FAULTLINESIN POST-INDUSTRIAL SOCIETY

w Gary L. Sturgess

In the past national gover nmentswer e expected to meet citizen's material needs by providing physical
and economic security, andthe significant faultinesin society followed the divisions beween rich and
poor. Today people focus on past-material needs and we face a multitude of faultlines marked out by
special interest groups and minority parties But two major quegions lie behind this multitude of
faultlines. The first concerrs community. Should we identify with the national community or with a
number of different types of communities? The second concer nsindividualismand thegrowing politics
of rights. Should we define democracy as asystem of representation within a nation state or asa set
of individual rights? If we are to maintain social cohesion we need to find ways of answering these

questions.

WINNERSAND LOSERSIN THE
POST-INDUSTRIAL SOCIETY

We already know something about the
characteristics of those who will prosper
in the post-industrial society. Unsurpris-
ingly, they are more affluent, better edu-
cated, more technologically literate, better
connected, moremobile, more self-reliant,
more optimistic about the future and more
inclined to believethat changeis good.!

In short they are rich in financial
capital, human capital and social capital.
By definition, thoe who are having
difficulty coping in the post-industrial
environment are deficient in these forms
of capital.

Inaninformation society, educational
differences will be more important than
ever, and in aworld that is increasingly
about horizontal relationships and less
about one’s place in a hierarchy, those
with membership in networks of trust
will prosper ahead of thosewith anarrow
circle of friends.

But how much does this tell us about
thenew faultlinesin society?How differ-
ent are they from the old faultlines
between rich and poor, employed and
unemployed, educated and uneducated,
socially integrated and socially excluded?
What conclusions can we learn from

these insights, other than the traditional
ones about the need for income redistri-
bution, social safety nets and affordable
high quality education?

There are other faultlines — such as
the ones based on family status — that
we are reluctant to speak about. In spite
of there being profound social impacts,
particularly for the young, we still have
difficulty in talking about family break-
down honestly. In any caseit is a fault-
line that government can do little about.

But are there other significant divid-
ing lines in this post-industrial environ-
ment that we must understand if we are
to maintain an acceptable level of social
cohesion and inclusiveness?

FAULTLINESOR CRAZES?

One of the great difficulties in trying to
understand the changes taking placelies
in thinking that we are going to find
significant or obvious faultlines.

Social change can no longer be inter-
preted as movements in the tectonic
platesof ‘labour’ and ‘ capital’. Thefault-
lines of the industrial era simply don’t
make sense in the dynamic environment
of the late twentieth century.

For the first half of this century, we
were largely agreed about the big
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problemsfacing us. With twoworld wars
and an economic depression, there was
widespread agreement about the big
issues— the physical and economic secu-
rity of the nation.

For this reason, there was also wide-
spread agreement about the role of gov-
ernment in society and agenerd willing-
ness to make individual sacrificesfor the
common good.

Of course, there was disagreement
about the redistribution of wealth. That
one issue — equality — was the great
political faultline of the industrial age,
and yet even there, in liberal democra-
cies, the forcesof labour and capital were
able to reach abroad settlement about its
resolution.

Over the past two or three decades
that situation hasfundamental ly changed.
With some exceptions in some parts of
theworld, national defence and the secu-
rity of the economy are no longer at
stake. The generations that lived through
two world wars and a Great Depresson
are dying out.

While some of us still grapple with
issues of physical and economic security
at a personal level, the nation asawhole
has moved beyond purely material con-
cerns.

Longitudinal, cross-culturd research
has established a distinct trend, right
around the world, towards post-material
values — a greater concern about envi-
ronmental and cultural issues, a height-
ened interest in human rights and in
having a greater say in government
decision-making.

One of the consequences of this shift
away from material concerns is a frag-
mentation in social values. Once we get
past our shared concerns about defence
and economic stability,there are so many
different valueswhich government might
be called upon to fulfil.
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Unlike our parents and grandparents,
we no longer agree on our differences.
We are no longer agreed about what it is
we want government to achieve. Politics
has fractionised.

Instead of the tidy faultline between
labour and capital, we see theprolifera-
tion of minor partiesand special interest
groups. Government itself has become
balkanised, as it regructures to respond
to these different interests.

Moreover, we are no longer prepared
to make sacrifices for the ‘ greater good’
to the extent that our parents were. Partly
that is because we are no longer agreed
about the public good, but it is also
because of a marked decline in our trust
for and our willingness to belong to
hierarchical institutionssuch as govern-
ments, political parties trade unions and
mainstream churches.?

Instead of distinct faultlines, we find
that the differencesin society have taken
on a crazed pattern, and it has become
much more difficult to discern where
significant social and political divisons
lie.

SMORGASBORD POLITICS

Nor arethefaultlines of theindustrial era
of much assigance in predicting the
value sets into which we will combine
these different interests.

It would seem that weare more eclec-
tic than their parents. We bring together
seemingly conflicting preferencesin new
and surprising combinations. We don’t
feel that there needs to be a condstent
theme or ideology running through our
social and political choices. We're happy
to pick and choose, resulting in what
some commentators have referred to as
‘smorgasbord politics’.

The result is that politicians in the
liberal democracies are producing a baf-
fling mix of liberal and conservative



policies. Tony Blair is aclassic example.
In aspeech to the British Labour Party in
1995, he described the political outlook
of what hereferred to as‘hisgeneration’:

We grew up after the Second World War.
Weread about fascism, we saw the Soviet
Union, and we learned to fear extremes of
left and right. We were born into the
welfare state and the NHS, and into the
market economy of bank accounts, super-
markets, jeans and cars. Wehad money in
our pockets never dreamed about by our
parents.®

There is a flexibility and a pragma-
tism to post-industrial politics, not
because it iscynical and lacking in val-
ues, but rather because of this eclecti-
cian. And on one interpretation, politi-
cians like Tony Blair and Australia’s
Mark Latham, who are trying to develop
a ‘Third Way’ in politics are trying to
put together a new governing coalition
out of this myriad of post-industrial val-
ues and interests.

So, the dividing linesare | ess obvious
and the value sets more complex. Are
there nevertheless, significant faultlines
associated with this post-industrial
society?

| want to sugged that there are two.
One occurs in the relationship of the
individual to his or her community. The
other isbetween the different comm uni-
ties which compete for our loyalty.

These aredifferencesover fundamen-
tal issues — questions of identity and
political loyalty — and they are poten-
tially more challenging for nation states
than the issues which divided us in the
industrial era.

GLOBALISATION AND POLITICAL
BOUNDARIES

Nationalism was successful in large part
because it gave usconvenient answers to
thelawyer’ s question,‘Who ismy neigh-

bour? How far do my social obligations
extend? What are the boundaries of my
life's responsibilities?

The nation state says that | have an
obligation to go to war on behalf of my
fellow citizens and tha it is morally
offensive (and, indeed, crimind) for me
to fight for any other cause.

The nation saysthat | have an ethical
responsibility to share my wealth with
fellow citizens through the tax ation sys-
tem, and that | have only weak obliga-
tionsto peopleinforeign lands, no matter
how much they might suffer.

And as Jonathan Sacks — Chief Rabbi
of the Hebrew Congregations of the
Commonw ealth — recently reminded us,
nationalism demanded that we renounce
other social and political loyalties and
becomefirstand foremost, citizens of the
state. Even in the most liberal of Euro-
pean states, in order to win the rights of
citizenship, the Jews had to surrender
their nationality.

It was less the fad that Jews werediffer-
ent than that they werecollectively differ-
ent that made them so ready atarget. They
had allegiances to one another as well as
to the state, and thisopened them up time
and again, in one country after anothe, to
charges of dual loyalties, despite their
endlessly repeated acts of pariotism and
despite the tragic fact that they had
nowhere else to go

It wasn’t only the Jews. In the process
of nation-building, we also demanded this
price of the Aborigines, Chinese and
Japanese immigrants and religious minor-
itiessuch as the Jehovah's Witnesses.

One of thereasonswhy globalisation
issuch athreat to the nation state is that
it deprives it of its moral superiority
over alternative cultural and political
loyalties.

We have extended social rights to
permanent residents and dual citizens,
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someof whom feel a moral obligationto
return and fight on behalf of their home-
lands. | am sure that, like me, some read-
ers heard adverse comments about
Kosovar Albanians returning to fight on
behalf of their people, leaving their fami-
lies behind to benefit from the social
security system in Australia.

Individuals who spend a significant
part of the year abroad, and pay part of
their taxes in foreign countries, come to
develop a much more complex set of
interests than Australians who stay at
home. And the situation is even more
complicated for Australian corporations
selling their services in the international
marketplace with a significant part of
their shareholding overseas.

And as we have seen in Europe and
North America, we are today witnessing
aresurgence of the old ethnic nationali-
ties within the boundaries of the nation
states. In May, the people of Scotland
went to the pollsto elect their first parlia-
ment in nearly three hundred years.

Inthiscountry, the Aboriginal peoples
are increasingly asserting their cultural
and political identity,straining traditional
conceptsof citizenship. Concerned at the
implications of this for the integrity of
the nation state, some Australians have
chosen to campaign under the banner of
‘One Nation’.

It is not just that some of us have
become ‘citizens of the world’. In weak-
ening the boundaries of the nation state,
globalisation has unleashed a plethoraof
ethnic, religious and community-based
loyalties.

Moreover, many of us seem capable
of loyalty to several different communi-
tiesat once. | was fascinated by an opin-
ion poll published in The Times earlier
this year when | wasin London.

In spite of thefact that the Scots voted
overw helmingly for devolution, recent
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research has found that two-thirds of
them identify very or quite closely with
being British.

Eighty-one per cent of them take the
view that ‘it is important for England,
Scotland and W ales to work together to
be a strong forcein the new global econ-
omy’. On the other hand, 43 per cent of
Scots agree with the proposition that
‘Britain has had its day — the future lies
with Europe’.%

Confusing? Apparently not to the
people who hold those view s. The diffi-
culty lies with politicians and public
policy-makers who must try to interpret
what these manifold and conflicting
loyaltiesmean and still seek to defend the
integrity of the nation-state.

THE INDIVIDUAL IN SOCIETY

The other dilemmais concerned with the
relationship between the individual and
society. Thereisalarge body of literature
dealingwith the ' privatisation’ of society
—theridngimportance of individualism.

Without a doubt, individualism is
popular among modern men and women.
But few doubt that it poses a major chal-
lenge to social cohesion. And no one
seems to know quite what to do about it.

The causes of this ‘atomisation’ of
society are reasonably well undersood.
They aren’'t new, but their cumulative
effect poses particular problemsfor post-
industrial society.

This is not the place to repeat the
analysis of the impact which technology,
urbanisation and the triumph of the mar-
ket have had on our sense of community.

While there is some evidence of a
renewed interest in the geographic com-
munity, there are also powerful forces
working against it.

Globalisaion has further weakened
our links to the local or national commu-
nity. As Kenichi Ohmae has pointed out,



‘At the cash register, you don’t care
about country of origin or country of
residence. You don’'t think &bout
employment figures or trade deficits’ 8
And asRobert Reich hasdemonstrated so
powerfully, it is almost impossible to
know whether you are buying local, even
if you want to.”

But globalisation is more complex
than the integration of markets. The
growth of global governance is also
weakening our sense of |ocal connected-
ness. When Nick Toonan succeeded
against the Tasmanian Government inthe
International Commission on Human
Rights on the question of gay rights, it
was a win for democracy-as-rights over
democracy-as-representaion.

Whatever we may think of the out-
come, the triumph of a concept of dem-
ocracy asindividual rights raises impor-
tant questions about social cohesion.
Under such a definition, the sources of
authority areto befound less oftenin the
parliaments and more often in the courts.

There is a spirited debated about
whether our generation is weaker in
social capital thanitspredecessors. W hile
we have learned to adjust our social
institutionsto takeinto accountthelarger
scale and the more compl ex organisation
of modern society, it is not clear to me
that thiscancompensate fortheincreased
isolation from the local community.

THE SOCIAL IMPERATIVES OF
NATIONHOOD

These new faultlines — between the
individual and community, and between
our different concepts of community —
pose a number of serious challenges. It
becomes increasingly importantfor usto
understandthe sources of social cohesion
in a post-industrid environment, and
these may be found in unexpected
quarters.

Recent research hasshown that 91 per
cent of people across Britain put the
National Health Service (NHS) on top of
a list of national institutions that show
Britain in a favourable light. The amy
came second, followed well behind by
the House of Commons and the BBC.

While Medicare has not yet attained
the stature whichthe NHS hasin Britain,
there is local research which shows that
Medicare taps into these same strong
feelingsof identification with our fellow
Australians.

Itispossible that, in future, our social
institutions may have a more powerful
influence on our sense of national iden-
tity than the political, cultural or military
ones, towhichwe would have tradition-
ally tumed.

If thisis so, then the design and pre-
sentation of our key social institutionsis
particularly important.
¢ In many countries of the world, the
first rights to be extended to guest workers
and other resident non-citizens are social
entitlements such as collective bargaining
rights, educationin public schools, health
benefits and social insurance. We are
much less willing to extend the civil and
political rights traditionally associated
with membership in the nation state.®

It is understandable that we should

want to extend these social entitlements
to our workmates regardless of their
citizenship status, but it does have the
effect of diluting the linkages between
membership of the national community
and these key social institutions.
e To a greater extent than it is today,
social welfare used to be delivered
through physical institutions such as
public hospitals and public schools.
These social institutions were physically
manifest as bricks and mortar.

The trend in recent years has been
away from the direct delivery of services
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towardsthe provision of private benefits
such as transfer payments. There are no
veterans' hospitals anymore. These ser-
vices are purchased on veterans' behalf
from State governments or from the
private sector.

While these new forms of service
delivery are more convenient for the
beneficiariesand more cost effective for
government, they also change the nature
of the relationship between the citizen
and the state.

Can my membership in a social

insurance scheme (or arisk pool) act as
the basis for sustaining a national
community?
« Many of theproblemsfaced by disad-
vantaged groupsin society today cannot
easily be addressed through the tradi-
tional institutions of the welfare state

Some of the worst economic and
social disadvantage in our society today
is associaed with sngle parenthood, an
impact that is particularly strong among
children.

Income redistribution can only do so
much to compensate for this kind of
disadvantage and it is unclear what else
thestate cando to reinvigorate thefamily
as a key social welfare institution.
¢ On the other hand, the state may not
always be necessary to build national
social institutions of thiskind. In nine-
teenth century A merica, local communi-
tieswere ableto build a public education
system deeply imbued with the ideology
of nation-building, without any signifi-
cant role by state or federal govern-
ments.®

Again, whilethere are some fascinat-
ing possibilities in the relationship
between these social institutionsand our
sense of national community, they are
complex and becoming ever more so.
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In this pog-industrial world, the
threats to community cohesionand social
inclusiveness will come from entirely
new quarters. Likewise, thesolutionswill
lie in baffling, complex and innovative
institutionsthat are unlikely to resemble
those of the industrial nation state.

Note

Anearlier version of this paperwas presanted tothe
conference* AustraliaUnlimited: Nation-Building:
The Social Imperative’, sponsored by The
Australian, Melbourne, 4 May 1999.
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