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Introduction 
You have already heard something about the pros and cons of population growth, and I’m sure 
will hear more over the course of this conference. Rather than talking about these, I’m going to 
focus on why it is that we are continue to have growth, despite the fact that as many as seven out 
of ten voters believe that Australia does not need more people.i 
 
But even with this focus it’s not possible to dodge the topic of costs and benefits entirely. For 
example, if population growth were clearly in the national interest the question of why 
governments pursue it would have a ready answer. Leaders often have to follow policies that 
many people do not like, simply because these policies are right. For example, they might 
legislate for a GST, or to outlaw discrimination against homosexuals, or to ban smoking in 
public places, or to eliminate the death penalty. And the potential opposition among political and 
intellectual elites might support them, even though they knew that many voters were offside. 
This would be because the potential opposition knew enough about the pros and cons to agree 
that the legislators were right and that the unpopular move in question should get their support. 
While voters might not like it, they do not know enough to make an informed decision. 
 
But this does not explain Australian governments’ pursuit of substantial immigration-fuelled 
population growth. Even though many political and cultural elites may think it is in the national 
interest a sizable body of research shows that, overall, it is not.ii They are wrong and do not know 
enough to make an informed decision. Others may be swayed by less forgivable considerations. 
So whatever their motives, an answer to the question of why governments want to go on pushing 
the numbers out to 36 million and beyond is not self evident.iii 
 
Consequently this paper will not focus on the intrinsic question of the costs and benefits of 
growth but on two extrinsic questions: why do Australian politicians insisting on pursuing it 
when a majority of voters are not in favour, and what is it about the political climate that allows 
them to do this? Thus it is about the politics of population growth which, in Australia, largely 
means the politics of immigration. 
 
 
Immigration and client politics 
An American scholar, Gary Freeman, has produced a general theory. He points out that in most 
liberal democratic nations immigration tends to be higher than most voters would prefer.iv As 
these nations are democracies, this is puzzling. Shouldn’t political elites respond to voters’ 
wishes (other things being equal)? Freeman argues that there are a number of reasons why they 
do not. First, few voters know very much about immigration, and certainly few of them 
understand its demographic implications. This is understandable. Debate is constrained, 
information is not readily available and, if people do get hold of it, it’s hard to interpret.  
 
But the core of his argument is client politics. Immigration produces concentrated benefits and 
diffuse costs. Some groups benefit from immigration-fuelled population growth and they lobby 
politicians to ensure that intakes stay high and to thwart attempts to cut back. Their numbers are 
small and, as most of the benefits of immigration flow to them, time and money spent lobbying 
for growth pays off. What are these benefits? More customers for housing and other goods; 
cheaper labour; fewer training costs; more members of one’s own ethnic or religious group; more 
diversity so that the majority ethnic group is diminished;v more taxpayers with more warm 
bodies to boost the official figures for aggregate economic growth;vi and so on. 
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In contrast, the costs are diffuse. As the population grows, the majority endure lower wages, 
rising housing costs, increased pressure on infrastructure and the need to pay higher rates, tolls 
and taxes to extend it, increased congestion, more competition for education, health and welfare 
services, and reduced access to open spaces for recreation. But these costs are thinly spread. For 
each individual they are relatively low and they usually accumulate slowly. Consequently, any 
one person’s motivation to devote time and effort to trying to reduce immigration is less than the 
motivation of the beneficiaries who want to keep the numbers coming. 
 
Data on income inequality and population growth for 23 OECD countries show that the higher 
the rate of growth the greater the inequality. See Figure 1. Of course a wide range of factors, such 
as the loss of manufacturing industries, may help explain this association but nonetheless it is in 
the direction predicted by Freeman’s thesis. High immigration tends to make most people worse 
off and a few people a lot better off. 
 
 
Figure 1: Income inequality by population growth, 23 OECD countries, 2003-06 

Sources: Data on income inequality are from The Equality Trust <https://www.e-activist.com/ea-
campaign/clientcampaign.do> accessed 19 August 2011. These show the 20:20 income ratio averaged for the years 
2003 to 2006. Data on population growth for 2006 are from the ABS, Statistics New Zealand, the ONS (for UK), the 
CIA (for the USA), with the remainder taken from the Population Reference Bureau, world data sheet for 2006. 
Notes: In recent years Singapore has experienced strong population growth; from 1980 to 2010 it grew from 2.4 
million to 5.1 million. This includes growth in the number of migrant workers who are not counted as part of the 
permanent resident population, and are termed ‘non-residents’. In 1980 they made up 5.5% of the population and in 
2010, 25.7%. See Key Demographic Trends, Department of Statistics Singapore <http://www.singstat.gov.sg/> 
accessed 21 August 2011. 
The 20:20 ratio is the top 20% of incomes divided by the bottom 20%. 

 
 
Thus the theory predicts that high immigration makes the majority worse off in material terms. 
But we should add personal risks to Freeman’s diffused costs. As a number of Australians are 
well aware, critics of immigration-fuelled growth risk accusations of bigotry and racism; indeed 
one commentator even describes the current angst about traffic congestion as the ‘new 
xenophobia’.vii 
 
 
The growth lobby  
While small business may have a different view,viii big business in Australia is a strong supporter 
of growth. They warn that the population is ageing and argue that we need high immigration to 
stave off the collapse of the welfare system and increase the tax base.ix They also complain about 
labour shortages, with the immediate follow-up that we must bring in more migrants to fill these 
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shortages.x Thirty-three years ago the script was the same; the population was ageing, Australia 
lacked skilled workers, and we must fill the gaps with migrants.xi 
 
At times the argument about skill shortages does have a basis in reality; Australia’s neglect of 
local training does mean that we lack some skilled workers (such as nurses and engineers) while 
our continued pursuit of more migrants, and their dependents, makes such shortages worse. The 
more people we import the more workers we need to build new suburbs, and to provide human 
services. But the alleged need to import skills usually masks a more constant, underlying 
interest—pressure from property developers and other interests focused on growth in the 
domestic market. As Dick Smith writes that: ‘The easiest way for wealthy people like me to 
make more money is to have more population buying our goods and services . . . so it’s 
absolutely normal for business people to urge greater migration’.xii 
 
Any large business selling to the domestic market profits from a growing economy and, other 
things being equal, aggregate GDP grows with population growth. The vested interests that profit 
from this include the commercial media,xiii a factor which limits the possibility of open debate.xiv

 

 
Politicians usually support big business on population growth because it is an easy way to boost 
aggregate economic growth and because it expands the tax base (though not as fast as it expands 
infrastructure costs).xv At the same time business interests, including property developers, 
contribute to party funds. While disappointed voters might ring up talkback radio, the rich and 
powerful have ready access to cabinet ministers.xvi 
 
An increase in aggregate GDP does not necessarily help voters. If there are any financial gains 
for them these would come from increases in per capita GDP. But any demographically induced 
increases in per capita GDP are miniscule,xvii nothing like enough to compensate for congestion, 
escalating house prices,xviii rising electricity bills,xix rate increases,xx and pressure on open spaces. 
For example, in 2006 the Productivity Commission found that a 50 per cent increase in skilled 
migration up until 2024-25 would lift per capita average annual income by only 0.71 per cent or 
$383, but that most of these gains would go to owners of capital and to migrants themselves. In 
fact the incomes of incumbent workers would grow more slowly than would otherwise have been 
the case.xxi Thus, even in terms of the priced items included in the GDP, the existing population 
is financially worse off with growth than they would be without it. This tallies with the data on 
OECD countries in Figure 1 above. It also accords with research in the United States which 
found that areas with faster population growth were generally worse off and had higher 
unemployment than slower growing areas.xxii 
 
Population growth adds to the stresses of daily life for many Australians, and the very large 
increase in net migration in recent years have made the connections plainer to them. As was clear 
in the 2010 election, voters were starting to see what was happening and to become restive. This 
gives the growth lobby a second reason to mobilise. As well as keeping the pressure up to 
politicians, they need to drown out or neutralise the murmurings from below. 
 
So how do the forces for and against population growth stack up? (See Graphic 1 below.) The 
growth lobby does have a formal organisation, The Australian Population Institute (Apop), 
originally backed by the late Richard Pratt, with property developer Bert Dennis as its founding 
president.xxiii However they have not taken a leading part in recent population debates.xxiv That 
role has been played by spokespersons for organisations such as the Business Council of 
Australia, the Property Council of Australia,xxv The Committee for Melbourne,xxvi the Australian 
Chamber of Commerce and Industry,xxvii the Australian Industry Group,xxviii KPMG,xxix The 
Urban Taskforce (a property development industry group),xxx the Urban Development Institute of 
Australia,xxxi the banks,xxxii individual businessmen such as Harry Triguboff,xxxiii and editors and 
journalists in the commercial media (particularly the Murdoch press).xxxiv 
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The stakes are high. In 2011 the residential property market was estimated to be worth $3.5 
trillion, almost three times the size of the equity market and three times Australia’s aggregate 
GDP.xxxv Anthony Street writes that: 
 

A vast component of the labour force is employed in industries connected to the residential property 
market including construction and building services, real estate agents, banking, mortgage broking 

and insurance, not to mention the ubiquitous property developers.xxxvi 
 
And then there is government: federal, state and local. Not only does the federal government see 
population growth as an easy way to boost aggregate economic growth, it has designed its current 
immigration policy so as to ensure that it meets its planned growth target of 3.25 per cent per 
annum in aggregate GDP.xxxvii It is using people to serve a target for an increase in a measure of 
the economy rather than using the economy to serve the people. 
 
The growth lobby is focused and well integrated with the political elite, many of whom share its 
aims. Politicians want population growth partly to appease their business backers but also to 
increase taxes and keep growth in aggregate GDP positive. 
 
 
The population reform movement 
If these are the forces pushing for growth, what of the opposition? The costs of population 
growth are of two broad types. First there are those that impact on the natural environment, such 
as loss of biodiversity, and pressure on resources. These include non-renewable resources such as 
oil, phosphate and arable land and potentially renewable resources, such as such as water, topsoil 
and the capacity of the ecosystem to recycle and absorb wastes (including excess greenhouse gas 
emissions). These are vital, but for many voters environmental costs may seem remote. The other 
set of costs are social and have become obvious and pressing, especially in urban areas. They 
include unwanted densification of existing suburbs, substituting high-rise for detached houses 
with gardens,xxxviii traffic congestion,xxxix noise, pressure on social services such public transportxl 
and health care,xli unaffordable housing,xlii jam-packed rental properties,xliii rising prices for 
electricity and water,xliv loss of parklands and the destruction of streetscapes as precious green 
spaces yield to developers. 
 
Environmental groups 

There are environmental groups that speak for the first set of problems, but they are usually 
reluctant to make the links between environmental stress and population growth. For example, 
journalists often assume that The Greens are opposed to population growthxlv but this is not so. 
Their population policies focus on consumption, population distribution, and international social 
justice. They say nothing about numbers.xlvi 
 
In the past the Australian Conservation Foundation (ACF) has also found it hard to promote a 
low-growth population policy; some members wanted a smaller migrant intake on environmental 
grounds, but others feared that this would be racist and inhumane.xlvii In 1993 the then director, 
Tricia Casswell, put it like this: 
 

…when we talk about population we first of all have to understand it in a global context. I guess we 
then have to really very clearly look at Australia and think very very long and hard about what that 
means for us. And I don’t think it’s easy to do that. I think it gets mixed up with a whole lot of other 
very passionate debates, some of them not without some racist tinges, and makes it very difficult for 

environmentalists to feel comfortable talking about it as an Australian issue...
xlviii 

 
Organised environmental groups are generally reluctant to take a stand on population growth.xlix 
Indeed many activists are so committed to what they see as international social justice that they 
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are less likely to support immigration control than are people who are not involved in 
environmental activism at all.l 
 
While the situation remains unchanged for The Greens, the ACF has now found a clearer voice.li 
But because of its long silence a new environmental group was formed in the late 1980s, 
Australian for an Ecologically Sustainable Population, later renamed Sustainable Population 
Australia (SPA).lii SPA has branches in all mainland states and the Australian Capital Territory 
and works hard to promote the cause of population stability. But apart from the new political 
party, the Stable Population Party Australia (SPPA),liii it is the only organised group consistently 
arguing for stability. 
 
The Anglican Public Affairs Commission has also spoken out against growth. it points to the 
risks of environmental degradation for the world and for Australia and to our responsibility for 
future generations.liv A number of individuals, most notably Dick Smith,lv Labor backbencher 
Kelvin Thomson,lvi and the former premier of New South Wales, Bob Carrlvii have taken similar 
positions. 
 
Despite this, organisations arguing for stability are nowhere near as numerous or as rich as those 
arguing for growth. In the hierarchy of power the growth lobby holds the high ground; it has 
money and influence and can even, through the Scanlon Foundation, fund its own demographic 
and social research.lviii 
 
Graphic 1: The lobbyists, from power point presentation: 

QuickTime™ and a
 decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

 
 
 
If voters are still doubtful and can’t be persuaded, perhaps they can be shamed? Though some 
growth lobbyists make fortunes out of eroding the quality of other people’s lives, they don’t 
shrink from using moral arguments to justify their behaviour. For example, the Productivity and 

Prosperity report to the Burke Inquiry on population growth argues strongly that population 
growth increases Australia’s wealth but, rather inconsistently, claims that it would be morally 
wrong to resist this: 
 

We argue that it is untenable, and in fact irresponsible, to argue that others should be kept in poverty 
so that Australia might enjoy unshared prosperity. Developed nations have a moral and humanitarian 
responsibility to assist others through both skilled and unskilled migration.lix 
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An Age journalist, while claiming that population growth boosted prosperity, added that: ‘There 
is a compelling humanitarian case, too, for good global citizens to share their abundance’.lx Chris 
Berg, of the IPA, emphasises a ‘a moral necessity to maintain a high immigration intake.. … 
[because] the most effective way we can help somebody living in the third world to crawl out of 
poverty is allowing them to move to the first world’.lxi

 And a recent editorial in The Australian 

argues that: ‘we have a duty to share our prosperity with as many people, native-born and 
immigrant, as possible’.lxii Others claim that older couples should move into units to make room 
for further growth; they should ‘downsize for society’s sake’.lxiii At the same time developers 
stigmatise Australians’ efforts to protect their quality of life as nothing other than selfish 
NIMBYism.lxiv 
 
These are voices prominent in the broadsheet press. But some journalists and broadcasters 
working for commercial radio, especially talkback, do pursue a different line, for example Alan 
Jones, Ray Hadley and Jason Morrison on 2GB and David Oldfield at 2UE. 
 
What is the effect of all this hectoring? Are Australians coming round to the idea that population 
growth will make them rich and good, if only they will adjust to accommodate it? Or are they 
still sceptical? Answers to this question may depend on which segment of the electorate we are 
talking about. 
 
 
Public opinion—attitudes to immigration and population growth 
But first, what do people in general think? There are now a number of surveys on attitudes to 
population growth, but they ask different questions and lack a long time series. However we do 
have a time series on attitudes to immigration. As this is the main driver of growth such a time 
series might be a useful guide to trends in attitudes to growth. 
 
There are, however, some caveats. Many people do not know enough about demography to 
express their attitudes to growth through their opinions about immigration. For example, when 
some public figures tell them that, without immigration, Australia’s population would actually 
‘be shrinking’ they may not realise its real role.lxv 
 
Nevertheless the data are there and, bearing these caveats in mind, they are useful. Figure 2 
shows a series of public opinion polls which asked the same or similar questions over a 56-year 
period. The question read something as follows: ‘Last year [X number] of migrants came to 
Australia. In your opinion is [X number] too many, about right, or too few?’ Figure 2 does not 
show the proportions saying ‘about right’. This is partly for simplicity and partly because many 
respondents who have no clear opinion chose the ‘about right’ response.lxvi 
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Figure 2: Attitudes to immigration, July 1954 to July 2010 
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Sources: Morgan Gallup Poll (MGP), 1022-1035 (No. 105) July 1954; MGP, 1103-1115 (No. 112) July 1955; 

MGP, 1171-1182 (No. 118) May 1956; MGP, 1698-1710 (No. 164) August 1963 (polls for 1954 to 1963 are from 
Goot, 1999)lxvii; MGP, 1776-1788 (No. 171) August 1964; MGP, 2921-2039 (No. 195), December 1967; MGP 
(No. 200) 19 October 1968; MGP (No. 212) August 1970; Age Poll, 12 July 1971; McNair Anderson, March 
1977; ANOP, National Times, 13-19 September 1981; MGP (No. 589) May, and then June, 1984; Saulwick/Age 
Poll, 9 February 1988; Saulwick/Age Poll, 14 May 1990; Saulwick/Age Poll, 4 November 1991; AGB McNair 
poll, 14-16 June 1996; Newspoll, The Australian, 3 May 1997, 2001; AC Nielsen poll, The Age, 4 September 
2001; 2002 is an Irving Saulwick poll commissioned by Job Futures; the sample is restricted to people in the 
workforce; 2007 (June-August) is the first Scanlon survey (data as published in A. Markus, Mapping Social 

Cohesion 2010: The Scanlon Foundation Surveys, Summary Report, Monash Institute for the Study of Global 
Movements, Melbourne, 2010, p. 21); the first 2009 poll is June/July from the second Scanlon survey (Markus 
2010, op. cit.); the second 2009 poll is an AC Nielsen poll, 5-7 November 2009; the first 2010 poll is an AC 
Nielsen poll, 15-17 April 2010; the second, taken in June is the third Scanlon survey (Markus 2010 op. cit.), and 
the third taken in July is an internet-based poll by S. Iyengar and S. Jackman, ‘Australian and American attitudes to 
illegal immigration,’ The United States Studies Centre at the University of Sydney, Sydney, 2010, 14-22 July’ 
‘<http://ussc.edu.au/s/media/docs/publications/1008IllegalImmigrantsSurvey.pdf>. 

Notes: From 1984 to June 1996, and in 2010 (except for Iyengar and Jackman) the data refer to voters only; the 
other polls are based on all adults. Up to 1973 ‘adult’ normally meant aged 21 plus; from 1974 on it meant aged 18 
plus. Where respondents had the option of choosing ‘far too many’ or ‘somewhat too many’ or ‘somewhat too few’ 
or ‘far too few’ these responses have been collapsed into ‘too many’ and ‘too few’. 

 The ‘about right’ response category is not shown; neither is ‘don’t know’.  

 
 
Figure 2 shows that a majority of the Australian public has not always preferred lower 
immigration; in the mid 1960s, for example, the percentage wanting a larger intake exceeded the 
percentage wanting a smaller one. But from the late 1980s to the mid 1990s, opposition to the 
current intake was very high. In a couple of polls more than 70 per cent wanted a reduction. 
 
There were a number of reasons for this: voters were unhappy with the official policy of 
multiculturalismlxviii and worried about welfare dependence among recent migrants (which was 
linked to high levels of family reunion).lxix But the scale of unemployment was a key reason. 
 
In the late 1980s and early 1990s net migration reached new heights. In 1969 it had reached a 
peak of 129,000 (a figure close to the immediate post-War figures of around 150,000) but, by the 
late 1980s, it was over 170,000. (These numbers were not rivaled until the last five years when, 
in 2008, net migration peaked at 315,000.)lxx The difference was that in the 1950s and1960s 
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unemployment was low. The average level of unemployment from 1954 to 1969 was 1.5 per 
cent; it was 10.7 per cent in 1992. 
 
Figure 3 shows the association between levels of unemployment and dissatisfaction with 
immigration. For the whole period, 1954 to 2010, the coefficient of correlation between 
respondents saying the numbers were ‘too many’ and the per cent unemployed was strong: r2 = 
0.5733. The two variables are closely associated during the 1980s and 1990s; indeed one can 
watch dissatisfaction with immigration decrease in step with falling unemployment during the 
Howard years. However the interesting data come in 2010 when unemployment was falling but 
dissatisfaction with immigration was rising. 
 
 
Figure 3: Attitudes to immigration, July 1954 to July 2010, and per cent unemployed (at 

June) 
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Sources: See Figure 2 for public opinion data. Data on unemployment from 1978 to 2005 are from Labour Force, 

Australia, Spreadsheets (September 2006) ABS, Catalogue no. 6202.0.55.001; 2006 to 2010 are from Labour Force, 
ABS, Catalogue no. 6202.0, various issues; 1976 to 1977 are from I. McAllister, M. MacKerras and C. B. Boldiston, 
Australian Political Facts (Second edition), Macmillan, South Melbourne, 1997, p. 520; 1972 to 74 are from B. 
Hughes, ‘The economy’, in A. Patience and B. Head (Eds), From Whitlam to Fraser: Reform and Reaction in 

Australian Politics, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1979, pp. 15-16; the 1975 figure is from Year Book 

Australia, 2001, ABS Catalogue no. 1301.0; 1954 to 1971 are from McAllister et al. op. cit., but based only on data 
for the years 1954, 1961, 1966, 1971 (Excel’s fill function has been used for the intervening years). 
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Figure 4: Attitudes to immigration, July 1954 to July 2010, and net migration (at 

December) 
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Sources: See Figure 2. Immigration data for 1952 to 1977 are from J. Shu, S. E. Khoo, A. Struik and F. McKenzie, 
Australia’s Population Trends and Prospects 1993 (BIR), AGPS, Canberra 1994; from 1978 on they are from 
Demographic Statistics, ABS, Catalogue no 3101.0 (various issues). 
Note: Net migration is net total migration from 1954 to 1981 and net overseas migration (NOM) from 1982 to 2010. 
There is a break in the series for NOM in 2006 when the way in which it was calculated changed. This meant that 
some 20,000 net migrants who had been missed under the previous method were now included. See B. Birrell and E. 
Healy, ‘Net overseas migration: why is it so high?’ People and Place, vol. 18, no. 2, 2010, p. 58. 

 
 
Figure 4 suggests that up until around 2002 there was little association between the level of net 
migration and the degree of scepticism about it;lxxi this is in tune with Freeman’s theory. People 
do not know much about the demography of immigration, and it is hard for them to get reliable 
information that they can understand. In contrast Figure 3 suggests that any level of substantial 
immigration during periods of high unemployment is likely to be resented.  
 
But the scale of net migration that eventuated by 2008 was unprecedented;lxxii people living in the 
major cities could not help but be aware of it. In a short space of time traffic became noticeably 
more congestedlxxiii and public transport suddenly overcrowded.lxxiv Commuters no longer hoped 
for a seat; they were lucky if they had a secure handgrip to hold on to. At peak hours railway 
employees appeared on the platform to stop passengers boarding overloaded trains. 
 
The first part of Freeman’s argument, that mostly the general public do not have a clear idea of 
what is going on, began to fail. The changes were so dramatic that most urbanites did get an idea 
and, even though levels of unemployment were fairly steady, they started to object. Figure 4 
shows a sharp increase in the proportions saying the number of migrants was too many by around 
2009, 12 months after the 2008 surge.lxxv 
 
At about that time we begin to get a number of polls and surveys on attitudes to population 
growth itself, rather than just to immigration. Their results vary with the nature of the question 
asked, and whether it was asked by phone or by anonymous, self-completed questionnaires, or by 
the online internet-panel method.   
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Table 1: Attitudes to growing to 36 million in 2050, or to growth in ‘your suburb’ (per 

cent) 
36m in 2050 
is: 

Nielsen 
April 2010 

% 

Would a 
population of 36m 
by 2050 be: 

Scanlon 
June 2010 

% 

Feelings about 
growth (in 24 
cities): 

Productivity 
Commission 

January 2011 
% 

Too many 51 Too large or much 
too large 

51 Would not like it 51 

Too few 2 Too small or much 
too small 

4 Would like it 12 

About right 27 About right 37 Don’t care 29 
No opinion 19 (Refused) * Other/ don’t 

know 
8 

Don’t know 2 Don’t know 7   
Total 100 Total 100 Total 100 
Total N 1400 Total N 2021 Total N 15,956  
Sources: Nielsen April 2010, telephone interviews 15-17 April, adults aged 18 plus, interviewed by telephone. 
June 2010: A. Markus, Mapping Social Cohesion 2010: The Scanlon Foundation Surveys, Summary Report, 
Monash Institute for the Study of Global Movements, Melbourne, 2010, p. 26 (telephone interviews, sampling 
details are unclear but appear to be 2,021 aged 18 plus: see pp. 32, 42); Internet panel survey for the Productivity 
Commission, Performance Benchmarking of Australian Business Regulation: Planning, Zoning and Development 

Assessments, research report, Melbourne, 2011, vol. 1, p. 28 (Questionnaire, vol. 2, p. 564), N= 15,956 (vol. 2, pp. 
562-563). The survey was of 24 selected cities and was administered by AC Nielsen. 
Note: The Nielsen question in April 2010 was: ‘Recent population projections suggest that the Australian population 
will grow from 22 million people now to 36 million people in 2050. Do you think 36 million people in 2050 is too 
many people, too few people, about right or is this something you don’t have an opinion about?’ 
The Scanlon question in June 2010 was: ‘In your view, would an Australian population of 36 million by 2050 be too 
large, about right or too small?’ (21% much too large, 31% too large, 37% about right, 4% too small, 1% much too 
small, 0.2% refused, 7% don’t know—these do not add exactly to the numbers above because of rounding.) 
The Productivity Commission question in January 2011 was: ‘Let’s suppose for a moment that your local Council 
has just announced changes to building, planning or zoning polices that will result in a significant increase in the 
number of people living in your suburb or community. How would you feel about having more people living in your 
suburb or community and the increase in housing required for this?’ Response categories: Would not like it; Don’t 
care one way or the other; Would like it: Other (please specify) and Don’t know.  

 
 
Table 1 shows that three different surveys taken within less than a year find that just over half of 
respondents thought that either a population of 36 million in 2050 would be too large or that they 
would not like growth in the suburb or community in which they lived. 
 
Table 2: Attitudes to growth in your suburb, 24 cities, April 2011 (per cent) 

 Would not 
like it 

Would like it Don’t care Other/don’t 
know 

Total 

Sydney 64 9 20 7 100 
Brisbane 53 10 32 5 100 
Melbourne 52 11 29 8 100 
All capitals 52 11 28 8 100 
Sunshine Coast 59 9 23 9 100 
Geelong 57 10 25 8 100 
Wollongong 54 10 30 6 100 
Gold Coast 52 13 29 6 100 
All non-

capitals 

45 13 35 7 100 

All cities 51 12 29 8 100 
Source: Productivity Commission,  see Table 1 for details and question wording. Online internet panel survey, total 
N = 15,956. 
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Table 2 shows that dissatisfaction in higher in capital cities, especially Sydney, and in the 
Sunshine Coast. 
 
Table 3 shows the pattern of responses to a rather different question: not would you like more 
growth but does Australia need it. This was from a mailout survey which, like online internet-
panel surveys, may strike respondents as more anonymous than a phone interview where there is 
real person at the other end of the phone line who may approve or disapprove of their 
response.lxxvi 
 
 
Table 3: Attitudes to growth by state, December 2009 to February 2010 (per cent) 
Question: ‘Do you think Australia needs more people? Yes [or] no’ 
Australia 
needs more 
people? 

Queens-
land 

South 
Australia 

Victoria New 
South 
Wales 

Tasmania Western 
Australia 

ACT Total 

No 76 74 72 70 70 66 65 72 
Yes 24 26 28 30 30 34 35 28 
Total 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
Total N 611 294 866 862 96 371 63 3192 

Source: The Australian Survey of Social Attitudes [Computer file], Canberra: Australian Social Science Data 
Archive, The Australian National University, 2010, final-release data. Mailout questionnaire sent to a random 
sample of voters. 
Notes: People who did not answer this question (n=51) are excluded from the analysis. The 29 respondents from the 
Northern Territory are not shown separately but are included in the total. ACT stands for Australian Capital 
Territory. 
This question, together with follow-up questions, was devised by the author and Bob Birrelllxxvii who, along with a 
number of other researchers, paid to have questions added to the survey. 

 
 
Table 4: Are there regions which need a larger or smaller population? April, 2010 (per 

cent) 
Question: ‘Do you think Australia needs a larger population, a smaller population or about the 
same population in the following areas?’ 
 Larger 

population 
Smaller 

population 
Same 

population 
Total 

smaller 

or same 

Don’t 
know 

Total 

Large capital cities – 
Sydney, Melbourne, 
Brisbane 

7 36 51 87 6 100 

Other capital cities like 
Adelaide, Perth, Hobart 

36 12 44 56 7 100 

Major regional centres 56 8 28 36 8 100 
Smaller regional towns 64 6 22 28 7 100 
Source: Essential Report No. 100416, 19 April 2010, sample 1,988 adults aged 18 plus, internet panel survey 
Note: People were being asked about regions in general, not the regions where they themselves lived. The 
researchers say: ‘Opinions about the populations of the major capitals were similar across states, but respondents 
from SA/WA/Tasmania were less likely to want larger populations in their capital cities’. 

 
 
The data in Table 4 stem from the relatively anonymous method of an internet-panel survey 
asking whether Australia needed a larger or smaller population in various areas. Here 87 per cent 
rejected growth for the larger capital cities, preferring either to keep these cities at the same size 
or to reduce their populations. 
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The data present in Tables 1 to 4 do show that results from recent polls about population growth 
vary.lxxviii But regardless of the way in which the question is worded or the method of research 
employed, at least 51 per cent of respondents reject further growth. And many as 87 per cent 
think that Australia’s large capital cities do not need it. The data on current public opinion show 
that in no case does a majority want either substantial population growth or higher immigration. 
 
 
Cosmopolitans and patriots — understanding currents in public opinion 
So far the evidence supports the main part of Freeman’s theory. Vested interests that enjoy 
concentrated benefits from growth endorse it, and are organised and vocal, while the general 
public which pays the diffused costs is inclined to be against growth but to lack strong 
organisations to voice their discontent. 
 
The major political parties follow a bipartisan line. Usually this means that both sides quietly 
support it. But if growth does become political both sides have recently said that they were not 
really for it, though during the 2010 election campaign they refrained from making any clear 
commitments.lxxix Afterwards both sides dropped the topic and Labor increased the permanent 
intake. During the campaign, for example, Julia Gillard said we should not ‘hurtle down the track 
towards a big population. I don’t support the idea of a big Australia with arbitrary targets of, say, 
a 40 million-strong Australia or a 36 million-strong Australia. We need to stop, take a breath and 
develop policies for a sustainable Australia’.lxxx But at the May budget in 2011 she endorsed 
immigration increases that will set us precisely on the track that she had previously rejected,lxxxi 
and the opposition raised no objections. (And the media did not, with one exception, make 
anything of this particular broken promise.)lxxxii 
 
So whether they are for growth, as they normally are, or temporarily sceptical about it, political 
elites agree with each other. They may believe that growth is indeed in Australia’s best interests 
but, if they do not, there are powerful donors with deep pockets to remind them of where their 
party’s best interests lie.lxxxiii Besides there are always risks for politician who step away from the 
well-trodden path of economic questions: the left-versus-right agenda of better services and 
social welfare versus lower taxes and free markets. This is familiar ground. Step off this track to 
talk of gay marriage, euthanasia, animal rights, or immigration and you don’t know what will 
come to pass. Look what happened to Mark Latham in 2004 with his campaign theme of reading 
to children.  
 
But if politicians ignore a burning issue ginger groups often form to remind them of its 
importance and badger them to pay attention. We have seen this with activists concerned about 
mental health, disabilities, forests, child abuse, women’s rights and freedom for David Hicks. 
Why is it so hard to for civil society to mobilise on population reform? The diffuse nature of the 
costs cannot be the only reason. English men and women mobilised against the slave trade when 
they were not suffering any personal costs from it at all. 
 
One answer is this. If an effective movement is to form it needs capable leaders. In the past it was 
enough for them to be intelligent and articulate. Today, such people are likely to be university 
graduates with professional qualifications. Social movements that cannot attract a handful of 
lawyers and policy experts to work for them pro bono are severely handicapped. This is a 
problem for the population reform movement, especially when it necessarily focuses on 
immigration.  
 
In Australia members of the new, university-educated middle class have had their own reasons 
for keeping clear of immigration reform. There is a long answer to the question of why they 
should take this attitude. As with many creeds and orthodoxies, it’s a mixture of sincerely held 
beliefs and of extrinsic motives tied up with class, status and personal identity,lxxxiv and there is 
not time to explore it here. But as the numbers of university-educated professionals grew during 
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the 1960s and 1970slxxxv many of them were attracted to a progressive/cosmopolitan identity. 
This offered an image distinct from what they saw as a lower-middle-class Australian way of life, 
or from an unattainable establishment identity focused on aping the ways of an English upper 
class. Like most effective identities it was based on moral values: in this case internationalism, 
rights and anti-racism. This means it did not exist in isolation. The new professional middle class 
could define itself against those who did not share their values, especially the more patriotic, 
socially conservative, lower middle class, people who could be stereotyped as parochials, 
mesmerised by popular culture, advertising and consumerism, and unfriendly towards those who 
are racially different.lxxxvi 
 
Paul Kelly writes that: 
 

The ‘new class’ was a coalition of white-collar professionals––teachers, social workers, university 
lecturers, journalists, reformist lawyers, environmentalists, civil servants and union officials––

products of a liberal education, affluence and the women’s movement.lxxxvii  
 
He argues that the ‘the politically aware tertiary educated elite [were] the most influential force 
in Australian society in the post-1960s’.lxxxviii But in his view they are all left-wing.lxxxix 
 
If the words ‘left-wing’ still mean support for the state and the redistribution of wealth against 
support for the market, this is not always so. Progressive/cosmopolitanism can appeal to business 
graduates and economists just as much as to left-wing arts graduates. Indeed as the forces of 
globalisation mushroomed in the 1980s and 1990s, cosmopolitanism gained material as well as 
moral advantages for graduates working in financial services, investment banking, stock 
exchanges, currency exchanges and so on. 
 
The old left/right axis still dominates political rhetoric but other questions have infiltrated 
progressive politics. While the new class identified by Kelly (and others)xc does not in fact line 
up neatly along the old left-versus-right trajectory, Kelly has pointed to a significant divide in the 
politics of modern western nations including Australia. This is the gulf between the educated 
elite and the rest, the cosmopolitans and the parochials or the progressives and the social 
conservatives. It is a divide which can easily become the internationalists versus the patriots and, 
given the core values of the new class, a key marker of that divide is attitudes to race and 
racism.xci 
 
Many educated cosmopolitans harbour doubts about their less favoured compatriots. They fear 
that, as well as being wanton consumers, ignorant of the Oxford comma, they have distasteful 
attitudes to cultural difference and race. Even if progressive cosmopolitans do not really believe 
this about their fellow Australians they know that they must show themselves to be absolutely 
above suspicion on such topics; any hint of deviation may bring social exclusion, disapprobation 
and attack.xcii Indeed many progressive movements now focus not on wage justice for the worker 
but on the fight against racism. 
 
While cosmopolitans who favour market forces are just as much against racism as are arts 
graduates and social scientists, the latter tend to be more vocal. They are also more likely to use 
the old-fashioned label of left-wing to describe their position. As one former Labor voter in NSW 
put it: ‘We’re not actually working Sydney people. We are all lefties’.xciii (She now votes Green.) 
 
The trouble with population reform in Australia is that it leads swiftly and logically to 
immigration reform and we all know where that path takes us—to Hansonism. So it is much 
better to concentrate your socially responsible efforts in other directions. And there are plenty of 
other directions available. 
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Though Australians of all groupings still care about economic issues, especially workplace 
matters such as fair work and work choices, we care about other problems too. And these do not 
fit along the old left/right axis, for example: abortion rights, legalisation of drugs, nuclear power, 
identity politics, and the role of the nation state in a globalising world. None of these map tidily 
onto the left/right continuum and neither does immigration. 
 
So the old one-dimensional model of politics will not do. We need at least a second dimension, a 
North/South cultural dimension, with higher education marking the general separation between 
the two camps, rather than relationship to the means of production.xciv This would put Kelly’s 
progressives in the North and the social conservatives in the South. From these vantage points 
they can eye each other off and prosecute the culture wars, which is a good name for any political 
battle not fought along the old left-versus-right continuum.  
 
A two-dimensional perspective helps us understand a number of social and political questions 
and it especially helps us understand the distribution of attitudes to immigration and why these 
matter in the culture wars. (See Figure 5.) 
 
 
Figure 5: Two dimensional politics—economic and cultural questions 
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Note: Attitudes to economic questions on the role of the state versus free markets are distributed among the left/right 
horizontal axis. Attitudes to cultural questions are distributed along the North/South vertical axis. 

 
 
First, what happens if we use the model to analyse current political figures? If Figure 5 is thought 
of as four quadrants we would know how to place politicians such as Bob Brown and Pauline 
Hanson, people who are hard to fit onto a simple left/right spectrum. 
 
We could also see why men like Malcolm Turnbull seem to be unlike John Howard. It’s not that 
Turnbull is more or less right-wing than Howard, but rather that they have different attitudes to 
cultural questions. 
 
Can we map the voters? We could just put the followers of such politicians into the relevant 
quadrants, but that would make the theory that a two-dimensional the model helps explain 
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contemporary politics true by definition. What happens if we put people into the different 
quadrants according to their location in the labour force? (Here I’m drawing on a tradition of 
social theory which I don’t have time to explore now.)xcv 
 
According to traditional thinking we’d expect managers and professionals in the private sector, 
as well as small business people, to be on the right, and those who work for a salary to be on the 
left. But what about managers and professionals in the public sector? We’d expect them to 
support social spending and regulation, so they should be on the left. 
 
The theory of the effects of social location on value positions on cultural questions hinges very 
much on the effects of university education.xcvi Not all managers and professionals have degrees 
so, rather than sorting voters by occupation alone, I will use education as well. 
 
This means that we can split the graduates by whether they are in the public or private sector, and 
split the rest of the labour force by whether they are non-graduate wage earners or non-graduate 
employers (including self-employed people). Table 5 shows how many of each group there were 
at the 2001 census. (The circles on the ppt give a visual impression of their relative sizes.) 
 
 
Table 5: Numbers and per cent of employed labour force, 2001, aged 20 to 64 

Graduates—public sector (including managers) Graduates—private sector (including 
employers) 

501,800 or 6.7% 1,005,000 or 13.4% 
Other employees Other employers, including self-employed 
4,911,400 or 65.3% 1,108,400 or 14.7%  
Source: 2001 Census data from the 1% users file supplied by the Australian Bureau of Statistics 
Note: Total employed labour force, aged 20 to 64 in 2001, is 7,526,699, of whom 20.02% were graduates. 

 
 
The dividing line on the North/South axis is higher education. Graduates go North because we 
hypothesise that their lengthy education and concern to protect their status with a new identity 
has led many of them to a different value system from that embraced by Southerners.xcvii This 
analysis refines the model to link both education and economic location to values on social and 
economic questions. Figure 1 suggested where we might place some different politicians in the 
model; graphic 2 sketches some hypothetical, and stereotypical, voters (cartoons by Peter 
Nicholson, reproduced with permission.) 
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Graphic 2: Hypothetical voters, from power point presentation 
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Note: Cartoon images by Peter Nicholson, reproduced with permission 

 
 
We can now draw a number of testable hypotheses from the model. 
 
First, the model predicts that graduates in the public sector will tend to be part of the 
progressive/cosmopolitan left: their education system inclines them to cosmopolitan values and 
their economic location inclines them to left-wing values. Non-graduate employees also occupy 
an economic location which may make them tend to favour state intervention, social welfare and 
protection as far as economic questions are concerned. So we would expect the two groupings to 
tend to agree on such questions. 
 
The model also predicts that private-sector graduates will be part of the progressive/cosmopolitan 
right. So we would expect them to disagree with the progressive/cosmopolitan left on economic 
questions and to be closer to non-graduate employers on such questions. 
 
Second, we would predict that the progressive/cosmopolitan left and right would be closer to 
each other on social and cultural questions than they were to their less educated counterparts in 
the Southern sectors. 
 
Survey data can be used to test these predictions. 
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Table 6: Attitudes to economic and social questions by education and employment status 

(per cent) 

 Graduate, 
public 
sector 

Graduate, 
private 
sector 

Non-
graduate 
employee 

Non-
graduate 
employer 
(including 

self-
employed) 

Total % 
giving 

the 
respons
e shown 

Total n 
giving 

the 
response 
shown 

Economic questions       
Keep Telstra in public 

ownership, % agree, 2003 
61 *45 57 53 55 1206 

WorkChoices, % approve 
or strongly approve, 2007 

**18 41 33 **57 36 681 

 
Social questions 

      

Same sex marriage, % 
should not be recognised 
by law, 2007 

**27 35 45 47 43 800 

Nudity and sex in films, % 
gone too far or much too 
far, 2010 

*27 36 44 49 42 874 

Reintroduce death penalty, 
% approve or strongly 
approve, 2010 

*13 *30 *52 50 44 913 

Sources: All of the data in Table 6 come from mailout questionnaires sent to random samples of voters. All files are 
available from the Australian Social Science Data Archives. The authors of the computer files concerned are not 
responsible for my interpretation of their data. 
2003, R. Gibson et al. The Australian Survey of Social Attitudes, 2003 [Computer file] Canberra: Australian Social 
Science Data Archive, The Australian National University, 2004. Version B of the 2003 questionnaire, total N=2187 
2007, C. Bean et al., Australian Election Study, 2007 [Computer file] Canberra: Australian Social Science Data 
Archive, The Australian National University, 2008, total N=1873 
2010, I. McAllister et al., Australian Election Study, 2010. [Computer file]. Canberra: Australian Social Science 
Data Archive, The Australian National University, 2011, total N=2061 
Notes: The 2003 question re Telstra was: ‘Do you think the following enterprises or organisations should be in 
public ownership, private ownership or a mix of public and private ownership? …Telstra’. Table 6 has the per cent 
saying ‘public ownership’. 
The 2007 question re WorkChoices followed one asking about respondents’ knowledge of the changes involved. It 
read: ‘Still thinking about WorkChoices, how much do you approve or disapprove of these changes?’ Response 
categories: strongly approve, approve, disapprove, strongly disapprove. 
The 2007 question re same-sex marriage was: ‘Do you think marriages between same-sex couples should or should 
not be recognised by the law as valid, with the same rights as traditional marriages?’ Response categories: should be 
recognised by the law, should not be recognised by the law, don’t know. 
The 2010 question re nudity and sex in films read: ‘The right to show nudity and sex in films… [has]’. Response 
categories: gone much too far, gone too far, about right, not gone far enough, not gone nearly far enough. 
The 2010 question re the death penalty read: ‘The death penalty should be reintroduced for murder’. Response 
categories: strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, strongly disagree. 
Retired people and the unemployed have been classified according to their last job; respondents who have never 
worked for pay are excluded from the analysis. 
*Difference between sub-group and the sample as a whole is significant at the .05 level. 
**Difference between sub-group and the sample as a whole is significant at the .01 level. 

 
 
The data set out in Table 6 show that the two predictions made from the model are weakly 
confirmed. On the traditional left/right economic questions of selling Telstra and deregulating the 
work force the public-sector graduates are closer to the non-graduate employees than they are to 
either the private-sector graduates or to the non-graduate employers. The latter groups in turn are 
closer to each other than they are to first two groups. 
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On the social questions of same sex marriage, nudity and sex in films, and the death penalty the 
two groups of graduates are closer to each other than they are to the two groups of non-graduates, 
though there are still differences between them. 
 
The three social questions conform more closely to the model’s predictions than do the two 
economic questions, especially in regard to the death penalty. All graduates are less likely to 
support this than are non-graduates. (However, public-sector graduates are still more progressive 
here than are their private-sector counterparts.) 
 
What about immigration? The analysis suggested by the  model predicts that graduates, 
regardless of the sector that they work in, will be more favourably disposed to immigration, and 
less negative about asylum seekers than non-graduates. Table 7 sets out results from five 
questions on immigration (and asylum seekers). 
 
 
Table 7: Attitudes to immigration and asylum seekers by education and employment status 

(per cent) 

 Graduate, 
public 
sector 

Graduate, 
private 
sector 

Non-
graduate 
employe

e 

Non-
graduate 
employer 
(including 

self-
employed) 

Total % 
giving 

the 
response 
shown 

Total n 
giving the 
response 
shown 

Reduce immigration, % 
saying a little or a lot, 2010 

**32 **39 *59 56 52 1070 

Migrants good for the 
economy, % agree or 
strongly agree, 2010 

*64 **64 47 51 52 1070 

Migrants take jobs, % agree or 
strongly agree, 2010 

**18 **21 *41 34 37 707 

Turn back all boats, % agree 
or strongly agree, 2010 

**27 **32 *59 *62 55 1052 

Illegals must leave, % agree or 
strongly agree, 2007 

**33 **37 59 61 55 1025 

Sources: See Table 6. 
Notes: The first four questions are all from the 2010 AES, the fifth is from the 2007 AES. 
The first question was: ‘Do you think the number of immigrants allowed into Australia nowadays should be reduced 
or increased?’ Response categories: increased a lot, increased a little, remain about the same as it is, reduce a little, 
reduced a lot. 
The second was: ‘Immigrants are generally good for Australia’s economy’. Response categories: strongly agree, 
agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, disagree strongly. 
The third was: ‘Immigrants take jobs away from people who are born in Australia’. Response categories: strongly 
agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, disagree strongly. 
The fourth was: ‘All boats carrying asylum seekers should be turned back’. Response categories: strongly agree, 
agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, disagree strongly. 
The fifth was: ‘Immigrants who are here illegally should not be allowed to stay for any reason’. Response categories: 
strongly agree, agree, neither agree nor disagree, disagree, disagree strongly. 
*Difference between sub-group and the sample as a whole is significant at the .05 level. 
**Difference between sub-group and the sample as a whole is significant at the .01 level. 

 
 
Here the model works well and the predictions are confirmed. Graduates in both sectors are more 
likely to support immigration and non-graduates are more likely to express scepticism. And the 
gap between the two Northern and the two Southern quadrants is consistently large, especially on 
the questions about boatpeople and illegal immigrants. 
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Perhaps the cosmopolitan/patriotic aspect of the North/South axis is more salient than the 
progressive/conservative aspect? Table 7 suggests that attitudes linked to borders, national 
identity and internationalism may be more important in the model than those that are linked to 
private morality. This idea can be tested by looking at four further questions, focused more on 
identification with Australia rather than immigration specifically.  
 
Table 8 shows that the Northerners are more likely to say Australia should spend less on defence, 
and are keener than the Southerners on closer ties with Asia. They are also much less likely to 
say that they are ‘very proud’ of Australia’s history, and much less likely to think that being born 
in Australia is very important for being a truly Australian. (This last variable is only shown for 
Australian-born respondents.) 
 
 
Table 8: Attitudes to questions concerning national identity (per cent) 

 Graduate, 
public 
sector 

Graduate, 
private 
sector 

Non-
graduate 
employee 

Non-
graduate 
employer 
(including 

self-
employed) 

Total % 
giving 

the 
response 
shown 

Total n 
giving 

the 
response 
shown 

Defence, % spend less, or a 
lot less, 2010 

*20 **19 **6 8 10 208 

Closer relations with Asia, 
% not gone far enough or 
nearly far enough, 2010 

*31 *32 18 20 22 454 

Australia’s history, % very 
proud, 2003 

**15 **21 38 41 36 779 

 Being born in Australia to 
be truly Australian (A-
born only), % saying this 
very important, 2003 

**13 **17 43 44 40 677 

Sources: See Table 6. 
Notes: The first two questions are from the 2010 AES, the last two are from the 2003 AuSSA. 
The first question was: ‘Do you think the Government should spend more or spend less on defence?’ Response 
categories: spend much more on defence, spend some more on defence, about right at present, spend less on defence, 
spend a lot less on defence. 
The second question was: ‘Building closer relations with Asia has…’ Response categories: gone much too far, gone 
too far, about right, not gone far enough, not gone nearly far enough. 
The third question was: ‘How proud are you of Australia in each of the following…’ ‘its history’. Response 
categories: very proud, somewhat proud, not very proud, not proud at all, can’t say.  
The fourth question was: ‘Some people say that the following things are important for being truly Australian. Others 
say they are not important. How important do you think each of the following is…’ ‘to have been born in Australia’ 
Response categories: very important, fairly important, not very important, not important at all, can’t say. Table 8 
shows the per cent saying ‘very important’ and is restricted to the Australian-born only (N= 1672) 
*Difference between sub-group and the sample as a whole is significant at the .05 level. 
**Difference between sub-group and the sample as a whole is significant at the .01 level. 
 
 

The results set out in Tables 6 to 8 show that the model is more useful for predicting attitudes to 
immigration and national identity than it is for predicting attitudes to economic questions and 
personal morality. It is not useless for these latter tasks. For example the gap between North and 
South was well to the fore in the 2008 controversy over Bill Henson’s photograph of a semi-nude 
13 year-old girl. Police removed the work from an exhibition as supporters claimed that a work 
of art being censored while critics claimed that the child was being protected from further 
exploitation.xcviii Nevertheless the model is more useful for predicting attitudes to immigration 
and national identity. 
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This refinement of the model also helps us understand what the culture wars are actually about. 
Gay marriage may be the question of the moment for some proponents but the big questions that 
divide the North from the South concern the kind of Australia that we will become, the size of 
our national family and how we should relate to each other.xcix Should the future Australia feel 
like a family where Australians care about each other and the land they share, or should it be a 
jumble of interest groups, individualists, bystanders and tourists? 
 

We also need to think more closely about who is actually fighting the culture wars. There are few 
articulate spokespeople for the Southerners.c Though when they do emerge (such as with Hanson 
or Howard) they can gain levels of support that astonish comfortable inhabitants of the North 
(especially those in the North West ).  
 
The model is only a starting point. But when it comes to immigration, nations, borders, and 
national identity both types of Northerners tend to hold ideas which differ from those of 
Southerners. While some professionals may become dubious about immigration when skilled 
migration threatens there own jobs, and a few may offer support to organisations such as SPA, 
Northerners in general are more likely to support immigration and to take a flexible approach to 
border control. They are also less likely to take a nationalistic view of their Australian identity. 
This means that their ideas about Australia and its place in the world are more fluid than those of 
Southerners. 
 
In contrast, non-graduates are more likely to see their nation as a safe haven, a sanctuary. For 
them it is the land of a people who are like an extended family, bound by ties of birth, love and 
pride. Unlike the Northerners, they are less able to claim a place for themselves in a changing 
and unsettled global arena: Australia is their shelter and their home.  
 
 
Conclusion 
The two-dimensional model provides a starting point for understanding attitudes to immigration, 
because it taps into a split on attitudes to internationalism and nationalism. Many battlefronts in 
the culture wars may really be about the role of the nation in a changing world. For example, 
identity entrepreneurs lobbying for group rights and self determination for indigenous peoples are 
often fighting against a particular idea of the nation, just as much as are those who argue for an 
open-borders approach to immigration. 
 
Articulate Northerners often agree with each other on cultural questions, particularly those which 
touch on nations and borders. They may not know what Southerners think about these questions, 
or if they do, believe it best not pay attention. This is why immigration can be a flash point in the 
culture wars. If political entrepreneurs make an issue of it and try to mobilise the opinions of the 
South, Northerners are likely to react emotionally. Then we can start to hear talk about populism 
and nimbys, even bogans and rednecks. 
 
The politics of immigration in Australia provide an interesting confirmation of Freeman’s core 
theory. The vested interests of the growth lobby actively push for continual growth, and are well-
funded, powerful and influential. Organisations supporting stability are few and financially weak. 
But as Freeman predicts, a broad section of the electorate is dissatisfied with the outcome. 
 
It is, however, hard for them to mobilise. They face structural problems. The costs they face are 
diffuse and the number of people affected is large. Consequently they lack a strong incentive to 
organise and, if they try to do so, it’s hard for them to find reliable information that they can act 
on. These are formidable obstacles. They are also hampered by the dominant climate of opinion. 
The educated minority who tend to play a leading role in most successful social movements 
doubt the justice of their cause. 
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This means that the growth lobby has useful allies. These are people who are not trying to turn a 
dollar but who believe that immigration is morally right and that support for it is a badge of 
belonging to a cultural elite. In contrast, though the immigration sceptics are more numerous than 
the active supporters, their political position is weak. 
 
These circumstances explain why we have a de facto population policy geared to substantial 
growth even though most voters do not want it, and how it is that political elites and business 
lobbyists can achieve this outcome. 
 
 
Graphic 3: Overview, from power point presentation 
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