotterviews, and focus groups
conducted “in a range of locations in Western Aalglr New South Wales, and
Tasmania with young people ranging in age from 4325 (including a group of
Indigenous young people from Cape York and Brisharip. 19) While the survey has
some limitations — namely a relatively small samgilee and self-selection rather than
random sampling — the authors in part used the tqaave findings to inform the
gualitative dimension of their research. Also, sfiegroups who were under-represented
in the survey sample were targeted for inclusiothm qualitative research (see p. 18 —
19).

The quantitative phase of research asked youngeéow they define citizenship in an
abstract sense. The highest level of support wathétwo definitions which referred to
citizenship as being about a set of rights andedutelating to participation in society.

There was also strong support for citizenship baimgut community and participating in
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decisions that affect you. Interestingly, the notiof citizenship as international and
being about “our relationship with all the peopfehe world.” (p. 39) scored higher than

citizenship being about nationalism and sharingraraon culture.

Young people reported experiencing unequal powlatioaships with a wide range of
institutions and groups in society. “Government dudiness groups were seen as the
most remote and those over which young people msetbe least influence. ... The
respondents indicated that governments at all delvave a much greater level of power
over them than they have over governments.” (padd 47) These results again reflect
the common finding that young people feel polittdaand governments to be

unresponsive to their interests and views.

Another familiar finding was that 89 per cent “@spondents felt that young people do
want to participate in influencing politics and govment” (p. 49). Young people listed
education, relationships, employment, money, anathysuicide as the top five issues
they were interested in (p. 42). Again we can rtb&t these interests largely lie beyond
the focus of mainstream politics. There was alsonst support for the teaching of
Australia’s legal and political systems, and ciigleip, again reflecting other Australian

results.

One of the key findings from the qualitative stagehe research was that participants
did not share a definition of citizenship. While uyg people’s notions of what
citizenship is conflicted with each other, “manytloé participants are able to hold two or
more conflicting definitions at once”. “A great mgnparticipants said they had not
thought about citizenship before and that beinglved in this research had made them

think more deeply about it (p. 8%).

Of great importance for research with young peapiepolitics and citizenship is that

many participants defined citizenship as membersbiipany group(s). That this

30 This result is broadly reflected in the findingstioé present research; almost all intervieweesnddi
they had not given much thought to why they wereere not involved in differing forms of
social/political participation.
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interpretation of citizenship was “widespread” {f2) among participants adds further
empirical weight to Henn et al.’s claims about ggential for researcher and participant
to be talking past one another without the researttaving any idea they are each
applying different meanings. Not only is it cledrat young people held a range of
different interpretations of citizenship — includimational identity, rights and duties,
participation, formal status, and belonging and emity (see pp. 64 — 81) — many of
them also held contradictory notions and “unexp¥cfp. 79) notions, like belonging to

a group.

To Manning and Ryan’s credit, they used the focusugs as an opportunity to
interrogate some of the findings of the survey dé@tae finding discussed was “why so
few survey respondents agreed with the statemesit ‘Hwustralia is a democratic
country””. Some of the younger participants saidattithey did not know what
‘democracy’ means, but that it sounded positivéhsy would agree with the statement.
Others equated democracy with fair, and so thezefauld disagree with the statement.
While some of the older participants said that wtiesy were younger they would have
been more likely to agree with the statement, tbeirse of democracy has changed over
time and now find themselves more ambivalent. Miké citizenship, young people
interpret democracy in a range of ways, which airse holds serious implications for
the interpretation of data which uses words likeenship, or democracy, or politics, in

unproblematised and unreflexive ways.

Similarly, in the focus groups many young peopla ghat while they acknowledge
citizenship is in part about exclusion and discniation, such definitions sound negative

and hence they would not want to agree with them.

Many participants also said they would have choska international or
cosmopolitan definition of citizenship in the syrvather than the nationalist
definition even though it directly contradicts theeal perceptions, because they
thought it sounded bettep. 9)
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Clearly, researchers need to be aware, particulatign discussing subjects young
people may have little knowledge or experiencelwdre is a very real potential for them
to effectively be speaking different languages.tfi@enmore, these findings highlight the
contested and unfixed nature of terms like poliacsl citizenship. Underscoring these
points, research like Manning and Ryan’s also ai#dintion to the need for researchers to
consider their research from young people’s petspgecin Chapter One, when
discussing Bulbeck’s work, we noted she gave ldtdasideration to how young people’s
feelings of disconnection from politics may relateheir perception of politics as boring
and/or irrelevant to their lives. Also in Chaptené) Hannam drew our attention to the
frustration that can result from teaching civicsthout any accompanying form of
practice, comparing it to reading holiday brochtireprison®! And returning to Print et

al’'s 2004 report from the Youth Electoral Study eem find a further example.

The authors raise concern over young people’s ddickexcitement” for voting and that
few young people link voting with other rites ofgsage. While the vast majority of
young people think it is important to vote (81.9,%9.9 percent of students think voting
is boring and nearly sixty percent think it a hagg. 16). Print et al. also asked young
people to rank various rites of passage accordingpaw exciting they were, these
included: “Your 18' birthday”; “Graduate from school”; “Get a driverfisense”; “The
end of school formal”’; “Be able to drink legallyhd “Vote in a Government election”.
These items were to be ranked on a scale from woeat all exciting) to four (very
exciting), with “your 18 birthday” coming in top at a score of 3.62 andtévin a
government election” last at 1.8. The authors dfiaé these findings mean few young
people feel voting in their first election excitirgnor do they associate voting with other

rites of passage.

From an adult’s point of view, the finding that démts are unexcited by voting and do
not associate it with other rites of passage, mal be cause for concern. If, however,

we approach these findings from the position ofngppeople themselves, while such a

31 Indeed, Print et al. (2005) have highlighted moaéleaching civics which involve specific class
exercises, rather than simply acquiring knowledgeivics, government, and politics.
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finding may still be cause for concern (particuylawwhen coupled with the strongly
negative findings about voting being boring, a wasta Saturday, and a hassle), we can
see good reasons for it not holding excitement @nd equated with other rites of
passage. As argued in the previous chapter, pliied particularly voting, are divorced
from young people’s worlds (again we can note ttieiénce of thinkers like Rousseau).
Currently in Australia there is little teaching abgolitics or citizenship in schools and
young people must be eighteen before they can \and, yet, when in a study of
secondarystudents(only some of whom have actually voted — at thégys the numbers
of those who have voted are not detailed in thengmverwhelmingly say voting is
important but we do not find it exciting or equatewith other rites of passage, the
researchers seem surprised and raise concerniseféuttire of democracy. Furthermore,
it seems the researchers take some liberties icluding from these findings that:

. voting is not seen as part of transition to adodtd by students. Turning
eighteen, attending ‘schoolies’, obtaining a drivdicence and leaving school are

all far moreimportant rites of passagédemphasis added, p. 23)

The authors jump from a question that asked théesiis to rank a number of “rite-of-
passage” events in order of “excitement”, to maldlagms about how young people rank
the importance of such ‘“rite-of-passage” events. As we have seeasly eighty-two
percent of young people agreed that voting wagortant, it seems misleading to say
that since voting was not seen as being as excésmgurning eighteen that therefore
voting is not asmportant as turning eighteen. If the students were askecamd a
number of rite-of-passage events in terms of ingym#, the results may well have been
different?.

32 A further guestion which could be asked in thisteahconnects with Anita Harris’ work on young
women and politics discussed above: Why is it afipalar concern thatoung peopldind turning
eighteen more exciting than voting? How do we kitlb&t the population at large does not share tleig vi
reflecting cultural values rather than the apathgtisengagement of young people? There is alssatoa
be made for the other “rite-of-passage” eventsrma much more everyday and tangible impact on the
lives of young people than the singular act of mpiin one’s first election. It seems quite reastatmat
one would find the idea of (graduating from schgetting a drivers licence, the end of school fdrma
legally being able to drink or) a large party hielsbne’s honour with friends and family celebratmme’s
arrival at adult status, more exciting than makimgtrip to participate in a system one hagxperience
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Beyond these criticisms, when a broader notion aitips/participation is employed,
research has found young peoplee actively engaged in community life. Ariadne
Vromen’s (2003) paper titledPeople Try to Put Us Down...": Participatory Citiz&mp

of ‘Generation X argues that contrary to popular notions of “Gatien X' having

homogenous or negligible participatory experientms;, distinct participatory typologies
emerge.” (p. 79) Following Prokhovnik’'s (1998) fenst re-conceptualisation of
inclusive citizenship, Vromen takes up her chargat tcitizenship, and in turn

participatory research, should “recognize what eeaptually do” (p. 95).

Vromen’s research is partly framed by the reluctamicAustralian political science to go
beyond formal political institutions in its invegditions of political participation (Bean,
1989; McAllister, 1997§> Her research moves beyond standardised partioipati
guestionnaires having an experiential focus, alhgathe development of typologies of
participation from the forms of participation theung people in her survey report
undertaking.

Again, Vromen found that very few young Australighsomen’s data is drawn from a
broadly representative random sample, see pp. &3)-are involved with political

parties. Even union membership for this sample ovdg twenty-seven per cent (p. 86).
In contrast, up to 22 per cent of young people Haan involved with an activist group
at some stage. Individualised forms of participatilke making a donation (96%),
volunteering time (67%), and boycotting product(S§8y%) were the most frequently

undertaken forms of participation. Not surprisinglye numbers decrease for contacting

of, feels disconnected from and lacking proper Keodge about. Matthews, Limb, Harrison, and Taylor
describe young people’s distance from politics wdien they say, “...within the UK a young person is
deemed criminally responsible at the age of 10,aléxcompetent at the age of 16, but not political
responsible until the age of 18, when suddenlyhovit training or rehearsal, young people enjoyrittet
to suffrage.” (1998/9, p. 19)
3 Revisiting Lean’s (1996) work from Chapter One,ca@ see that at times she understands politics in a
broad way:
When youths think about traffic jams on the maiterdal in the morning or lowering the
probationary drivers’ licence age or introducingreew brand of food into the canteen, they are
thinking politically.(p. 59)
Yet her questionnaire uses the word politics unieroltically, never calling the meaning of politicto
question. Furthermore, she has no suggestions dmuta more inclusive notion of politics might be
brought into the lives of young people (or indemdjnstream politics) and made meaningful.
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an elected official (25%), and further for atterglia rally (19%), with those more
educated and urban dwellers more likely to havertgkart (p. 86). 70 per cent of the
sample had been involved with a sporting or re@eajroup; Vromen accounts for this

high figure through the age of the sample involged7).

One of Vromen’s key findings is that in contrasttt® way mainstream Australian
research on political participation typically findgen to participate at higher levels than
women (McAllister, 1997, p. 246 - 7), or suggestteweelling of differences (Smith,
2001), “when a broader definition of participatisrapplied empirically, particularly one
that is inclusive of community-based activity, waortge participation becomes more
apparent.” (p. 91) Vromen found women to have $icgmtly higher means on two of her
four scales of participation, namely the activistd @aommunitarian scales (see pp. 92 —
93). Women also had “a significantly higher averég@l number of participatory acts
than men, which tends to suggest that women are wen to a range of political acts,
depending on the cause or issue.” (p. 96) Whilecation was a significant variable in
only five of the participatory acts, its cumulatig@ifect meant that overall higher levels of
education were significantly associated with allirf@cales of participation. The third
trend Vromen identifies from her findings is youmpgople’s preference for more
individualised forms of participation; however salso noted that a majority of young
people also engaged in boycotting practices and tthia could be used to mobilise
‘Generation X'.

Vromen finds in stark contrast to claims that thisra ‘crisis’ in the political and civic
engagement of young Australians that 93 per ceffiteofbroadly representative sample
have had involvement with or membership of a grofisome kind* (p. 96). She argues

that the political participation of ‘Generation Xas been underestimated and that we

34 Even when sporting and recreation groups are takieof this calculation, the figure is still aroutiae

70% mark (69% not including party or union and pssional association membership, or 73% when they
are included) (p. 89). Vromen'’s finding that yoyrepple are not the slackers of ‘Generation X' soal
broadly reflected by recent work from the AustnalBureau of Statistics. They found that in 2002p28
cent of 18-24 year olds had undertaken voluntarkwothe previous twelve months. This figure is
matched with a rate of 29 per cent for 25-34 ydds (ABS, 2006).
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need to broaden our traditional ways of understandiarticipation if we wish to

acknowledge the participation of this generatiopaiftical actors>.

In another paper drawing upon the same data sein&m showed that “becoming a
parent does not decrease, or change levels otipation for this age group [18 to 34
years] of political actors.” (2003a, p. 291) Thrbuan investigation of participation and
perceived time constraints (for example, family veork) and political participation,

Vromen found that traditional gendered divisiongwsen public and private sphere
responsibilities still applied to this generatidprincipally when individuals become

parents.” (p. 291) In regard to the “increasinglyhler levels of well educated women not
having children, it becomes clear that women aitefetced into making choices that

men do not have to make: choices between priaviisheir public and private sphere
commitments.” (p. 291) In line with other feminisi&omen argues it is not enough for
the public sphere to be democratised while theapgigsphere, specifically when women
have children, remains the province of undemocrgéndered responsibilities. These
considerations of gender and participation alsevdatiention to the gender dimensions
of young people’s rejection of “institutionalize@rpy political forms of participation in

preference for informal, group-based, and issuéredriorms of participation, which are

also conducive to women’s involvement.” (p. 292)

Thus far it has been argued that much of the relBediscussed in Chapter One, which
forms part of the discourse of youth apathy andrisgement, applies the term ‘politics’
in a non-reflexive and unproblematised fashionw&ssaw with Bulbeck, this can mean,
“young people’s political engagements are readragdine yardstick of 1970s definitions
of politics.” Such an approach betrays the undegyguestion shaping the research:
‘Why aren’t young people doing politics and citizéip the way we did and the way we
want/expect them to?’ Through the work of Harrigl asthers we saw the important

semantic distinction between apathy and cynicisrhem cynicism is understood as

3 These findings fronVromen are supported by recent research from thevbli€h argued for politics to
be understood as going beyond Westminster (POWRE&rl) 2006), and that with this broadening out of
politics, young people are no less engaged thaer pleople (Pattie, Seyd, Whiteley, 2003, citedoimn$on
and Marshall, 2004, p. 13, also see Roker, PlaygiGoleman, 1999).
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involving engagement and critique. This distinctiorderlines the importance of treating
young people as more than data, acknowledging ytbahg people can be conscious
socio-political actors, creating their own polilicaeanings and practices in response to
their socio-political context. Other studies hauethier highlighted the need to open up
the meaning of the political, finding that researchnd participant may not indeed share
an understanding of essential terms like politied aitizenship. In parallel, a number of
criticisms were levelled at the research examine@hapter One, in so far as they fail to
consider issues from young people’s perspectiveallyi through Vromen’s work we
have seen that when a broader notion of politicgfpgation is employed, young people
are far from the stereotype of Generation X slaxker

This discussion demonstrates that, just as withcibrecept of youth, the concept of
politics is historical, contested and shifting.drer to understand why many researchers
operate with a narrow understanding of politicss ihecessary to examine the historical
roots of such a model of politics — the assumptibi®lds about human beings, human
activity and social relationships. | want now t@ahthat this dominant conceptualisation
of politics is actually the product of particulauliwiral and historical forces born in the
early phases of modernity, specifically those afslcal liberalism. | want to turn to this
liberalism and show how its key assumptions wer@pst by the new and changing
social realities of its time, and how they havedmee less relevant in our age of late
modernity, and thus how maintaining its notion afifocs obscures and narrows our

vision of what is occurring in contemporary socelity.

Having begun the process of opening up the meaofitige political, | shall now turn to
the historical origins of the narrow liberal mod#l politics implicitly invoked by the
research reviewed in Chapter One, and, at a morergidevel, the discourse of apathetic
and disengaged youth.
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Historical Ongins of The Narrow Liberal Model of Politics™

Firstly, it is important to recognise that contemgg understandings of politics are a
historical product, and as suggested above, cahstaging shaped by the societies and
cultures in which they are implicated. During thgh¢eenth century, in concert with the
great transformations taking place across Europesagieties (Polayni, 1957),

philosophers began to grapple with the implicatitiisse social changes held for the
workings of society. While the changes taking pldoeng the eighteenth century were
clearly not isolated, having their antecedencehm éffects of increasing mercantilism,
the Protestant Reformation, the Renaissance, gwedevelopments and so on, the
eighteenth century is important for the presentuamgnt as it marks the period in which
many of our current ideas about the role of pditnd ethics/morality in society were
established. For our purposes it is sufficient d@cussion to focus upon the work of
Scottish Enlightenment philosophers and ImmanuehtKa shaping the modern,

hegemonic understanding of politics as holding eydly legalistic and regulatory

function, where ethical life is sequestered froniitips and privatised as a function of
family life and private interactions. Some of timeplications these changes hold for the

modern self will also be discussed.

The ‘Great Transformation’ and civic humanism versus natural law

As noted above, the eighteenth century was a tihgremt and fundamental social and
cultural change for much of Europe. Urban centreslled with the incessant call for

workers, and individuals experienced a profoundngkaand disembedding of social
relations. A lifestyle centred round the home, agétindustry, and family and village life
shifted to one encompassing a wider range of iotewas and greater social distance.
Local community life came to be replaced with abaur lifestyle revolving around the

demands of wage labour and the market (Polanyi;1B&hto, 1993). In Karl Polanyi’'s

words:

36| am indebted to Jacky Morris’ thesis (2003) folpieg me understand this history.
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To separate labor from all other activities of ldad to subject it to the laws of the
market was to annihilate all organic forms of egrste and to replace them by a
different type of organization, an atomistic andliimdualistic one [...] The
application of the principal of freedom of contraamneant that the noncontractual
organizations of kinship, neighborhood, professiand creed were to be
liquidated...(1957, p. 163)

As people moved from rural communities to urban atmhised lifestyles, they became
part of a social world involving many more peopleom increasingly diverse
backgrounds. With increased travel, greater intemacof people from disparate
backgrounds, and the growth of media like pamphlatg and newspapers, a public
sphere began to emerge (Habermas, 1992). The minggoublic sphere marks a further

profound shift from life organised around the fan@hd its local community.

Connected with the rise of the public sphere, vii@sdecline of civic humanism. Civic
humanism, sometimes known as “Old Whig”, “Commoni¥&a“Country” or classical
republicanism, draws on Aristotelian notions of ifpcdl community and calls upon
virtuous citizens to be actively engaged in thening and defence of the commonwealth.
In this tradition®” the polis is understood as crucial for social gnation and the
development of character and virtue. Following fatie, man (sic) is understood as a
political animal £6on politikon, and engagement in a political community of egwehs
pivotal in realising one’s potential and sense eff svorth. Furthermore, such
engagement worked to foster commitment and intenesthe community, whilst
developing civic virtues that militate greed andfiseness. As Pocock (1971; 1972)
points out, civic humanism, or more specificallye ttCountry ideology, proved

surprisingly resistant in Britain, where it devedojfor nearly a century.

Nonetheless, with the growth of states, their stajmdrmies, and public credit, and as the

expectation that citizens were actively engagedhia running of the commonwealth

3" For examples see Arendt, 1958; Fink, 1962; Skint@®8; Pettit, 1997; Pocock, 1971; 1975.
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flagged, civic republicanism entered decline (P&cd®72; Tronto, 1993). Indeed, the
backdrop to the decline of civic humanism is a gebapanning the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, between civic humanism aadrtbdern natural law tradition. The
debate centred around the proper role and fundtiguolitics with regard to the state and

human relationships.

In contrast to civic humanist, republican or Coun{Pocock, 1972) approaches to
politics, which advocate a participatory politickheve the virtue of citizens is nurtured,
the modern natural law thinkers argued for a rdgwa legalistic politics founded in
laws designed to curtail the potential ravageshef pursuit of private gain. Modern
natural law thinkers like Hugo Grotius, “a profolpdanti-Aristotelian thinker,”
(Teichgraeber, 1986, p. 24) fundamentally rejeet Anistotelian view of man (sic) as
zbon politikon.They understood men (sic) to be both competitive swcial, requiring
society to survive. To avoid Hobbes’ war of evergnragainst every man, individuals
needed to agree to a common system of law thatdmalidw them to pursue their own

ends. According to Teichgraeber:

In natural law politics, man is a legal or juristigerson rather than the citizen-
warrior of civil humanist tradition. Moreover, he a creature with “rights” that
must be defended and protected in public law. IH®gry concern is not the art of
ruling so much as the rational pursuit of his pteaoncerns and interestd.986,
p. 21)

Modern natural law thinking can be understood asrging in the aftermath of a period
of religious wars (Clark, 1966, chapter 6), whene tprivate’ interests of religious

communities wreaked havoc and destruction acrosshnofi Europe. Grotius himself

lived through the Eighty Years War between Spaid hAis Dutch homeland, and the
Thirty Years War between Catholic and Protestatibns. Seen in this context it is not
surprising that such thinkers were preoccupied withtask of securing public order and
peaceable social interactions beyond such privateerns. In contrast to the scholastic

rights theorists who reconceived Aristotle’s notimnrights to include subjective rights,
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where individual subjective rights were limited bgtural law, Grotius conceived of
rights as “entirely self-referential; they definedhatever was appropriate to ... [one] in
light of his personal merits or of his propertyTefchgraeber, 1986, p. 24) For Grotius
this meant a good society was one in which “everg should enjoy his own, with the
help, and by the united force of the whole commuhiGrotius, cited in Teichgraeber,
1986, p. 24) These ideas had a profound influermen tthe Scottish Enlightenment
thinkers, and his alternative view of social orger we shall see below, while taken up in
different ways, were resolutely adopted by Hutchjséume, and Adam Smith.

Scottish moralists - politics, morality, and the problem of social distance

The Scottish Enlightenment thinkers, in particutdutcheson, Hume, and Smith can be
seen as part of the modern natural law traditiorsanfar as they also conceive the
political as primarily performing a regulatory, Higtic role for society, in contrast to

those traditions which draw upon Aristotle and tleed for individuals to participate in

political community which nurtured virtuous citizenThey understood morality’s

wellspring as resting in individuals’ sentimentsdapassions, hence they no longer
located virtue as part of an individual's conscipussuit of the public good. Virtue came
to be seen as the proper organization of privagsipas.

The eighteenth-century is therefore pivotal in theyelopment of modern notions of
politics. As Pocock (1972, p. 129) observes, “Fa first time, eighteenth-century men
were setting their conceptions of politics in ateom of historical change, the transition
from the agrarian world of the Middle Ages to theroantile and specialized world of

their own generations.”

Hutcheson can be understood as reflecting theitiambgetween the two worlds Pocock
describes above. He recognised the problem of Isdisi@nce and the resultant need for
humans to have a level of attachment and concerotlers who were distant — invoking
a universal moral sense or benevolence — whilstlgging the role of “the conventional

and local as educators and shapers of moral sgiigerito, 1993, p. 43)
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Hume on the other hand, while sharing “Hutchesdekef in the naturalness of moral
sense” (Tronto, 1993, p. 45), did not think relymgsuch notions of human benevolence
was enough to ensure justice in the context ofesies of increasing social distance and
cosmopolitanism. Hume thought Hutcheson’s notionmoral sentiment and sympathy
inadequate in the face of increasing social digaki¢hile sympathy works when people

are close, he did not believe people held a gefwralof mankind:

In general, it may be affirm’d, that there is nalipassion in human minds, as the
love of mankind, merely as such, independent afgoexl qualities, of services, or
of relation to ourself. ‘Tis true, there is no humand indeed no sensible, creature,
whose happiness or misery does not, in some measdteet us, when brought near
to us, and represented in lively colours: But thisceeds merely from sympathy,
and is no proof of such an universal affection tmkind...(Hume, cited in Tronto,
1993, p. 45)

Having acknowledged the limitations of sympathy,ntiduargued that for justice to be
ensured, while it was founded in the natural idedemevolence, laws and convention

were needed to train people to behave well towangsanother.

Not surprisingly, given the rate of change during ¢ighteenth-century and the years that
separate Hutcheson, Hume, and Smith, Adam Smitb¢oumt of sympathy further
reflects the impact of growing social distance. ikmlHutcheson’s very local and direct
notion of sympathy, or Hume’s more mediated conoaptSmith thought of sympathy
less as a natural, instinctual reflex and morenaactive process of imagining ourselves
in the place of the oth& Highlighting the influence of modern natural lakinking,
Smith argued that humans natural social dispositi@ke us keen to be accepted by
others as proper. For Smith, propriety was a motigeorce in our empathising with the
position of the other and hence invoking proper ggthetic responses. In a departure
from Hutcheson and Hume, moral behaviour becamengied in aractive process. Of

course, if sympathy was indeed antive response, this posed particular problems.

®na sociological context we can note how much ¢iesv shares with Mead’s (1962) social psychology.
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Firstly, we would be more likely to sympathise wittose better off, risking the complete
neglect of the poor. Secondly, recalling Hume, peowould be more likely to
sympathise with those close to them, furtheringtexy divisions in society, class, status,
‘race’ et cetera. Finally, distance itself wouldelly warp one’s proper sympathetic
response. Smith provides the instructive examplasobeing more concerned with the
loss of the tip of one of our little fingers thametdeath of a million people in China.
Smith’s response to this raft of problems was towenaway from a pure theory of moral
sentiments, preferring instead one increasinglypened by reason and duty (Tronto,
1993, pp. 46 — 47). Over several editions of Smiiiiie Theory of Moral Sentimentse
arrived at the view that as distance, both physécad social, increased, the basis of
morality shifted from our seeking of the more irgderface to face approval of others
toward self interest; if moral behaviour was in theerest of others, they too would act
morally (Tronto, 1993, p 49).

In contrast to Hutcheson, Smith was also scepttsiut the ability of a political
community to nurture virtue in its citizens. As Bok (1983) noted, in light of the social
changes described above, by the time the likes ofthéson, Hume, and Smith
considered the role of civic virtue, much of itdipocal and moral gravitas had dissipated.
Contrary to traditions like civic humanism, Smittotight the role of the state was not the
development of character and virtue, but that tlaesshould be more circumscribed,

legalistic and regulatory. In Teichgraeber’s words:

The project of capitalism, as he [Smith] envisiongds for self-seeking men to
create a prosperous world in which economic agtigierves individual needs and
desires, not those shaped by religion, nation, gowent, or privileged social and

economic institutiong1986, p. 178)
In this vision we can clearly see the legacy of tieoand the modern natural rights

thinkers, along with the scepticism about the abitif political communities to create
virtuous citizens in the face of rapidly increasipigysical and social distance, and the
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dangers associated with religious communities aedlors or ambitious noblemen
(Teichgraeber, 1986, p. 3).

The result of this work by the Scottish Moralistass‘a de-politicized view of individual

morality and a de-moralized view of politics.” (€kegraeber, 1986, p. 10) The market
and commerce were seen as securing social orderird@gration. It was through

commerce and exchange that “man” could meet thesdsnwhich his own labour could
not provide for, and hence intertwine self-interastl the material and social benefit of
general society. As a result, politics becomeseiasingly legalistic, regulatory and
administrative; politics is no longer the spherewihich humanity’s “deepest practical
and moral concerns find resolution or fulfilmenTeichgraeber, 1986, p. 10) From a
view of politics which saw men (sic) as needingdavelop character and virtue, to be
good in active and positive ways as well as beawrabiding, we arrive at a position
where politics is reduced to the regulation of abtife; in Teichgraeber’'s (1986, p. 9)

words it “has no positive moral value or purposea icapitalist society.”

While we should understand the conception of mdithinkers like Smith held as an
ideal type in the Weberian sense (Weber, 1949)care nonetheless clearly note the
legacy of this conception in contemporary politiBearing in mind the contested nature
of a term like politics noted above, if we limitroview to the forms of politics which are
institutionalised, we can clearly see the dominasfcguch issues as interest rates, taxes,
inflation, employment, ‘technical’ matters of theoeaomy; reflectinghomo economicus
and the Scottish moralists’ narrow conception ofitics as being the regulation and

administration of social life.

While the authors do not name it, there can bke ldbubt that the research covered in
Chapter One holds the institutions of this narregutatory model of politics as its focus,
asreal politics.In stark contrast to the consistently dominantéssof regulatory politics,
namely, economic issues like tax, interest ratad, @mployment, if we look at young
people’s political interests, they are focussedname morally loaded issues; for example,
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reconciliation with Australia’s Indigenous peoplsspporting a more egalitarian society
(Beresford and Phillips, 1997), relationships, outh suicide (Manning and Ryan, 2004).

Changes in the private sphere

Concurrent with the changes to men'’s lives in thlewdating and self-interested world of
commerce, the market and the newly burgeoning pughere, was a rethinking of the
household. As the public world was increasinglyemstbod as a world of strangers, rife
with corruption and vanity, the household, and olrse, women as its ‘natural
custodians, were seen as a counterbalance. Tr&888,( pp. 54 — 56) argues that as
moral life shifted from a foundation of pure sergimh towards increasing mediation by
reason, women, and the private sphere, in turnrbeche home of sentiment, sympathy
and benevolenc®. In Christopher Lasch’s phrase the family becamblaaen in a
Heartless World1977) Aries (1962), and Berger, Berger, and Kellner ()%140 argue
that the family's move toward relationships of mge intimacy, emotionality, and
romantic love were a response to an increasingbeinsonal, bureaucratised modern state
(gesellschajt Indeed Berger et al. comment, “The private sphes served as a kind of
balancing mechanism providing meanings and meaulirggftivities to compensate for
the discontents brought about by the large strastof modern society’® (1974, pp. 185
—186)

Norbert Elias has also described the division betwpublic and private worlds which

emerged during this period:

In other words, with the advance of civilizatiorethves of human beings are
increasingly split between an intimate and a prvaphere, between secret and
public behavior. And this split is taken so muahdgi@anted, becomes so compulsive
a habit, that it is hardly perceived in conscioussi€Elias, [1939] 1978, p. 190)

39 See also Mullan (1988) and Dwyer (1987).

On contrast, Silver (1997) has argued that it ecfgely the rise of the impersonal structures of
gesellschaftvhich provides the conditions for these new nastrirmental relationships of private life, such
as the modern notion of friendship.
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Immanuel Kant, John Rawls - morality and the self

Kant's work, founding morality in universal reasamd rules, can be seen as following on
from the work of the Scottish moralists and theieqecupation with the problem of
social distance and the concomitant fading confidein the worth of situated political
communities (Tronto, 1993, p. 51). Unlike Hutchesblume, and to a lesser extent
Smith, Kantian morality does not need proximity emotional engagement to ensure
moral behaviour. As liberalism tries to eschew aayticular ends, preferring to allow
citizens tochooseand pursue thewwn ends “it therefore must govern by principals that
do not presuppose any particular conception ofgibed.” (Sandel, 1984, p. 82) Kant
argued for this, in part, via the transcendentéljestt, a subject with autonomous will,
independent of social and psychological inclinagiomature and “the vagaries of

circumstance.” (p. 84)

For Kant, humans are creatures capable of transwerbeir specific and embodied
being via the universal capacity for pure reasow, idis this capacity for reason which
leads to a rational set of moral rules, beyond B&pee, particular ends, locality,
proximity, emotional engagement and so on. In @stitto Hutcheson, Hume, and Smith,
Kant thought behaviour governed bdyty was of higher moral worth than that which had
its beginnings ininclinations. The crucial matter for Kant is that wehooseto act
according to duty, independent of such worldly @ne as love or affection (Morris,
2003).

While Kant's theory is able to dispense with thelpem of social distance by arguing for
the universal capacity of a pure reason which &lmes humans with the ability to will
moral duty, irrespective of experience, we areweth asubjectwhich must also be prior

to and independent/transcendent of experienceatd&’s words:
And so the notion of a subject prior to and indejet of experience, such as the

Kantian ethic requires, appears not only possiblg indispensable, a necessary

presupposition of the possibility of freeddd®84, p. 85)
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In a modern rendition, John Rawls (1971) deploysdohiginal position in an attempt to
retain the force of Kant's doctrine — the prioridy right establishing a society where
citizens choose their own values and ends, witimédas liberty for all — while replacing

his transcendental idealism with “a reasonable somain.” (Rawls, cited in Sandel,
1984, p. 85).

Rawls’ original position asks us to assume thetmwsiof architect of society, choosing
the principals we would govern by if we were to ab® them before we knew the
particular people we would be in that society -hrar poor, educated or uneducated,
lucky or unlucky, able-bodied or disabled, blackwdiite — hence before we knew our
aims, interests aelos For Rawls, the principals we would choose in sachmaginary
position are the principals of justice, and of @authey do not presuppose any particular
ends. As Sandel points out however, they do presep particular conception of the
person, an unencumbered self, a self outside tdrigisculture and society, a self with no
particularity, purposes or ends. Such a self exigtore and beyond experience, its
identity is already secured. Hence, such a selflpdes constitutive ends and means
there is always distance between the attributeavie and the person &am (also see
Maclntyre, 1981, pp. 227 — 237; Nussbaum, 2001340.— 342)In Sandel’s words:

No role or commitment could define me so complébely | could not understand
myself without it. No project could be so esserttiat turning away from it would

call into question the person | ai.984, p. 86)

While Rawils tries to inject Kant’'s morality with g@micism, to anchor it to a worldly
subject, the subject of the original position remsaiwholly without character, without
moral depth” (Sandel, 1984, p. 90). Rawls’ unencerad self cannot belong to a
community which demands more than mere cooperaficcommunity that engaged the

identity as well as the interests of a subject is a comtypuméyond that which an
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unencumbered self — with its pre-existing identitgan know. For such a community

would beconstitutiveof individuals, rather than based merely on thewperatior'

The significance of these critiques lies in théatss as dominant and hegemonic moral
theories in the Western world. As Tronto (1993,51) observes, “since the late
eighteenth century, Kant’'s model of what constgug@od moral theory ... has stood
almost unchallenged...” And no less an authority amahtheory than Alistair Maclntyre
(1966, p. 190) has said, “For perhaps the majofitgter philosophical writers, including
many who are self-consciously anti-Kantian, ethgslefined as a subject in Kantian
terms.” Thus, the almost unrivalled model of mdoahaviour, in either its Kantian
Enlightenment rendition drawing upon a transceraesubject or Rawls’ modern variant
which rests upon the original position, leave ushwa model of the self which is
disinterested, disengaged, discrete, prior to adépendent of experience — unworldly.
The notion of the self as discrete and wholly urdlgrwill be discussed further in the
second section of the thesis, and shown to consfaatply with therelational and

interconnectednodel of self invoked by many of the participanitshis research.

Summary

This section has tried to show the historical oxsgdf the narrow liberal notion of politics
and its corresponding conception of morality. Wes $@w this circumscribed politics
contrasted with notions of situated political conmityy and that these modern notions of
politics arose in specific historical conditionsachcterised by increasing social distance,
commerce, industrialisation, urbanisation, and &ation. It was argued that through the
work of the Scottish Enlightenment thinkers, mdyaland politics became divorced,
rendering politics sharply circumscribed from itseeygous manifestations in political
communities that drew upon an Aristotelian traditid?olitics came to be seen as
primarily legalistic and concerned with the reguatand administration of social life.
Accordingly, morality/ethics became a feature a¥ge life; character development was

to take place in the family, rather than in pulithcough politics. Kant overcame the

111 this notion of the self as a discrete identitith its own independent interests and ends, capaibl
cooperation to further those ends, we can cleasyits pedigree in the work of the Scottish motslis
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Scottish preoccupation with social distance viaversalistic pure reason, but in turn
created a most unworldly subject. In the twentieghtury, Rawls attempted to salvage
Kant's universal morality and anchor his transcemale subject with a reasonable
empiricism, yet as the discussion of Sandel shoeeen in Rawls’ modern rendition an
unworldly, unencumbered, discrete self is unavdelabinally, it was argued that both
the narrow view of politics as regulation and mity&thics as private and separate from

politics are hegemonic in contemporary Westernedms.

This historical excursion shows, firstly, througdte tdiscussion of civic humanism and the
Country Ideology, that the dominant contemporargiaratanding of politics and its role
in social life is not the only way of doing polgicSecondly, it should be clear that the
regulatory and legalistic model of politics we liwéth today, that which was bequeathed
to the West by the Scottish Enlightenment, developeder and in response to specific
historical and social conditions. In particularg tiscots were preoccupied with the
problem of maintaining justice in the face of irasag social distance in modernising
societies. Contemporary institutionalised politttsarly has its lineage in the regulatory,
administrative, depoliticised morality and demaadl politics developed by the likes of
Hutcheson, Hume, Smith, and Kant. The consequehdhi® lineage, and indeed its
hegemonic status, can be clearly seen in the qallitesearch discussed in Chapter One.
If young people are not interested in dominant,nsiaeéam politics and its institutions,
then they arépso factoapathetic and or disengaged. If young people arénterested in
the dominant issues of taxation, inflation, empleym or interest rates, then they are
deemed to be lacking interestpnolitics. Political practices undertaken by young people
which blend public and private are typically misssdresearch operating with a notion
of politics which maintains a decisive split betweariblic and private spheres. Precisely
because the Scottish model of an administrativgulatory, demoralised politics is
hegemonic, unreflexive deployment of politics isearch effectively squeezes out any
form of ‘politics’ which falls beyond its bounds.u&h contemporary researchers are
reifying the assumptions of a model of politics eleped some two hundred and fifty
years ago. This is not necessarily a problem, &avihe tremendous social change which

has taken place since this model was developed.
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Conclusion

This chapter has undertaken the problematisatiodoofinant, hegemonic notions of
politics. It began by looking at the work of Harasd Bulbeck and the argument that part
of what bolsters the discourse of apathetic andndjaged youth is the application of
particular conceptions of politics, in Bulbeck’'s case a paditforged in the 1970s, in
research of young people and politics. The workKafris and Bhavnani highlighted the
critical difference between cynicism and apathy,emhcynicism requires a level of
engagement and critique. Harris’ work also dreverdton to the need for research of
young people and politics to understand young peagl more than data, as creative,
reflective, socio-political actors. Beyond this,ovfien’s work showed us that when a
broader notion of politics/participation is usedqguantitative research, young people are

indeed far from the stereotype of ‘Gen X slackers’.

This chapter has opened up the political, findin ibe a product of history, shaped by
social, cultural, and technological forces. Theoar regulatory model of liberal politics,
first pioneered during the Scottish Enlightenmemig which over time has become the
dominant hegemonic model for politics in Westernistes, is not the only way politics
can be done. As discussed above, in the pasticggoltas a sphere for character
development, friendship and love, and pursuingectie goods. As will be discussed in
the following chapter, in the late twentieth andlyawenty-first century, politics can
play a central role in one’s lifestyle and ident{eck and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002;
Giddens, 1991; Lichterman, 1996; Perkins and C2006; Simons, 1995).

Having outlined the legacy of the Scottish moralist their views of politics as mere
regulation of a society constituted by autonomond aelf-interested beings komo
economicus- it is now possible to return to the theme ofpematising politics. | shall
undertake this problematisation in the next chapterfirstly, discussing recent social
theory, which shares with the discourse of youthtlayp a concern for politics, public
debate and democracy and secondly, examining cpotemy theory and research, which
challenges the assumptions of the hegemonic mdahercow politics, separate morality,

and divided public/private spheres.
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Chapter 4

Politics and Late Modernity

Introduction

This thesis is a qualitative examination of thecdigse which posits young people as
apathetic and disengaged from politics. Thus fahagler One canvassed recent
Australian research which consistently found youpepple to lack involvement,

knowledge, and interest in politics. Chapters Twml &hree discussed the two key
assumptions the discourse of apathetic youth reliesiamely a linear understanding of
youth, where youth has its end in adulthood, arel rédliance of the discourse on a
narrow, administrative notion of politics which hesorigins in classical liberalism. This

chapter will build on the discussion of the lastfbsther opening up the meaning of the
political. It begins with a discussion of contemgugr social theory, and the overlapping
preoccupations of this body of literature and tiszaurse of apathetic and disengaged
youth. As we have seen in previous chapters, vamsegtions of society have contributed
to the discourse of apathetic youth — the governjitee media, and social researchers.
At a more general level, a key preoccupation oft@mporary social theory has been the
apparent decline in social/political involvementiahe public sphere, and the atomising
and individualising affect of modernity. The secdraf of this chapter will counter this

vision of post/late modernity with a discussionatiernative theoretical approaches, and

results from empirical studies of contemporary tudiand activism.
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The Retreat of Politics After Modernity

As noted in previous chapters, numerous sectiosea@éty — the government, the media,
and social researchers — have contributed to theodise of apathetic and disengaged
youth. While this discourse has not featured hgaigl sociological debates, a key
dimension of recent social theory has been preaeduwith the apparent decline in
social/political involvement and the public spheaad the atomising and individualising
affect of modernity. In different ways, this liténee raises very similar concerns about
the future of democracy and public debate to thassed by proponents of the youth as
apathetic discourse. While these authors tend tclctheir arguments about the decline
of social/political engagement and the public sphand social atomisation, within the
recent past, at their best they also maintain gdohistorical view seeing the antecedents
of these changes in the advent of modernity andhithestrial and French Revolutions.

It is argued that many of the changes that havédedntemporary society being defined
by individualism — weak social bonds, social netgorather than communities with
strong and enduring social bonds — have their adeswe in the changes occurring
around the time of the industrial revolution. Acqmanying the great industrial and
political changes of this period were radical clestp the organization of social life. As
discussed in the previous chapter, it was during time that the demarcation between
the ‘private’ realm of ‘personal life’ and the pitbiealm ofgesellschaf{Tonnies, 1957)
began to emerge. There was mass migration fronh aveas to cities, production shifted
from the home to factories, and there was a stafbfvilage community life — typically
defined by strong group identity and social relasic- and shared values and norms,
toward the disembedding of social relations, weatiad ties, the decline of sociability,
reduced family size, and the fracturing of sharedues and communal identities
(Polayni, 1957). Commenting on the decline of doititg and the increasing isolation of

the modern family, Aries states,
It is not individualism which has triumphed, buetfamily. But this family has

advanced in proportion as sociability has retreatéidis as if the modern family

had sought to take the place of the old social tretships (as these gradually
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defaulted) in order to preserve mankind [sic] fram unbearable moral solitude.
(1962, p. 406)

Berger et al. (1974) view the family and the prévaphere in a similar way, as providing
meaning against an abstract, instrumental pubheisp Their critique of modernity goes
further however, suggesting that mobility and theadisation of social life-worlds leads
to “what might be called a metaphysical loss ofrffed”(p. 82). While people construct
and reconstruct “refuges that they experience asm#i’, their attempts are often
unsuccessful, because “over and over again, theewilds of “homelessness” threaten
these fragile constructions” (p. 188). Hence, moidation has liberated individuals
“from the narrow controls of family, clan, tribe @mall community” and provided
moderns with “previously unheard-of options andrases of mobility*? (p. 195), but
‘homelessness’ is the price of this individuatibnthis context, Bammer (1992, llicheck
page No.s) argues that the ‘home’ becomes a peafore) home “is neither here nor
there ... rather, itself a hybrid, it is both heredahere — an amalgam, a pastiche, a

performance”.

Other writers have also discussed the themes oflilyadnd the resultant ‘homelessness’
Berger et al. speak of. Richard Sennett highlightslernity’s demand for change in the
work-place when he says, “failure to move is taksra sign of failure, stability seeming
almost a living death. ... To stay put is to be lefit” (1998, p. 87). Gauchet sees

contemporary individualism as reflecting the defarechange and new beginnings.

More recently, we have abruptly shifted towardsratividualism ofdisconnection
or disengagementwhere the demand for authenticity becomes incotblgatvith
the attachment to a collectivity. In the ultracanfgrary world, you can only be
yourself if you keep yourself within yourself. T¢tearacteristic gesture of the

contemporary individual is not self-affirmation ttugh involvement (as it was in

“2 NovelistMilan Kundera has described this dimension of moitieasThe Unbearable Lightness of
Being(1984)
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an earlier phase); it is rather the new beginning. To affirm oneself is to
withdraw?* (2000, p. 32, emphasis in original)

As Lash and Urry (1994, p. 281) argue, with the porasion of time and space, made
especially possible by modern communications teldyyy people are more
interconnected, but “there are relatively few folmedationships between individuals ...
[and] there is an undeveloped sense of solidaggpecially that fostered vis-a-vis
others”. Contemporary Western society is charagdriby “few common standards ...
where strong binding collectives have declined bBedn replaced by communities of
choice, and where informal social sanctions havekeeed” (Hirst and Thomson, 1996,
p. 193). All this suggests the West's move towain@ Network Societ{Castells, 2004),
where the questions shift from ‘Who are you? ‘Whiare your values and
engagements?’ To: “To whom are you related?’ ‘Withom are you in contact?’ ‘Whom
will you be able to call in an emergency?’ (Sticlmv2002)

From this perspective, Zygmunt Bauman has becoméaaling prophet for a
postmodernity (Smith, 1999) characterised by a lmissommunity and strong social
bonds, increasing privatisation, a declining puBpbere and a dismantled welfare state,
consumer culture, and perpetual change. In a reloeok, Liquid Modernity (2000),
Bauman uses the model of a caravan park as anggrmfalocontemporary society. People
come and go in their caravans with their own itmies, with little interest in the
workings of the site. They ask for basic amenitied to be left alone. If things do not
meet their expectations they may complain, thingsy rhe fixed, but people do not
guestion or try to renegotiate the managerial gbipdy of the site, let alone organize to
take over and run the site themselves! (pp. 23)- 24

In Modernity and Ambivalengd991), Bauman uses the German Jew as a vehiclesfor
argument that order and ambivalence are twin desnBauman, modernity is defined by

its obsessive quest for order and control. Butmithee world does not exist to reflect the

“3 Wilkinson and Mulgan’s (1995) research on youngpbe@mpirically supports Gauchet's assertions,
with their finding that many young people “takedwiin being out of the system” (p. 92)
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theories and desires of moderns (see also Connt®91), the very quest itself
unintentionally produces disorder and ambivaleBaiman argues that the German Jew
was the ideal person to corrupt and unsettle estedal notions of ‘Germanness’ and the
binary of German and other. Gradually, in an attetm@ssimilate, urban, educated Jews
further differentiated themselves from eastern Beam Jews through increasing
secularisation. They also became strong patrioghtav their commitment to Germany
and its people. Such changes, however, only maglddtv more ambivalent and slimy;
he/she seeped between the notions of Jew and Gerfan Jew's attempts at
assimilation only further threatened their positiwithin German society as it overtly
destabilised the identity and meaning of ‘Germasnda the interests of order, purity,

and control the Jew had to be eradicated.

Having firmly established the close connection le&w modernity and ambivalence,
Bauman tries to show that the contemporary epodasit livingwith ambivalence and
contingency. The project of total eradication ofb@ralence has largely been abandoned.

In Bauman’s words, the result for the individuathiat she has become a stranger:

In terms of his [sic] biography, the contemporangividual passes a long string of
widely divergent (uncoordinated at best, contraaligtat worst) social worlds. At
any single moment of his life, the individual intslsimultaneously several such
divergent worlds. The result is that he is ‘uprabteEom each and not ‘at home’ in

any. One may say that he is the universal stran@®@1, p. 95)

For Bauman, a key component of contemporary sditgais the privatisation of human
problems and our inability to connect up privatubles and form public issues (Mills,
1958). Bauman has devoted at least one bodk Search of Politic51999) — to
lamenting the colonisation of the public spherdh®yprivate, and the very “possibility of
politics” (Wagner, 1994) in an era of such privatisn and social atomisation. A
particular form of individualism militates agairtse joining of individuals, their troubles
and interests:
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Private fears seldom meet other private fears, when they do they do not easily
recognize each other. That difficulty to concur ammhverge, to combine and be
combined, to join and be joined, has come to bkedahdividual freedom(1999,

p. 63)

As a result of our weak social bonds, pluralisdd-worlds, and network society,

individuals are left only with the sharing of in@ties as a basis for community building:

This building technique can only spawn ‘communitissfragile and short-lived as
scattered and wandering emotions, shifting errdtlyccom one target to another
and drifting in the forever inconclusive search &osecure haven: communities of
shared worries, shared anxieties or shared hatredbut in each case ‘peg’
communities, a momentary gathering around a nail vanich many solitary

individuals hang their solitary individual fear&000, p. 37)

As will be explored in more detail below, the chasf connecting and organizing
within the public sphere and the realm of politaa® no better, as it is increasingly
colonised by the private. Bauman says that rathesm trade unions or political parties, a
more likely experience of collective action withimuid Modernity(2000) is represented

by that which occurs within an angry mob protesfpagdophiles (1999, p. 10).

For Bauman, postmodernity has meant that strangdrlis no longer a temporary
condition to be overcome, but a way of life” (Harma988, p. 44). A way of life

burdened with contingency, where the motto of luitither notice’ characterises many
facets of social life — friendships, intimate redaships, work-life and employment.
Where individuals cannot see how their troubles hiige shared with others. A
privatised world in which the public sphere is doated by “the display of private affairs
and public confessions of private sentiments (tfwemntimate the better)” (Bauman,
2000, p. 37). A life in which consumer goods and tharket are used to quell the
seething emptiness of living in a world where aoubles are truly our own, where we

must make our own identity surrounded by strangerd,never feel ‘at home’.
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But this is onlyone wayof interpreting modernity, an interpretation teaems to have all
the traffic headed in the same direction. DrawimgBerman’s (1983) insistence upon
capturing the dynamism of modernity, and the traditwhich runs from Nietzsche
through Foucault that views the world as alwaysigpéricher than the systems through
which we comprehend and organize it” (Connolly, 1.99. 33), might we ask if anything
else is going on? Are there counter narrativeghe:decline of politics and the public
sphere; to those that understand postmodernignfscorroding meaningful, enduring
connections, relationships, and commitments; tedhthat foreclose the possibility of

politics and a public sphere?

Problematising Politics - Theoretical Perspectives

Along with the empirical studies re-conceptualisipglitics to be discussed below, a
number of social theories have emerged in theglaaiter century to examine how social
life is being reconstituted by contemporary soétates. Mimi Sheller and John Urry
(2003), for example, argue that the public/privditede is now a relic, better abandoned
in favour of a more fluid conception, one that uses the mobile networks of
contemporary social relations. Against a great seatf twentieth century social theory
that tried to maintain, and later rescue, stategianal, and fixed notions of a
public/private divide, Sheller and Urry see thentyefirst century as bringing irreparable
transformations to our understanding of public pridate. They see no clear separation
between the two, noting that, “nothing much of esmporary social life remains on one
side or the other of the divide.” (2003, p. 12Zpmation, communications, screens, and
even cars are understood by the authors as mavesidds which transform orthodox

notions of the public/private divide creating hylsriof private and public life/space.

The information age, with its explosion in new commcations technology, means that
‘public information’ can be accessed in ‘privateasps’; ipso facto “private spaces and
private information are now increasingly susceptita public eavesdropping or tracking,
whether by governmental agencies, marketing resees©r computer hackers”, political
parties or other citizens (2003, p. 116). With tirewth in this kind of technology,

information about others is increasingly being ectiéd, stored and sometimes sold,
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“without those people knowing in general about ithfermation flow or about specific
details.” (2003, p. 116) Examples include databass=d to assess creditworthiness,
targeting consumers using consumer profiles basg@uochasing patterns, demographics
and other data, profiles built up by political pest closed circuit television (CCTV),
surveillance cameras, satellites and so on (seedétson, 2006; Keenan, 2005). Hence,
increasingly we exist beyond our private bodies. @ém do things (like electronic
banking) and communicate without being in a palticplace’* In Sheller and Urry’s

words:

The information revolution has implanted zones wfligity into the once-private
interior spaces of the self and the ho2803, p. 117y

Sheller and Urry also argue that the car, ofteticeged for privatising or colonising
public space by social theorists like Habermas 2)3% Reclaim The Streets (RTS)
activists, actually undermines a public/privateidiévby being at times both public and
private. They note that “automobility” itself coitates a civil society of “hybridised ‘car
drivers™, encapsulated in the private sphere @irtltars, and excluding those without
cars (2003, p.115). The ‘auto-mobile’ private @hz of course relies upon the
sequestering of public space for the purpose ofipubads. This “rolling private-in-
public space”, holds the potential to reproduceesoof domesticity “on the road through
social relations such as the ‘back-seat drivethercommon dependence on a partner for
navigation and map reading.” (2003, p. 115) Whédesalo create a private realm within a
public space, cocooning private citizens from thageside, their culture and ways of life,
or from experiencing in any depth the sights, ssuad smells of particular localities,
some of the technologies within the car can alltsvuiser to engage with publics. For

example, a car radio may provide news of the ‘mubphere’, one’s government for

44 With the increasing digitisation of media the temgd@imension is also affected, being able to watch
listen to media at a time one chooses rather thHaerethey fit in the programming schedule. Soméalig
set-top boxes can even extract advertisements firograms, allowing advertisement-free viewing. Not
surprisingly this technology has faced considerabplgosition, particularly from the entertainmerdustry
(see Lane, 2005).

*>The Internet, and specifically hugely popular slides Myspace, provide further examples of a bhugri
of any public/private divide. Myspace is used bgned0 million people (Aedy, 2006) as a social
networking tool, but it is of course typically assed from a ‘private’ place, like one’s home.
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instance; a Digital Video Disc (DVD) player allowse to view any number of media
products from those designed for sheer entertaitrteerinformative documentaries;
mobile phones connect us to the outside world armh ¢he car itself may be used to
propagate issues relevant to the ‘public spherefg)ough bumper stickers and
sloganeering. One’s very choice of car could berpreted as political, if, for example,
one used a car which ran on renewable energy edibg®el, or even diesel or natural gas
rather than petrol, as it uses less fossil fuel lamchs cleaner than conventional petrol
engines. The choice of a small car could also bersciously political decision, again
pulling the very car itself into the ‘public sphé&®. Equally, the presence of such cars
on the road have the potential to further discussibout: their use, merits and cons,
sustainable/renewable energy, environmentalism sman. Thus automobiles cannot

clearly be demarcated as dwelling only within thieadie sphere.

If Sheller and Urry are correct in their analysfscontemporary social life and the new
mobile and hybrid forms of public and private, thele are witnessing more than
privatisation, erosion of the public sphere or ‘twdonization of the life-world’, we are

also witnessing mobile, fluid manifestations of hglbpublic-private worlds. Following

Marshall Berman (1983), this is the other side bé tstory, necessary for any
thoroughgoing critique of modernity. Proponentgh# privatisation/colonization thesis
see the modern world as a place where the publierspis shrinking (Bauman, 1999;
Kohn, 2004), where public space has been carvefdrupars (Habermas, 1992), where
corporations have usurped the role of public insohs and commercialised public space
(Klein, 2000a), where politics itself has becomfram for private troubles, disclosure

and confession:

The ‘public’ is colonized by the ‘private’; ‘publimterest’ is reduced to curiosity
about the private lives of public figures, and #reof public life is narrowed to the
display of private affairs and public confessiorfspavate sentiments (the more
intimate the better). ‘Public issues’ which resgtch reduction become all but
incomprehensiblgBauman, 2000, p. 37)
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The most seminal of privatizations was that of hunpaoblems and of the
responsibility for their resolution... In the postneod society of consumers, failure

rebounds in guilt and shame, not in political psitéBauman, 1991, p. 261)

But modernity is dynamic and complex, it is impamthat we recognise change when it
happens and investigate its implications. Publecsphas no doubt changed since Henry
Ford began mass production of the automobile. Titteof celebrity and the private lives
of public figures certainly have currency, and shift towards consumer culture has also
wrought change on public space and the public sphent as we saw above, new
communications technology has also transformed relationship with public and
private, making them more fluid, mobile, and hybd Sheller and Urry note, activist
groups have been quick and effective at operaiginglthe fundamental insight that in a
globalised world, “what people do in their ‘privateres matters at a global ‘public’
level” (p. 121)%°

... social movement activists have recognized thé&qgadlsignificance of a private
that is at once public, a local that is at onceligh a small act that has large

implications across the globe(2003, p. 120)

The importance of all this rests on how these chamg the materialisation of the public
and private impact on democracy and citizenshiwaRBsation of the public sphere (if it
is still reasonable to describe it as such), bdyitcars, commercial interests and
consumerism, or the cult of celebrity that leadsthe private lives of public figures
dominating public forumsloeschallenge established forms of citizenship andsibece
available for dialogue and deliberation about intgatr social and political issues. At the
same time, however, new opportunities for (polljicaommunication and action are
opening up. As Sheller and Urry argue, despite temic efforts of much twentieth
century theory to rescue the public/private dividee patient has died on the operating

table.” As a result, the important sites for denadicr citizenship at this point in the

“® The Slow Food Movement can be understood as aneaenple of modern social practice where public
and private, politics and private life become itwéned. Indeed it has been described as the ‘eco-
gastronomic’ movement (Parkins and Craig, 2006).
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twenty-first century are precisely those sites Wwhiare both and neither, public and
private.” (2003, p. 122)

Problematising Politics - Empirical Approaches

In this section | would like to discuss some of tiesearch of activism, politics, and
citizenry activity which “are both and neither, fistband private.” In his highly
acclaimed fictional account of life during the seddalf of the twentieth century in the

United States, author Don DelLillo captures a keynant of a new kind of politics.

Even the lowest household trash is closely obse®edple look at their garbage
differently now, seeing every bottle and crushedocain a planetary context.
(Delillo, 1997, p. 88)

DelLillo is referring to a seismic shift, suggestititat environmental concerns about
waste and recycling had, by the late twentieth wgntpermeated people’s psyche,
forcing them to rethink their relationship with wasind the environmefit.Returning to

academic literature, we can also find examplesealpfe engaging in politics in what
have typically been defined as individual privatedertakings occurring in the private
sphere. Indeed, Paul Lichterman’s (1996) researchd thatpersonalism.an interest in

self-fulfilment, actually supports rather than sages some people’s political

commitment.

Wielding an argument complementary to that speadwaabove by Bauman, some
critics claim that the individualism emerging duinthe twentieth century was
excessively self-centred, even narcissistic, and sash undermined individuals
commitment to the common good. With community beiaglaced byThe Culture of

Narcissism(Lasch, 1979), or Philip Rieff's “Psychological Marthese authors see the

47 A further example of this line of thinking can bees in claims to ‘get in touch with the carbon auy
life’, in regard to individual contributions to ddal carbon levels (Hogarth, 2006, see also Ha, R006s

is a call for individuals to think about their eggruse, how is the energy they use produced —ghrgaoal
burning electricity stations or renewable energils®, how might one reduce the amount of carbamien
contributing — using low energy lights, car-poolinging public transport, walking and bicyclingtieed of
taking the fossil fuel burning car, eating foodgwoed locally and so on.
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death of an older cultural and moral order basedldigation and duty to the common
good. Following this argument, if people are nowrenmterested in self-fulfilment and
self expression, if moral obligation becomes jusither personal experience one could
take or leave, then community life, which they ssgharacterised by obligation to the
community and upholding traditions which transceth@ individual and bind the
community, will necessarily languish. From thisgpective community involvement and
political commitment seem to demand self-disciplmel sacrificé® Lichterman argues
that these communitarian critiques of personalisnount to a seesaw argument about
personal delight versus community obligation. Peatodelight and community
obligation are polarised with one benefiting at thther's expense. Hence, for
communitarians like Etzioni (1993), or proponeritsacial capital like Putnam (2000) or
Cox (1995), the ideal is balance, an equilibriunpefsonal indulgence with service to

one’s community.

Lichterman claims this is a false dichotomy, a vigfwndividual and community which
blinds us to the ways in which personalism or #dfftment may foster an individual
commitment to community and political causes. Famhterman, personalised politics is
part of a repertoire of collective political actjda repertoire that only some of the “new”
identity-focussed activists enact” (1996, p 2090y side these new forms of political
repertoire which understand life as a political jpect older community interest and
obligation-focussed repertoires continue to operétet “for activist groups whose
members do not publicly share many cultural stasglapersonalism has provided a
common ground for a politics of the common goods&ealism suits their position as
public-spirited individuals navigating a sea of #insalturally radical groups, community

organizing efforts and “alternative” service orgaations...” (Lichterman, 1996, p. 218).

Earlier social movement theory described the irgirepimportance of the cultural and
symbolic resistance — even if temporary — thatvestds were communicating through

48 Recalling the quote attributed to Oscar Wilde tita¢ problem with socialism is that it takes toonya
evenings.”
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their very being, as “new media”; as embodimenaofalternative; as highlighting an

immanent problem:

Actors in conflicts are increasinglgmporary,and their function is toeveal the
stakes,to announce to society that a fundamental problemt®| a given area.
They have a growing symbolic function; one can phiyp speak of grophetic
function. They are a kind ohew media.They do not fight merely for material
goals, or to increase their participation in thestggm. They fight for symbolic and
cultural stakes, for a different meaning and oréign of social action. They try to
change people’s lives, they believe that you caangé your life today while
fighting for more general changes in socidiyelucci, 1985, p. 797, emphasis in
original)

This passage from Melucci not only captures sontbekey dimensions of personalised
politics: viewing life as a political project; tlewnnection between one’s life and broader
social change and the inherent blurring of pubhd grivate; and the importance of
individual action, it also argues for the importanaf this kind of activism despite its
transience. Lichterman’s research builds on thigia@n of personalised politics with
his finding that such activists can in fact be vdwyable. Despite their identity focus,
perhaps, indeed, because of it, numerous actiinstss study defined their political

commitments and “goals in terms of a long haul™9@9%. 215)

Lichterman’s research stands in stark contrastaontan’s vision of our social/political
predicament. Lichterman’s research shows us thapite various privatisations, the
alleged colonisation of the public sphere, the ierosof strong social bonds and
community, individuals can and do form commitmeantsl collectives for social/political
change in the name of the common good — commitnvelnish as we have just noted can
be enduring, contra Bauman’s characterisation afasdife as “Liquid Modernity”,
where the motto of ‘until further notice’ reins same. For Lichterman, “personalised

politics is not then a narcissistic search for &tips that is immediately pleasing to
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individuals (1996, p. 212) ... It [does] not mean rsding off individually at will for the
sake of ego” (1999, p. 118).

A range of other studies have also explored thesvilywhich activists and new social
movements challenge the boundaries of institutipoditics (Offe, 1985). The following

are all examples of what Beck (1992) has descrasgdub-politics’.

Political consumerism, the practice of impartinditpzal significance to the purchases or
boycotts one makes, is a prime example of an aftdividual, ‘private’ practice being
used to further political ends. In Western indadised societies where people are
increasingly defined by what they consume, ratlemtwhat they produce, where
consumerism has become an inescapable dimensirepfday life (see Bauman, 1998;
Desmond, 2003; Langer, 1996); what one choosesrtsurne and not to consume can be
a potent tool in leading a politically/ethically gaged life. Political consumerism is a
typical example of what Anthony Giddens (1991) balted lifestyle politics, wherein the

ordinary daily decisions of individuals take onipiohl meaning.

Political consumers choose particular productsrodycers because they want to affect
some kind of change to market or institutional pcas. Issues of justice, fairness,
worker conditions and business and government ipeactare also considerations for
political consumers. What is significant about thgeactice is that those involved
understand their consumer choices as located witftoader social, economic, political
and moral/ethical contexts, and therefore as hathegpotential to shape these wider
spheres. This understanding has been describedhespdlitics behind products
(Micheletti, 2003, cited in Stolle, Hooghe and Met#tti, 2005). When political
consumers seek out the politics behind productsylen they tell others to boycott or
‘buycott’ particular products or companies they also invoking a powerful sociological
tool — C. Wright Mills’ sociological imagination §69). For they are highlighting the
interplay between one’s private life and practieesl the broader world. Young makes

this point when discussing the anti-sweatshop mavegm
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The discourse of the anti-sweatshop movementhaarl it, draws attention to the
complex structural processes that do connect parsamd institutions in very
different social and geographic positions. ... We aifk connected to them
[sweatshop workersjve wear clothes they make; we sell them in carest So the
movement has done much to defetishize commod#iesaling market structures

as complex human creatiorf2003, p. 40)

Despite increasing claims that political consummaris on the rise, it was not until very
recently that it was systematically investigateshgsurvey research (Stolle, et al., 2005).
It seems reasonable to suggest that political coeseam has been ignored by political
science until now because, as discussed in theopievthe recalcitrance of the public-
political/private-non-political divide which domites the discipline and mainstream
understandings of what constitutes ‘politics’. Qamer choices, according to the
hegemonic public-political/private-non-political vitie, firmly take place within the

private sphere, rendering them unpolitical, monenazted with price and marketing than

considerations of worker conditions or a compamyigironmental record.

As we shall see when we discuss the findings optlesent study, practices like political
consumerism weaves politics into the fabric of yléfle.*® When politics is no longer a

discrete sphere but part of one’s lifestyle, a o&ftoutine daily decisions become loaded
with political meaning. For example, in the pressdy, being vegetarian was a political
act for some of the participants, as was drinkiag trade coffee or the length of one’s
shower. Micheletti and Stolle (2005, p. 5) makes fhoint when they say that for young
people “politics is utterly enmeshed with theirlgdife choices about how they dress,

what they eat, what they buy, and which music tistgn to in their free time.”

In his analysis of ‘Do it Yourself’ (DiY) cultureReter Gartside (1998) discusses another

new way of practicing politics. Gartside sees DiVltare as enmeshed in the

% Eormer Federal Opposition Leader Mark Latham predid spectacular account of the interplay of
private and public-political life in 2005 with thpblication ofThe Latham DiariesThe diaries provide an
insight into his parliamentary career, and by the #he reader is left with little doubt about tigngicance
he accords the private life of public figures: “Tleeson for those who write about political evastsis:
never underestimate the impact of private factatsemotions on public figures.” (Latham, 2005, p9R
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detraditionalised, indiviudualised, and hence muodlective, societies of the developed
West. He argues that DiY culture can offer novelysvaf creating political space, but
laments the decline of collectivism and a robusbligusphere, which has rendered
politics a contingent and temporary practice. Nttatanding these challenges, his
description of a Reclaim the Streets (RTS) indthighlights a new form of political
practice:

When Reclaim the Streets — which, for an afterneas a ‘campaign group’ of
thousands of people — took over the M41 in westlbor(in a breathtaking feat of
organization) it/they/we created space in whichséemed that anything could
happen. This wasn't a ‘festival’ or a ‘rave’ in therganised, policed and
commodified sense — although the sound systemglpdoan optional focus for the
event — nor was it an orthodox ‘protest march’. fehevas no platform, no
speeches, no leaders, no formalised statementnodiigs. The RTS action created
something like a ‘Temporary Autonomous Zone’, adawm onto creative
possibility. RTS’s anonymous pamphleteers have roadeections (in an almost
‘theoretical’ register) beyond the simple anti-‘caulture’ issue — ‘The streets are
as full of capitalism as of cars and the pollutioh capitalism is much more
insidious’ — while also insisting on the politicabture of the carnival, and the
importance of a pluralist, open socie(¥998, p. 69)

Anita Harris’ work on young women’s production ahgs (1999; 2001; 2003) is another
example of young people creating new public/pditgpaces. In Harris’ studies, ‘Zines’
— print newsletters/magazines or websites — oftamg women space “to discuss and
organise among themselves, and in particular tsterevith and parody contemporary
images of girlhood.” (2003, p. 39) Using commerd¢edhniques to subvert the meaning
of a product or an advertising campaign, oftenechliadbusting’ or more generally
‘culture jamming’, is another example of politigadactice in consumer culture (Harris,
2004a) — confounding commercial space and creativg potential for political
space/forum.
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Following on from these examples of political preetwhich can undermine the notion
of a discrete public-political/private-non-politicaivide is the work of Culley and

Angelique (2003) who found that ‘private’ concemren play a key role in a person’s
political activism. Their study of women who weomg-term anti-nuclear activists found
that motherhood played a key role in their involest) and proved an impetus for
learning about nuclear technology. Moreover, somi® activists reconceptualized the
meaning of mother from the care of one’s offspriagne who cares for the well-being
of the entire community. Echoing former Oppositiegader, Mark Latham’s comments
about the affect of private emotions and factorgohlic figures (2005), all the women
in this study focussed on the health issues adsdciwith the Three Mile Island nuclear
power plant as a critical factor in prompting thaativism. In Culley and Angelique’s

words:

These specific daily events, like mothers’ recagmithat something is wrong, are
rooted in experiences at home, with children, ahwieighbors and set events into
motion that ultimately led to personal transfornoas. Women's political

participation grew out of their personal, everydagperienceg2003, p. 456)

Herd and Harrington Meyer’s (2002) analysis of caek and civic engagement further
contributes to this critique of a rigid public-padal/private-non-political divide. They
argue that care work can act as a catalyst foc @ad political engagement. Much like
we saw in Culley and Angelique’s work, women agstigziin the toxic waste movement
repeatedly cite their responsibility for their fay's wellbeing as kick-starting their
involvement (Herda-Rapp, 2000). Further, they ardpag care work, “performed mostly
by women, has long provided the necessary supmortother family members to
maximise their own civic engagement.” (2002, p. 6% fact, Herd and Harrington
Meyer argue that care work meets all the standafagher civic activities — generally
being voluntary and altruistic, and cultivating sddrust and reciprocity — and hence

should actually be called civic engagem®nt.

>0 Importantly, they note that unlike political thepopntemporary civic engagement literature does not
exclude the family from civil society. Hence, exdilug family care work from civic engagement is tiat
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Summary

This discussion of theoretical and empirical apphes has furthered the process,
beginning in Chapter Three, of opening up the jalit While some sociological theory

has mounted an argument complimentary to the diseoof apathetic youth — an

argument about privatisation, colonisation of thiblg sphere, the atomising affect of
modernity — voicing serious concerns for the futafepolitics, democracy, and public

debate, various theoretical and empirical studiesehtold different stories about

contemporary society. These approaches challergg@uhlic/private divide maintained

by liberalism and much social theory, instead spemew political spaces and

opportunities between public and private, illumingtthe connections between public
and private spheres. Claus Offe (1985, p. 826) samses this space created by new

social movements.

The new movements politicize themes which canrsilydae “coded” with the
binary code of the universe of social action thaterlies liberal political theory.
That is to say, where liberal theory assumes thladction can be categorized as
either “private” or “public” (and, in the latter cae, rightfully “political”), the new
movements locate themselves in a third, intermgdiategory. They claim a type
of issue for themselves, one that is neither “pavdin the sense of being of no
legitimate concern to others) nor “public (in therse of being recognized as the
legitimate object of official political institutianand actors), but which consists in
collectively “relevant” results and side effects either private or institutional-
political actors for which these actors, howeveangot be held responsible or
made responsive by available legal or institutionsans. The space of action of
the new social movements is a spacenatinstitutional politics which is not
provided for in the doctrines and practices of tddedemocracy and the welfare

state.(emphasis in original)

result “of a consistent theoretical argument thatifies are private.” (Herd and Harrington Meyed02, p.
676) The authors argue that civic engagement fitegacomes from a “tradition that is largely gendind
and consequently ignores care work.” (p. 665)
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Beyond the blurring of public and private and thewnspaces for “noninstitutional
politics” this creates, the above examples sugdhat while individualism and
individualisation may pose acute challenges foeplidrms of institutionalised politics
and solidarity, new opportunities for politics hamgened up which transcend the older
institutions and their jurisdictions. And most digrantly, this literature shows us the
ways in which individuals can be politically effdaus, making their lives political

projects.

Conclusion

This chapter has explored theoretical and empireemples which fundamentally
undermine classical liberalism’s public-politicali@te-non-political divide. While the
social forces of individualism, social atomisatiand the colonisation of the public
sphere are no doubt powerful, this chapter hagl aitgportant counter trends; arguing
that individualism, an interest in self-expressimmd fulfilment, can be an important
means of sustaining long-term political commitmermNgew social movements and the
new mobile, hybrid, public and private spaces odaneby technology offer new spaces
and means for undertaking political action. As &mednd Urry argue, the destabilisation
of the public/private divide means that few aspe¢tsocial life now remain on one side
or the other of the divide. As will be discussedHtar in coming chapters, this feature of
modern life was made very clear during the presamdy — even when they wanted to,
maintaining a public-political/private-non-politicdivide was virtually impossible for the

participants involved in this study.

The chapters that follow will show that for many tbe participants of this study the
narrow, hegemonic, regulatory model of politicsn@ the politics they believe in and
practice everyday. They challenge its separatiomofality/ethics and politics, public
and private, and its notion of the self as discratemised, and motivated by self-interest.
Before turning to a discussion of the findings loé turrent research, Chapter Five will

discuss the methodological approach and issudssoptoject.
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Chapter 5

Methodology

Introduction

A number of sections of society, including the naedjovernment, and social research,
frequently characterise young people as apatheiit disengaged from politics. This

project is a qualitative examination of the dissesumwhich posits young people as
apathetic and disengaged. Thus far, the evidenat fthds young people lacking

knowledge and interest in politics has been reviewée following chapters interrogated
two underlying assumptions made by the discoursapathetic and disengaged youth,
namely its linear, teleological understanding ofiyoand its narrow, unreflexive and
unproblematised deployment of ‘politics’. The pmws chapter further opened up the
meaning of the political and interrogated libemalis public/private divide under

conditions of late modernity.

This chapter provides an opportunity to discussdneelopment of the methods used and
the reasons behind those particular methods. Asave already had cause to note, in the
research of young people’s relationship with paditireflexivity is crucial if we are to
allow participants’ practice and understandingpalitics to be heard. While any given
researcher can only ever produce specific, padr incomplete knowledge, being
aware of the biases and particular knowledge waglto research helps illuminate some
of the limitations of the knowledge we produce.sTthapter documents the development
of the project, its methods and their justificafiand some of my own biases and

preoccupations.
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Research Design

During the planning stages of research, | had ad#ofocus than testing the discourse of
youth apathy; | was interested in the ways youngltadvere ‘engaged’ with society.
With this broader interest | spent some time cotg@sing the different ways in which
young people could engage with society. Followirngadne Vromen’s (2003) and Nina
Eliasoph’s (1998) research, both discussed preljiplisarrived at a model of young
people’s modes of engagement with society thatudesd Activism, oriented toward
social/political changeCommunitarian/Collectivanvolvements defined by a helping
ethic; Party, denoting institutionalised politics through theegkof political parties and
unions; Recreational denoting involvement with sporting/social groupsvoiunteering
for club or sporting activitiedndividualistic, denoting ‘political’ activity undertaken on
an individual basis like letter writing, politicdlbnations, recycling, boycotts and so on;
Disengagement,denoting disaffected and apathetic individuals tbose who are
ironically detached from engagement (Eliasoph, 1998

As should be discernable, the model tried to caveange of ways of engaging with

society along collective and individual groundseBk\at this early stage, the model was
understood as a general guide, requiring contekteanpirical verification. That is to say

that the model was to belong to the research, &oythung people’s own interpretations
of their mode(s) of engagement would count rathan tsqueezing them into a predefined
model. Because ‘politics’ is a word and practiceerogo interpretation, some young

people may not see their recycling as politicaljlevbthers may; the research approach
was always about trying to be inductive and voicyoging people’s interpretations of

politics and their practices.

Developing this preliminary model of young peopleisodes of engagement was
primarily a sampling tool. It was thought that agsiag young people across a spectrum
of ‘engagement’ would furnish the research withadite to complement the depth
provided by using long interviews. Recruitment was be undertaken by several
methods. Firstly, known members of particular go(golitical parties, sporting groups)

were asked to tell their members about the rese&ebondly, snowballing was to be
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used specifically in recruiting people from theseingaged’ group. Each interviewee was
asked to ask someone they knew who was not invalvedganised activities to be part
of the research. Thirdly, political/activist, voleer, community, and sporting groups
were contacted and asked to pass on informationtaibe research via the research

flier.>!

In-depth interviews had been decided upon as trenmef research due to the real lack
of qualitative depth in the area of young people aocial/political engagement, as
discussed in chapter three. One of the main gdalioresearch was to actually speak to
young people themselves abtheir social and political engagement, rather than tiseori
(moralise) or further quantify young people’s stpialitical practices. This goal
highlights the exploratory and qualitative dimemsicf this research. And as noted in
Chapter Three, through a discussion of Henn g28D2), in the study of young people
and politics, qualitative methods have a greatdiditsa because of the real risk that
participants and researchers may not be operatitigthe same understandings of key
terms like citizenship, democracy, and indeed, tigsli Qualitative methods, and
particularly in-depth interviews, provide for a dission of theneaningof such crucial
terms. In a similar vein, the research endeavotoréckat young people as more than data
(Harris and Bulbeck, forthcoming), crediting themthwbeing creative social actors
capable of responding to the changing world araimedn and hence of developing new

understandings and ways of doing politics.

It was decided that the sample was to span in @ge éighteen to thirty years. In part
this was based on my previous experience of tHewlify of accessing and interviewing
minors (Manning, 2002). More fundamentally, thissweecause | was interested in how
young people who had suffrage understood and pegtpolitics. In a study of this size it
seemed best to use suffrage as a marker and eftbese those with it or those without.
Choosing those with suffrage means, at least ggallsense, participants would not be

excluded from politics. My use of the term ‘youtkflects the discussion of Chapter Two

1A copy of the research flier is included as Apparili
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where we saw how youth is socially constructed am@dvanced capitalist societies
typically extends right through one’s twenties.

Interviews were to be tape-recorded and then trdrest for thematic analysis, focussing
on the ways in which young people undertake anderstand social and political

engagement’

Recruitment, Participants, and the Sample

As discussed above, the model of young people’sesiaif engagement was used to
identify organizations and means of recruiting imvees. A range of political
institutions from activist organizations like theowlen’s International League for Peace
and Freedom to Oxfam and more community orientetidsolike the Gay and Lesbian
Counselling Service were contacted and asked toldite the research flier. A friend
involved with the Labor Party passed on informatabout the project and myself to
numerous young members of political parties. Omgtions that draw upon volunteers
and considered likely to have young volunteersuidiclg, community radio stations, the
Animal Welfare League, and Feast Festival (Soutlstralia’'s queer festival), were
contacted. Several sporting clubs we also apprabahd asked to distribute information
about the project. Research fliers were distribwt@tin the hospitality industry, with a
view to recruiting ‘disengaged’ interviewees. Inl, ahearly 40 organizations were
contacted during the recruitment stage. Not surgig, the best success was achieved
where there was a direct connection between thenpiat interviewee and the researcher,
be it through a mutual contact, someone who haehdir been interviewed, or when

potential interviewees made email or telephoneawwith the researcher.

The sample includes 18 in-depth interviews rangmdength between one-and-a-half
hours and two-and-a-half hours. The sample caniladed up into three approximate

groups:

2 A list of guestions for the semi-structured intews is included as Appendix C.
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Group 1: 7 participants, 5 men and 2 women, werelved with political parties;

Group 2: 5 participants, all women, were involwéth activist organizations;

Group 3: 6 participants, 3 men and 3 women, wetenvolved in any organized or
institutionalised form of social/political particfion>?

Of course, dividing the sample in this way is fao simplistic. For example, some of the
participants involved with political parties savethselves as activists, while some of the
participants involved with activist groups wouldtmescribe themselves as activists, and
finally some of the participants not involved inyaiormal social/political participation
still understood their everyday lives to be enmdshéh politics. These subtleties and
interpretations will, of course, be discussed fartin the coming chapters. In the
meantime, this way of breaking down the samplevalas to see where participants
were recruited from, how many came from particglaups, and the gender make up of

the sample.

The participants
I would now like to briefly describe each partiappaand detail some of their
social/political involvements.

John 21 years — At the time of the interview, John had been antmer and involved with
the youth branch of a major political party for abdwelve months, and was an office
bearer for his students association. He was stgdyatitics and Media, and was a tutor at
his boarding house. John regularly writes to newspaand has called talkback radio; he
is a vocal protestor/activist and has a high peofile appeared on television news at a
protest he co-organised). His parents live in renfaistralia. John says he has had a very
rapid political education: “like | didn’t think éier way about John Howard, | didn’t
know the difference between the Labor Party and.theral Party; | really had no idea

before last year.”

53 One of the participants in this group was actuallyolved in some organised social/political
participation. She was, however, placed in thisugrbecause she does not consider herself an aethds
is not involved in party politics. Of course, herderstanding and practice of politics will be explb in
coming chapters and her being in this group hotddbearing for the analysis.
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Mark 20 years — Is an office Bearer for his university studeasociation; has worked in
the office of a politician; has been a member afiaor political party for about sixteen
months; and was a law student at the time of therview. Mark says he has been
interested in politics since he was very youngm@aut’ to me during the interview, but

was at the time very “closeted” about his homosktyua

Paul 25 years — Joined a major political party in 1996, works éoshadow state minister
and holds a senior position within the youth brao€his party. Paul left his honours
year of university to pursue his political carede identifies as a wet liberal, and talks

openly about how this is a marginalised positiothimi his party.

Kate 25 years — Joined a major political party through universithen she was 19 years
old. Kate works for a state Member of Parliamehg Bas previously has done advocacy
work in the housing sector for students and throaghelfare agency. She describes a
family life where politics was simply part of therhiture. Kate says her family is

working-class and staunch supporters of the paliparty of which she is a member.

Hannah 21 years — IS a member of a minor political party and hos#gsior positions
within her political party, and campus-based humgints club. She has previously sat on
her university’s student union board, and was iwedlwith her students association;
campus-based recreational club, and two campusizad®n groups. Hannah’s parents
live in rural Australia and while she says they aoé overtly political, her father paid for

her first membership to her political party.

Peter 21 years — Is a commerce student and member of a Majotiqalliparty. He is on
an Advisory Committee for his council. Peter ddsesi himself as a conservative liberal

and says that politics is regularly discussed &family home.
Chris 19 years — IS a member of a major political party. Was Higainvolved in

competitive sport throughout high school until nyjdorced him to stop. Employed as

part of the administrative staff in the office ofstate government minister. Has been
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involved with advising local council and state gowaent on youth issues. Plans to go to

university in the near future. Is open about hisibsexuality.

Indigo 22 years — Volunteers for a Sex Industry Organization ddiweglth and safety (out
reach) work, educating girls about sex work. Alswolved with sex work activism
through forums like Mardi Gras and International M#&s Day. Indi has been involved
with a sex industry organization for about 3 yeamsl came out as a sex worker about
twelve months before the interview. She left schatol5 and her parents when she was

16 years old.

Monica 30 years — Monica had just finished her Bachelor of Artsdawas doing
temporary secretarial work. She tries to work imoaunity-oriented organizations
aligned with her politics. Monica is a committedoch-vegan and involved in two
women’s groups. She spent her 20’s in the throwdepiression about the state of the
world and what she could not/did not do about iboAt eighteen months prior to the
interview she ‘came out’ as an activist, and noeldehappy and relatively empowered

with her activist identity.

Gillian 22 years — Has been involved with a women’s group and amrvaat group, but
recently started her Ph.D. in mathematics and sufesely her involvement fell away.
Gillian educated herself in philosophical/politicahtters via her father’s library — he was
radical during the 1970s. Gillian is a vegetariand particularly concerned about the

environment and human rights issues.

Nicola 29 years — Has an educational and employment backgrousddial and
community work; at the time of the interview sherkes for a local council as a youth
participation worker. She holds a senior positioth\a young women'’s organization, and
is one of the few participants to describe heragla feminist.

Heidi 21 years — Was studying information technology and was Inwed with an
indigenous youth organization. She enjoys politregl and hip-hop, is very concerned
with indigenous affairs and indigenous youth havangpice. Heidi comes from a very
political family, radical/academic/Indigenous fatla@d Chinese-Australian mother.
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Rebecca 22 years — Fifth year law and science student, involvedwitooard which

funds projects for indigenous communities via momagde through mining. She is
concerned with the environment, Iraq war, interal law issues, Indigenous and social
justice issues. Rebecca’s father, whom she hasmaa with, is a Torres Straight
Islander man and the rest of her family is whitd Bwes in the Northern Territory; she
visits them during the holidays.

Helen 25 years — Has a Bachelors Degree and at the time of tieeview worked as a
secretary at a university. She was not involveany collective social or political

activity, while she did attend yoga classes. Stengaged to be married and said that
between wedding plans, family, and work she do¢fiaee time for anything else, while
she would like to volunteer or help out at a soiighlen where a close friend has been
volunteering for a year or so. She tends to des@diitics as a chore and calls upon her
father as a source of factual information.

Daniel 23 years — Was a second year Bachelor of Arts studentnandurrently involved

in any formal collective political or social actiyi He was an anarchist and has a long-
term interest in politics, but effectively used erdsm to avoid any meaningful political
involvement (specialising in drunken rants). Now Wweuld like to get involved in
something like student radio. He enjoys talkingnkhng and studying politics but is very

cynical about how politics operates.

Patrick 19 years — Was also a Bachelor of Arts student. He saich&® a long-term
interest in politics, but was currently not invalvén any formal collective social or
political activity. Patrick thinks a lot about hdwe is implicated in supporting different
industries and ideas through buying their produdesis a vegetarian and a feminist, and

said that his family background provides a richufarfor social/political discussions.

Philip 21 years — Was a fourth year law and politics student. $i&ell informed, likes to
discuss politics/philosophy/film with his ‘politi€driends and his brother, but is not
involved in any formal collective social/politicattivity. Says he prefers the realm of
philosophy over politics as it is less grubby, ilwas less compromise. Politics is
something his family speaks about, and he andanidly are vegetarian on utilitarian
ethical grounds.
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Mary 19 years — Mary was a second year social work and soc#drphg student.
University has largely provided her with her palii education. She is now particularly
concerned about issues like HECS (Higher Educ&intribution Scheme), single
young people, and issues of government welfaren@@®om a coastal rural town, she
also raises concerns about young people from thetgobeing disconnected from the
world of work. Mary is the only other participantidentity as a feminist, “but not a mad
feminist!”

Sample composition

As noted above, trying to recruit young people framange of social/political forms of
participation was intended to give the study someadhth. As can clearly be seen in the
breakdown of the sample, the attempt at recruiiogng people involved in activities
denoted by a helping/volunteer ethic failed. Whsleme participants had undertaken
regular volunteer work, no one from the voluntegereies contacted was recruited.
During the recruitment phase | noted just how fegaaizations there were that are likely

to have large numbers of young people among tlodiméeer ranks.

The final sample has a relatively even gender nugikerith eight men and ten women. It
includes young members of the Liberal, Labor, andmbDcrat political parties;

participants involved with activist groups, fromdustry advocacy organizations to
women’s groups, indigenous groups, and anti-wdectives; and five young people who
are not involved in organised social/political papation. While it is a sample far from
representative, for the purpose of qualitativelplexing young people’s understanding
and practice of politics, it does provide consitdaliversity in the kinds of participation
included. From mainstream party politics to incogted and non-incorporated activist
groups, to young people uninvolved in formal sdpiglitical participation, the major

forms of political participation (including non-peipation) are included in this sample.

The sample does, however, have certain limitatiWisile the sample does include two
young women of Aboriginal/Torres Straight Islandeleidi and Rebecca) and one of
Italian background (Nicola), there is little scopeyond them to explore the ways in
which ethnicity may shape one’s understanding armttige of politics. Furthermore,
with a sample dominated by participants with ursitgreducation, it does not provide for

an exploration of the role social class plays ire’snunderstanding and practice of
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politics>* Rurality seems another factor which could shape’sominderstanding of
politics — Hannah talks about this when she sagsliving in a rural area meant that she
and her family had closer contact with local Menshafr Parliament, making the personal
sometimes more salient than the party or politidsut-is not pursued in any depth. It
seems fair to concede that these lines of inquanyctin fact be projects in themselves.
While the sample could be larger and include groupgh would provide data on how
ethnicity, social class, and rurality shape underdings and political practice, as we
have just seen this small sample can shed some diglthese issues because of its
diversity. Moreover, the sample more than meets rdguirements of a primary

exploration of the ways in which young people ustierd and practice politics.

With regard to the ‘disengaged’ group, those pigaicts not involved in organized or
institutionalised social/political participatiorrom the outset | thought it crucial that this
group not be made up of society’'s marginalised amderprivileged. While the

social/political/economic and cultural participatiof marginalised and underprivileged
young people is a crucial issue for our societypl@xng why such young people were
disaffected, disillusioned, and even apathetic dbtips would be a research project in
itself. Moreover, by not including young people wdre@ marginalised or underprivileged
the range of barriers to participation that margaéion can create is removed, thus
reducing the number of factors that could contebub participants’ lack of

social/political involvement and hopefully providirgreater clarity about their lack of
social/political engagement. Essentially, | wanteed avoid having young people’s

disengagement explained away because of their nadiggd status.

The Interviews
As we have seen, the project began as a generatyrigto how young people relate to
society, specifically focussing on social and padit participation. While | always had a

personal bias and interest in the political dimensiof the research, it was through the

>t is worth noting that not all participants havaraversity education, and while no rigorous attemias
made at measuring their social class, participemrse from families where their parents held posgio
across the spectrum of the labour market — fromualawork to small business owner to professional.
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process of research, and especially the intervidved,the project was further refined to

be guided by one central question:

» How do young adults understand and practice psftic

Long interviews were chosen as the research teglrfy a number of reasons; firstly,
because they could provide the qualitative depaih Was so clearly needed in the study
of young people and politics; secondly, long inienws were seen as a more effective
technique, given the research question, than paatit observation. Participant
observation has been used to great effect in Uy stf political/apathetic practice, as
seen in the work of Nina Eliasoph (1998), and Racihiterman’s work on personalism
and communitarian activism (1996) and the roleati tn identity politics (1999). Such
methods are, however, very time consuming and coultirn reduce the number of
social/political practices to be researched. Lantgrviews provided the researcher with
the means to speak with young people involved ier & different groups. Participant
observation of course would have provided differafdrmation, and it is most likely
that the same range of organizations would not Hsaen accessed due to the great
amount of time required by such a method. Intergi@lgso helped with recruitment as
interviewees were asked to contact other peoplalsai for the ‘disengaged’ group.
Interviews provided the researcher with the scapproduce qualitative findings and a
greater breadth in the sample. As noted above, #®y provide for treating young

people as more than just data.

While Appendix C shows a tentative interview stuwet with numerous questions,
interviews were in fact only semi-structured. Tbad list of questions was designed to
cover a range of social/political practice — beguim mind that when it was compiled the
project still had the more general focus of soaiadl political participation — including

social/political issues, group and individual ati®s, work, friends, and family. Specific

guestions were developed during interviews, andhasinterview process progressed
certain questions were sometimes left out. In paldr, the section headed “Individual

and Society” became less relevant as the focutedhibward politics, and so questions
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around one’s political efficacy were asked inste@ther questions which developed
during the interviews and proved important wereutlarticipants’ sense of identity,

would they describe themselves as an activist mirfist, and asking if the term ‘the

personal is political’ held any meaning for themal$o developed a scenario question
wherein participants were asked to imagine theylmar a sexist/racistthomophobic joke
and how they might respond, and how have they refgmbwhen they have experienced
this.

A further important dimension of the interview apgch concerns morality. As Have
(2004) notes, interviews are often moral eventshwierious implications for

interviewees. | was aware from the outset thatarebéng anything to do with politics

would open up an ethical field of some consideratmght. Asking young adults about
their involvement in social/political/ethical adties is loaded with meaning and, if the
interviewer is not careful, an interviewee couldibafeel judged for an apparent lack of
engagement. Culturally, we value ‘good citizenskapd participation, even if we are
unsure exactly what it is. While some participamtset these cultural expectations, by
definition those not involved in organised socialiffical activities would fall short.

Hence | felt it most important to dispense with theden of this expectation by telling
participants that | was not involved in any orgadissocial/political activities.

Furthermore, this was important even for those wieoe heavily involved because the
weight of these cultural expectations can makefeeklike they could always do more; a
feeling likely to be heightened in an interview wlhitried to be exhaustive about

participants’ social/political involvements.

Noting this attempt at putting participants at ease removing any sense that | would be
judging them and their responses highlights theegdrapproach | took to interviewing.
As Have (2004) also notes, interviews are typichlrarchical social exchanges where
the interviewer asks questions and the intervieisge answer them. While | have no
illusions that the interviews in this study were/aing but an uneven exchange where as
the interviewer | asked the vast majority of quassiand directed the conversation, | did

invite questions and would engage in a certain arholself-disclosure. For example, by

108



way of asking about voting | would occasionally mowledge my own excitement at the
prospect of casting my first vote. On other ocaasjgarticipants and | laughed about the
contradictions often involved in ethical or poléglaconsumerism — only buying fair trade
coffee, but no doubt consuming a range of othedyets that have not been ethically or
sustainably produced. Inviting this kind of excharngas largely a method of developing
rapport with interviewees, breaking down the int@mer/interviewee hierarchy and the
social distance it creates, and acknowledging havare all implicated in complex
ethical/political matrices. With some interviewswever, it seemed the only decent and
ethical way to respond. For example, the interwath Indi spanned about four hours, in
which time she shared a great many personal stakieat her work and sexuality, her

identity as an activist and her family.

Interviews and The Interview Society

While the research question, and the project’'seaf@ntioned interest in injecting young
people’s voices and understandings, and bringiraitgtive depth to the study of young
people and politics matches up well with long imtews as a research method,
interviews have not been employed uncritically. I6wing Atkinson and Silverman
(1997), the current research does not view intervias granting access to an authentic
self namely, that of the interviewee. Atkinson &@itverman have argued that we live in
an interview society, a society in which the intew is pervasive and used “to reveal the

personal, the private self of the subject.” (p.)3@GAtkinson and Silverman’s words:

The interview society thus affirms the speakingjesip with an authenticity

guaranteed as the author of his or her own lifee Tife is offered, in the interview,
as something to be revealed or rehearsed, rathem etccomplished or constructed.
(1997, p. 315)

They argue that social science, especially in lighhthe recent explosion in interview

based research, risks reproducing the core assumsgif the interview society.
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Interviews are, in fact, part of the productiontleé self, and interview data is something
created by both the interviewaad interviewer. Indeed, interviewees themselves were
sometimes aware of an interview’s ability to betpdrthe narration and production of
the self. One of the interviewees of this projestighat each time she does an interview
she learns something new about herself, and anptrécipant acknowledged that he
hoped the interview process would help him undadsthis lack of social/political
involvement. Other participants said that the rviesv was the first time they had
thought about aspects of their involvement or thederstandings of politics, and in this
sense we can say they were narrating unexaminéslgfaheir self during the interview.
While as an interviewer | was conscious that | \wast of producing the data of the
interview, in some ways the interviewees compligstiénson and Silverman’s depiction
of the interview society. They argue, “... responaesalways likely to be couched in an
idiom that reflects prior narration. The self i©earsed.” (p. 314) However, as we saw
above, some participants used the interviews toiroa® the narration of their self or to
begin narrating ‘new’ or unexamined aspects ofrtleelf. This may in part reflect
participants’ youth; nonetheless as Atkinson arge8nan note, “The interview is thus a
prime technique for the affirmation of selves.” G15) And it should not come with
surprise or concern that interviews are “a pringhteque for the affirmation of selves”,
for interviews are, after-all, a medium for nawatiexploration of the self. Prominent
communitarian theorists Alasdair Maclintyre (198hdaCharles Taylor (1989) both
highlight the narrative core of the self. Indeechdihtyre draws upon Barbara Hardy to

show the centrality of narrative in one’s life:

For we dream in narrative, daydream in narrativenrember, anticipate, hope,
despair, believe, doubt, plan, revise, criticisenstruct, gossip, learn, hate, and
love by narrative. In order really to live, we maltp stories about ourselves and

others, about the personal as well as the sociat pad future(Hardy, 1968, p. 5)
So while we should expect interviews to affirm theeriority of the self (Atkinson and

Silverman, 1997), what is of concern and relevafwethe social researcher using

interviews as a technique, as Atkinson and Silvernnghtly point out, is not to view the
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interview as a special means of revealing an atitheelf. While we may embrace the
centrality of narrative in everyday life, this sthdunot lead us to accepting an uncritical
stance in relation to the data produced throughitieeview.

Clearly, trying to access participants’ understagdiand reasons for particular activities,
whilst acknowledging that interviewsoducerather thammeveal personal narratives, and
that they are not “any more authentic or pure #ecgbn of the self than any other
socially organized set of practices” (Atkinson aBdverman, 1997, p. 322), creates
tension. At times, especially with subject mati&e Ipolitical beliefs or identity, it is
almost impossible not to assume a relationship whth interviewee that implies the
intervieweris accessing an authentic, Romantic self. Howeveweashall see in the
coming chapters, interviewees themselves eschewomaRtic self, favouring a
relational, interconnectedself where values, beliefs, politics and commitreefdrm
over time and through relationships with family drnidnds, and experiences like travel

or racism.

As we have seen, Atkinson and Silverman (1997)extbat interviews are a forum for
self-revelation and the endorsement of personaititye suggesting a more Romantic
notion of the individual self. While participants this study tended to invoke a more
social and relational notion of the self, sevensiiviewees told very personal stories in
the process of explaining and contextualising thederstanding, relationship with, and
practice of politics. All the interviews dealt wiffersonal matters and required a certain
amount of self-revelation — again highlighting th#&herent tension of conducting
interviews in the interview society without accegtiits assumption that interviews
reveal an authentic self — but three of the ineamg involved arguably a greater level of
self-revelation and, in turn, affirmation of thetariority of the self. And these three
interviews have significance for this study becatts®y highlight the ways in which
politics can be dived, embodiedpractice, a central part of one’s self. Theseehre
participants, in a word, came ‘out’ during the mitew, as a sex worker and activist

(Indi), a homosexual (Mark), and an activist (M@)icAs we shall see when we analyse
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the interviews, for Indi, Mark, and Monica, amonipers, politics is woven into their

very sense of self and daily practices.

Indeed, it was through these early interviews Litggan to focus more closely upon how
young people understand and practice politicserdifan the more general focus of how
they engage with the wider world. These early neavs showed me that one can
understand politics in a narrow sense and at thee dame be heavily engaged in what
might be described as politics (Indi), that emhngca political/activist identity can be a
torturous and yet most empowering journey (Moni@)d Mark’'s experience further

convinced me of the importance of ‘private’ mattdike sexuality, for one’s politics.

These interviews in particular, raise the issuempowerment. Atkinson and Silverman
(1997) are highly critical of Mishler (1986) andstargument that critical approaches to
social research, as opposed to standardised rasearcin fact empower the interviewee.
While | have no interest in arguing that interviewsgyeneral, or indeed that the majority
of interviews in this study were empowering forpasdents, it is clear that interviews
canbe empowering. As we have already noted, (and ablbfi himself notes) interviews
are a means for people to learn something aboutstlees. Moreover, coming out and
coming out stories, especially when received padifi tend to empower the teller of
such stories. If we think of coming out as a preaasher than a single event, then one is
never entirely ‘out’ of the closet (Sedgwick, 1998ye Sedgwick argues that regardless
of how ‘out’ one is one will eventually find thentges in the closet with someone close
to them. As a result, coming out is an ongoing ess¢c something which is never
complete. And as a process, the person coming ©uwontinually engaged in the
deliberate affirmation of self. So, when Monica dndi came out to me during the
interview, we were of course affirming the interiority of thelfsdut there can be little
doubt that these tellings also empower and affirairtidentities as an activist and a sex-
worker/activist. But a Romantic view of the selfcigrtailed or at least problematised by
the fact that these stories are about belongingcamanunity as well as personal identity;
Indi and Monica were aligning themselves withers and with communities— sex

workers, queers, and activists more generally.
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Conducting research in Atkinson and Silverman’smiew society is a fraught business.
At once we both call upon a self to account foratsions and understandings, whilst
maintaining that interviews cannot reveal an auibeself. Drawing one’s attention to
the assumptions of the interview society once agaiwes to highlight the intellectual
pervasiveness and cultural currency of Romanticiemit is a Romantic notion of the
self that the interview society perpetuates. Claifaylor notes the importance of
Romanticism in modernity when he says, “Romantidiss shaped just about everyone’s
views about personal fulfilment in our civilizatidr(1992, p. 505) Romanticism, so far
as the self and identity goes, is here to stay.tWaems crucial for the social researcher
using interviews is to be aware of the interviewisty and its assumption that interviews
provide privileged access to an authentic self.hWitis awareness one can see that
interviews as a research method, and any giverrviete, will produce particular
depictions of the self of the interviewee, rathieart revealthe authentic, stable and

secure self.

An example of how interviews produce certain resaglin be seen in the present study.
As noted above, most of the interviewees eschewiedmantic self in favour of a self
constituted by and through its relationships withess. It seems quite likely that this
position was taken up by many of the intervieweesalnse of the kind of questions they
were asked. For example, respondents were askedrewh®ey learnt about
politics/political issues? Inherent in the questi®some notion of political education and
development. Questions like this betray the re$eaiis bias and understanding of how
an individual’s politics comes about. Respondergsavalso asked about a range of other
factors which might shape one’s politics, givingtfier opportunity to provide an answer
that goes beyond themselves and suggests a patigealopment and education, and in

turn a relational rather than Romantic self.
Analysing The Interviews

Having adopted an inductive approach to this refeallowing the research questions

and focus to develop as the project progressedarihbysis of the interviews followed a
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similar path. For example, it was respondents tledras who drew my attention to the
intertwining of politics and self. While | begarethesearch with an interest in the notion
of the ‘personal is political’, | found this ideahile practiced by many participants, did
not resonate at a conceptual level. Thus it wasuthir the interviews, rather than a
preconceived notion, that | began to understandwhgs in which the participants
understood and practiced politics. Similarly, therhes used to analyse the interviews

reflect the transcripts and participants’ underditags and practices.

Interviews were recorded using a Dictaphone aret laanscribed by the author. Half of
the interviews were transcribed in full, howevendi pressures meant that the remaining
interviews were selectively transcribed, whereiscdssion deemed irrelevant to the

research focus was summarised while that whichralasant was transcribed in full.

The interviews were conducted in a range of settifdany of the interviews were
conducted in cafés, others in people’s living roaonsn the grounds of a university
campus. The most interesting setting for an ingswvivas in the kitchen of a brothel.
Indi, as noted above, is a sex worker and whileterview was scheduled to take place
at a local café she rang at our meeting time amptaaed that she was at work and her
car had been parked in by a client's and hencedcoat meet me for at least another
hour. She suggested | come to the brothel and cbride interview there. Having called
my housemate to let someone know my whereaboutsompa safety during the
interview stage being something impressed upon yrmaysupervisor, | entered my first
brothel to begin my second interview for this pobjé/Nhile Indi did have a legitimate
reason for not being able to meet me at the ch&ralished bringing me to her place of
work. And of course it was a fascinating experiefuze was backstage at a brothel and

privy to some backstage conversations and behav{@offman, 1969).

As noted above, the model | developed for thinkaiput young people’s modes of
engagement was simply that — a model. Through these of the interview, young
people articulated both their understandiags practice of politics. Rather than try to

slot participants into a model of modes of engagegmk let their interpretations of
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politics and their political practice lead the w#&gs can be recalled from Chapter Three,
this is most significant because young people’ssustdndings of politics and its practice
has largely been overlooked by social science. @pmoach prioritises young people’s
understandings and interpretations over and abloesetof established political/social

research, and credits young people with the alihtynterpret and create new meanings

and practices of politics.

Not withstanding my concerted efforts to maintamirgductive approach and hear young
people’s own account of their practice and undaditeg of politics, the knowledge
produced during these interviews cannot but reflegtbiases and preoccupations; as
such | have produced partial and incomplete knogdedAnother researcher with
different teachings, experiences and interests dvbialve produced different results. |
was keen to talk to young people who were not welwith institutionalised politics or
social activities, but were also not obviously mialey marginalised from politics. | have
an interest in feminism and the politics of the regial movements. These interests can
clearly be seen in the findings this research preduThis is not the only story based on

rigorous qualitative research which could be tdddw& young people and politics.

Conclusion

This chapter has charted the present research drg@neral concern with how young
people socially and politically engage with socittyts final focus of how young people

understand and practice politics. We saw how a motlgroung people’s modes of

engagement was used to begin recruiting a sammglehaw snowballing was used to

complement this. Interviews were chosen as thearesamethod because they would be
more time and cost effective and importantly beeahsy provided for greater breadth in
the sample in terms of the range of institutiond aodies participants were recruited
from. The final sample was relatively balanced emts of gender and for its size it
provides a considerable amount of diversity. Thecwssion of the interview society

highlighted the vexed nature of conducting intemgan a society that ubiquitously uses
interviews to eulogize Romantic notions of the .seffe concluded that narrative, and

thus interviews are an important means of affirmamgl constructing the self, but this
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should not mean social researchers adopt an wadrifipproach to interview data.
Finally, we saw how an inductive approach is alaken for the analysis of the
interviews, balanced against participants’ polltipeactice and an examination of the
social conditions which facilitate understandindspolitics that view the everyday as
political.
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Chapter 6

Drawing on The Dominant Discourse:

Young People and Hegemonic Politics

Introduction

This thesis employs a qualitative approach to ingate the popular discourse that young
people are apathetic and disengaged from polifibsis far we have canvassed recent
Australian research which provided plenty of eviceethat young people lack adequate
knowledge and interest in politics. The followingapters undermined the claims of this
research through a discussion of the two assungptioa discourse of apathetic youth
relies upon, namely that youth is a period of Imgansition to adulthood, and secondly,
its unreflexive and unproblematised applicatioraafarrow liberal definition of politics.
Chapter Four further opened out the meaning andtipeaof politics in a modernity
where public and private have become blurred, where social movements exploit the
permeability of public/private spheres, where aeriest in self-fulfilment and expression

can support long-term political commitment.

This chapter will show that numerous participantshe current study draw upon the
dominant model of politics in their understandingl goractice of politics. These young
people largely conceive of politics as being abetructures and institutions like
parliament, government, voting, and elections.i€ipents’ hegemonic understanding of
politics was often accompanied by a practice oftiossl which emphasises the role of

parliaments, government, representation, votingd,edections.
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Before moving on to discuss the political underdbags and practice of those
participants who adhere to hegemonic notions ottips| for the benefit of the reader, |
would like to briefly note the participants mostenant for this chapter. The following
analysis will focus on Hannah (21 years), Pauly@ars), Peter (21 years), and Heidi (21
years). A brief description of all participants danfound in Chapter Five.

Hegemonic Understandings of Politics

Almost all participants, except those discusse@hapter Eight whose political practice
is described as “self as political”, hold hegemamclerstandings of politics. Perhaps not
surprisingly, those who adhere closest to thesenstahdings were participants who had
an accompanying practice of politics which envetbgeem in hegemonic politics’
structures and institutions. Hannah, and Paultitiis these hegemonic understandings in

the following excerpts:

Guess it's more, | dunno, for me it's just more @bmvolvement and like tryna
effect some change and to make, to stand up and peple listen to you really,
like make the government listen to you and make, yoake politicians listen to

you.(Hannah, 21 years)

Um, politics is about getting people elected, d@wut having the power, being part
of a party that has the power to do things andduite happy for minor parties to
exist | just don’t want to waste my time with th@Paul, 25 years)

Um...um, in it's simplest terms politics is how stycammes to terms with the fact
that we’re a society, it's how you know, we’ve gahillion people here it's how,

it's howwe come to terms with the fact that we’ve got to &ldive together and

by, and the things that we need to do as a comgnand we can’t achieve as
individuals. Um, it's about ensuring that the steessomewhere where humans can
live. ... Politics is practices about power, in ial, it's about um...giving people
the power to make their own choicéBaul, 25 years)

Um, well at it's most fundamental politics is abthe way that people deal with
each other, and um, and so there’s — that's wha&s$ saying everything is
political, whether it's office politics or, or geadpolitics or whatever(Paul, 25
years)
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... | think that government’s main role is to sortofate an environment where
people can do their own thing(Paul, 25 years)

This last quote from Paul neatly summarises his takthe role of government, and
highlights his liberalism. What we see in theseeepts is a gradual broadening out of his
concept of politics, from the first excerpt whemdifics is reduced to being about
elections and power, to the broader societal ledgre politics is the means by which we
achieve things unattainable to individuals actmggolation, to the last few excerpts
where politics is more about choice and inter-sttbje relations. While Paul stretches
his initial conception of politics to include thedividual level, his focus is firmly set on
mainstream political institutions, getting thesdime with his philosophical and political
views and then leaving people to make their ownce®

For example, while he advocates for the rightsashbsexuals, this is about equality
before the law and once such legislative changes bhaen made, people should be left
to live their ‘private’, and hence largely un-pmdl, lives. Such a view does not, for
example, see homosexuality as a political actselfitwhere loving someone of the same
sex may be about challenging dominant notions cfomaity and femininity or
heterosexist institutions, and hence somethingdhatlives and practices everyday.

An example of the liberal prioritisation of choiaed freedom can be seen in Paul’s time
as a student politician. While discussing ethieaathasing and boycotting Paul explains
he is in favour of ethical purchasing and makesnaptts at it himself. However, he thinks
the onus should be on individuals to make thesecehaather than a group like a
student’s association or the state:

| argued against Nestlé brands at university whevak on student councils there.
... 1 just thought that it was up to the studentbéothe ethical consumers, like |
also argued in favour of installing a cigarette rhae in the uni bar. | think that
it’s important to be an ethical consumer and you talk about the reasons, but |
just wasn'’t in favour of — | would have been pettfecomfortable for there to be a
McDonalds at [name of university]. Like | just tkiit’s up to people to be their
own ethical consumers, I, | hate this sort of nastate protectionism you know, |
can be in favour of all of the arguments put forsabout | just think the solutions

are wrong.
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These two examples highlight two key aspects of'®awolitics, equality before the law
and individual choice. Arguably the examples givearlap; establishing homosexuals as
having the same rights as heterosexuals can bastodé as a matter of choice, being
free to choose one’s partner without fear of dmaration. What remains clear is that the
political issue in the case of homosexuality is th&crepancy before the law between
homosexuals and heterosexuaist the private lives of homosexuals. Such an approach
emphasises equality and sameness, fighting forigie of homosexuals to have access
and be included as equals in heterosexual institstiike marriage and family law,
adoption, IVF (in vitro fertilization) et cetera. M¥re as an alternative approach like that
noted above, emphasises thferencebetween homosexuals and heterosexuals, making
the political issue not a matter of legislation laummatter of individual life choices and
practices; who one sleeps with, how one has sex,dme identifies themselves, who one
includes in their family and so on. The logicalendion of Paul’s politics (as noted in
Chapter Three) is to render our personal lives palitical (or depoliticised) because the

political decisions have already been made at stitutional level.

Peter shares Hannah and Paul's focus on the itistisuand structures of dominant

politics, however he presents a more cynical aid\Wwoiew of politics:

Peter: ... at the moment it [politics] seems to meentbe battle of ideas, the battle
of outcomes um, to win the public heart, and that®t politics [is]. Or it's the art
of bullshit. I don’t know, something like that.

Nathan: Yep, marketing.

Peter: Marketing that's right, PR. [...] Oh to a cam extent for sure, you've gotta
sell your idea, you've gotta convince you and méug it essentially. So, yeah,

marketing’s a big part of politics in a crude sen@®eter, 21 years)
Here we see politics reduced to winning electi@mg the battle between major parties,

largely fought through marketing and spin-doctorimrectly after the above quote,
recalling Paul's comments, Peter goes on to salyef@s politics about everything ... |
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mean, I'm sure there’s politics amongst those wsitdd waitresses right now” As we
shall see below, this assertion that politics iergwhere is something his ideas and

political practice really do not bear out.
Heidi (21 years) provides a similar definition afiics in her comments:

Nathan: What sort of things pop into your head wlyen think about politics?
Whatever it is.

Heidi: Yeah | guess | would think of lobbying, thdhe main thing | think of when
I think of politics, yeah um, like it doesn’t nesasly have to be about government
and people lobbying them, | think it can be abouti ¥now, anything that's up

there. | guess yeah, in a leadership role.

Recalling Hannah’s comments, Heidi views politics iavolving competing interests,

campaigning to have one’s agenda heard, politigigarticular issues or events — all
activities to be undertaken in the public sphers. Heidi says, her personal life may
inform her political views, but this does not melaer personal life is a theatre for
politics.

Public/Private Divide

A further feature of this notion of politics is andency to favour minimal government
intervention in the ‘private’ sphere — a featurgoahoted in Chapter Three. In Mark’s (19
years) words, “you can’t have, you know, the staterfering in a person’s individual

rights and freedoms.” This notion of individual @abmy, rights and freedom, is clearly
endorsed by Paul, with his comments above aboutaarly state”, and by Peter in the

following comments:

I’'m a big believer in small government and minirgal’ernment intervention in our
lives; | think government is necessary, but notlieell and end all of our lives. |

think a lot should be left up to the individual, sbviously | believe in the markets,

® The interview took place in a university café.
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and, not only that, but also government not cotitrglour lives, um not telling us

what to do or how to behave per se.

Peter’s depiction of politics here is very remimist of the kind that emerged out of the
Scottish Enlightenment discussed in Chapter Thiéés understanding of politics, as
with Hannah, Paul, and Heidi, locates politics r&yprivate life in a public sphere; what
one does in one’s private life is depoliticised gmisharily about personal choice, rather
than linked up with broader social, political, armlltural processes. Such an
understanding of politics makes a politicised s®ifd private life almost impossible,
because according to this schema, what happenseits private life is about personal
choice and occurs beyond the reach of politics laistbry. A further example of this

separation of public and private can be seen irerRetcall for people to take

responsibility for their lives:

| think everyone feels that the government is resiide for their lives and, and if
something — if you fuck up something it's alwaysisone else’s fault rather than

your own self-doing.

Within such a liberal framework, it is difficult teee how a person’s failings can be
caused by institutions and structures beyond tbentrol. In stark contrast to C. W.
Mills” (2000 [1959]) call for us to develop a ‘s@bbgical imagination’ and see the links
between private troubles and public issues, the present temptation is to interpret any
such failings which may occur as being generatedniywiduals themselves — poor
decision making, a lack of discipline or moral &brlaziness. This approach totally
isolates the individual and removes them from theatler social, political, economic,
and cultural processes in which they are embed8edh an individual is rendered

completely abstract, recalling Sandel’s unencuntbsedf (1984).
In a way, this is the atomising side of the conterapy freedoms which allow for

Lichterman’s (1996; 1999) personalised politics the politics practiced by those

participants discussed in Chapter Eight. In a pastitional world, where identities are
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no longer ascribed from birth, individuals mustregeasingly take responsibility for their
own lives. As noted in previous chapters, instasi and social structure still play a role
in the life chances any individual may have, bt tble of such institutions is obscured
and life is increasingly understood as shaped Oivigual choices. Furlong and Cartmel
describe the sense that one’s life is defined lmyoeh with structure playing little role in

shaping life chances, as an “epistemological fgflac

Individuals are forced to negotiate a set of risisich impinge on all aspects of
their daily lives, yet the intensification of indiualism means that crises are
perceived as individual shortcomings rather thaa tutcome of processes which
are largely outside the control of individuals ..ir8l to the existence of powerful
chains of interdependency, young people frequatitBmpt to resolve collective

problems through individual action and hold themssl responsible for their

inevitable failure (1997, p. 114)

These comments from Furlong and Cartmel reflect nBas characterisation of
modernity, discussed in the previous chapter. Bauntaks the process of
individualisation with the growth of consumer cuéitand the concomitant erosion of the
public sphere: “In the postmodern society of consanfailure rebounds in guilt and
shame, not in political protest” (1991, p. 261)r Hoindividualisation is working as it
should, it makes no sense to take one’s persomaleganto the public sphere and protest.

Instead the protest is not realised, being inte&sedlas a purely personal failure.

Heidi’s thoughts about what constitutes activissoabolsters the public/private divide

maintained by hegemonic notions of politics.

Nathan: So you mentioned before that you went {caatonference in Wales for
young activists, would you call yourself an acti¥is

Heidi: Ummmm, | don’t know, | don’t know, I, | dorthink so, because | don’t
think | take action as much as | should.

Nathan: Okay.
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Heidi: Yeah, so | don’t think that | would say that

Nathan: So when you say action, what sort of thangsyou thinking of, what sort
of things do you think you should do or are nohd@i

Heidi: | guess, | think of like organizing, likewyd&now youth organizing and that
kind of thing, like the ability to be able to mab# people to do stuff. | think that’s
one of the potentials of [name of her indigenoustly@roup], to become that, but |
think also, yeah | don't think | am that person,yets | mean, like I've, yeah I've
seen structures like in San Francisco and stuffresiibere’s organizations and
because of their organizing you know, they can hzebyou know, 2000 young
people to go and do something, you know. That &frttling, like that's what I'm

talking about, like that’s activism.

Heidi goes on to say that activism is not entirabpout mobilising large numbers of

young people; sometimes one person’s stand is énoug

But | think you know, | mean you can be one pessahdo it, you know being an
activist, but you know, that comes back to thagtyah numbers kind of thing and —
but sometimes you just have to be a stand alorsopesaying ‘that’'s wrong’, ‘cos

nobody else will say it.

These comments provide a very clear descriptioRletli’'s understanding of activism.
She feels that generally it involves the mobilsatof large numbers of people to take
action, for example through a rally, but sometimp®ll numbers, even individuals can
undertake important protest on their own. In tlesian of activism (which also fits very
well with Heidi's understanding of politics, as adt above), activism is definitely
something that occurs in the public sphere, préfgravith large numbers of people.

Activism is equated with taking political actiontime public sphere.

Like Heidi, many participants were reluctant to adése themselves as an activist

because they felt they were not sufficiently engaigeactivsm to warrant such a label.
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The reluctance participants showed in taking u@etivist identity will be explored in

the following chapters.

Following on from this notion of activism as publipolitical activity, are Peter's
thoughts about the second wave feminist mantrapdisonal is political’. This is clearly
not an idea Peter is particularly familiar with @ane he has spent much time thinking
about. When he does pass comment we are preseittetlisvsense that politics is not
everything, “I suppose it [personal as politicabjutd be if you made politics the be all
and end all of everything.” Obviously this is naté’s preferrednodus operandiand
one is left with the impression he has little pate for the idea. So while just minutes
before these comments he says, “There’s politicaiabverything”, he then seems to
suggest that one should not indulge in politicsvpsiveness by making it “the be all and

end all of everything”.

As noted above, many of the participants who helgeimonic notions of politics were
also involved in the structures and institutionshefyemonic politics, namely political
parties, parliaments, councils, or as office besavdthin student’s associations. As such,
some had experiences which bolstered their intexppoa of what politics is and how it
works. For example, Paul has attended rallies antegts, but thinks there are more
effective ways of bringing about change. He tellstary of attending two large rallies
protesting higher education cuts in 1996, and tiengts to stop a funeral march style
protest to signal the death of education, endinthatMinister for Education’s (Senator
Amanda Vanstone) office. Paul makes note that th@skér's mother had recently died
and that while the protesters knew this somewaiht ahead with the protest to publicise
the cause. Paul thought the protest was tastetebsliarespectful, and he argues that
advocacy through the Liberal Party was a more gifeeneans of affecting the proposed

cuts to higher education:
Um, | remembehow little any of that [protests and rallies] achieved comgzhto

some of the gains that we made through advocaougtr the Liberal Party, where

we could get up in front of 300 people at Liberalty State Council and challenge
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the Minister Vanstone on her beliefs on certaimgisi and you know, some of that
directly led to, to, to improvements in what hapen. | remember the following
year there was quite a substantial reverse on sgpeeific issues and some specific
areas of funding that we’'d specifically talked abam the Liberal Party State

Council, and compare and contrast the efficacy.

Many of the other participants, while not beingemsneshed with dominant politics as
Hannah, Paul, Mark, and Peter, still take a ke¢erast in mainstream politics via the
media; watching news and current affairs prograreading newspapers, listening to
social/political issues discussed on the radio aiching political satire lik®ackburner,
The Glass Hous€NNNNandThe Chaseror Michael Moore’sThe Awful TruthDaniel

(23 years) highlights this in the following comment

Well because it [politics] affects me so much ¥&ah | have to have an opinion on
it ... To know what’s actually happening, yeah. | ldaii feel right just living and

not knowing what’s happening.

It is not surprising that most participants in tktsidy define politics according to the
dominant, liberal, regulatory model. After all,hias been the hegemonic form of politics
since its inception in the eighteenth century. Tloon of politics continues to dominate
Australia’s political landscape. No other conceptiof politics has such prominent
institutions or enjoys anything like the media aeMge it receives; and when the media
says ‘politics’ there is no doubt as to what they @ferring to. In such a context, holding
an alternative view of what politics is and hovojterates demands a good deal of effort

and exposure to alternative models.

Beyond its ideological, cultural, and social donmo@, for most of the participants
discussed above this model of politics delivers.ilAstrated most clearly with Paul,
these participants are able to make the liberalanotipolitics work for them, to help

achieve their goals and political visions.
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As we also had cause to note, this conception bifiggomakes it almost impossible to
view one’s life as a political project or to enmgstlitics in one’s daily life. Connected
with this is the way this view of politics limitsapticipants’ ability to see how an
individual’s (including themselves) life chanceg ahaped by external, social, cultural,
and political forces. The hegemonic liberal notiwpolitics supports the process of
individualisation, where individuals are deemedaxgely be responsible for their own

lives, its success, happiness, failings, and sboritags.

Conclusion

This chapter has shown that many of the particgpanftthis study, particularly those
involved with the institutions of hegemonic polgjcdraw upon dominant/hegemonic
notions of politics in their understanding and picec of politics. This view of politics
places an emphasis on government, representatmiticipns, parties, voting, and
elections. It positions politics as something whiagkes place in the public sphere and in
direct contrast to the private sphere and its digs/ As participants themselves noted,
this kind of politics is largely regulatory and &igtic, functioning to allow people to
pursue their own ends with minimal state interfeeenThus, the kind of politics
discussed in Chapter Three, as emerged duringighéenth century, shares its central

tenets with the notion of politics invoked by mosthis study’s participants.

It was argued that the participants in this chaptre able to make the liberal hegemonic
notion of politics work for them. Taking on thisew of politics, however, does have
certain limitations and consequences. Firstly,dgtoits division of public and private, it

forecloses the possibility of a politicised life ar personalised politics. Secondly, it
makes it very difficult to comprehend how a persohfe may be shaped by forces
beyond their control. The liberal hegemonic notmpolitics bolsters the process of
individualisation through its ideological cleansiogpolitics from the private sphere, and

its emphasis upon individual choice.

We also saw how activism was framed by this paradag political activity (lobbying,

protest), which by definition, occurs within thelytic sphere. The following chapter will
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further develop this notion of activism as publmglitical activity and explore the
reluctance of numerous participants in taking oraetivist or feminist identity. Chapter
Eight will also show that for many participants, intaining hegemonic understandings
of politics conceals ‘political’ knowledge they kloland ‘political’ activity they
undertake.
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Chapter 7

Politics - Tensions in Theory and Practice

Introduction

The previous chapter showed that many of the paamts of this study hold to
hegemonic notions of politics, as something whiakets place in the public sphere,
involving individuals like politicians and party mmbers, and institutions like
parliaments, councils, governments, and electidhss chapter will explore some of the
tensions in participants’ understanding and practt politics. Sometimes this tension
may be a political practice which undermines aipigdnt’s hegemonic understanding of
politics, in other cases it may be at a personadllaVe begin by discussing participants’
reluctance at describing themselves as feminiségtvists, even while they are involved
in activities that might be described as feminisnaativism. This discussion provides an
opportunity to further unpack the meaning of astiviand the public/private divide. The
following section examines several participants whaintain a schism between ‘real’
politics and their own political interests. Finallye return to liberalism and the tensions
its practice holds for Paul and Peter.

Reluctant Feminists

During the interview stage it was striking to n@ist how reluctant young women were
to label themselves feminist, how uncomfortableythere with the term, and that even
those who embraced a feminist label felt the needarify what they meant by feminism
and what kind of feminigheywere. The following excerpt from Heidi clearly st®her

reluctance and unease about feminism.

Nathan: Given that you've just mentioned a feminggiper would you say that

you're a feminist?
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Heidi: Yeah, see | wouldn’t say that | was but égsisome people would say that |
am. | guess it depends on what you define as femjrike | don’t think that um,
like | don't think that feminism has to be synonymwith um, with women trying
to be men. | think men and women should be equal] think people should
realise the fact that men and women are differamd, ayou know, that men and
women were created to enhance those differencesbpteach other and to play
off of them. But, yeah | guess in some ways | ain|'ta uncomfortable with the
term, | don't like it.

Nathan: What makes you uncomfortable with it?

Heidi: | guess because a lot of, a lot of feminigia know, do, do see, do see that
feminism should be becoming like a man and | dibmrik that it should um, and
yeah, that men have no part to play within, witfeminism, yeah, | just find it

uncomfortable.

Numerous participants asked about feminism chosdraw this distinction between
equality and sameness; there is a real concerrfahmnism is perceived as working to

make men and women the same:

... Like any philosophy regarding equality, um, tteedways the danger of
equating, there’s always the danger of mixing upadity of possibilities or
equalities of resources with equalityliing the sameAnd so, if you're talking
about women having equal respect and equal ressuand equal possibilities to
achieve their potential in society, | fully supptrat and | think that hasn’t really
totally happened, and that's important. If you'i@ysg that women are the same as
men and they should be able to do all the samgshamd do all the same jobs
because they’re exactly the same, there’s no diffeg between them, | think that's
bullshit; there’s physical differences, psycholagigyou know, we're different
beings. Um, so that's where sometimes it vergab@tudicrous I think [laughs].
(Monica, 30 years)

Mary (20 years) does call herself a feminist, the o feels a need to qualify what sort

of feminist she is:

Nathan: Would you describe yourself as a feminist?
Mary: Yeah, yep absolutely. Um, I'm not like a gréaminist [laughs]

Nathan: [laughs] A mad feminist.
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Mary: A mad-man-hater-feminist. But | do think thahat the differences in
inequality between men and women are still sigaificyou know. Like ‘cos yeah,
men, men still are in the positions of power, thewtill in the highest paying jobs,
so yeah in that way | think there’s huge differencand yeah, women’s interests
are still notreally that represented, there’s still inequality, $ am a feminist in that

respect | guess.

While Gillian (22 years) is involved with a womemlyp peace group, she does not
identify as a feminist, nor does she interpret egticipation in women only protests as
feminist. In her words:

Nathan: Given that you're involved with [name ofogp] [...] um, would you
describe yourself as a feminist?

Gillian: No.

Nathan: No? Can you talk a bit about that?

Gillian: Um, | just see other issues as more imaottthan that in our country at
this time, you know. | guess personally because +wthat sounds a bit terrible:
personally because you know, I've never been discated against because I'm a
woman, | don’'t care [laughing at herself], yeah. ,Nahink it’s, it's more of an
issue in othecountries but; yeah, | just don’t, from my pointvidéw | don’t think
it's all that constructive just to look at womenhevein there’s usually, in the
countries where women are worse off it's usuallyaf@eason and sort of broader

problems, so.

It is also interesting to look at the way she iptets a regular women only silent vigil she
has been involved with:

Yeah so | was just involved with [name of womeracp group] basically because
| agree with you know, a lot of their aims, likestjulike specific one’s like, just —
well it started with going to the [name of womesilent vigil group] things which
was just a no war thing it wasn't, like it was jumjainst war it wasn’t anything

particularly feminist except for it was just wontéat were allowed to protest.
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What is important about this example is precisabt tGillian interprets the silent vigil
and her involvement in particular ways and not thi# seems clear that there are many
ways in which a women-only silent vigil against veand violence could be interpreted as
a feminist act. One suspects that for women oeaipus generation — if such vigils were
held twenty or thirty years ago — a feminist intetption of the act might be the
dominant one. Yet for Gillian, the fact that sheaigoman taking part in a vigil with
other women protesting against war is irrelevanis iGillian’s protest as a person who

can protest, and remember, that counts.

This example of the silent vigil is also an excalexample of the general premise of the
thesis, that politics is polysemic and interpred@d practiced by young people in many
and varied ways. Gillian prioritises the vigil oropest against war and violence, while
others may highlight the gender dimensions of ttie @thers still could hold forth the

protest itself as an act that makes one more tingplysa consumer, and so on. The point
is that these acts are interpreted by social aatmdsthe meaning of such acts is not fixed
or monolithic. As we shall see in the following 8egr, Gillian’'s understanding of

politics and her activism further highlights theerpretive dimension of politics/activism.

For participants like Monica (30 years) and Hanrfaminism is understood as textual
knowledge belonging to a specific time, a knowledgd academic discipline one must
fully understand to legitimately claim a feminidentity. Monica says:

Ummm, you know | haven’t spent that much time ihgn&bout feminism, | wonder
whether its that relevant to people my age grougamger um, ‘cos | don’t
remember feminism; | don’t remember the 70’s ormvelver it was that it
happened, you know. | didn’t read the books antf 8tat — so | sort of don'’t really
know that much, details of what it was about.

Hannah makes similar comments:

Um just like one of my friends she’s pretty heawilolved in it and she um, she
like, she’s read every feminist text there is ortreand knows all about it and stulff,
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and I'm like, | feel really dumb when she’s talkialgout all that stuff ‘cos | don't
really get it [laughs] and like | should probablgdrn about this. And from the bits |

know it makes sense so...

Nathan: Um, um, would you call yourself a feminist?

Hannah: Um, | think like, | think with that, likedon’t feel that | can just because |
don’t know enough about it and | feel a bit stupidwalk around and call myself a
feminist when | haven't even read like whateverrttagor feminist texts are, ‘cos,

um that would just be annoying.

....um | think it'll be a while until | fully undeimhd or can you know talk about it

as — on some kind of intellectual kind of level, so

Here we see feminism depicted more as a discigtiale embodied knowledge and
experience, where all women can be feminists becattheir experiences of
subordination by men. Despite Hannah’s involvemétit a women'’s group and interest
in women’s/feminist issues, she conveys very cjeaer sense of illegitimacy when she
says she does not know enough to explain feminrscalbherself a feminist.

Monica sees feminism as divided between ‘capitdeRiinism, which has a textual and
expert base and can be found in books and unies#nd ‘small f' feminism, which
seems to centre around issues such as the beatityongomestic violence:

Nathan: Yep so um, would you call yourself a festini
Monica: Small f.
Nathan: As in — when you say small f what do yoamioy that?

Monica: Well what | mean by that is that | don’tigely do anything about
feminism, | don’t read about feminism or study aldeminism or call myself a
feminist or join capital F feminist groups, but lipassionate about those issues.
The beauty myth is one and | see them as polaigdlso | s’pose in that sense
yeah, | am a feminist.

As will have been noted from the excerpt above, ieialks abouThe Beauty Myth
(Wolf, 1990). She was asked about reading the lanok in the course of her response,
further articulates her division between capité¢finism and her brand of small f
feminism:
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Nathan: So you read The Beauty Miitbugh?
Monica: Oh absolutely, it's my bible [laughs].

Nathan: I just thought it was, when you were sayiog don’t read about

Monica: No | don’t read about feminism as a thingtself, do you know what |
mean? | read about the issues perhaps um, in &adt,yI'm delighted to read about
the issues, it could be genital mutilation, it @bk domestic violence, it could be
any kind of different issues, it could be equal fraywomen, glass ceilings and why
women are; you know, why am | still a typist wheua know I've got huge
experience and skills? Um, these are weird questibow does this happen? Um,
so all those kind of, yeah | would read about #ses but | wouldn’t actually go
and read a history of feminism or um a feminist beok to study up about
feminism itself, I'm not really that interestediiras a — | don’t know what you call

it — a theory.

It is fascinating to see how Monica constructs faem and in turn her relationship with
feminism. As was noted in both Gillian and Hannahiglerstandings of feminism, there
does appear to be a shift away from the idea ofrfiem and feminist knowledge being
something one has access to because one is a wantatgwards a notion of feminism
as expert discourse or academic discipline. Moeeifip to Monica is the way she
disavows herself of a feminist identity becauseish®t interested in or does not know
about capital F feminism or feminism as a theamya kense it is as though Monica has
gone to great lengths to say she does not fit tbpegp definition of feminism; after all,
who other than feminist academics and studentsroirfism actually examine the history
of feminism or feminism as a theory? It seems nealle to suggest that as someone who
is a member of a women’s peace network; reguladyests at a women only silent vigil;
is “delighted” to read about feminist issues angdssionate about the ideasTdie

Beauty Myth(1990), Monica has plenty of cause to call heradéminist if she wished.

All participants asked about feminism, whether teeybraced a feminist identity or not,
felt the need to qualify what they meant by femimiznd what sort of feminist they were.
Most participants were reluctant to accept a festilabel and remain uncomfortable with
the term. It is striking that while many young wamare ambivalent about feminism
(Skeggs, 1997; Wilkinson and Mulgan, 1995, pp.9¥9, most of the young women cited
above (Heidi, Hannah, Gillian, and Monica) are\ati involved with activities that can
be described as feminist, and yet they remain aahaw and eschew a feminist identity.
From the comments made by participants above mseeasonable to suggest that much
of the reluctance they display over being labedddminist stems from the stereotype of

feminists as “manhating, lesbian, boiler-suitetl afad ugly” (Bulbeck, 2001).
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Reluctant Activists/ Zoon Politikon

Somewhat in parallel to the above discussion di@pants’ reluctance at embracing a
feminist identity was their reluctance at acceptimglabel of activist, or seeing
themselves as inherently political. Unlike theiravalence about feminism, participants’
reluctance at accepting an activist identity ofteftected their understanding of politics
as constituted by a public/private divide. An aistivdentity was regularly understood as
denoting someone who was particularly politicapulglicly) active outside mainstream
politics, resulting in numerous participants thimkithey were not active enough to
qualify as activists. Beyond this, other particifgsaconstructed a divide between their
(political) interests and ‘real’ politics.

A counter interpretation, which in part was encevad in Chapter Four, would claim

that young people’s reluctance in claiming a festior activist identity is more a
symptom of the fragile form of individualism whiglervades contemporary society.
Following this argument, with society’s shift frdRiesman et al.’s (1961) inner-directed
personality or Rieff and Lasch’s communities oflttimn and obligation toward other-
directed selves and a culture of narcissism, sp@giroducing individuals with a much
more fragile sense of self, one predicated on tiee@tance and approval of others, rather
than adherence to internalised values, moral caaekiraditions. This shift marks the
loss of individuals who draw from within themselveghat should be done independent
of the opinion of others” (Gauchet, 2000, p. 36).

While there may be some merit to these argumentsfew would doubt that the old
verities of community and tradition, often closéhked with religion, have generally
languished in recent decades, replaced in largsunedy consumerism, what is most
significant, is that it is the hegemonic liberahception of politics and its public/private
divide which curtails the interpretation of manyi@st related activities aactivism.

Heidi’'s sense of activism as being about mobilaatiprotest, political action in the
public sphere, was noted in the previous chapteheWtalking about an activist
organization in San Francisco she said, “... they wmantilise you know, 2000 young
people to go and do something, you know ... that'stwhn talking about, like that's
activism.” Heidi also said she would not descrileesklf as an activist because she does
not take action as often as she should. Many otbeticipants held a similar
understanding of activism (John, Hannah, RebectarG Philip, Mary, Daniel). When

Hannah was asked if she would describe herself astavist she replied:
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Um, | guess lately | would because | have beenlwedoin lots of like actigm, but
um yeah | guess I'd like to think of myself as dng,that um, that | have been
contributing to some kind of, to activism on camptideast, so yeah | think |

would, in a kind of loose.(emphasis in original)

The reluctance is obvious in this excerpt; evethatend she will not claim the activist
label. It is as though she is not legitimately &di to call herself one, like she has not
completed some imaginary quota of activism hourgualify. It is also important to note

the palpable link between aaBwm the action and an activist identity; the more\asn

she undertakes the more legitimately she can daimctivist identity.

This notion of activism, as we shall in the follogi chapter, stands in stark contrast to
that of Monica, Nicola, or Patrick, for whom patti or activism may include, breaking
out of the nothingness of personal life, thinkingoat something like feminism or
deciding what to have for lunch. For these paréoig, politics could and often did, take
place within one’s ‘private’ life. The differenceetiveen the views here illustrated by
Heidi and Hannah, and those of Monica and Nicdanot just that they understand
politics as also occurring in a person’s ‘privaté, but that activism resembles more a
state of mind than a list of activities, which, whendertaken qualify one for use of the
label *activist’. As we will see, Monica is veryedr about the importance of embracing
an activist identity, and that it has little to ddth the actual forms of activism she was
involved with; it was about changing the way shes $werself, changing her identity.
While Nicola places an emphasis on the thinkinge sadl activism, viewing political
action as largely a consequence of one’s thinlangatter of following through on one’s
ideas.

If we accept Heidi and Hannah’s definition of arsig, then activism only counts when it
is done in the public sphere, conforming to essileld practices like rallies or other
forms of public protest. Paul Lichterman has alsonfl a focus upon “doing” as

constituting real politics or activism (1999, pA.91- 120) This means remaining captive

to liberalism’s rules and logic of politics and whaunts as politics, where there is a
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clear divide between public-political and privatearpolitical. When activism is equated
with taking public, political action, unless thattian itself questions the public-
political/private-non-political divide, politicisan of the self and the new opportunities

for political action within ‘private’ life it revela, are systematically denied.

Following Heidi and Hannah'’s conflation of activismith taking public, political action,
acquiring the label of ‘activist’ is an almost baueratic process of undertaking certain
actions, like organising a rally. If one ceasetat@ part in such activities, it follows that
in turn one is no longer entitled to the label dofivast. Gillian made this point when she
said she would not currently describe herself as@ivist because she has not done
much activism of late. For Monica and Nicola on ttleer hand, activism has a lot more
to do with one’s sense of self and thinking. Theation of activism is more akin to a
state of mind, worldview or mind-set. Picking up hMga’'s emphasis on self-perception
and identity, and breaking out of the nothingnetgersonal life, activism is about
realising one’s potential agency, one’s abilityafifect change. For Monica and Nicola

being an activist is an identity, not a label thahotes a set of activities one undertakes.

An analogy with homosexuality may help to furthkrcedate Monica and Nicola’s sense
of activism. As we have seen, their interpretatdmactivism is more akin to an identity
which has a set of associated practices, but isdefined by such practices, like
homosexuality. If one was to apply Heidi's viewaaftivism to homosexuality it would
be like saying one does not have sex with memUdeaitsecsame sex often enough or to a
proper extent for one to count among the ranks arhdsexuals. Such a proposition
makes little sense; one is not a lesser homosd&@eacaluse they do not or only rarely have
homosexual sex. Homosexuality is an identity, ahdnging such an identity is only
tangentially linked to bodily practices. As thisatogy makes clear, from Monica and
Nicola’s perspective it makes little sense to thifiloneself as an activishly when one

is engaged in activism, @nly when activism is frequently undertaken.

It is also interesting to think about what coungsaativism in Heidi's view. As we saw

above, she contrasts her indigenous youth group ‘méal’ activist groups who can
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mobilise large numbers of young people. In effeigidi is drawing a distinction between
the sort of work that goes into building the infrasture that makes such mobilisation
possible, and the mobilisation itself. Activismasnfined to the actual act of mobilising
people — putting on a protest — rendering the &aristitution and infrastructure building

she does with her group as outside of activism grophis division of labour seems
analogous to a backstage/front stage divide, wbelework which will actually be seen

in the public sphere, at a protest, counts asiagtiv the planning, discussions, thinking

and research that go to putting on such an evergaruded.

Drawing on Helen's (25 years) interview furthertilights some of the ‘private’
dimensions involved in being an activist or undartg political action. Helen describes
herself as the kind of person who will speak owdulthings she does not believe in. She
says that if there were an issue she believedam&tuld get involved, and that she has
and will continue to speak out against things sbeschot agree with in the workplace:

... I haven't really heard of any issues that wousdnant me attending a rally, um,
yeah, | would probably go to one um, if | belieugethe cause... I've signed
numerous petitions for various causes from trigiaiff right through to really
important things ... Um, but you know, if somethiregsented itself | would
definitely get involved and I like to think | doesfi up when there is a problem. Um
definitely in the work place, things where | cankeaa difference | will, | wont just
sit back and tolerate unacceptable behaviour, um...

Helen goes on to talk about an example of bullyimiger workplace that she spoke out
against. While Helen does not attend rallies oul@ty make monetary contributions to
charities or social/political organizations, nosige a member of a social/political
organization or a volunteer, and she does not \eiters to politicians or the local
newspaper or contribute to talkback radio, she doesome things to contribute to issues
she is concerned about. Significantly, she viewsdieas someone who will speak out,
take action, or get involved with issues she bekew.

In light of these comments and the fact that Helegan university the same year the
Coalition government increased and restructureddigber Education Contribution
Scheme (HECS), Helen was asked if, during this,tshe took part in any of the many
rallies and protests that tens of thousands okstisdtook part in around the country:

Helen: ... | mean even at uni, in the three yearsas where, there
wasn't really anything to get involved in. We ditstorm up to the

138



Vice Chancellors office or anything, everything wa&s fine. | think
we were quite lucky, | think the hard work was ddmeus back in the
70s and those sorts of times, women’s rights; hkhnow we’re

enjoying the hard work that they went through uealy| dunno.
Nathan: So what um, when were you at uni from?

Helen: ‘97 to '99.

Nathan: Okay, so um, ‘cos that's a similar timenfig to me, um, you weren't
involved in the higher ed[ucation] protests abautreasing HECS and things like
that.

Helen: [shakes her head]

Nathan: No?

Helen: [laughs] Probably didn’t know about it, yeddon’t know. Yeah, no
nothing was really put under my nose um, no, noNm I didn’t even know that
was going on; isn’t that terrible?

It is striking that Helen was unaware of this. kasing HECS fees, especially for those
beginning university in 1997, was a big issue. €heere several national days of action
and numerous local protests. What is important athosi excerpt is that there were
highly visible issues, and issues which directhgetied her, that Helen could have got
involved with if she wanted. In contrast, she di®s her time at university as relatively
uneventful. An example like this suggests thatgdaart of getting involved in issues or
political activity, of any ilk, is the stuff of ptihg things under youswn nose and in your
own face. As will be discussed in the following chaptéth participants like Monica,
much of the work an activist may do is sourcingaiarnative story or information. In
contrast, Helen has a much more passive orienttdipolitical involvement and expects
that issues which need her help will somehow canteet attention, even though, by her
own account she does little to keep abreast ofipekind current events. In stark contrast
to the notion of activism discussed above, whetwiam is equated with taking political
action in the public sphere, the example of Helighlights the critical ‘private’ activism
or work that may lead to a political act in the fiwBphere. Activists and activism do not
exist solely within the public sphere; there is@ag deal of activism that takes place in
what is commonly understood as the ‘private’ sph&he idea that politics can take
place in the ‘private’ sphere will be explored etal in the following chapter.

‘Real’ politics versus my ‘political’ interests
Connected with participants’ shunning of an actidentity are those participants who
understand politics in such a way as to set uph&siscbetween ‘real’ politics and their

own interests — which are potentially political,t anly sometimes defined as such.
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Gillian and Monica largely understand their invatvent with, among other things, peace
and women'’s groups as non-political because it doéselate to mainstream, hegemonic
politics.

Gillian has been involved in organising very largati-lrag-war protests, in total
mobilising over one hundred thousand people togstolWhen asked if she thought the

actions of her anti-war group were political, shewers no:

| just don’t think it's um, | don’t think it is téurther the aims of any particular
political party or even a, really a political causeecause pacifism isn’t political in
its essence. ... Well it was about, but it was alyout know, saving the lives of
innocent people and that had nothing to do withtjosl

As she rightly points out, it could be politicaldepends upon one’s definition of the
political. What is salient here is that Gillian da®ot see her involvement and protest
against war as political. She betrays her narrodvathodox understanding of politics;
because the rallies were not to further a parttqubditical party, or in her mind a
political ideology, they were not political.

One of the most intriguing things about the way Marunderstands politics is that she
does not consider herself a political person. lE#ian, Monica sees herself, in simple
terms, as concerned with humanitarianism and enniemtalism. Both women also share
the notion that these concerns are not (as Monmadrsay) part of ‘capital P’ politics.
While Gillian has a narrower understanding of padit which means she does not define
herself as political, Monica feels that she knoittkelabout ‘capital P’ politics and thus is
not political.

Like you talked about [me] being politicised at aarly age and stuff, but the
interesting thing about it is | wouldn’t see it thaay. Um, and | was, | always
describe myself as not being a political person &mebuld even now, and that’s
probably quite bizarre because I've just sat henel given you a whole range of

strong political views ...
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Monica explains this perplexing self-definitiontag result of her family not talking
about ‘capital P’ politics:

Nathan: And what about your family, you were tagkabout that justice was
something that was talked about, um did you grownwgpfamily where like
‘capital P’ politics was spoken about?

Monica: No never ever!’'m, that's probably why | don't see myself asifpohl and

| say I'm not a political person and ‘cos | dongally understand it on a you know,
I’'m not well informed on a ‘capital P’ theoretic&lnd of level; you know, weever
ever discussed politics with a ‘capital P’ in our houde was just never talked
about. Um, | envy those people who had interestikigd of fascinating
philosophical discussions as kids because we dilottwe just talked about justice
and like stuff you'd see on TV and is that fair avidy is it happening, and power,
where’s power coming from, who’s involved, whalisit agenda? So that’s, but
that’s all kind of small p politics.

As we shall see in the following chapter, while M@nhas a far broader definition of
politics than Gillian, she nonetheless invokesrtheh narrower definition of ‘capital P’
politics when she considers herself and her palitractice. As a result, Monica’s
political practice and interests are measured agairpolitical yardstick she has little to
do with, and not surprisingly she falls beyondoitsinds.

Indi (22 years) maintains a similar split between political interests and involvement
with sex work politics and mainstream hegemonidtigsl Indi has been involved in
advocacy, representation, and lobbying within te& sxdustry. And while she also
employs her self and lifestyle to challenge domindiscourses about sex work and
women and sex, she says that she is “not a veriycpblperson”. Indi separates out her
political knowledge and practice relating to sexrkvrom a broader political sphere,
rendering her ‘un-political’:
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. as | said, I'm not a very political person. I'notreducated enough in it, so |
don’t feel very confident talking about politicsIqust think it's a whole lot of
people getting the world wrong, basically.

I’'m not really educated about politics.

Indi: | wouldn't like to do anything political ... ¥h, political stuff, don’t wanna do
that.

Nathan: Don’t wanna do that. Why wouldn’t you wamtlo that?

Indi: Because | don't understand the political tab[laughs] nah, | don't
understand it very well, and just people’s guidedinl’'m too open minded ... | have
thought about it, but | don’t know about joiningrpas and stuff really, I'm more of
an independent person. ... My focus is more on tRenseker stuff. We were

thinking about starting a sex worker party.

Indi understands politics as “a whole lot of ... ufdy blokes with glasses crapping on ...
getting the world wrong basically.” This politicgpphere is the world of Canberra politics,
John Howard and Kim Beazl®y taxes, inflation and unemployment. With this
understanding of what counts as politics, ‘reallitms, Indi’'s potentially political

knowledge and practice relating to sex work is ridi as beyond and separate from

politics.

Philip on the other hand, does not construct ‘mditin opposition to his own political
interests; he sets up a divide between philosoplaycaiticism, and politics. As an avid
follower of mainstream hegemonic politics and arkstident of philosophy, Philip feels
himself torn between the ability of politics to eft change and his preferred position in

relation to politics, that of external observer anitic.

Philip says he prefers the realm of philosophyhta bf politics, as politics is fickle:

> John Howard is Australia’s Prime Minister and Kit®azley is the leader of the
Australian Labor Party and Her Majesty’s Opposition
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Philip: | prefer philosophy.
Nathan: Okay, why is politics fickle?

Philip: I think sort of by its nature, democracyadittle populist and then [Nathan:
“Ah, it's platonic”. Both laugh] ... Sometimes | thdrif | put my politics into its
fullest then it might become some sort of totaaregime [both laugh], so I try
and stay away from that. But anyway, um yes, s@smm®s | think the best decision
or outcome can'’t be arrived through democracy.

For Philip, the appeal of philosophy lies in itsisistency, “...it's a bit idealistic, but |
like the consistency, say with one principal that gan apply to all things, and I like the
rationality of it.” He likes the idea of engagingtivpolitics via philosophy, “I'd prefer to
tackle it [politics] from that [philosophical] siggerhaps; it seems less grubby, perhaps
[laughs]”.

He is nonetheless keenly aware of the need for tharejust criticism:

Ah yeah, um well firstly, [laugh] I'd just like t®ort of say that with the politics |
understand that | guess it's the best sort of sgsteu can have, it's just I'd still —
I'll leave it to them essentially. ... Well | thirtkete’s, | wouldn’t say | enjoy that, |
like [laughs] criticizing it [politics], but theres a part of me that, as | said before, |
perhaps feel that | should be a little more actheeause, as | said, realistically, it's
the only system you’ve got and if you want to aehsomething that you want then

you've got to participate rather than just criticig.

While Philip may not be involved with mainstreangleonic politics in any way which
could be measured by the kind of surveys discuss€thapter One, he is far from simply
being apathetic and disengaged. His position iratim to politics bears more
resemblance to Harris’ notion of disengagementutjinocynicism and critique (Harris
and Bulbeck, forthcoming). Philip has genuine cistins of politics, which while they
may risk his participation in change, leave him ilwg to embroil himself in

mainstream hegemonic politics.

Summary
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Thus far we have seen the reluctance many pamitsgzave in taking on a feminist or
activist label, or understanding themselves astipalianimals. All participants asked
about feminism felt the need to explain what thesant by feminism and what kind of
feminist they were. Numerous participants equatetziam with undertaking political
acts in the public sphere. It was argued that mleson of activism is framed by the
liberal paradigm’s public/private split, where omlgtions undertaken in the public sphere
can be understood as ‘political’. Moreover, thisio of activism stands in stark contrast
to the understanding of activism proffered by pgsants Monica and Nicola, where
activism is more about identity and mindset thaa plublic, political undertakings of
individuals. Helen was used as an example to futighlight the ‘private’ dimensions
of activism, namely research and sourcing altevaeatiformation. The following section
showed the ways in which several participants wstdad politics such that ‘real’ or
‘proper’ politics is constructed in opposition teetr own political interests and practices.
This meant that participants’ notions of what ceuat politics devalued their own
interests and participation to the extent that thay themselves as un-political, lacking

the knowledge to participate in ‘real’, ‘capital politics.

What the discussion thus far has highlighted ispbevasiveness and dominance of the
mainstream, hegemonic notion of politics canvasse@hapters Three and Six. Even
though several of the participants operate outsidéenstream politics in terms of their
political interests and practice, they have beariaised within a political order which
maintains a public/private split at its bedrock gmobritises institutions like parliament,
councils, parties, elections, and politicians. Aesult, while their political practice and
definition of politics, as discussed in the folloygichapter, operate outside mainstream
hegemonic politics, they cannot completely extediiemselves and their understanding
of politics from its dominant hegemonic form. Whtlging to practice politics beyond
the mainstream, numerous participants remain cagbvthe dominant paradigm and

interpret their political interests and practicesadingly.

Tensions of Liberalism
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It is most noteworthy that even for those partinigavho adhere very closely to classical
liberalism, namely Paul and Peter, tensions witheir political practice are inescapable.
Chapter Six found Paul, as a socially progressiveral, abiding by the hegemonic
definition of politics. And yet, at the same tindyring the course of the interview he

reveals just how personally he takes politics dad e role that his emotions play:

| think that had | not made the friends that I'd eeaand could see that um, there
was potential to make change within the party &lat tvas the only thing that kept
me inthe party when it was going down directions thatdsn’t very comfortable
with, from time to time. And that’'s been a sortcohstant theme, there’s always
times when the party will make decisions or thetypdeadership will make
decisions you’re not comfortable with, and youe¢ @ weigh up whether walking
away is going to be better for your soul or [exasped laugh] or, or whether it's
one of those challenges that you achieve moreayynsf in.

Paul: ... I mean it's [campaigning and politics] aropetition of ideas both within
and between the parties

Nathan: Hmmm

Paul: And um, the bit between the parties is tmegdart, but within the party is just
about, um, maintaining a party in a state that y@ugot some sort of respect being
a part of. And that’s really important to me buhdathat's why | do it but, | don’t

enjoy it.

What is significant about these excerpts is thatstark contrast to liberal notions of
subjectivity, they show that in some ways Paul'§itjgal views areconstitutiveof his
self, rather than mere attributes he has. If higipal party heads in directions that lead
him to think about how it will affect his soul, tteecan be little doubt that his political
views are more than an abstract set of principalswokes at work and uses to guide his
political decisions: they are a part of his verynge And as Sandel (1984) points out, a
community which engages the identity as well as ithterests of a subject, is a

community beyond that which liberalism’s unencuneoleself — with its pre-existing
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identity — can know! Indeed, Paul refers to the importance of frienod eommunity
when the party heads in directions that deviatenffos progressive liberalism. In this
context Paul bears little resemblance to liberdBsomencumbered self, discussed in
Chapter Three. Here he seems a product of hisigadliviews, friendships and
community, more akin to a member of an Aristotelsiyle political community than

Kant's transcendental self or Rawls’ original pmsitunencumbered self.

The tension found in Peter’s political disposition, the other hand, is not something he
is necessarily aware of. When analysing Peter'stipal views and practice from a
perspective critical of the liberal divide he maints between public and private, it can be

argued that Peter’s liberalism conceals polititedices and dimensions of his life.

One example of how Peter undermines the liberatldibetween public and private and
implicates his ‘private’ life in ‘politics’ can bseen in his concerns about and avoidance
of mass-produced animal products, additives, sapghés put into food, and genetically
modified crops. Peter’s family only eat free-ranfpecken and eggs, and when discussing
these concerns he says, “I just think there’s aubighown...for example chickens, mass

produced, hormone stuffed, can’'t be natural, da@'good.”

It is important to note Peter does not go into mdetail, and his concerns about mass-
produced foods and genetically modified crops aneched within a health context. He
does not make any links between his own avoidahtigese products and their potential
to affect the practices of the food industry, noesl he talk about these practices as
boycotts. Hence, while it would be inaccurate teadde Peter’'s avoidance of Inghams’
chickens® or genetically modified foods as political acti@t,evidence that his self can
be the locus of politics, it does indicate thatre®eter’s depoliticised private sphere is
not impervious to politics. His liberalism, howeydargely renders these practices

matters of personal choice for the health consciblese we see classical liberalism

>"In Sandel's words, “No project could be so esséittiat turning away from it would
call into question the person | am.” (1984, p. 86)
°8 At one point Peter actually says, “don’t trusthags’ chickens.”
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unable to accommodate a fluid boundary betweeraiand public, unable to link the
private sphere with a politically pregnant langudgetent with the political opportunities
of ‘private’ practices. Regardless of Peter’s ination toward politicising his ‘private’

life, this example shows how his orthodox underditagy of politics saps the potentially
political meaning out of his private life. Clasditiaeralism cannot provide for the sorts

of private/political opportunities opening up indanodernity (Sheller and Urry, 2003).

While Peter’s liberal, hegemonic notion of politiesnains largely intact, what is salient
is that Peter’s liberalism is unable to furnish hiith a language which could realise the
political potentials lurking in his private praa and self. Even someone like Peter,
whose private/public divide appears solid, is ueatnl prevent political opportunities
from seeping into his private life and practice$.cOurse, while he cannot avoid this in
late modernity, he does still have a choice to yeirsuch opportunities or leave them
dormant. Unfortunately, unless Peter is willingsignificantly muddy the waters of his
liberalism, the choice to politicise his self ant/pte life remains hidden. It is ironic that
a political doctrine which places so much impor&aoa the freedom of the individual to

choose should be concealing a significant politotedice, that of politicising one’s self.

Conclusion

This chapter has discussed some of the tensiomsnwoarticipants’ understanding and
practice of politics. It was shown that numeroudipi@ants were reluctant to accept the
label of feminist or activist. Furthermore, all peipants felt the need to explain what
they meant by feminism, and if they identified wiminism, just what kind of feminist
they were. We have seen that several participants ecateism with undertaking
political action in the public sphere. It was arduleat this way of understanding activism
stands in contrast to approaches that view actiasmn identity or mindset. Moreover,
focussing on the public-political action of activisneans being beholden to liberalism’s
public/private divide, where only action undertakerthe public sphere can possibly be
counted as political/activist activity. Helen wased as an example to further highlight
some of the ‘private’ aspects of activism, namedgearch, or finding alternative

information.
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Following on from the discussion of participantsomschew an activist identity was a
section which explored the way several participaotsstructed divisions between ‘real’
or ‘capital P’ politics and their own (politicaliterests. It was argued that these tensions
can be read as further evidence for the hegemdeatigssof the kind of politics discussed
in Chapters Three and Six. Those participants, eleoount their activism and view it as
inadequate for the label activist, effectively ikeothe dominant liberal paradigm of a
public/private divide when interpreting their actso Those who set up a divide between
‘real’, ‘capital P’ politics and their political terests and practice, invoke the dominant
notion of politics as a yardstick by which to meaastheir own interests and practices.
While some of these participants, as will be furtisscussed in the following chapter,
choose to operate outside mainstream hegemonidicpoland its institutions, the
mainstream liberal paradigm of politics remains dmagnic, and as such, defines the
parameters of the political: what legitimately ctaums politics, where politics takes

place, and who can legitimately take part in pcditi

The final section of this chapter returned to tviithe participants of this study who hold
most closely to the dominant liberal paradigm ofitips, Paul and Peter. With Paul we
saw that, contrary to liberal views of subjectiyitys emotions and emotional ties play an
important role in his practice of politics. Beyotlds, it was argued that Paul’'s politics
were constitutive of him, rather than an abstratta principals he invokes at work or
only when doing politics. While with Peter it wagjaed that in spite of his best efforts at
staying true to liberalism’s’ public/private dividdie is unable to prevent political

opportunities from seeping through into his ‘pra/dife.
The following chapter will develop this theme ofetipermeable or indeed collapsed

public/private divide, through its discussion ofoslke participants who practice a

politicised ‘private’ life and self.
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Chapter 8

Polysemic Politics

Introduction

Having shown that many participants hold to the mhamt notion of politics and that they
also encounter tensions in their understandingpaadtice of politics, this chapter will
explore the notion that politics is polysemic. Thest section will discuss those
participants for whom politics is a daily, embodieghctice. These participants revel in
and are part of the disintegration of the publizgte divide. Connected with their
approach to politics, which locates them as actorenvironmental, industrial, and
social/political/cultural change, is a model off setich reflects the interconnectedness of
individuals and actions in late modernity. The daling section returns to the idea of
disengagement through cynicism, discussed in Chajteee, and finds clear evidence
that some participants of this study have chosafisengage from hegemonic politics as
a result of their experiences and cynicism. Thalfisection will discuss the role of

reflexivity or phronésidn the political practice of several participants.

As the discussions of Chapters One and Three miade, revious studies of young
people and politics have missed or excluded aspettyoung people’s political

repertoire. As such, | will spend more time witle fharticipants in this chapter to explore
the ways in which they understand and practiceipsland how it differs from what has

been produced by earlier research.

Collapse of the Public/Private Divide - Self as Political

Numerous participants of this study understandmadtice politics in ways which locate
politics squarely within the ‘private’ sphere. Thgzarticipants, for example, view what

they eat, what they buy and choose not to buy, evbieey bank and invest, the kind of
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work they do, and how they speak and treat otressmportant ethico-political acts.
Their political practice rests on the notion thdtatvone does in ‘private’ is relevant and
has real effects beyond its ‘private’ context. Whids noted in the previous chapter,
participants like Monica may not describe theirigien to be vegetarian or involved with
peace groups as ‘political’, they do understandehactions as part of broader processes
and as having the potential to affect change. Iatitilows we shall see a range of ways

in which the participants of this study politicibeir private life and identity.

Monica

Some of the dimensions of Monica’s political undgensling and practice have already
been discussed. In the previous chapter we sawshevdistanced herself from feminism
despite her keen interest in feminist issues amicpzation in women only peace groups.
In a similar way she divides politics between capand small ‘p’ politics, rendering
herself unpolitical because she feels she knowte liabout ‘capital P’ politics.
Nonetheless, there are a number of ways in whichid4ois highly politically engaged,;
she goes so far as to politicise her very idenfity.

For about ten years, Monica was caught in a vicoyede of inaction, depression, and
despair at the state of the world. Her depressibteast in part, fuelled her inaction and
her lack of action in turn fuelled her depressifumther eroding her sense of self-worth
and of course her ability to act. Some years agonibé broke out of that cycle by
getting involved with political protest and disseBShe now talks about “the politics of
powerlessness” as a political reality which worksdisempower and isolate people,
leaving them feeling as though any disagreemeetg ity have — with for example their
government or issues like globalisation or intaoral bodies like the United Nations or

The World Bank — are only personal views and halduarrency with the rest of society.

% The story of Monica becoming an activist can beeaustbod as a coming out story, in the sense that a
gay or lesbian person who publicly embraces tteiuality is said to have ‘come out’. While of coaitbe
intricacies of embracing a deviant political idgntend a deviant sexual identity vary greatly, the
underlying shift is that of an individual acceptiwat largely remains a deviant identity.
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Of course, if this force were successful, and oefekl alone in their grievances, then

problems would almost certainly feel insurmountable

What Monica is describing we have encountered & raétimes throughout this thesis.
Habermas and Bauman would see this situation asected with the disintegration of a
forum in which politics can be discussed, as pathe colonisation of the public sphere
by the private. Bauman’s analysis also alerts ush# social isolation Monica was

experiencing as a result of processes of individaibn and the loss of stronger social
bonds and communities. Christopher Lasch and PRieif and other communitarians

like Bellah et al. (1985) would highlight Monicalack of connection with religious or

civic traditions and their history of social/patidil involvement through duty and moral
obligation. While Beck (1992; Beck and Beck-Gernghel995; 2002), Giddens (1991),

and Lash (1999) would also highlight individualiseat but with perhaps more emphasis
on Monica’s potential to break out of the nothingmef personal life, to practice a kind
of politics that would see her everyday decisioagpalitical, to think of her life as a

political project (Lichterman, 1996; 1999), whehe ould form new commitments and
traditions.

Monica describes her thoughts on how politics djgsréo marginalise and overwhelm
individuals:

. S0 much of the way things are working in this koaow, period of history,
through the media and through politics um, thera'dot of disempowerment,
there’s a lot of messages coming out that it'sbakn decided from the top and you
can’'t do anything about it, and you hate what'srgpon but you're not important,
you're insignificant, you're just this little nobgd- ant basically. And there’s a lot
of isolationism, um there’s a lot [...] coming outialn makes people feel isolated
and you basically feel like you're the only onetthates what's going on, or you're
the only one that can see through or you know \lik&re a weirdo ‘cos you've got
this opinion and it's made to look like nobody edbares it. And | think; | see that
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as being very political, | think that’s actually Wwahe whole system is working at

the moment...

Monica returns to this idea later in the interviemd says:

... | thought about it for years and years and | camée conclusion, I'm pos-I'm
convinced it's political, it's the way that poliids working and it's become more
obvious in the past year or so where you get them@®Minister of Australia coming
on TV going, ‘I don’t care what the people thinkerte are times when the Prime
Minister knows best and he should do what he thbdst regardless of what the
people of Australia think’. And | think, ‘Well theett is, it's now being stated’, that
kind of politics of um, we rule from the top; youyg don’'t count; we're not
listening; we don’t care what you think; you cadth anything; you're powerless
because we tough men of the world are running dévieiy. | think that is really

being propagated and it’s really a political fact...

As noted above, Monica broke out of the “nothingnes personal life” by attending
rallies/protests and joining a women’s peace ndtwdruch of the way Monica
understands her shift towards an activist idensitgouched in her thoughts about self-
perception. In what follows she tells an insighstdry about her mother, wherein there is
a semantic cleft between involvement or actualvasti, and perceiving oneself as an

activist:

... | always describe myself as not being a politmaison and | would even now,
and that's probably quite bizarre because I've jsat here and given you a whole
range of strong political views and, and it's rgalhteresting about self definition
because um, like a really interesting thing hapgene my mum. She joined
Amnesty at the age of 52 or whatever and she dé¢algo to a meeting and she
was absolutely terrified. And she went to this elaod she couldn’t find the door —
the main door was locked — and she thought, ‘how det in?’ So she started

walking around the building and there’s this doondaover the top it said

‘activists’. And she said, ‘oh that can’t be theedr{laughs] She’s like, ‘I'm not an
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activist, | can’t go through there, there’s no wlagan go through that door’. And
the bizarre thing is that my mum’s been quite palitin her views and quite
political in her actions, she actually started arcorporated association back in the
early 80’s and ran it for 20 years and actually wedte um, extremely political at
a grass roots level, at a social level all her lifend yet she never saw it that way
and then when she came to this activist door iKs,|‘Oh no, | can’'t go through
there, I'm not an activist’. [both laugh] And shemt round and round the building
and eventually she realized it was the only doat sime had to go through it and it
was like so scary for her. And she rang me up dmsaid, ‘| went through the
‘activists’ door’. And it was like this huge stepdashe could never go back, she’'d
gone through the activist door and she’d definetsélé as an activist — after all

those years, twenty five, thirty years of socidivéam.

For Monica, one of the defining moments in her pescof embracing an activist identity

was not walking through the activists’ door, bwrldng to carry a sign at a rally:

I had never went to a rally until | wasgell into my 20s and | just thought [whisper]
‘I'm not that kinda person’, you know, | careally strongly about this issue, but
‘I'm not a rally going person’. And eventually | mteto my first rally — and then it
was ages [before attending another] — and | newaried a sign or a banner, and |
thought I'm just not a sign carrying person, | ogmto a rally, | can cope with that,
but I'm just not that kind of person, other peogtethat, you know like activists do
that, not me. [...] | would go to rallies and | wowhlk, but other people, you
know, people, people who knew things carried sigesple who were politically
involved carried signs and they obviously knewtarlore than me and they belong
to groups or whatever, | don’'t quite know what bamething about them was just
different from me that just put me categoricallyoitthe non-sign carrying thing
[laughs]. [...] And then um, the Iraq war started ahfilt so strongly about jtand
I’'m like, ‘I'm gonna make a sign’. Andcarried it and it was the first time in my

life, and it was so scary and it was like, oncedhe it once it became so normal
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and then it's like it's no issue at all and | doall the time now, and | stand on
parliament [steps] every month with [women’s protgsoup] and hold up a sign
and it's just become quite normal, but it took ey8ars to get to the point where |
could actually see myself as a sign carrying kih@ @erson [laughs], and until |
could see myself that way | couldn’t do it. [...] #isout a self-definition, how you

view yourself.

Unlike some of the other participants (John, lediGillian), claiming an activist identity
for Monica was no easy feat. It meant a significgmft in the way she perceived herself.
Through the very acts of activism — attending eallimaking and carrying signs —
Monica learnt that people who made and carriedssigare not intrinsically different
from herself; they did not necessarily possesssaegific knowledge or insight she did
not; nor were they necessarily part of activistugm Unlike Monica however, they had
felt able to make and carry signs. For Monica tatde she had to change the way she
thought of herself, and hence begin the processl¢laa her to embracing an activist
identity.

The way Monica initially conceptualizes activistecalls the essentialist (Romantic)
notion that great artists are born, not made; thdte an activist, as to be an artist, is
something that cannot be learnt. As Monica says,véwed herself as “categorically”
not in the sign carrying/activist group; they wéddferent”, somehow they knew things
she did not, and at least at this point she didentgrtain the idea that all she had to do
was learn how to be an activist. In fact, for M@tbere was more involved than simply

learning how to be an activist, she had to chargedrception of herself.

Now that she sees herself as an activist, Monitgkshany involvement a person takes
that pulls them out of “the nothingness of persdifel constitutes an important political

step:
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And so if people break that and actually get ouf go to a meeting or go to a
rally, you may not have done much in changing thddybut you've done a lot in
breaking out of that um, of that state. And | dahihk it's personal, and I think
that the problem is that people think it's persortaky think it's them, they think
something’s wrong with them and | actually thirik political, and | think if you
break out of it and go to a meeting or go to ayalt get involved in any way shape

or form you've already done a big step um, politica

Monica believes it important that those who cantgsbdo. She remains somewhat
sceptical and aware that her protest does not hmameediate affects, but is steadfast

about the import of dissent and protest:

| think | go [to rallies and protests] a lot moregularly because | feel as um, if it
matters ... | feel more empowered, | guess that'iiye explanation. Um, before |
probably felt like ‘well, does it really make anifference if little old me goes or
not?’ ... Um, whereas now most of the time | go.liks, ‘well someone’s gotta do
it and I'm a person who had crossed that bounddrgedi-definition and reached a
point where | can do it and | will do it, so | gattlo it. Because you know, it does
matter that someone does it, and it you know, iter&that we do everything we

can and um.

In illustrating the importance she places on digs&fonica talks about a rally she

attended protesting the massacre in Fallujah, Iraq:

Nathan: Like that's something you really believe just getting out
there in the street?

Monica: Yep, firstly you're just overcoming thatgay subtle politics of
powerlessness, and it's just, you are achievingetbimg, it might not
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be that much um. Like yesterday we protested dballitjah and there
must have been about 12 of us and it looked realtizetic,but at least
someone proteste@nd at least it showed that um. Otherwise it just
looks like the whole of Adelaide just accepted nt at was quite
acceptable and quite fine and wasn’'t even somethogh commenting
about. At least this way showed that there was dissettm, might not
have been very strong, but you know that if thds@dople are there
you know, there’s 12 000 that agree that are neteéhso. It's just that
thing of raising your voice and just notching updasaying well I'm

gonna stand up and be one person for dissent, dgytat’s it.

Monica’s views about the importance of protest disdent as a symbolic force, contrast
sharply with Helen or Heidi, who viewed protest megful only when it had a direct
and immediate affect or involved the mobilisatidnlarge numbers of people. Daniel
broadly reflects Monica’s position; when talkingoab attending an anti-lrag-war protest
he says, “It was good feeling that there are offgmple that agree with you [...] | just
wanted to get out there and voice my opinion thatas crap.” For Monica it is of little
consequence that rallies and protests generalhotimvoke an immediate party political
or governmental response. While of course she gioten the hope that things will
change, she also protests: as a symbolic gestushotv that she and others will not just
stand by in the face of injustice; to be part ahsthing positive (her women’s network
for peace); as part of a micro politics that waikspread information typically not found

in the mass media; and to foster discussion anstiqguéng.

Notwithstanding Monica’s division between capitalasmall ‘p’ politics, she maintains

a broad definition of politics:

Nathan: ... Um, this is um, changing gear a bit, tam you tell me what politics

means to you?
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Monica: ... Um, everything from um, the politicalteys we’ve got, you know, as a
group of us at a rally yesterday were saying wedneemore participatory
democracy; we need better structures; we need atability of the prime minister
that he can't take us to war without agreement fremen parliament for God'’s
sake, much less the people. Um, so that kind ofstnmctural politics and then
there’s the personal politics of personal space aisonal relationships, um
whether | wear makeup or not is political and s ongoing thing, you know
everyday | have to wonder [laughs], yeah | havdeoide, that’s political. Um, you
know, international stuff about money and food aoderty that's all politics as

well.

The bedrock of Monica’s ethico-political practiceher vegetarianism:

...we [Monica and her husband] kind of um, see vegetsm as one of the most
important political involvements that we can habecause it's got really huge
environmental um, links, and it's got really huga,wsocial links and links around
world politics and world food and why people ararging when there’s actually,
you know, possible to feed everybody. Um, so daislige heaps of political and
environmental ramifications, and so it's kind ddj ‘Well which way do you go?
Do you fight for the environment or do you fight f@ople?’ And it's like, you can
do both at once. It's one of the most basic thihgs has to be fixed before we can

really move ahead with a lot of issues, in our apirso.

Not only is vegetarianism an avenue to work on ale/lrange of issues Monica is
concerned about, it is also a form of political ghiee that deeply implicates one’s
‘private’ life and daily practice. While Monica ot overly familiar with the catch cry
‘the personal is political’, she certainly embrades ethos. When talking about the

practice of vegetarianism and its political imptioas she says:

Yeah and it's also something that you can, thatyeperson can do, like it's not

something really abstract and out there, and lik&ell I'm not a politician, no
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one’s gonna listen to me’. Um, where as it's sometlivhere you can say, ‘Well, |
can’t control what everyone else is doing, but Boing my bit; every single day
I’'m actually, you know, moving towards a more sinsthle lifestyle and blah di
blah, so yeah....] ... What you change in your personal life or wizati do in your

personal life has an impact politically | think, dis a political action. And that's
where our vegetarianism kind of fits in ‘cos likbaw people actually do with their

diet actually is a political act and can have afeat.

A further example of the way Monica connects omeigate life with public and political
ramifications can be seen in her ideas about patdmhaviour:

I’'m also a strong believer in the macrocosm/miciraaype thing where if people
can't have peaceful relationships within their olnomes and families or their own
workplaces, how can we possibly avoid war? Anduinsls like a big simplification,
but it's not really because if you know, if peogten’t have basic skills even in daily
life how can nations have the skills to negotiatéadlt, you know what | mean — |

think it’s really true.

Again we see her implicating herself and her difigywith political meaning. If
Monica’s vegetarianism is as she says, an evergtiagnpt at moving towards a more
environmentally and socially sustainable worldnther attempts at achieving peaceful
relationships within her family and everyday degdinis part of moving away from a
world where war and violence is used to resolvdlmbs and towards a more peaceful
world.

This discussion highlights Monica’s broad underdiag and practice of politics. It
shows that she does not believe in the classicdlilzBvide between public/political and
private/non-political. For Monica, politics surrasiand informs people’s thoughts and
actions. She thinks it has an influence on intimatationships and, importantly, it can
enter such relationships through information orc#je action, like responding to
domestic violence in empowered ways. If there hsa thing as a private/non-political
sphere, which Monica herself questions when shg, Sagon’t think there is any human

relationships without politics”, it is most defiely a very permeable and malleable
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private/non-political sphere, one constantly irerattion with the public/political sphere.
Monica sees herself as an activist, as someonepwolitical agency. She understands her
life as being couched within broader socio-politisauctures and practices, structures
and practiceshecan have an affect on through her own actionsheg on the steps of

parliament, when she does her banking or sittingrdim dinner.

Patrick

Patrick is not a member of a political or actigsoup, nor does he regularly volunteer
his time for any organization; by most quantitativeasures he would be rendered
disengaged from politics. He is, however, a kedlovie@r of mainstream politics and
current events. Moreover, like Monica, Patrick wstends himself to be implicated in
the social-political processes and structures atdum. As such, he feels he can have
some kind of effect on the world through his dahactices and choices. Patrick has a

broad understanding of politics and views poliassubiquitous:

I dunno, everything’s fairly political these daysn politics is kind of in everything,
from the you know, the clothes you wear and thd f@u eat to the self that you
portray to the rest of the world sort of saying stining politically and in
everything that you do, and even not making a state is making a statement in a
way. ... Politics...goes far, far beyond people inssudting and yelling at each
other. ...That's what | mean about politics, it's just evehgre you know; um, it's

a political choice as to what | would order for kthy you know.

Patrick’s last comment refers to his vegetarianisenthinks in our society meat is a
luxury and cannot justify why an animal should @igen he can easily eat something
else. For Patrick, being vegetarian is also abbabsing not to support an industry he
disagrees with. He says the meat industry is “dastry | don’t want my money going
to, it's not something | want to fund/support.” Tidea of scrutinising one’s purchases in
relation to one’s political views is something Reditakes seriously. He chooses not to
purchase products from companies like Nike or aqudcDonalds because he
“disagrees with the philosophies behind [them].”tHes to minimise his use of petrol by
using public transport, he avoids processed foaldsaops for organic food and wine,
free-range eggs, and locally produced goods froaildmasinesses. He supports local
music and avoids pubs with poker machines priméelyause of the dramatic negative
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affect their introduction has had upon live musowes. Like most participants, Patrick
is also a keen recycler of his domestic waste.

Given Patrick views his self and his daily practiees political, he interprets his actions
within a political context.

... have an obligation to not um, be part of thelgbean. You know, like you look at
sort of issues like immigration and people have got know, are basically in
concentration camps; you have an obligation todmtothing, like to be a part of
the problem basically by agreeing with it, sayitad it’s just the way it goes’.

Here Patrick is effectively extending resistanc@mtest of something like mandatory
detention of asylum seekers to include speakinggainst it. He argues that silence or
complicity makes one “part of the problem”, andttby speaking out against such
practices one is resisting. In Patrick’s schemeetieeno divide between public and
private, his actions and choices can always bewgtda broader political context in
mind. Importantly, Patrick sees such micro resistags a starting point, which could be
furthered by other forms of protest, like ralliexlaso forth. Indeed, he talks about the
sorts of volunteer/activist work he wants to dehis area.

It is informative to think through the implication$ Patrick’s sense of politics by
contrasting it with someone like Philip. While tees no doubt overlap between how
these young men understand polifitthere is a significant difference in the way they
position themselves in relation to politics. Philgs discussed later in the chapter,
understands himself as inactive, his political pcacis characterised by what he sees as a
lack of action, commitment, and passion. In comtaatrick is aware that he is not part
of institutionalised groups working on social/picil issues and could do more, but he
still locates himself within a political realm, agolitical being whose actions and
decisions have political affects. This position ewprs Patrick and allows him to see the
ways in which he can politicise his daily life, WhPhilip is left with a dominating sense
of impotence, thinking he does little to furthee ttauses he believes in, and in turn
feeling like he lacks the conviction, commitmenpassion of those that do act.

Philip thought joining a group would mean comprangshis beliefs and, perhaps more
fundamentally, that he would prefer to be an exkecommentator or analyst of politics.
Patrick’s position is of course compatible withsthas the site of political practice shifts
to include the self. Thus, if Philip was to takeaipimilar position, politicising his daily
life and self, he would not need to compromiseviesys in turn for collective action, and
it would mean he could interpret his daily lifefadding political significance,
transforming his sense of political impotence.

% In fact, Philip and Patrick probably share quiteilr political views.
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Patrick describes this well when he says:

I dunno, | guess it's just the way the world wogkesople can kind of remove
themselves from it and say, ‘Oh there’s nothingrl do about it’, you know. |
mean, you know, wearing their Nike shoes and sayieig’s nothing they can do
about you know, slavery and child [labour]; you knahildren with hunches in
their backs, you know®.

Patrick is of course exaggerating for effect, batgoint remains, we have many
opportunities to practice our political beliefsgimiduals can do something about sweat-
shop labour, they can choose not to purchase pi®duade under such conditions, they
can promote awareness of the issue among familyreamdls. Patrick begins to show us
the myriad new ways in which politics or the ‘pubkphere is penetrating our daily
lives. He suggests the opportunities for politmgsone’s self and beginning a daily
political practice, while Philip on the other hasdound with feelings of doubt,
confusion and impotence.

Nicola

Nicola is one of the few women in this study whoeoly identifies as a feminist.
Reflecting her feminist approach is her rejectidnttee hegemonic division between
public-political and private-non-political. Thisitdée seen in Nicola’s broad definition of

politics:

... if you believe, as | do, that everything is pedi; yeah absolutely, what | do is
political. 1 don't sit there thinking you know, I'mpolitiking [laughs], but yeah
absolutely, it's influencing something else or soneeelse and therefore it's having

an impact on [the] social and political.

Her capacious definition also fits with her broamlerstanding of activism, where she
stretches activism to include acts that might besmtered ‘private’, like mediating for

family or friends. Nicola thinks that activism afeminism overlap and that while the

issues may vary, feminists are activists.

®l These comments are also much like those made by @hen he says there’s
something you can do about everything.
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Recalling Monica’s idea that breaking out of theéhimogness of personal life is a political
act in itself, Nicola does not view being publielgtive as a feminist a defining feature:

So for example, um, my definition of feminism peeson that believes in equality
and a person that understands you know, patriaréind um, doesn’t necessarily
have to be a person that is you know, politicallysocially active but essentially
believes in those principals — | mean um, if theyactive then all the better. [...] |
think that thinking is you know, half the battlleat in fact um, you know — because
your thinking influences your behaviour — maybe yoight not choose to do
anything about it at that time, but in many ways shaping the way you think, your
ideology, your paradigm, all that sort of stuff. Bevill influence the way that you
see your world. So um, yeah | think activism —nitely a large component of that

is the way yothink.

Of course, this position begs the question, isetleedifference between a feminist who
acts and one who does not?

... | think that they’re both feminists it’s just tlmme chooses to act in a certain
way that it may be in the public sphere and otregte do it in their private
sphere, which is between their ears, um, but isdttenake one less a feminist just
because they’re not out there actively doing stuff.

Nicola’s understanding of politics, activism, amaninism paves the way for a
politicisation of everything and a complete dissiolon of any public-political/private-
non-political divide. Having dispensed with the poiprivate divide, Nicola’s political
map finds politics potentially everywhere and irgghing.

Kate

While Kate is involved with mainstream hegemonitits, as a member of a political
party and an employee of a state Member of ParlaiihP), she understands politics as
an intrinsic part of herself, meaning she practpagics not only at work or at party
meetings, but at home, in the kind of languageusies, in the very way she understands
herself.

Kate’s politicisation began with her family who ataunch Labor Party supporters:
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...my dad was &uge Paul Keating fan, just, you know, just always lovech,
loved his wit, um talk, spoke about him a lot, angd yes we just always, | mean |
don’t remember specific conversations, but I'm sthat we always mentioned
politics and they always mentioned how much thegddhe Labor Party and that
sort of thing [laughing]. And mum and my aunty wbuéll stories about the
[Whitlam] dismissal and that sort of thing, likeeshwere always out rallying you
know, all that kind of thing. My Nan once didn’g my aunty, was with my Nan at
Myers or John Martins or somewhere like that anduldn’t get served ‘cos she
wore a ‘Shame Fraser, Shame’ badge dutimg dismissal and all that sort of thing
[laughing]. ... but yeah I'd suppose tlgeneral home environment was political.

Um, but not overtly, like, just it was part of dives

Given this home environment, where politics wag péithe furniture, Kate talks about

politics as something intrinsic to herself, as stimmg to be discovered within oneself:

Nathan: ... do you think um, that involvement [intpgpolitics] has

changed you as a person?

Kate: ... well its probably brought out things, likkeas that were somewhere in, in

me... yeah like its, | mean awakened my um, you kmgwplitical awareness...

Talking about her life more generally, Kate makiesilar remarks about her helping and

advocacy ethic:

I-1 reckon, yeah | don’t think | ever made a cowss decision that that's what my
quest in life has to be, to help other people, llhink it's all just part of, um, my

upbringing...
Letter writing is an example of Kate’s politicalgatice and highlights her individual

effort and more broadly her political philosophyhelfollowing comments were made in

response to a question about writing to an MP @yrapany about an issue:
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Yeah |, | liken myself to Grandpa Simpson sometirties looking
forward to being an old person who just writesdettof complaints all
the time. ... have you seen that movie ... Goodby@? enithe mother

in that um, just writes, | think she describessit you know, playing her
small part in righting small injustices in the wdrland you go well ...
Like some things you experience or witness are @alp you know,
fucked [laughs] really and |, ... if you are, if yget incensed by
something why not do something about it? ... Sogmy big thing, is

yeah, righting small injustices in my own little ywéaughs].

Righting small injustices, in her own little waynaapsulates much of Kate’s political

orientation. We can see how clearly she implicheself and any agency she may have

in a given situation. Such a guiding principal @tes in daily life as comfortably as it

does within an institution like a political partyyhere one’s participation can be

understood as part of a broader process of rigliiogtices.

At a conceptual level, Kate has a broad understgndf politics. She emphasises the

connections between political understanding anly dife:

Politics, um to me means a kind of awareness, &aous awareness of um, a
philosophy about the way that society is organiredsociet-you know, um, or
operates. ... yeah so politics is kind of havingaanunderstanding of social issues
and ethical issues and environmental issues andhalt sort of thing um, but
organize, | think each individual then organizesrthinto their own kind of um, ah,
like belief system and théimat impacts on the way that they conduct their lives um

you know on sort of micro and bigger levels...

What is clear from her definition of politics isattpolitics is firstly about knowledge and
understanding, and secondly that each individual thcorporates their understanding

into a belief system, which she says then impacthe way they conduct their lives.

Obviously politics is a very personal and indivitoreatter and something that has direct

bearing upon how one lives one’s life. Politicaat an abstract set of ideas or
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philosophies which help us understand society bireae particular ends, but beliefs
which each individual is invested in and deploysaily life.

Kate goes on to broaden her notion of politics nex@icitly:

‘Cos | don't, | spose the thing that | think is thaolitics isn’t just about being a

member of a political party which is part of therlEmentary system um, ... and
it’s not just the organized kind of, um, yeah marientary or bureaucratic structure

of public services, it's everything really, likewoyou know, raise the issue of
consumer choices and all that sort of thing.

The reason politics is everything, and the reads hias any meaning is because Kate
implicates herself in her political views. If patis was only something that she did when
she went to political party meetings it would haveeginning and an end; political issues
may be all around us, but they would have a smedihite, and proper place in which

they are to be dealt with.

Kate’s family background, which was imbued withipo$, has meant that her political
involvement feels “natural”. She works from a bagikere people are intrinsically
political (z6on politikon. Where political involvement, rather than initiating
politicisation, draws out political views alreadgltl. Following this understanding, Kate
sees herself as a person with inherent politicavsi and agency, able to affect change
through action in the ‘public’ sphere, but alsoivate’ acts like the language she uses

and the way she relates to people.

John

Like Kate, John is a member of a political party active within party politics. John
describes himself as an activist and has beenvadolith numerous forms of activism,
including rallies, protests, the use of signs, @stnd stickers, and some consumer
activism. John takes shorter showers for envirotatereasons, and similarly is very

conscious of the amount of energy he uses. These tare a number of ways John
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embodies his political views and practices therhigndaily life. A further example of the
way John’s politics undermines the public/privateide can be seen in the following
excerpt:

When | first got to college, one of the eventsqading type of activity] we have is
where we all get pissed at the beach, we all lipeand all the first year’'s skull
[beer] and then all the second year’s skull [beekhd when we first got there, my
first year, it was like, ‘All first years take iputhe arse!” And screaming shit like
that. And I'm happy that in the time that I've betere [as a tutor], we've been
able to convince people that, ‘Why do you needayp that, it makes people
uncomfortable?’, you know, and just change theucalt bit. So that now we still
do the skull and you know, cheer at each other lzank the rivalry between the
first year's and the second years, but now peopl®tchave to skull beer, they can
skull water if they want. And this isn’t my doing &ny means this is what we’'ve
done as a tutor group. ... And we don’t shout hombjghchants anymore. Well |
see that as homophobic, but obviously most pedpleliege didn’t. But at least we
we're able to convince them that even if you dagdree that that's being
homophobic it's still inappropriate. And we werelalo do that, and we’ve been

able to do that and that’s why | get involved imfs because you can achieve shit
like that.

This is a good example of practical change and gangeJohn is proud of. On the
surface, such change may be simply about changihguvbour, but it can also be about
changing oneself, the way one treats others ansiderng how one’s behaviour affects
others. In many ways this kind of change can batextwithin feminist ideas of the
personal is political, where (in this example), llr@guage one uses becomes political. In
an example such as this, John’s self, his dailgtp@s, indeed the language he uses, is
clearly enmeshed with his political views.

Mark

Mark is also involved with party and student pobtiand while he largely adheres to the
mainstream hegemonic understanding of politicsudised in Chapter Six, there were
several points during his interview where he coregiof politics as not resting entirely
on a public/private divide. The first example aros¢ of questions about the feminist
mantra ‘the personal is political’:
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... you can't use the argument that there needs ta Iseparation between the
personal and political to then allow gender bias whatever; for women to be
marginalized by men or whatever and just to saylf'Wou know, [laughing] it's

personal choice what people do in their life, iljg to them.’

Clearly any divide Mark maintains between the ‘peibhnd ‘private’ is a malleable,
permeable divide. A further example of the way imch the ‘private’ may impact on the
‘public’ and political occurred later in the intéew. Mark ‘outed’ himself to me and
explained that “Um, well, | mean, | am um, you knayay myself, but not openly; I'm
sort of a bit more closeted you know, about it...” glges on to say that his gayness,
despite not being ‘ouf? provides him with some insight into the prejudisel injustice

that some people face:

Nathan: Um, do you think that, on a general leympple’s sexual

orientation or identity is a political issue?

Mark: Yeah, | think, | think it can, | think it canake you look at issues differently.
You know, for myself | suppose it sort of made roeermterested in um, social

justice issues and that sort of thing, so yeahinkht can, can make you look at
issues in a different way.

Nathan: Can you talk a little bit about how it's deayou rethink social justice

issues?

Mark: Um, I'm in, in terms of, um sort of you knaseeing how, a lot of those, like
I’'m not the sort of person who'’s very open aboig o | haven'’t faced a lot of you
know, discrimination or whatever myself, like | 4pgou know a lot of my close

friends and whatever don’'t um, don’t know, so Weah, I've kept that, quiet, so |

haven’t faced problems in terms of that but it made me you know, realise

%2 As discussed in Chapter Five, ‘out’ remains a [@wlatic term as clearly no one is
ever completely out of the closet, coming out mstead be regarded as an ongoing
process, something which is never complete.
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potentially the problems that you know, could mjld be faced — | suppose some

of the reasons for me not to be honest about i yea me to appreciate that.

What Mark demonstrates here is the ability to apipéydiscrimination he could face
when he comes ‘out’, to other forms of social dieanation. And this is clearly an
example where Mark, his private world and desiaes,deeply implicated in his political
views; here we see politics and some of the magaigraspects of self intersect.

A relational, interconnected self

Underlying the political understandings and pradiof Monica, Patrick, Nicola, Kate,
John, and Mark is the Durkheimian (1984) insighattin modernity individuals are
increasingly interconnected. As (globalisation, il #@s facets — trade, travel,
communications technology, the global and instaedas media — increases, it can also
be said that the world and its people are incrghgiand in increasingly complex ways,
interconnected. William Connolly made this pointemhhe said, “Exactly what late
modern life renders inescapable is the intensivanghement of everyone with everyone
else” (1991, p. 188). Monica, Patrick, Nicola, Kalehn, and Mark see themselves as
implicated in the world around them, their preseincéihe world has real consequengs.
With this awareness, these participants interfreit actions, from shopping to language
use to sexuality to thinking about issues like f@sm, as having real affects in the
world. In Sheller and Urry’s words, “Awareness bétinterconnectedness of the world
forces an expansion of private horizons to peoates places remote in time and space”
(2003, p. 118). If we interpret our actions as hgwieal affects on the world, on people’s
wages and conditions, the welfare of animals, fagwgractices, the environment and so
on, very few actions remain discrete and ‘privaldiis insight has indeed been quickly
taken up by many contemporary activist groups hdg, anti-roads and anti-World
Trade Organization activists, fair trade initiagvi®cussing on coffee (Levi and Linton,
2003) and clothing, and consumer campaigns agaasticular brands (Bennett,

forthcoming.

®3 Indeed, research has found political consumessdee high on feelings of political
efficacy (Stolle and Micheletti, 2003).
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That Monica, Patrick, Nicola, Kate, John, and Madcate themselves within
interconnected global networks means their senselb&tands in stark contrast to that of
liberalism’s discrete, individualised and atomisself. Chapter Five provided one
example of how participants eschewed a Romantiomiaed self in favour of a
relational, interconnected self with Monica, Inaihd Mark outing themselves during the
interview and aligning themselves with communitidésothers — activists, sex-workers,
homosexuals, queers. Similarly, several particpaiatve spoken about how pleased they
were to be in community with others who felt thensaas them — Daniel made such
comments about attending an anti-lrag-war protedtraimerous other participants made
similar comments about their activist, friendshgg, political group. In the previous
chapter we saw that the way Paul spoke about higcpbviews and the value he places
on friendship contrasts sharply with the classiit@ral model of self and how it should
relate to politics. In fact, during the interviewaul asked to speak without being
recorded and told of a secret meeting of socialbgpessive liberals, and the importance
this had in terms of his sense that others, sen@nbers of his political party, shared his
views and that it was worth continuing to fight vt the party for a socially progressive

brand of liberalism.

Beyond these examples, many participants talkedtabe role that their family played

in nurturing and developing their political viewEhe importance of Kate’s family was
noted above, but numerous participants spoke of th@y had regular political/social
discussions with their family (Hannah's inauguraémbership of a political party was
paid by her father). While participants may notrshtheir parents’ political views they
were nonetheless important teachers and interlezuEsiendships were also important
for participants, with many commenting on the impoce of friends in their

politicisation, and joining (and remaining in) gadal parties or groups.

Many participants also spoke of how life experienbave shaped their political views
and commitments. For some, this occurred througheusity, travel, or employment,
experiencing racism, sexism or homophobia, andotbers it occurred through living

arrangements.
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All this indicates that for these participants, ithgolitical views and practices are a
product of family and friendships, developing owene and through significant life
experiences. Their political views and commitmérase taken shape over the years in a
manner which reflects a permeable ‘public’/‘privadeside, where ‘private’ experiences
do come to bear upon political views and ‘publmdfitical’ practices, similarly
‘public’/‘political” experiences impact on the ‘mate’ realm, one’s interests,
understanding and actions. Thus, not only do Mgriatrick, Nicola, Kate, John, and
Mark locate themselves within global interconneatetivorks, but almost all participants
posit a notion of self which is much more relatiorend interconnected than

liberal/Romantic notions of a pre-existing, atordisgiscrete self.

The table below provides an overview and quickresfee point for how participants are
placed in relation to a number of categories. Taldech as this are a crude way of
capturing the vicissitudes and subtleties of pésptmmplex relationship with the
political. However, it does give the reader a braaerview of how participants have
been characterised by this research and some gbdlitecal involvements they have
undertaken. Of course, some aspects of politigareire have been left out and the
categories do not do justice to the richness digpants’ relationship with the political.
| hope that this richness has been done some tdv&trvice by this and the previous

chapters of analysis.

Two participants have not been marked as preseatiRglational/Interconnected Self,
Peter and Helen. For Peter, this is explained bycbnservative liberalism, which as we
have seen forecloses his ability to join up private public-political and hence view his
private actions as having political meaning andsegences for the world. Beyond this,
he understands his political interest to have meetured by a family environment where
politics featured regularly. Clearly he does présanelement of a relational self, but his
brand of liberalism, which holds steadfast to aligifrivate split, cannot possibly

furnish him with the sense that his self is enmdsimethe flows and processes that

produce the life he leads and the world around-hiwe noted his emphasis on personal
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responsibility in Chapter Six. Politics is somethiPeter enters the public sphere to ‘do’,
and as such any sense of interconnection he fagd$ following this logic, have its end

at the beginning of his private sphere.

Helen on the other hand, has little time for pcditiShe uses her father as an occasional
resource for information about issues she ha® Iktlowledge of. Again, there is an
element of a relational self, and Helen does ua#lersome recycling and energy and
water conservation in her home, but fundamentdig/does not understand herself or her
actions as being important in terms of environmesttg working toward sustainability
and so on. She says that the water and energyreatise is something her father pushes
at home, and admits it is done in part to save moHelen does not present herself as a
woman who is politically empowered by the choicé® snakes in her life which

contribute to the sort of world she wants to see.

Those participants marked with4a (Paul, Hannah, Mark, and Heidilp not display a

Relational/Interconnected Self. As discussed inpitevious two chapters they show real
ambivalence about maintaining a public/private tsplvhilst wanting to maintain a

public/private split, Paul talks openly about thgortance of friendships for his political
commitments and describes his political views asstitutive of his self rather than mere
attributes he has. Hannah undertakes @aotivbut her hegemonic understanding of
politics and her textual conception of feminisngsa the door on her politicising her self
rather than simply the things she does. To someedelglark shares Paul’s problem in
that he wants to maintain some kind of public/pevdivide and yet he knows that
private matters like sexuality do have public/pcdit affects. Heidi on the other hand,
reverses Paul and Mark’s dilemma by trying to dghla public/private divide, as she
knows her very identity and corporeality as a worodAboriginal and Chinese decent

can pull her out of a private context without hengsent/control.
Other participants who have been marked as pregeatRelational/Interconnected Self,

may not be the empowered activists and party mesnbescribed above, but they

nonetheless understand themselves as enmeshadsadial worlds around them. Daniel
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for example, as will be discussed below, is dediddasillusioned and disengaged from
formal participation in politics, but he feels heust keep up-to-date with politics and
current events, studies politics, seeks out palitsatire and regularly discusses politics
with his friends and family. Philip is also not feally involved with politics, but he is a
vegetarian, political consumer, and politics feasuleavily in his social and familial life.
Mary too is not formally involved with politics, drshe too now feels it is important to
stay informed and discuss politics. Mary takes dwrsumption quite seriously and feels
she should not do things she cannot justify, ligergl more than one hundred dollars on

a pair of shoes when others don’t have money fsich@ecessities like food.

Participants | Political | Activist | Women'’s Relational/ Identify | Identify
Party | Groups | Groups | Interconnected as as
Self Feminist | Activist

Paul

Hannah a a

Peter

Mark

John

Chris

Kate

Indigo

Monica

Gillian

Nicola

Heidi

Rebecca

Helen

Daniel

Patrick

Philip

OOO0nO0 O+ Ooooooog+ ++

Mary

Disengagement Through Cynicism: Critical Disengagement

A further element of participants practicing polyse politics connects with the idea of
active disengagement or disengagement through isymialiscussed in Chapter Three.

Numerous participants talked about their frustrgtianger and cynicism for mainstream
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hegemonic party politics. Helen and Indi spoke altloeir frustrations and interpretation

of politics and politicians:

Um, even just watching them [politicians] on TVw&i$ me mad, they just get off the
topic, it's you know, it’s all a bit theatrical;Basically have to switch the channel
when they start carrying dtaughs]. (Helen)

Nathan: This is a bit of a general question, but gau tell me what politics means
to you?

Indi: Ugly fat blokes with glasses crapping on abtww they don’t like gay
marriages. And you know very, you know JohnniehipjJHoward] a very down
straight the line, he doesn’t like to look out aseke what it's really like in this
world — | think he’s too good for this little hougesed as a brothel] | dunno
[laughing], he doesn’t really see too much outsahgway, so... Politics just seems
like something that no one will ever agree with @ljust very depressing, what
people get away with that are in politics as wé&b yeah, I'm very down on it
because | don’t understand it, and yes feel likgeeson that can’t really help do
much. You might vote, cool, but you're only aditiumber [laughs], that's how |
think. ... You don't really know, because... | mighevaut | don’t know what I'm

votin’ for ... When | vote | don't really think abatitoo much, but | do vote.

In many ways it is not surprising that for a wormdée Indi who did not finish high
school, moved into an illicit industry and then dwally embraced a very marginalised
and deviant identity and politics, orthodox pobteeems to offer her life little. This is not
to suggest Indi is disconnected from the world atbher. She is a regular news watcher
and enjoys the sorts of social and political isscegered on the ABC’s youth radio
station Triple J. Nor is it to suggest that Indnis mainstream politics is irrelevant to

her life:

Nathan: Do you care about politics?

Indi: Yeah, because it affects us even though tdoimk my vote really counts and
stuff, but it does affect us, our daily lives. Like worked in an illegal industry for
5 years, it'll be great when | move [interstatejcbeise | can work legally as a sole
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operator. And so politics is important because hygaffects my day to day. It
affects if I'm gonna get the vice on my door, slamgnm the door on a daily basis
or I'm never gonna see them for 4 years. So yeahjmportant.

These excerpts also highlight how distant, anahdi’'$ case powerless, Helen and Indi
feel from mainstream politics and politicians.

Rebecca also articulates her cynicism and contéonphainstream politics very clearly.

She has had some experience of orthodox politimaigh her involvement with student

politics, something she remains very disdainful “student politics is a joke [laughs]”

she says. A further dimension to Rebecca’s contdarpttudent politics can be seen in

the way her blackness was used to define and aoii@n politics. When Rebecca got

involved with student politics, it was suggestedttheing indigenous she should run as

indigenous liaison officer, something she felt defl and restricted her involvement and

political platform:

Um, like | don’t think just because I'm indigendhat | have now some passion for
indigenous issues, like sometimes you get sorbeéd into, ‘you're Aboriginal,
you're Torres Straight Islander, therefore that'$iat you do’, that's what you'’re
going to do. Um, | just think it's an important uss that everyone should be
concerned about .Mhen | started with; tried to do some work withr[s&udent’s
association] it's just like, ‘well you're the, ycknow, you’re indigenous therefore
you can run as indigenous liaison officer’, wherenhereas ... you've got interests
that are beyond ... you know, if you're a lesbianwdratever like ... your main
area’s gonna be in you know, gay rights or whatdilex that. You know, you're
beyond [just your sexuality] ... it's [important] jubecause these are important,

well | think they’re important issues.

What Rebecca is driving at is that one should rodéfined or “boxed into” political

positions because of one’s subject identity. Sletsféhat issues like indigenous health

and education are important in themselves and waganeral concern, not just that of

indigenous Australians or those directly affectiedfact, she makes a very Foucauldian
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point, that one should transcend one’s identigndgress one’s limits, and not be defined

by labels like ‘homosexual’, ‘Aboriginal’ and so ¢gsee Simons, 1995).

Perhaps unsurprisingly, given her views on stugelitics, Rebecca is also disillusioned

by state and federal politics:

Nathan: ... What do you, what do you think of whemexme says, ‘oh, yeah,
politics,” or ‘that’s political’?

Rebecca: Okay um, | suppose the first thing whenhgar about politics you just
do the groan thing because you just think that ut's, | dunno the stereotype of
politicians that you know, don’t actually do anytgifor the community, it's all

about doing stuff for their own political party,din own things like that. I dunno,

you just, you get a bit cynical because you justktipoliticians are just puppets of
you know, businessmen and stuff like that, it'stwioa think of when you think of

[George] Bush [Junior]...

In Rebecca’s view state and federal politiciansaareelf-serving and disconnected from
the people they are there to serve as studeniqunhis. In effect what we see is a reality
gap, between what Rebecca thinks politicsld andcan beand what she thinksi,

based on her own experiences of student politidshan perceptions of state and federal
politics. Here, Rebecca reflects the findings searchers like Harris (2001; Harris and
Bulbeck, forthcoming), who have found that younggle are cynical (even apathetic) as
aresultof their engagement and experience of politics &se Bhavnani, 1991,
Matthews et al. 1998/9).

Daniel is similarly cynical about mainstream hegarmo@olitics, and while his cynicism
does reflect a level of engagement and critiquéoofinant politics, he has not had the
same level of involvement as Rebecca. Daniel lzastormed his heavy drinking and
anarchist days into a more sober university stulilentvhich he is quite happy with, yet
he still feels very disenfranchised and cynicalwholitics. He attended his first rally in
2003, protesting the war in Irag. He says:

It was good feeling that there are other peopld tdgree with you. ... | guessin a
way it kind of proved that democracy doesn’t wdakifhs]. Yeah, it sort of like
justified in a way everything I've been sayingyears.
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Daniel says he was not surprised that the rallyrftannmediate affect, “I just wanted to
get out there and voice my opinion that it was Crap

A further example of Daniel’s disenfranchisememheaup during a discussion of
censorship. Daniel takes the liberal view that tsdcéin decide for themselves what they
want to see, read, hear, et cetera. Commentingeoway censorship works in Australia,
he says, “It just seems like the way | feel isiggtignored, | guess.”

Daniel also has a cynical view of orthodox politivkich like Peter, he says politics is
about the party that can offer the public the nnoseturn for their vote; he thinks it is
much like big busines¥.Daniel says he has little faith in larger politiparties, as he
thinks politicians are not held to account enougth that they are more concerned with
re-election than making change. Daniel thinks ttadesof government plays a part in
one’s ability to create change; change is possibéecouncil level, but not at a state or
federal level.

Daniel holds out little hope for activists. He séwgsadmires them and that their work is
important, but is unconvinced about how much o#fere they actually make. He says he
would not like to be an activist as he is too cghend cannot see the opportunities for
change.

When asked if he feels disenfranchised, Danielespl

Yeah | really do, I, I, | don't believe that my @atctually makes a difference but |
do it anyway; | think that’s kind of why the idelastudent politics appeals to me
because it's on a smaller scale so you may actimlgble to have, to make a
difference, but | believe we’re really moving aviiym democracy and just
becoming more — | don’t even know what they've ¢erinyet — but | reckon
corporations have greater influence than the peajgé¢hese days. So until people
realise that their consuming power is actually gamake a difference not much is
gonna change. So yeah, | think disenfranchisedisaal way of describing it.

Clearly, Daniel holds out little hope for orthodpalitics or activism, but he does keep
the door of change ajar by suggesting a practigmlitics through consumption. As an
avid follower of mainstream politics and currenerts Daniel is far from the disengaged
and possibly apathetic figure quantitative analyssild likely render him. His
disengagement from politics rests on a deep-segtadism which arises from his
experience and critique of mainstream politics.

® He describes the appointment of Peter GarresafelLabor seat as one of the “show
biz” pieces of politics.
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Heidi, on the other hand, identifies quite diffarezasons for her lack of further
social/political involvement. While she clearly id#ies frustrations and a level of
cynicism for mainstream politics, her ambiguity abpolitical involvement reflects the
experience of others around her.

Nathan: Do you keep up with politics?

Heidi: Ahh yeah, | dunno | s’pose.

Nathan: You s’pose?

Heidi: Yeah current affairs and like the news ahnattkind of thing | would, yeah.
Nathan: Yep, so is it mainly through TV or do yead newspapers or the Internet?
Heidi: No um, newspapers and the Internet; | hasgching like, | hate watching
the news on TV, it makes me mad. So [laughs] rantt,dbut then again reading
the newspaper makes me mad as well, so um. I'mgttgi de-stress my life at the

moment so I'm trying not to trigger [it].

These comments about not wanting to get too caughtr distressed by news of the
world are similar to Heidi’'s views about indigendeadership and being involved with

politics:

Nathan: Would you say you care about politics?

Heidi: Ahh, sometimes | do, sometimes | don’t. Siomes, yeah sometimes you
care about things and sometimes you wanna sayu@ne enough’, because you
can get really stressed-out and you have to pick jights ‘cos you can fight over

everything, yeah.

[...]

Heidi: Yeah it's a, it's a health issue, ‘cos | dowanna burnout, ‘cos you see it
happen to a lot of people, particularly a lot of gklginal people and | see like my
dad you know, he’s so stressed about things, andkgow it translated into other

things. Like Charlie Perkins died at, he’s like $€ars old, of a heart attack ...

Yeah, | don't wanna end up like that.
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Here we see very clearly Heidi’'s ambiguity aboutitips. She has an interest and
commitment to social justice, but she does not waustcrifice herself through the quest

of attaining such a goal; she does not want herclihsumed by politics.

Heidi is not entirely comfortable with all of thelgical dimensions to her life. One gets
the impression she does not like having politiosigh upon her. Much like Rebecca,

Heidi does not like it when people conflate heickigess with being political:

...'cos you know, people just assume because yolaek lyou're political, or

because you're black you know everything aboutkeople.

It was noted in the previous chapter that Heidinteans a public-political/private-non-
political divide, as seen in her understanding ofivesm. Perhaps part of Heidi’s
ambiguity around politics and her favouring a pofipliivate divide can be explained by
understanding how politics relateshter; politics is not always a choice for Heidi. As she
says above, people regularly equate her blacknébsb&ing political. Heidi provides
another example of politics being thrust into hiée, Ithis time directly affecting her
sister. Heidi's sister was waiting first in linerfa cash register when the shop assistant
asked to serve the (white) woman behind her. Thmavoreplied that Heidi's sister was
first, but the shop assistant said she was goirsgitee the other woman first. Heidi says
that this “happens more often than you think” anat tshe made her sister ring up and

complain about the service.

Heidi flatly rejects the notion that blackness bowiginality equals political or activist.
She wants to be afforded the freedom of not beoitiqal if she chooses. Given that the
choice to engage with politics is to some extemtnamently beyond Heidi’s control — as
racism can at any point pull her into a politiciliagtion, in that she is thrust from being
an individual in the ‘private’ sphere to being aefil by her blackness/aboriginality and
hence forced into the ‘public’ sphere — perhapsdoaiceptualisation of politics which so
firmly upholds liberalisms’ public/private divids a defence mechanism, something she

aims at achieving to hold politics at arms lenggiving her some control over it. This
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interpretation of Heidi wanting to be able to hagme control over politics in her life
also fits with her concerns about how an all encassmg relationship with politics can

affect one’s health and wellbeifiy.

Some of these participants may be disengaged fraliticp, but they are anything but
apathetic. Their disengagement comes assalt of their actual physical engagements
with politics, as student politicians, voters aiitirens, and also through their conceptual
and critical engagement with mainstream party jgslitAs a result, they may still be
involved with particular forms of social/politicalctivity, but they have largely turned

their backs on the dominant form of politics thejiéve unworthy of their participation.

Reflexivity/Phronésis

A final feature of the polysemic political undersizng and practice of participants in
this study is closely related to what was descrilabdve as self as political, but
specifically involves reflexivity anghronésis Phronésis,sometimes called practical
intelligence or wisdom, is the virtue that descsilsemeone who knows how to exercise
judgement inparticular times and places. In stark contrast to modern equtians of
morality (typically of a Kantian origin) which agominated by rules, Aristotle’s ethics
holds the virtues at its centre aptironésisas a critical virtue, which develops with
experience, allowing one to choose the right aciiomparticular circumstances (see
Maclintyre, 1981, eps pp. 137 — 153). Several ppdits have a political practice and
understanding which shows high levels of refleyihand resembles more a practice of
ethics omphronésighan the application of a set of political priredgor rules to everyday

life.

® Interestingly, Heidi's very attempt at upholdifgtpublic/private divide, which is so
dominant in our politics and culture, could alscabgart of Heidi’s political repertoire.
As a black woman trying to maintain a public/pravaivide, Heidi could understand her
efforts as attempting to claim for herself the ppeige only afforded the dominant group;
to be unmarked by ‘race’, gender or sexuality,dobe marked by difference and hence
capable of residing within a ‘private’ sphere.

179



Philip, for example, thinks there is little consisty in the sorts of events and issues that
interest him. He says he cannot locate himself inparticular group like
‘environmentalists’, “it's just the topical issuasthe time | think.” He goes on to say that
he thinks his relatively privileged middle-classcbhground means that there are not

particular issues he wants to focus on:

| guess |, I've been struggling with this [why Iseniot more politically involved]
myself to be honest; and it's, | guess that’'s wihabils down to, | mean middle-
class family, | haven’t had any massive trials @od’'m not particularly keen on

one area — I'm interested in a broad range of tlsing

Philip seems to yearn for a focus to his politicaerests, something he could get his

“blood boiling” over:

I’'m envious of some people, how they can sort aflyeget involved in or

passionate about | dunno, some conflict overseaore famine or something like

that.
It is interesting to contrast Philip’s interpretati of his broad political interest as
unfocused with the more positive interpretationseotparticipants had of their broad
interests. For example, Gillian and Monica wereadtunable to isolate issues they were
concerned about because they feel concerned abmarity, and also because they see
issues as interconnected; Monica insisted thatrenwientalism is deeply connected with
humanitarianism and our collective future — Lichtan has also noted this interpretation

of “everything is related”, among some activist89@, p. 215).

Another interpretation of Philip’s ‘unfocused pald’ is that it reflects the retreat of
ideology® and the rise of reflexivity (Beck, 1992; Beck, Bsrand Lau, 2003; Beck and
Beck-Gernsheim, 2001, 1995). In line with Beck &wstk-Gernsheim’s individualization
thesis, Philip reflects the way as individuals wee ancreasingly asked to take

responsibility for our lives and the way we liveour political practice is no exception.

% perhaps with the exception of neo-concervatism.
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Philip’s politics is more about responding to therld and its events rather than applying
a particular ideology or framework to interpret etge This parallels the notion proffered
by Phillip Adams (2004) and others that politiggedfically left-wing politics, is more
about feelings and moral sense rather than -isimipas feelings and criticisms and
views about world events like the war in Irag, t#se do not translate into arguments
for sweeping changes to the structure of our spawetculture. This form of ethico-
political practice bears some resemblance to Atessocentral virtue ophronésis.The
significance of this for Philip’s political pracgcis not that he is a virtuous Aristotelian
subject, but that his means of practicing politecaboutparticularities, judging events or
ideas as he meets them and in terms of his sersthio§/morality, rather than applying

general rules to particular cases.

This politics, rooted in feeling and moral or etdllisense, may feel like it has no anchor
or grounding, or offers no clear critique, strategyision of the futur8’ Philip seems to
be longing for some kind of certainty, a road meaphilosophy, which alleviates some of
the burden of assessing each event or issue onettiss and in relation to his moral or
ethical views. Philip sees a world of complexitylagrey, looks at those around him who
feel great passion for particular causes and sedseim some certainty or truth. In this
context it is easy to see why Philip might long &gprimal shelter (Kristeva, 1993), or as
he suggests, an overarching philosophy that worddige all the answers and put an end

to incessant evaluation and assessment.

At this point one might think that | have suggeste® incompatible factors co-exist,
namely individualisation and an interconnectedtrafal self. | would argue however, as
above, that while almost all participants posit @ion of self which is much more
relational and interconnected than liberal notiohsa pre-existing, atomised, discrete
self, this in no way alleviates the burden of indiaalisation. That the young people in
this study think of themselves as part of vastrauenected global networks, and believe

their political knowledge and commitments have bfestered and furthered by friends,

®" A characteristic many contemporary activist grosipare (Klein, 2000; Melucci, 1985;
Licheterman, 1999)
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family, and significant life events, in no way me&hat they are somehow exempt from
the processes of individualisation, the demandake tresponsibility for one’s own life
and carve out an identity. That these young pebgdd part of families, friendship
groups, and implicated in the world around themsdoet mean they are part of a
community or way of life which provides them with @lentity, with requisite knowledge
for how life should be lived. On the contrary, papants like Monica, Patrick, Nicola,
Kate, John, Mark, and Heidi are engaged in creatiagy identities which combine

public, private, and the political in new ways.

Chris also grapples with practicing a politics weitih a rulebook, and the difficult task of

negotiating politics, the people he meets throughrtvolvement, and his emotions:

| get pretty emotional um, with other people’s reeadd experiences, and | think
it’s not, it's not always good to be like that, brdu know | don’t, | don'’t really

know who's there to tell you what's good and whats...

Chris’ comments here recall Philip’s experienced &me individualised journey one
takes in negotiating political/ethical spheres.risk society, where the processes of
individualisation reign supreme, Beck and Beck-Gkeaim say, “there are no historical
models for the conduct of life” (2002, p. 26). Henwatching and learning from others is
a key strategy for working out the best way to Qouw things, but so too is reflexivity.
Reflecting on ourselves, what has worked and wiaat iot, why we think particular
things and not others, why we identify one way aatlanother, and why others define us
in particular ways, is the other critical skill danded by risk society and
individualisation’s insistence that we make our olwes. Nicola provides several

examples of how she has used reflexivity in hertif create the person she is today:

... My whole life | think I've been you know, um ahwast, but it was only until you
know, | understood or had the label to understahdtwthat meant, um you know |
could def, | could um, identify and define myssl§ach.
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For Nicola, claiming an activist or feminist iddgti- even interpreting her concern for
those who are disadvantaged or suffer inequalignaisiterest in social justice — has been
a process. As she says, this journey is partly taBeti-reflection and partly about

learning a language to interpret what she seedwaslamental part of her character:

... | think it's through a series of self-discovehatt you um, you stop and ask
yourself you know, who am I? What am | doing? Amdhow do | want to define

myself beyond just my work...

As the above passage suggests, Nicola makes ae aftort to define herself as more
than what she does in her work. This, in part, Inasant seeing herself as a

feminist/activist:

You know someone asked me, ‘what is feminism ® god in doing that um, you
know | found that | am a feminist and I’'m proudstty that | am. And that, by the,
you know, by the mere fact that I'm quite activelang other things that I'm more
than just a feminist, I'm an activist as well. Apdu know, | use an example of
someone being a vegetarian, or I've boycotted wariproducts and um, you know,

that’s a political statement and that’s you knowartpf me being active | guess.

Again we see Nicola reflecting on herself, and rahe wants to define herself. During
the interview she tells a story of how she cami@itiher understand her own position and

how she and institutions define activism:

Um, okay I'll give you a good example (or whatihkis a good example) is | had
to write, | was applying to go to the xenophobieufo in Africa which was a UN
[United Nations] conference of sorts, and partlod application process you had to
you know um, supply your CV [curriculum vitae] amldo talk about all the other
things you'd been involved with that um demonstrageur activism. And you
know, | thought on paper | don't look like an aittvand | won't look that good in

comparison to other [applicants], but my whole;liten, because you can't really
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use examples of how you might have mediated orqadwnformation about family
or friends or in your school. Um, well that's howelt at that time, | didn’t think
that those examples would be valued as much agybéging involved in a
formalized structured group like you know, [nameg@iing women’s organization]
or something like that. So um, at that point | waiaking a bit miffed that | had to
justify, or feel like | had to justify what sort a€tivist | was and how good | was in
order for me to get this opportunity, um when, whéglt that the definition or the
criteria would be based on groups that | would e associated with. And so then |
looked at my life and | thought well the reasony Wwhadn't had the opportunities
to be involved in some of those structured grogp®os | come from an Italian
background where my parents were migrants and theire was around education
and they; it would be really difficult for them tmderstand why | would need to
volunteer. And they still don’t understand why Ilwxdeer, they're like,You do
that for no money!What do you mean?!Um, so | could understand where it came
from, | was a bit um peeved but | understood that'$ just the system and you sort
of work with it, um but that was probably my firsalization and um you know, to
do some backward tracking and looking at well wait that my life has turned out
quite like that? ... and | guess in conjunction wiftat when | was looking at those
examples of saving that dog and sticking up fot fimaigenous] friend, it probably
happened all around the same time. Um, and it wag because | was forced

again to look at how people define and award certhings in our society.

This story is a strong example of Nicola's abilty locate herself within broader

structures and processes. She identifies thatraetipe of social justice may not fit more

orthodox notions of activism, volunteering or papation, and she is also able to

provide some account of why she did not have mrperence with structured activist

groups or volunteering. It is also worth notingtttiee examples she gives of mediation

with friends or family or saving a lost dog or darg up to racism at school, would

probably not be counted as participation or aativisy quantitative research. Regardless

of how quantitative research, bureaucratic processerthodoxy may define activism,

volunteering or participation (or even social jos)i this story is important for Nicola
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because it was part of a longer process of intengeherself as someone concerned
about social justice even if she did not fit présmd models or definitions. It is also

important in terms of understanding her own baclkgdin relation to these definitions

of activism, volunteering, and social justice. Ag snotes, Nicola’s Italian background

worked in part to close off certain forms of papation like volunteering® Her

background also blinded her to her feminism uihtd went to university:

[, I to a, | don't necessarily come out to my pdsesind say ‘I'm a feminist’, but as
long as | can fit in all the other family stuffdtr— so it's almost like family first and
then I'm a feminist for my family, do you see wihaean? Um, but yeah, so
growing up it was about um, sort of fitting it intoy lifestyle um, and in many ways
| almost kept a lot of that hidden away from myifaimecause explaining it with;
there’s a language barrier, it's hard to describdeaninist in Italian, um and you
know, and now | have some fantastic um discusswithamy family about that sort
of stuff and challenge them about lots of diffetaimgs, which is good, but I still
don’t know if there’s a term for feminism in Itatia need to find that one out.

Finally, Gillian®® provides a slightly different perspective on reity and phronésis
with her ‘political/activist’ practices, which stiames in a moral/ethical order. Gillian is
a vegetarian and in discussing the pros and cohseafming a vegan she reveals two key
aspects of her ethico-political understanding aratfre. While she thinks veganism is
from a “moral” perspective a better practice, gtieks it would be too difficult for her to

sustain, plus she has a weakness for ice cream:

So it’s really selfish of me ... | just sort of aigelthat | think how if everybody
acted it would be a good thing. So | mean if wiersilked some cows and had free-
range chickens running about it wouldn’t be causingge problems, so | sort of
think it's still okay to do that.

®8 | ater in her life it opened up opportunities whée same to work in the multicultural sector.

%9 While Gillian’s political practice closely reseneslthat discussed above under the
heading “self as political”, she is discussed lxreause, as was suggested in the
previous chapter, she interprets her ‘politicallést engagements in non-political ways,
preferring to frame them within an ethical/moradien.
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Gillian is reflexive about her behaviour and seesvithin a very broad context of
environmental impact. She understands herself tofdlayer in environmentalism simply
through her daily practices and choices. The okesr point to note in this section is
Gillian’s use of the word moral in relation to theerits of veganism and vegetarianism.
Hence for Gillian, her practice of vegetarianisntasiched within a moral/ethical order,
as opposed to the political. It seems fair to ssgteat Gillian understands much of her
activism as part of an ethical/moral practice. Astdssed in Chapter Seven, she does not
see her involvement with anti-war groups as paliticand she connects the
environmental benefits of vegetarianism/veganisrth wnorality. Gillian, like others
discussed in this chapter, practice a kind of mpwhtics/ethics, which views one’s daily
practices as important and connected to broadenesssand movements like

environmentalism.

Gillian’s understanding and approach to politicgdues reflects Philip’s issue by issue

approach — politics of the particular:

Nathan: So um do you um — how to ask this withouhding wanky? — do you
identify as being um, left wing? Sounds silly but,

Gillian: Um, | suppose as other people would deftneguess.

Nathan: But you wouldn’t define it like that?

Gillian: Um, well | guess | would say | quite stgin disagree with everything that
would be considered as right wing [laughs]. So yesi | wouldn’t be insulted if
someone said that to me, but I, | don’t thinkiigally so important, | mainly look at

things on an issue by issue basis.

For Gillian it is not all that important that heoljical views translate to a coherent,
established ideology or -ism. As we saw in her cemi® about vegetarianism, she
considers the ramifications of her actions by ajpglythem to a broader context —
imaging the effects if everyone acted in the sarag.\\n this she displays another feature
of Aristotelian ethics, in so far as she sees lo@dgwith regard to the environment) as

also being the good of others with whom she is flabwp in human community”
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(Macintyre, 1981, p. 213). She also places an esiphgon everyday practice. Such an
approach looks more like what we would typicallysc@e as an ethics or moral code,
rather than a politics, and indeed, Gillian empdesithe moral/ethical dimension.
However, to focus upon whether an individual intetp their actions within a
moral/ethical or political framework would mean siigg the underlying shift. People
like Gillian, and others discussed in this chaptelate to the world through their own
values and beliefs rather than an external dogtrdemlogy or -ism. It is not important
that their political views form some coherent wevldw or ideology, which also
explains how other systems like the economy shbeldrganised. They practice what
could be described as a micro-politics (Monica altyuuses similar terms above) or a
politicised ethics, because even participants IB#ian — who is perhaps more
comfortable with her ethical practice than the wasf mainstream politics — recognise
that hegemonic politics is never far from her imeshent. And those that have more of
an emphasis on the political allow their politiosileed into their daily life and practices,
and of course values. This form of ethico-politipahctice is one which intrinsically

involves the self, one’s values and beliefs, aridderporated into an everyday practice.

Conclusion

This chapter has shown the polysemic nature oftipelithrough the political
understandings and practices of the participantshefcurrent research. It began by
examining the political understandings and prastmfea group of participants who revel
in and contribute to the undermining of liberaliamd hegemonic politics’ public/private
divide. They achieve this in a number of differaratys by locating politics within their
‘private’ lives and identities. Not only does thairivate’ life and world become a theatre
for political action, but for many their very idéytand being is understood as political.
Underwriting this practice of life and self as pichl is a notion of the self which
contrasts sharply with the model of the self pnate by classical liberalism. Unlike
classical liberalism’s discrete, atomised, andgisting self discussed in Chapter Three,
the participants of this study articulated a maratronal and interconnected self. They
understood themselves to be located within globalarks and hence inherently capable

of affecting change in the world around them. Mee¥o they articulated a self, which
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developed over time, was nurtured and instructedribpds, family, and community. It

was these bonds which helped many maintain théitigagd commitments and practices.
This model of the self also reflects participantsiderstanding and experience of
malleable and permeable public/private spheresrevipgivate’ views and experiences
come to bear on public/political views and pradjcand ‘public’ views and experiences

can be practiced and realised within the ‘privagiere and daily life.

The following section, taking its lead from resdaby Harris (2001; Harris and Bulbeck,
forthcoming) and Bhavnani (1991; see also Matthetval. 1998/9), discussed the ways
in which the participants of this study were cyfiicadlisengaged from mainstream
politics. This section added further empirical weitp the idea that disengagement, and
of course cynicism, can reflect a level of engagemeritique, and profound
dissatisfaction with mainstream politics. It alsother bolstered the semantic separation
of apathy from cynicism; instead of the conflatioh apathy and cynicism often
characteristic of the research discussed in Chaptes. This section also discussed
Heidi’'s ambiguity around politics and the notioratlit may in part be explained by her
desire to have some control over politics in hi. IHeidi’s relationship and experience
of politics provides a useful counterpoint to papants like Monica, Patrick, Nicola,
Kate, John, and Mark, highlighting some of the @mjes and risks involved in making
one’s personal life a theatre for politics. Moregugeidi’'s experience draws attention to
the notion of autonomy and control in one’s relasioip with politics; politics iglways
just beyond Heidi’'s control. Whereas Monica, P&triicola, Kate, John, and Mark have
chosen to politicise themselves and their dailg, liHeidi can always be denied this

choice as her ethnicity can be used by othersltdpuinto a political context.

The final section of this chapter discussed thes rol reflexivity andphronésisin

participants’ understanding and practice of pditicThis meant that for several
participants they practiced a politics of particitias, approaching issues in their terms
(phronésiy, rather than applying an ideology, or generah@gals to particular cases.
For many participants it mattered little that theihico-political understanding and

practice did not provide a framework for how sogigt general should operate. It was
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argued that this reflected the retreat of ideolaggl the rise of reflexivity, in a modernity
characterised by risk and uncertainty, and the dentiaat individuals take responsibility

for their own lives.

The following chapter will conclude this thesis i@yiewing the evidence for and against
the discourse of apathetic and disengaged youttill largue that this discourse is based
upon the unreflexive application of faulty assumps about youth and politics in late
modernity. Moreover, it will explore the implicatie for the analysis of politics in an era

where liberalism’s public/private divide has beandamentally undermined.
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Conclusion

Introduction

This thesis has examined the discourse which clgonsh are apathetic and disengaged
from politics. It has explored the two assumptiatsch underlie this discourse: namely,
a deficit model of youth which posits youth as aqukof linear transition to adulthood,
and its unreflexive and unproblematised applicattdra narrow liberal definition of
politics. The meaning and practice of politics baen explored, via the historical origins
of the dominant liberal model, and its applicatiodate modernity where discrete public
and private worlds have been undermined, in largasure, by new technology and the
ideology of social movements. Findings from thigdsfs qualitative research of young
people’s understanding and practice of politics tea®aled that many participants give
politics a great deal of consideration, while thapplication of the dominant liberal
model of politics can cause tensions both in pcacéind conceptually, in terms of what
counts as politics. Furthermore, some understamidpaactice politics in a number of

ways which lie beyond the paradigm of hegemonidipsl

This concluding chapter will begin by reviewing aehluating the ‘youth as apathetic
discourse’; following this will be a discussion tfe results of the present research.
Finally, this chapter will consider some of the Imoations these findings hold for the

study of young people and politics in late modernit

Evaluating the “Youth as Apathetic and Disengaged’ Discourse

Chapter One of this thesis canvassed the evidesrcthé case that young people are
indeed apathetic and disengaged from politics. Thagpter showed that several sections
of society, the media, government, and social $isiesn have raised concerns about
young people’s apparent lack of interest and kndgdeabout politics. Indeed, the recent

Australian research discussed in this chapter teggafound young people to: lack
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interest and knowledge of basic political concefégl negative and cynical about
politics and political parties, and untrusting ofipcians; feel politics is boring and holds
little of interest for them; and feel remote andadinnected from the world of politics.
The following two chapters, however, attempted tidarmine the case for young people
being apathetic by arguing that the discourse @stsvo faulty assumptions — that youth
is a period of linear transition to adulthood, dahd application of a narrow, regulatory
model of liberal politics based on classical libisra and the Scottish Enlightenment
thinkers’ ideas about what politics is, its prop&ce and how it should operate in social

life.

Chapter Two argued that youth is a social constwantying across time, cultures, and
societies. The discussion of contemporary youteaciety attempted to show that over
the past several decades, major social changes takea place and fundamentally
ruptured young people’s traditional transitionsaiulthood. With the collapse of the
youth labour market in the 1970s, young people weoeeasingly forced to pursue
further education, resulting in young people ‘déelgytraditional markers of adulthood —
leaving home, full-time employment, marriage, p#nend. With the traditional path to
adulthood being shattered, young people have bbnding different aspects of their
life (Du Bois-Reymond, 1998).

In light of these changes and recent trends inasaapital and ‘community capacity
building’, local governments, among others, haveenapted to find new ways at
increasing young people’s social and political isgration. A range of measures, for
example youth advisor boards and groups (see Sageeal. 2004), have been set up
around Australia and internationally to include ggupeople in their communities.
However, research into these youth participatioatasgies have repeatedly found them to
be tokenistic, if not a new form of governance andeillance of young people (Bessant,
2003), rarely imparting any real decision makingvpoto the young people involved or
the bodies and groups which they are asked togsetaof (Fahmey, 2003; Manning and
Ryan, 2004; Matthews et al., 1998/9; Print et2005; White and Wyn, 2004; Wyness et

al., 2004). Indeed, some of these authors haveedrthiat such tokenistic attempts at
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youth participation may very well contribute to tHessengagement and disaffection of
young people who get involved only to be greetethwacant gestures (Manning and
Ryan, 2004; Matthews et al., 1998/9; Print et &005). This critique of youth
participation strategies highlighted the shortcagsiof simplistic social capital initiatives
which call for people to simply get involved witheir community. As Nina Eliasoph
(1998) shows, participation for its own sake doesnecessarily allow people to engage
with broader issues, to conduct public spirited vesgations about the how’s, why’s,
what’s, and for whom of their volunteering effor@uch participation strategies may be
so task or needs-oriented as to curtail broadeitigadl discussions, denying crucial
citizenry skills like defining political issues onagining how things could be better.

Having explored the faulty assumption of a defitibdel of youth, where youth is
understood as a linear transition to adulthood,p@haThree began the task of opening
up the meaning of the political. It was argued et of what bolsters the discourse of
apathetic youth is the application phrticular conceptions of politics — where the
subtext of research seems to be ‘Why aren’t yoweaple doing politics and citizenship
the way we did and the way we want/expect them Td® work of Harris and Bhavnani
highlighted the critical difference between cynmiand apathy, where cynicism requires

a level of engagement and critique rather thanhgfsatlippant disregard.

This chapter also discussed a counter to the yasitpathetic discourse. Research from
the UK which suggested researcher and participaay not actually share meanings
about key terms like politics (Henn et al., 200&2as followed up and investigated by
Australian researchers who indeed found that ppatint understandings of citizenship
varied considerably; not only from the researchleus,also from one another, with many
participants holding two or more conflicting defions at once (Manning and Ryan,
2004). This work led to the argument that researschleould consider their research from

young people’s perspective.

At a quantitative level, Vromen'’s (2003) researels Bhown that when a broader notion

of politics/participation is employed, young people actively engaged in community
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life. Vromen found, in stark contrast to claimstttizere is a ‘crisis’ in the political and
civic engagement of young Australians, that 93 gant of her broadly representative
sample had involvement with or membership of a grotisome kind. Her findings are
broadly reflected by recent ABS data showing thiatoat 30 per cent of young people
between the ages 18-34 had undertaken voluntari wothe previous twelve months
(ABS, 2006). Other research by Vromen has drawenatin to the way a traditional,
undemocratic gendered division of labour persigtiiw the private sphere and makes
participation, even within a now democratised puldphere, difficult for women,
particularly when they become parents. Investigatihe interaction of gender and
participation draws attention to the gender dimamsiof young people’s rejection of
“institutionalized party political forms of partgation in preference for informal, group-
based, and issue-centred forms of participationichviare also conducive to women’s

involvement.” (p. 292)

An historical excursion into the origins of the av liberal model of politics showed,
firstly, through the discussion of civic humanismdathe Country Ideology, that the
dominant contemporary understanding of politics ésdole in social life is not the only
way of doing politics. Secondly, the regulatory dadalistic model of politics we live
with today, that which was bequeathed to the Westhe Scottish Enlightenment,
developed under and in response to specific hestbaind social conditions. The lineage,
indeed the hegemonic status, of this depoliticisetality and demoralised politics is
clear to see in the research discussed in Chapter iIDyoung people are not interested
in the dominant issues of taxation, inflation, eayphent, or interest rates, then they are
deemed to be lacking interestpolitics. Political practices undertaken by young people
which blend public and private are typically misssdresearch operating with a notion
of politics which maintains a decisive split betweariblic and private spheres. Precisely
because the Scottish model of an administrativguladory, demoralised politics is
hegemonic, unreflexive deployment of the term pdiin research effectively squeezes
out any form of ‘politics’ which falls beyond itsobnds. Such contemporary researchers
are reifying the assumptions of a model of polideseloped some two hundred and fifty
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years ago, which in itself is not necessarily abfgm, save for the tremendous social

change which has occurred since this model was aleee.

Chapter Four discussed recent social theory arataesder but complementary argument
to that of the discourse of apathetic youth. Foitgvthis argument, the loss of
community and strong social bonds, and the prosesse individualisation and

privatisation have fundamentally eroded the pubpbere, leaving individuals atomised
and socially isolated, homeless, unable to conwébt others and form publics or enact
politics. Privatisation has reduced the public sphe the airing of private sentiments,
and in consumer society where people are individed) failure is a purely private

matter and “rebounds in guilt and shame, not iftipal protest” (Bauman, 1991, p. 261).
This argument was countered however, with alteveatheoretical approaches that
contest the one-way decline of the public spher@ ig colonisation by the private

through problematising the very notion of a pulplic/ate divide. Instead, the thesis
proffered an argument that in contemporary sodiety aspects of social life remain on
one side or the other of the divide. Therefore,lavthie public sphere may be changing,
we are witnessing the blending or hybridisationmadbile public/private worlds rather

than simply its colonisation by the private.

Canvassing recent studies of new forms of politazdion, like political consumerism or
those political repertoires associated with sulitipsl (Beck), life politics (Giddens), or
personalised politics, Lichterman (1996) added ewcgli weight to the theoretical
argument that public and private are interactingew ways. One can view their life as a
political project, imbuing everyday life and deoiss with political meaning; an interest
in the health of one’s family can lead to anti-toxactivism; shopping can be an
opportunity to voice concerns and preferences foodg produced and traded in
particular (humane, environmentally sustainablé) faays. Drawing on an interest in
self-expression and fulfilment can create new foohsonnection and commitment, the
ideology of social movements which highlight thenkections between public and

private spheres can lead to a broadening of mar&dns.
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When we take a closer look at young people’s satialmstances and experiences, the
relationship between young people and politicsisas clear and simple as the discourse
of youth apathy would lead us to believe. Youngpbeaare socially and politically
involved, but in part the older institutions histatly used to integrate them with the
polity have become less relevant as ‘youth’ hasred¢d and young people blend
different aspects of their lives. The focus on Voaihd apathy has positioned apathy and
disengagement agouth problems and foreclosed the possibility that adtits are
apathetic, disengaged and disillusioned with pditMoreover, there have been changes
in the way politics can be conducted, meaning stidvhich rely on the traditional,
liberal, regulatory model of politics excludes ygupeople practicing these new forms of

politics.

Results From the Present Study:

Drawing on the dominant discourse

Most participants of the present study definedtmsliaccording to the dominant, liberal
paradigm of politics. After all, it has been thegamonic form of politics in much of the
West since its inception in the eighteenth centlihese young people largely conceive
of politics as being about structures and institugilike parliament, government, voting,
and elections. Politics is most definitely someghwhich takes place within the public
sphere, in turn creating a non-political privatehese. Participants’ hegemonic
understanding of politics was often accompanied aypractice of politics which
emphasises the role of parliaments, boards andcdsumgovernment, representation,

voting.

Beyond this model’s ideological, cultural, and sbcdominance, one of the key features
for most of the participants discussed in thisiseds that in large measure they are able
to make hegemonic politics work for them, to ertheir political goals and vision. This
paradigm however, makes it impossible to view omeis life as a political project and
limits one’s ability to see how life chances aremdd by external, social, cultural, and

political forces. The hegemonic liberal model oflifocs bolsters the process of
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individualisation through its ideological cleansin§ politics from the private sphere,
rendering individuals largely responsible for theiwn lives, its success, happiness,
failings, and shortcomings.

Tensions in theory and practice

During the course of the interviews it became cthare were, for many participants, real
tensions in their political understanding and pcact Sometimes this tension was
between a participants’ political practice and itheagemonic understanding of politics,

while other examples were at a more personal l@vélequent tension was participants’

reluctance at identifying themselves as a femiarsactivist. Most female participants

were very reluctant to describe themselves as fstaiand were uncomfortable with the
term. Even those participants who were more comiidet being labelled a feminist, of

which there were only two (Nicola and Mary), féletneed to clarify what they meant by
feminism and what kind of feminist they were. It svargued that young women

eschewed a feminist identity and felt the needescdbe what kind of feminist they were

because of stereotypes about feminism and femiastseing man haters, lesbians, fat
and ugly. It is striking that while many of the ymuwomen discussed in this section
were involved with activities that could be desedlas feminist (women’s action groups,
women only peace groups and protest groups), teyined ambivalent and shrugged

off a feminist label.

A similar tension arose in regard to participamdlingness to describe themselves as
activists. Despite numerous participants’ involvaemevith activity that might be
described as activism, few were willing to claimaativist identity for themselves. It was
argued that rather than being a symptom of a con$bdy narcissistic culture or other-
directed personality, this reluctance on behalfpafticipants to take on an activist
identity, even though they were engaged in &ty was more a reflection of their
understanding of politics as defined by the hegaemiadmeral paradigm of politics and its
public/private split. These participants equatetivestn with undertaking public, political

action which conforms to established modes of atidike rallies and protests. Hence,
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all the ‘backstage’ work that goes into organizéugh an event is sequestered off from
the ‘real’ activism which takes place on the dayhaf protest/rally.

This chapter again highlighted the dominance oflittexral hegemonic model of politics.
Even those participants whose understanding ardig@eaof politics operates beyond the
bounds of the dominant model continued to interghetr actions according to the
dominant liberal paradigm. As a result, they degdltheir own interests and practices,
and saw themselves as un-political, lacking prdpewledge to participate in ‘real’

capital ‘P’ politics.

Finally, this chapter showed that even for thos® wthere most closely to the liberal
hegemonic model of politics, tensions still aridavas argued that Paul’s political views
were constitutive of him, rather than mere att@subhe has, putting the model of self he
presents in the interview in stark contrast witk pblitical philosophy and classical
liberalism’s discrete unencumbered self. The terssior Peter, on the other hand, are
more a product of the incompatibility of maintaigia liberal public/private split at this
point in history. Peter is unable to prevent publaditical dimensions from seeping into
his private life. All the while his political phisophy, which prizes choice, denies him the

choice to realise the political potentials lurkinghis private practices and self.

Polysemic Politics

The final chapter of results from the present resealiscussed the polysemic way in
which many participants practice and understandigml The political practice | have
described as ‘self as political was discussedt,fisnd showed the ways in which
participants located politics within the ‘privatghere and practiced their beliefs in their
everyday lives. These participants, for examplelesstand what they eat, what they buy
and choose not to buy, where they bank and intWestamount of water they use, the
kind of work they do, and how they speak and toghérs, as important ethico-political
acts. Their political practice rests on the notioat what one does in ‘private’ is relevant
and has real effects beyond its ‘private’ contéxivas argued that what underscores the
political understandings and practices of Monicatriek, Nicola, Kate, John, and Mark
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is the great Durkheimian (1984) insight that indivkls are increasingly interconnected
in modernity. With this awareness, these partidpaead their everyday actions and
decisions as having real consequences on the waarlahd them. And if one’s actions are
interpreted as having real affects on the world,people’s wages and conditions, the
welfare of animals, farming practices and the emmnent, then very few actions remain

discrete and ‘private’.

Locating oneself within interconnected global natkgo as these participants do, not only
fundamentally undermines liberalism’s public/prevativide, it also implies a model of
the self in stark contrast to liberalism’s discratedividualised, atomised self. Indeed,
this was not the only example of participants eswhg liberalism’s atomised self in
favour of a relational, interconnected self. Ascdssed in Chapter Five, Monica, Indi,
and Mark outed themselves during their interviewsl aligned themselves with
communities of others, activists, sex-workers, heexoals, queers. Many participants
talked about the importance of friends and familynurturing and encouraging their
political views and involvement. Numerous particifga also spoke of how life
experiences had shaped their political views amdnesibments. For some, this occurred
through university, travel, employment, experiegaiacism, sexism or homophobia, and

for others it occurred through living arrangemeand intimate relationships.

All this indicates that for these participants, ithgolitical views and practices are a
product of family and friendships, developing owene and through significant life
experiences. Their political views and commitmérase taken shape over the years in a
manner which reflects a permeable ‘public’/‘privadeside, where ‘private’ experiences
do come to bear upon political views and ‘publmdfitical’ practices, similarly
‘public’/‘political” experiences impact on the ‘mate’ realm, one’s interests,
understanding and actions. Thus, not only do MoriRatrick, Nicola, Kate, John, and
Mark locate themselves within global interconnectetivorks, bugll participants posit a
notion of self which is much more relational anteroonnected than liberal/Romantic

notions of a pre-existing, atomised, discrete self.

198



This chapter also returned to the idea discusse@hapter Three that cynicism and
disengagement from politics are often tesult of some level of engagement. While
some of these participants may be disengaged frolicp, they are certainly not
apathetic. Through physical, conceptual and cfigceyagement these participants have
developed arguments and interpretations that yusteir lack of involvement in a form
of politics they feel is unworthy of their partieipon.

Finally, a practice described as involvipgronésisand reflexivity was used to explain
the way some participants practiced a politicsatipularities; judging events and ideas
on their own terms and relating them back to onalsies and sense of ethics/morality,
rather than applying general principals to paricutases. It was argued that in an
individualised society where “there are no hist@rimodels for the conduct of life (Beck
and Beck-Gernsheim, 2002, p. 26), watching andiegrfrom others is a key strategy in
getting by, but so too is reflexivity — reflectimgn ourselves: what has worked and what
has not, why we think particular things and noteosh why we identify one way and not
another, why others define us in particular ways sm on. This discussion highlighted a
further shift in the way politics is being condutt®any of the participants discussed in
this chapter relate to the world through their ovalues and beliefs, rather than an
external doctrine, ideology or —ism. It is not imamt that their political views form
some coherent world-view or ideology which alsolaxs how other systems like the
economy should be organised. They practice a npolitics or politicised ethics, which
inherently involves the self, one’s values and dig)i and is incorporated into an
everyday practice. The participants discussed igiahapter have harnessed the insights
of the new social movements — the gay rights andr@mmental movements, and
women’s liberation — that began the problematisatibliberalism’s public/private split.
They have seized upon the new opportunities foitipall practice opening up in the
‘private’ sphere, and in turn have re-moralisedoditips cut off from its ethical roots
some two-hundred and fifty years ago.
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Implications

What might the implications of these findings be fbe study of young people and
politics? Firstly, it seems clear that the disceudd apathetic and disengaged young
people is misguided. Its focus on young peopledslins to the ways in which adults are
disengaged and apathetic about politics. We needppdy models of politics which
match up with young people’s practice and undedstanof politics if we want a better
picture of young people’s relationship with pol#icThis means broadening out the
meaning of politics. Secondly, we must acknowletiyg the public/private divide is
fundamentally undermined in late modernity and carre sustained. Its untenable status
was highlighted in particular by discussion of Pstkberalism. While of course he has a
choice about what he understands the political & be is unable to prevent
public/political matters from seeping in to his if@te’ life. This does not mean, as
Bauman and other theorists would have us beliénat the public sphere has simply been
colonised by the private. On the contrary, socitd Is filled with mobile, hybrid
public/private worlds, wherein we experience thédlguand private in a more fluid
manner, an experience much more in line witlhiguid Modernity than the binary
opposition of public/private. This is not to sugg#sat ‘the public sphere’ is not under
threat, or that politics is not marginalised by fhévate lives of public figures or that
public space has not been swallowed-up by comment&ests. In fact, one could argue
that with the splintering of the public sphere st @ven more difficult to maintain
sustained focus on any given issue. However, thergance of mobile, hybrid
public/private worlds means that the opportunif@spolitical practice are all around us.
It is no longer necessary to enter the ‘public sphe take political action, it can be done

in the supermarket, in the bathroom or at the bank.

Following on from the demise of the public privadplit is the realisation that the
dominant notion of politics, which takes the pulgrovate divide as its bedrock, does not
reflect the social circumstances of life in late damity. With the death of the
public/private divide, the liberal hegemonic notioh politics no longer has enough
sociological relevance to demand individuals engadle it. Of course, it goes without

saying that this form of politics still has largemaunts of political power, which ensures
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its relevance and that people will continue to wenbe involved. In a way, that the
dominant model of politics separates morality/ethand politics, and aims at being the
arbiter of social life rather than an integral paftits community, in a word its very
narrowness, contributes to its increasing irrelevance. With tplé mobile public
spheres opening up, mainstream politics no longexr @ monopoly over the public
sphere, or indeed politics. And if people can eegiamga form of politics which meets
their ethical/moral needs as well as their politigaals, they have even less reason to
engage in mainstream politics in anything but atrimental way, supporting the party

which will provide the most benefit to them as induals.

Britain’'s POWER report (2006) makes a similar argatmabout the dwindling levels of
engagement with formal democratic participatioguarg that the shift from industrial to
post-industrial society has spawned new citizenso,wfollowing the process of
individualisation, “enjoy and expect to make demis for themselves” (p. 103), and have
lost the sense of deference for established awyhcinaracteristic of previous times and
generations. And while the West can be seen asrierpag a ‘cultural revolution’
which emphasised “self-worth and self-determindtigm 103) — leading to the kind of
activists and political repertoires discussed abave by Lichterman (1996; 1999) — our
institutions of democratic government have not kepte with this change and more
closely match the world of industrial society, witls sharper class distinctions and

deference toward authority.

With people’s turn to new forms of political repmre, which bind together the self,
politics and morality/ethics, we must acknowledgattthese new forms of political
practice are meeting people’s needs and desiresriey we can note that these forms of
politics provide a forum for issues like feminismpolitical consumerism,
environmentalism, vegetarianism; issues that asgitutionally repressed (Giddens,
1991) by mainstream politics. Moreover, we can nthtat these forms of politics
reconnect politics with morality/ethics and provideople with a means for living out
their political/moral/ethical beliefs. This is pidis of the age of individualisation,

providing the scope for an almost infinite numbémays of compiling political beliefs
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and practices. Each person is able to personalsr tinterest in feminism,

environmentalism, fair trade, human rights et @etéy the way they incorporate these
beliefs in their everyday lives. The previous cleaptoted the decline of ideology, which
can be seen as further adding to the scope fovithdilising politics. Because these
forms of politics are not defined by particular carehing ideologies, individuals can
make choicesabout which elements of their political beliefeyhwill incorporate into

their daily lives. From the multitude of choicesoyided by political consumerism to
practices around energy and water conservatiom#&sachoice of transport to diet to
where one lives and how one makes a living, indiald make a pastiche of political
practices, beliefs, and commitments. Beyond thielleof political practice, in the

absence of strong ideology, individuals have greapgortunity to create personalised
emotional attachments and narratives about thditiggd commitments and practices,
deploying them as part of the reflexive projectlod self. The way political beliefs and
practices were intertwined with participants’ idgntand moral/ethical self was

powerfully demonstrated in the previous chapter.

Finally, it is worthwhile considering the implicatis of the relational/interconnected self
for the study of politics in late modernity. Fisstithat an interconnected self was an
important feature of the political understandingmefmerous participants, particularly
those who have politicised their daily lives, fuathhighlights the demise of the
public/private divide. No longer is it necessary éme’s political views to be attached to
objects of the public sphere: external bodies Bkeolitical party or an ideology like
socialism. Politics can be a completely individsatl and hence ‘private’ set of practices
and beliefs, used as part of identity formatiorai@ing an interconnected self, one aware
of how its actions impact on the world around it only bypasses the public/private
divide by making the ‘private’ sphere a theatre gotitical action and commitment, but
also circumvents national borders and hence, ratipolitics. As discussed in the
previous chapter, participants felt they were daogething for their belief in human
rights or equitable global trade by making informgtbices about the products they
consume. Entering the public sphere and workindniwitan institution of hegemonic

politics is not the only way to practice one’s bédiand work toward the kind of world
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one envisages. And even if one does want to bertagpdegemonic institutionalised
politics, like Kate, John, Mark, and Chris, one camplement this traditional practice

through the politicisation of private life.

Clearly, the processes of individualisation, thevrsmcial movements of the 1960s and
1970s, ‘the inward turn’ and the emphasis on sdfihfnent and self-expression, the
demise of communism and ideology more generally aitceleration of globalisation and
its concomitant compression of time and space, bdveontributed to an opening up of
the political and an undermining of the dominanteational and party politics. There is
an argument to be made for the notion that hegemmpolitics has not kept pace with
these social changes, has not modernised itsedffliect a post-industrial economy and a
late modern modernity. Nonetheless, hegemonic ip®limaintains a great deal of
political power, and as this thesis makes cleapiittinues to exert extensive ideological

power, framing the paradigm of politics.

While there may be a weakening link between ‘pwditiand party politics, more
significantly this thesis highlights the need to a#tuned to the subtler trends in
modernity. Young people are clearly noly lacking in knowledge and interest in
politics, indeed, young people may not be the amgs disengaging from hegemonic
politics. Our social world is not only charactedsley social atomisation, privatisation,
homelessness and frivolous consumerism. Individatéin does sometimes produce the
above affects, but coupled with the other chandesdlobalisation and the new social
movements it has also created the space for nemsfof connection and commitment, a

broadening of political repertoire and moral hongo
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Appendix A

In this appendix, | want to briefly outline sometbé research done overseas, mainly in

the United Kingdom, which examines the ‘problemyofing people and politics.

In the United Kingdom, where voting is not compusanuch of the debate about young
people and politics centres around young peopteisvoter turnout rates. In the recent
general election held in May 2005, MORI estimatee turnout rate for those aged 18 —
24 years as 37 per cent, down 2 per cent from theiqus election in 2001 (MORI,
2005). More than half of those aged between 253hygears did not vote in this or the
previous election, with voter turnout rates at 49 pent for 2005, up 3 per cent from
2001.

While there is no doubt that the low voter turn@ies for young people are the focus for
concerns about young people’s ‘apathy’ or disengege from politics, much of the
research coming out of the United Kingdom tendadopt Harris’ (Harris and Bulbeck,
forthcoming) second explanation of disengagemeittngc serious socio-economic

reasons for such disengagement.

With a greater international focus, Ballington'si@de (2001) reports on a democracy
forum held in Stockholm in 1999 which involved ovene hundred young people
discussing the future of democracy and the chadlerand opportunities that confront
them. She says that participants noted numerousaées that frustrate the participation
of young people, “from not understanding how thstesm works, to a growing distrust of
political institutions and leaders, to a lack ohéi in today’s competitive environment.”

(p. 12) The participants also found cause to empbdbat they are not apathetic but feel
alienated from mainstream politics and its procgsaad sceptical about the efficacy of
their participation (Ballington, 2001, p. 12). InalBngton’s pithy overview of young

people’s political participation, she also findsi¢i to note the importance of new forms
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of political expression, citing comments from Maide Bhengu, former chairperson of
the National Youth Commission in South Africa:

We don’t have such a thing as youth apathy. Whahk we are finding, especially
in countries facing the challenge of deepening aadsolidating democracy, are
new forms of political expression by young peoplew that political democracy
has been achieved in South Africa for example, gqeople feel, like any other
member of society, that they have the opportunigxpress themselves in different
ways, whether through performing arts, sports orksbops. And this in itself is
not antithetical to their continued participatiom idemocratic processegfrom
International IDEA, 1999, p. 6, cited in Ballingtd2001, p. 13)

Setting the tone for more recent research from,ktbth United Kingdom and Australia,
White, Bruce and Ritchie’s (2000) study of the pcdi of 14 — 24 year olds marks an
early step towards letting young people conceagpiolitics in their own words. This
gualitative research used a combination of focesigs, paired and individual interviews
with 193 young people to explore their politicaterests and engagement. They found
young people to have a range of issues of concenering the personal sphere, local
community, national, and global issues (pp. 6 = TBey classified young people into
five groups “according to their declared level oterest in politics and how they
amplified and explained their level of connectiothwpolitics:

e Group 1 - Indifferent

e Group 2 — Cynically uninterested

* Group 3 — Selectively interested

» Group 4 — Generically interested

* Group 5 - Highly interested and connected” (p. 11)

The categories are largely explained by their naimets in brief, those in the indifferent
group generally paid no notice of politics and fielirrelevant to their lives. Group 2
obviously held cynical views about politics and \bactively avoid engaging with it,

expressing “mistrust of, and lack of respect foolitians.” (p. 13) They also felt
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politicians paid little attention to the views abyng people and noted how, until one is
18, young people are largely excluded from politieagagement. Those who were
selectively interested would engage with politiapusmd certain issues of concern;
“Otherwise they share similar views about politassthe previous two groups.” (p. 13)
Young people who were generically interested hadngarest in politics which ranged

from passing to more substantial. Their focus tdnidebe on current affairs rather than
parliamentary politics and they tended to be massjvely interested in politics than the
previous group. The final group who were highlyeneisted and connected, were much
more committed and interested in politics than dbieer groups, with interest ranging

from constitutional and international matters tdlowing parliamentary politics and

sometimes actively pursuing such concerns (for rdetail see pages 11 — 15).

Of great concern for thinking about young people awolitics is that White et al.’s
research shows young people as beirtteterogenousgroup with regards to politics.
Levels of political interest and engagement vampsg groups of young people, and they
move from being a homogenous generation who appebe tuned out, more akin to
Beavis and Butthead, to being socio-political axtaho respond to the world around

them, rather than dominated by apathy and selfeste

Furthermore, when young people talk about whatsttinem off politics (when someone
listens and takes note), we find a range of reaadmsh account for low levels of interest
and disengagement with far more rigour than thelisang label of ‘apathetic’. Politics
was often characterised as boring, but White ehate that underpinning this boredom
with politics was the perception that it lackedekeglnce for the lives of young people.
“Indeed, it was commonly said that young people @eoccupied with other interests
and activities, which dominate their lives, thereleaving little time to devote to
politics.” (p. 15) This is an explanation for yourgeople’s lack of interest and
disengagement from politics that we shall returnlater in the chapter. A lack of
knowledge and understanding of politics, along wiité kind of language used, was also
found to turn some young people away from politdae of Harris’ participants makes

very similar comments about how politics excludeang people:
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Dominant culture goes around saying “young peopiend interested in politics,
young people don't really care” and all that sofft thing. ... By saying that young
people are politically apathetic, it's just a waf/toying to reinforce that. And also
because the language of politics is, deliberatetiihk, non-inclusive. So | know
that a lot of young people have very valid thingsay and good ideas about the
political climate but they don’t have words likedfnework”. ... They don’'t have
words like that to use and therefore if you're mging that particular language,
does it mean that what you've got to say doesniht®d... The language of politics
is deliberately exclusive, it's only supposed toumelerstood and be spoken by

people of a certain clas@Harris and Bulbeck, forthcoming)

Like Australian research from Print et al. (200gnning and Ryan (2004); Mellor et al.
(2002); and Mellor (1998), White et al’s findingls@ indicate a deep lack of trust for
politicians among young people, and this in turs wsed by some participants to explain
their lack of interest in politics. Politicians’dik of interest in the views and concerns of
young people was also frequently mentioned by yguegple as something that turned
them off politics. Indeed, Martin Wattenberg makasilar comments in the context of
his international comparative research, arguing jleaing people’s low voter turnout
rates are, in part, caused by a lack of represenfawvith “young people’s opinions on
the issues ... not being faithfully represented thhothe political process.” (2003, cited
in Johnson and Marshall, 2004, p. 9)

In line with Beresford and Phillips (1997) and Lga®96), White et al. found as young
people were further integrated into society (foarmple through the workforce or starting
a family) and brought into contact with aspectgalitics, their interest and engagement
was sparked. Being exposed to information abouitip®lcould spawn an interest as
could the opportunity to engage in politics — beatnye to vote for example (see p. 16 —
17).

When looking at political engagement, White et mduch like Bhavnani (1991; see also
Mellor, 1998), found that young people tended tbndepolitics quite narrowly, which
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meant they were less likely to define their own\atst as political. Not surprisingly, such
a narrow notion of politics is not unique to youpgople, but is reflected in the
community at large, as the following comments froesearch conducted by the UK

Electoral Commission makes clear:

[many people] ..understand ‘politics’ as being the soap opera thatvides much

of the media coverage of politics: ‘slanging maghieetween party leaders, the
exposed lies of ministers, the scandal... They doerteive their interest and
concern in the delivery levels of key public sexsi@s inherently ‘political’ ...

‘Politics’ is an activity that ‘other people’ takpart in; it is not a phrase or an

activity that they associate with themselvEshe Electoral Commission, 2003,
cited in Johnson and Marshall, 2004, p. 13)

White et al. also found young people repeatedigemifeelings of powerlessness and oft
commented upon the limited number of opportunitegsyoung people to be politically
engaged. A lack of knowledge about engagement \W&s seen by young people as
curbing their potential involvement. One young wongizaws attention to the short shrift
politics is given within school:

It's just that young people don’t seem[kaow], nobody goes up to them and says
“Ere you go, politics. If you've got anything yowamt to know, go and phone them
or go and see them’, or whatever. It's like at sthd somebody says. If you've got
guestions about your career, that's who you carche® see about it. And they're
given information but there isn’t anybody that ddies same for politics so they're
not going to know. (Female, 19 yeaf#)hite et al., 2000, p. 35)

Young people also consistently argued that the&wsiwere not heard by politicians, or
dismissed as childish and unrealigfidhis sense of exclusion from politics made many

young people feel that getting involved was posglé/Nhile the authors clearly take the

0 Again, we can see the enduring influence of Roussed the notion of youth as deficit discussed in
Chapter Two (also see Fahmy, 2003).
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barriers to participation young people identifyisesly, and they assert that “in the past
too much emphasis has focussed on the apathy ofoineg” (p. 46), they continue to
suggest that “a degree of apathy” underpins yowsaple’s sense of the barriers to their

participation. They use the following excerpt aglence of such a degree of apathy:

It's really easy to be just really apathetic, beyaabout it ... If you want to change
something you have to be really active. And urdessy of doing that is presented
for you, it's really easy to not bother to do Eefmale, 20 yearqp. 34)

While this young woman obviously describes feelimjsapathy, is it reasonable to
characterise her as apathetic when what she isgsagems less about a “lack of interest
or enthusiasm”, as the Oxford Dictionary has déscdriapathy (Soanes, 2002, p. 33), and
more about howeasy it is to be apathetic. Is acknowledging the wag tystem

marginalizes young people and facilitates theiewigmgement equivalent to apathy?

Related to McAllister’'s (1998) finding, discussad Chapter One, that there was no
significant correlation between increased civic \Whamlge and participation, White et al.
found that interest in politics was not a defirgtimdicator of political engagement. There
was evidence of voting and not voting across the fiategories of political interest,
although the most committed and regular voters wesse in group 5, having the highest
political interest. Some young people in both oé tholitically uninterested groups
(indifferent and cynically uninterested) had beewmolved in political activities like

signing petitions or attending rallies. These yoyegple seemed to get involved with

issues of direct relevance to them or their commyupi. 36).

White, Bruce and Ritchie make a range of recomm@muafor how to further encourage
and nurture the political interest and engageménang people. They conclude their
report by making very similar calls to those of &aBa’'s Governor-General, Hugh
Mackay, Beresford and Phillips, and Print et dti$ now time to focus attention on the

role of politicians, educators and elders in engggind representing the interests of the

young.” (p. 46)
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Other UK studies have found very similar resultghwhe 2002Voter Engagement and
Young Peoplestudy finding levels of non-registration as high 1&s per cent in some
constituencies and higher still among certain ageugs and communities. Other
obstacles to young people’s political participatimientified by the survey are also
familiar: alienation from politics; apathy — not@nested in politics; not knowing enough
about politics; inconvenience, voting is too timensuming for example (pp. 27 — 28).
We also see a link between Print et al.’s findingt tyoung people view voting more as a
right than a duty\{oter Engagement and Young Peg@602, p. 30). And much like
Harris’'s comments and the arguments of Putnam (289@ Wilkinson (1996), the report
finds young people to be the vanguard of a gerteead away from, and disaffection
with, party politics. Young people’s disconnectifsom mainstream political processes
can be seen in that “young people were the mostyli&f all groups [in the survey] to
actually discuss the forthcoming election with femor friends during the campaign”,
but were the least likely to have votédofer Engagement and Young Peg@é02, p.
46).

Fahmy’'s (2003) research, which combined survey adsthand qualitative interviews,
again found young people express concerns andesiten issues that are broadly
political, however they experienced politics as coessible. Much like Mackay's
findings, the young people in Fahmy’s study dislikbe way politics was portrayed in
the media with a focus on the personalities anchdada and the adversarial or point
scoring nature of politics itself. As with White at. (2000), young people felt their
opinions were neglected by politicians and disnuss® the grounds of their age and seen
“as something they will grow out of” (Fahmy, 20@8,9). The technical language which
marginalizes young people from politics was alsemfoted by participants. A lack of
knowledge about politics and the idea that polits&csargely irrelevant for the lives of
young people were also key findings. By implicatiparticipants often viewed politics
as something they may develop an interest in ag fgrew older and took on the
responsibilities and statuses of adulthood. Cymicend mistrust of politicians were
again prevalent themes. Conventional politicalipgedtion was regularly thought to be

pointless because it has little impact upon thendage of political parties, or because
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politicians and parties do not deliver on theirpiges, or because there was so little

difference between the parties that politiciansensdl the same.

Fahmy argues that her findings are not consisteitth wotions of youth apathy,
suggesting instead a position more akin to Hatingt an “engaged cynicism” is a better
description of “young people’s dissatisfaction wathnventional political processes” (p.
18). Fahmy'’s research (like much of the UK reseanth all discussed so far) is another
clear example of Harris’ second way of defendingng people from charges of apathy;
that is, research which points to compelling s@atonomic reasons for young people’s
disengagement and low levels of interest in pdalitic

In 2006 The POWER Inquiry published its Power Te Beople report, in which it firmly
dispensed with any notion of apathy as a suitakfaeation for disengagement from
formal democratic politics in Britain. While it iot an inquiry specifically about young
people, it is most significant that such an inquagserts “the British public are not
apathetic.” (POWER Inquiry, 2006, p. 16) Drawingoopresearch that shows large
numbers of citizens to be involved in community aharity work, the authors posit the
apathy of the public as a “myth”. Instead of apaiking the root cause of disengagement
from formal politics they argue that the institutsoof politics have not kept pace with the
changes in society and its citizens. Their ceritrabis is that the British parliamentary
system reflects “an era of very limited educatiopabvision and [one] in which
deference and rigid hierarchy and static socialti@hs were taken for granted.” (2006, p.
19) Beyond this, the party system was forged inetfzeof industrial society and reflects
the “interests and ideological leanings of the tleminant classes that existed during the
industrial era.” (2006, p. 19) In contrast, sociabd its citizens are now shaped by the
new era of post-industrial society, where the servisector has superseded
manufacturing; where many individuals enjoy and e=tpto make decisions for
themselves rather than have them predeterminedadyion, culture or other institutions;
where educational attainment has greatly increasddindividuals either lack or choose
their own geographic, social and institutional b@h@2006, p. 103) At the same time the

authors argue that post-industrial society is alsaracterised by the creation of a new
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sector in society defined by multiple disadvantagd persistent poverty. Both of these
new groups, for very different reasons, are diseoted from formal democratic politics.
In short, those who have largely benefited fromtaodustrialisation want, indeed
expect, to have more input and control over pditithey are also more focused on
specific and post-material issues. While the pligiid interests of those enduring
persistent poverty are ignored by a party systeeoquupied with the ideologies and

trappings of industrial society.

Henn et al’'s (2002) work, briefly discussed in Cieal hree, challenges the notion that
young people are apathetic and politically lazyhwiite finding that over half of their
sample “discuss politics with their friends and fignat least some of the time, if not
more often.” (p. 174) As with numerous other stadie young people involved in this
research consistently expressed the view thatiggohtas not directed at young people.
The authors argue that any perception of young Ipeap disengaged from politics is a
reflection of this and that young people feel pdditis distant and generally irrelevant for
their lives — “that politics has littleneaning for them” (p. 175, emphasis in original).
Results from survey data and the focus groups goatl young people are interested in
politics and tend to show an interest in broadlystpoaterialist issues (Europe,
Education, Militarism and the Environment). Agamot surprisingly, the authors found a
critical lack of confidence in politicians, with sy 40 per cent of the sample
disagreeing with the statement “politicians careutlyoung people like myself” (p. 178).
These views about politicians work to further piositpolitics as remote and politicians
as ‘different and whose interests and concerns are disengagedfimlived experience
of young people.” (p. 179) Like the findings of mret al. (2004), respondents did show
confidence in the democratic process; for examlasge majorities thought it was
important to vote in both national and local elecs (pp. 180 — 181). Interestingly, the
focus groups revealed that numerous young peopleafe anticlimax after voting;
thinking voting would mark an “important symbolandmark in their transition into full
citizenship”, they instead felt frustrated and “swhat disappointed with the outcomes
of the process.” (p. 181) Numerous young people “thlat casting their vote in an

election had made, and would continue in the futarmake, no difference to their lives
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or to the world around them.” (p. 182) The authads® polled their sample for a range of

reforms which might facilitate voting among yourgpple and found that:

While these reforms were generally received faviolyranone of the participants
appeared to believe that they were crucial for erdiag the democratic process —
accessible information about the parties, the cdatis and the issues was seen to
be the key to improving election turnofienn et al. 2002, p. 185)

In their conclusion, Henn et al. suggest two défgrways of accounting for young
people’'s apparent disengagement from politics, bothwhich (they argue) are

marginalized in many studies of political partidipa. We saw elements of the first
explanation in the work of both Ballington (2001ndaWhite et al. (2000), which

suggests young people’s disengagement reflects hartc@ffect; as this generation
negotiates a society characterised by risk anccingg, they have less time for politics
than older people. Henn et al. also suggest pglitncreasingly consumerist garb which
engages less with people, exacerbating young pegease of formal politics as distant
and removed from their lives. Their second explanats one we have already
encountered through the work of Harris. Henn é¢ aésults lend some support for the
argument that young people want a different stylpaditics — preferring localised and

participative forms of politics focussed on immediand some post-material issues.

Research from the UK has also found that youthgygation initiatives frequently have
negative affects for young people’s civic/politi@lgagement (Fahmy, 2003; Matthews
et al. 1998/9, see also Marinetto, 2003). Thesalteeare reflected in Australian findings
(Print et al. 2005). Manning and Ryan argue thatitlyoparticipation is typically
constrained to being about ‘youth’. In the word®oé participant:

They never have youth participation on policy matthat are not youth-specific.

As if young people are not affected by other po(jgy71)
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Returning to the UK Matthews et al. summarise tbacerns regarding many youth
participation initiatives:

We have drawn attention to the dangers of tokerassituation when young people
are apparently given a voice but have little choadmut the subject, the style of
communication or any say in the final outcomes.esslyoung people are confident
that their opinions will be treated with respectdaseriousness, they will quickly

become discouraged and dismiss the participatiaocess as ineffective, with all

the implications this has for their confidence gntbcratic processes as they grow
into adulthood. We suggest that poor participatargchanisms are very effective
in training young people to become non-participa(t998/9, p. 24)

Findings like these posit young peoplattual engagemenas leading to disengagement,
and feelings of apathy or cynicism.
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YOUNG AUSTRALIANS:
PoLITics, COMMUNITY & SOCIETY

OUNDS EXCITING RIGEIw

Like to be involved in some important NEW
research about _Australian young people and their
relation to politics, community and the broader
society? A Ph.D student near you is looking for
young Men AND Women between ages 18 — 30ish
to take part in interviews about these issues.

If you're interested or would like some more info
contact Nathan on Ph: 042 330 1181 or via email
Nathan.manning@flinders.edu.au
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