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Hugh Mackay – social research
Summary
In this video segment, a prominent social researcher, Hugh Mackay, is interviewed.  Hugh MacKay's research records the observations and attitudes of Australians and spans 30 years. The researcher paints a picture of Australia today, with citizens suffering an epidemic of busyness, and a rising generation of young Australians who are more tribal and more connected than ever before.

Transcript

Kerry O’Brien: You don't have to be Einstein to work out that we're living through an era of incredible change.

But if we're struggling through the swirls and eddies of that change, we're often doing well just to keep our heads above water, let alone work out what lies ahead - the kind of future we're shaping for ourselves and future generations.

The respected social researcher, Hugh Mackay has been engaged in a constant dialogue with Australians for the best part of 50 years, recording their observations and attitudes, and he's just produced a book called Advance Australia Where.

I spoke with him at his Sydney home earlier today.

Hugh Mackay, against the backdrop of 30 years of constant research, you paint a picture of a nation today suffering an epidemic of busyness, as you describe it. Can we start with the symptoms, then move to the cause and the effect?

Hugh Mackay, Social Researcher: The busyness, I think, is a kind of distraction, a form of self-administered therapy where people think if they keep running, if they keep emailing, if they keep the mobile phone on, they won't have to think too much about some of the big questions which we've been trying to ignore for the last seven or eight years.

Kerry O’Brien: As simple as that? You don't think people feel a pressure to be seen to be busy because everyone else is, whether it's at work or wherever?

Hugh Mackay: There is a fashion about busyness, but I think the underlying cause of it is not just to be like everyone else. Although, of course, who would admit to not being busy? It's how we now greet each other - how you going, Kerry, busy? If you were to say "No, not really, it's a quiet week." I'd think well Kerry's over the hill. That is part of it. But also another driver is the technology revolution. I mean we are now so wired, so connected, the data is flying back and forth at such a pace that that inevitably helps us all up.

Kerry O’Brien: Well you talk about media saturated society, and the pervasive influence of the mobile phone, SMS and email and the powerful illusion of personal connection that they create. But the connection, you regard as an illusion of connection. But there's a very strong argument going on, isn't there, about whether that's necessarily a bad thing?

Hugh Mackay: There is. It's an academic argument but it's also a backyard argument. Because the meaning of the word 'connected', the meaning even of the word 'communication', is not so much changing but new layers are being added to it. So when kids talk about being connected, they can mean connected via SMS, text exchanges or email or MySpace or whatever it might be. I think we've just got to accept that in this extraordinary period of cultural change, the idea that human presence is necessary for people to communicate with each other has gone.

Kerry O’Brien: Well, you refer to the new forms of connectedness creating a new form of intimacy, like the woman you quote who's fallen in love on the net but is yet to meet the object of her affections, again is that necessarily a bad thing?

Hugh Mackay: No I can't, I can't say it's a bad thing. None of this. I mean you can look at any of these changes and say goodness, do we like this, there's a lot of hand wringing about the birth-rate, or the divorce rate, or the shrinking household or people falling in love on the net. I think we've just - as a social researcher, I've just got to look at this and say wow, things are really changing and this woman, when she was describing this, seemed to me to be slightly reluctant to meet the bloke because she's probably read the research that says in about 95 per cent of cases when you do meet the bloke there's no chemistry and it's all over.

Kerry O’Brien: When you started down the road of your endless interview with Australia with The Mackay Report, almost 90 per cent of Australians were married by 30 and that's now less than 50 per cent and as you say the divorce rate, we all know about the divorce rate, 40 to 45 per cent. So what has that done to the outlook of the rising generation of young Australian adults?

Hugh Mackay: It's made them more connected, more tribal, they are using each other as a precious resource for coping with life in an unpredictable world. But it's also, as a generation, caused them to adopt the ethos of keep your options open, hang loose, wait and see, don't rush into marriage, don't rush into parenthood, don't rush into a religious commitment or a political commitment, don't rush into a mortgage, don't rush into a career.

Kerry O’Brien: You've got a chapter headed Formula One Prams: Wheeling out our smallest ever generation. It's an interesting contradiction, isn't it. That as the generation shrinks the prams get bigger.

Hugh Mackay: Yes, the birth-rate is producing some unexpected affects. One, perhaps not unexpected, but we are, we're talking always about becoming an ageing population. We, we're finally going to have to face what that means. It's going to mean in 30-odd years’ time, a quarter of Australians will be over 65. That's a very different society and there's all sorts of implications of that. But the other implication is yes, as you say, we're producing, relative to total population, the smallest generation of children Australia has ever produced. Tough to be a member of that generation. They are going to be over parented, they're going to be over protected, cosseted, indulged. The 'little emperor syndrome' we saw in China is happening right here.

Kerry O’Brien: You also write about the quest for the perfect bathroom tile and the yearning for magic simplicities. That's about turning our focus inwards again, isn't it, as you talked earlier. But that has been gradually happening for a couple of decades.

Hugh Mackay: Yes, it has.

Kerry O’Brien: That turning inward.

Hugh Mackay: I begin the book with a story about a dinner party I attended in Sydney where pretty much the entire - I was sitting next to an absolutely charming, articulate, professional woman who spent pretty much the entire evening telling me about the renovation of her bathroom. Now, I'd never met her before, I'd never seen her bathroom, I'm never like likely too, but that was symptomatic to me of what was going on. That's again the therapy of distraction. Keep the horizon up close, get the focus narrow and inward, get attached to the idea of the renovations and you don't have to think too much about the big picture.

Kerry O’Brien: But at the same time you do see contradictions in the, in the Australian values debate, don't you?

Hugh Mackay: I think the Australian values debate has gone berserk. In all the endless talk about mateship and the fair go and the egalitarian society, I mean - and we talk about these things as though there's some unique, wonderful, golden Australian identity which is completely unlike any other. Our values are shared with Liberal democracies around the world and I think we're doing ourselves a disservice by trying to say there's something really special and distinctive about the Australian way of doing things. When the Tasmanian Beaconsfield gold mine disaster occurred last year, there was all this talk about how the rescue was somehow an emblem of Australia. Well, that seems to me to be deeply offensive to the Russians and the Chinese and the Germans and the Canadians and the South Africans all of who would want to rescue their colleagues trapped underground. I think we've gone silly about that.

Kerry O’Brien: You started The Mackay Report about 30 years ago but in truth professionally you've been looking at Australia through the microscope for around 50 years. Do you like today's Australia more than the Australia of 40 or 50 years ago? Do you feel positive about the Australia that you see emerging?

Hugh Mackay: I do. I feel enormously optimistic and I think contemporary Australia is to be preferred in almost every imaginable way from the Australia of the 50s, which is when my research career began. But of course there are exceptions. In these, in this first decade of the new century, there's been plenty to be disappointed about in the mood of disengagement, in the rise of unbridled materialism, in the embrace of levels of debt that we can't sustain - there're all those things to be worried about, but I think that's transient. I think the underlying story is a story of a society that's become much more vital, much more interesting, much more engrossing, much more vibrant, and I think the future in the hands of this rising generation, who are showing us how to deal with this kind of world, is a very bright one.

Kerry O’Brien: And having been a professional observer of us all for 50 years, how do you ever switch off whether you're going to a dinner party, whether you're going into the shops, whether you're going for a walk, wherever you're going, do you ever stop looking at other people and making conclusions about their behaviour?

Hugh Mackay: No, no, look I'm sure dentists always check your teeth when you smile and I can't help it. People stopped asking me to dinner parties because they'd say things like well you didn't say much, and of course I didn't because I was too busy listening.

Kerry O’Brien: Hugh Mackay, thanks for talking with us.

Hugh Mackay: Great pleasure, thanks, Kerry.

