Lecture 6: Convergence
What is it that we mean when we talk of convergence? And is it necessarily a good thing, as it is often presented – in the sense that there are fewer and fewer critical differences between competing forces in society? 
Does this necessarily equate with civic peace and contentedness, or can it be argued that convergence represents a narrowing of the public sphere, a diminution of the choices offered to people about which issues are up for debate, and what policy alternatives might be available? 

I shall be arguing for the latter here, and seeking to make the point that democratic governance is reduced by any reduction in the scope of alternatives or options.

Broadly speaking, what we mean when we speak of convergence in the political context, has two separate but inter-related dimensions to it: that the process of convergence represents a decline in policy differences, either between societal policies or between party policy proposals.

This really means a decline of difference on what the state is and should be, with two aspects of the state being crucial:

1. Its roles in social and economic affairs; and

2. The nature of its institutions and its rules for decision-making.

At the societal level, convergence theory before the end of the Cold War in 1989 held that both the communist and non-communist industrialised countries were moving towards one another – the former from “Early Communist” and the latter from “Early Western” to a more or less shared “Advanced Industrial” stage.

At the political party level, a similar process has been traced, describing the convergence of early capitalist and working-class parties.

There are further variations on this theme, bur we don’t need to concern ourselves with that for the moment.

Suffice to say that across the broad spectrum of political convergence, the general theories all argue for a common  root cause – and that is industrialization.

According to the theory, industrialization is said to affect parties by producing a new economic equality.

That equality means an enlarged middle class which, according to Lipset, whom we have met before, encourages parties to converge:

A broad middle class has a mitigating position because it can give political rewards to moderate parties and penalize extreme parties on both sides – right and left. (S. M. Lipset, ‘The Changing Class Structure and Contemporary European Politics’, in S. Graubard (ed.) A New Europe?, 1964)      
Another theorist, Reinhard Skinner, argues that industrialization prompts societal convergence by encouraging a “common inter-dependence of parts of modern economic systems”, an interdependence which leads societies to adjust to each other by becoming more alike. (R. J. Skinner, ‘Technological Determinism: A Critique of Convergence Theory’, Comparative Studies in Society and History, 18 (January, 1976).
Finally, the theories all agree that ideology is relatively unimportant in determining policies in later industrialization, a consensus often expressed in assertions like “the end of ideology” or the “decline of ideology”.

Ideology is not, however, irrelevant. It retains a role in convergence discussions as a symbol for humankind’s choice for the direction societies should take (and we shall come to that shortly).

The question is, however, whether that choice has any real impact on societal policies.

Convergence theorists argue that the choice does affect those policies (and party policy proposals) in the early, experimental stages of industrialization, but not to any appreciable extent in the later stages. Societal direction in the later stages – and that is where we are now – is dictated largely by the imperatives of industrialization and technology.

THE THEORY OF POLICY CONVERGENCE (Pre-1989)

INDUSTRALIZATION

What we seen, then, in the model outlined is a standardizing influence of industralization on politics and policies.
The theory posits pre-industrial convergence between both parties and societies, with industralization then (a) enlarging the middle class, forcing party convergence, and (b) creating the technological requisites, forcing societal convergence.

The model, as illustrated here, also includes two causal linkages not mentioned before. One is a reciprocal linkage between party and societal policy convergence. This means that parties probably influence societal policies, and societal policies influence party policies at lest to the extent that parties tend to accept policies once they are enacted. A good example of that locally is privatisation, to which I shall return later. Another contemporary example is the GST. It might well be that some of the controversial WorkChoices program, will remain under the Rudd Government, just as we are seeing the retention of VSU.

The other is a causal linkage from technological requisites to party policy convergence: if party policies affect societal policies, technological requisites may impact societal policies indirectly by impacting party policies directly. The Broadband issue is perhaps relevant here.

The theory opens up a number of vital questions (and there is a vast literature of research out there that seeks to quantify and measure these changes). But I want to confine this lecture to a consideration of the extent to which policy differences between parties have narrowed in the contemporary Australian political landscape, and to try to explain why this has happened.
I need to say at this stage that convergence theory is not universally accepted, nor does it have anything very useful to say in terms of explaining why convergence has happened. Historically, it also has some uncomfortable gaps and apparent contradictions. International data, for example, show that back in the 1870s, party political differences were smaller than they were in the mid 20th century.

One might also look at colonial politics in pre-federation Australia to see evidence of large-scale convergence – certainly so before the rise of the Labor Party. What really divided the colonial liberals and conservatives apart from the tariff question?
THE AUSTRALIAN EXPERIENCE
We have seen in earlier lectures that the beginnings of the formalised party system in Australia revolved very much around the role of the state – the new and rising Labor Party seeing in the democratic capture of the state the means to implement its legislative and social reform program.

The essential political struggle that came out of this triggered the formalisation of the anti-Labor parties into a conservative political force whose aim was to stop Labor from getting elected.

Is this still the case? If not, to what extent has it changed, and if it has changed, why has it changed?

Quite clearly, the advent of the enlarged middle class, which we saw in our convergence theory model, has been an important factor. It has meant, if you like, a growing constituency whose vote is up for grabs, as opposed to two contending camps whose vote for one or the other main parties is assured.

Put another way, the growth of the middle class has come to represent a sort of elusive political centre, and large enough to ensure that both main parties have to rely on its significant support if they are to form government.

What this means, in a crude illustrative sense, is that a let-of-centre party such as Labor has to shift its pitch to the right and a right-of-centre party such as the Liberal Party has to move to the left. This, in a nutshell, is convergence at work.
But is it new?

We have seen in earlier lectures how the early Labor Party fought to keep its radical tendencies in check so as not to lose middle-class support, and also how the early conservative parties strove to appeal to the working class through such things as social legislation.

Even in the aftermath of the Great Depression and the dislocation of the Second World War, there was a broad consensus based on Keynesian economics and agreed regulatory role for the government in the economy.

The settled politics of the theme – that is, this broad consensus – mean that the main lines of extensive legislation had been covered. These included:

· White Australia

· Compulsory arbitration

· Tariff protection of industry

· National development

· Organised marketing of primary products

· Extensive social services

With this so-called settlement in place, the political space for contestation  was effectively confined to questions of detail, emphasis, pace and administration.
The arguments about socialism certainly continued in the 1950s, exacerbated by the Cold War, and the Labor Party was, in theory, still committed to a socialisation program. What this meant in effect was not so much the nationalisation of private industry, as Labor had tried with the private banks in 1947, but an expanded role for publicly-owned enterprises. And in the post-war world there were many of these: Qantas and TAA, the Commonwealth Bank, the Commonwealth Shipping Line, the Commonwealth Serum Laboratories, the Snowy Mountains Hydro-Electric scheme, to name just a few.

The argument about public ownership was not so much about the principle, but the extent. The Liberal Party had moved to the left in its acceptance, not always a comfortable acceptance, of the mixed economy – that is, a mixture of private and public enterprise.

It could be argued that party convergence has been gathering pace since the 1940s with Labor moving to as position of moderate reformism within a mixed economy, and the Liberals accepting high levels of welfare expenditure and various forms of government control over the economy.

The division that did exist was the extent: Labor wanted more public ownership, the Liberals wanted less.
In fact, during the 1961 election campaign, where the Menzies government managed to hang on by a single seat, the Labor leader, Arthur Calwell, went so far as to assure the electorate that a government under his leadership would not nationalise a single industry! 

Was this a case of a Labor leader promising to act like a Liberal if he were elected?

Certainly, this was the dominant theme from the 1949 election onwards, and Robert Menzies called it a “real conflict of principles”.
With this debate now decided in favour of the neo-liberal agenda of privatisation – and we shall return to this – it is merely a case that political competition between the parties is now simply about economic management skills, rather than values, principles and ideas? 

The convergence theory has been challenged by a number of studies. In Australia, for example, there have been several studies that have closely analysed party leaders’ policy speeches at election time.

The pioneering study in this field was that of David Robertson, published in 1987 which looked at the policy speeches of the leaders of the three main parties from 1946 to 1980. He coded the sentences or parts of sentences into 54 standard categories or issue-types, each of which was assigned to one of seven domains:

· Foreign affairs

· Freedom & democracy

· Government

· Economy

· Welfare & quality of life

· Fabric of society

· Social groups 

He then factor-analysed the data, and the results are striking.
First, the issues emphasised by one party were not usually emphasised by any other.

THE LIBERALS stood out for the weight they attached to military issues.

THE COUNTRY PARTY for its stress on internationalism, protectionism and productivity.

And LABOR for its emphasis on incentives, the regulation of capitalism and education.

Of these issues, one had to do with welfare and quality of life; two concerned international relations; and four – more than half - related to the economy.

The issues that were highlighted by all three parties were not only less numerous but less likely, on average, to fall within the domain of economics: all three parties emphasised government authority, technology (an economic issue national effort, labour groups, and agriculture. 

Second, in the domain of the economy, the factor that accounted for more of the variance than any other was best understood in classic terms of the left/right dichotomy – that is, economic orthodoxy against regulation of capitalism.
When the data were looked at in terms of era to see whether the parties had moved, it became quite clear that in every election studied each of the parties occupied its own issue space and maintained its own position in a very clearly demarcated, non-overlapping ideological order – Labor furthest to the Left, Country Party furthest to the right and the Liberals in between.
A later study by Budge tracked the issues and weighted them accordingly.

	PARTY
	PERIOD
	Planned economy
	Market economy
	Welfare
	International peace

	ALP
	1946-98
	4.59
	 1.67
	10.54
	1.92

	Liberal
	1946-=98
	0.90
	16.27
	 5.23
	0.58

	CP/National
	1946-98
	0.73
	17.38
	 2.35
	0.24

	ALP
	1972-98
	3.22
	 1.99
	12.39
	1.06

	Liberal
	1972-98
	0.74
	16.31
	 5.52
	0.74

	National
	1972-98
	1.28
	15.69
	 3.10
	0.19

	DLP
	1955-77
	2.92
	 5.87
	5.34
	0.75


Source: I. Budge et al. 2001, Mapping Policy Preferences: Estimates for Parties, Electors and Governments 1945-1988, Oxford
Does it matter who wins?

	
	Good deal
	Not very much
	Not at all

	1967
	59
	39
	na

	1969
	65
	35
	na

	1972
	75
	21
	3

	1987
	77
	21
	na

	1993
	82
	15
	2

	1996
	74
	21
	4

	1998
	73
	22
	1

	2001
	28
	7
	2


Source: Goot, ‘Party Convergence, Again’, 2001
Perceived differences between the parties, 1946-2001
	
	Good deal
	Some
	Not much
	None

	1946
	46
	na
	na
	na

	1948
	46
	na
	26
	22

	1967
	30
	21
	38
	na

	1969
	38
	27
	30
	na

	1972
	29
	31
	17
	21

	1973
	30
	40
	na
	22

	1979
	38
	26
	32
	na

	1993
	43
	39
	15
	2

	1996
	30
	44
	22
	3

	1998
	29
	46
	21
	3

	2001
	24
	44
	26
	5


Source: Goot, ‘Party Convergence, Again’, 2001

THE THIRD WAY

It is useful here, I think, to touch briefly on an aspect of convergence that has been described as “the third way” – that is, neither left nor right, neither socialist or capitalist, but somehow charting a middle road in between.

This is what the Democrats in the US were under Clinton; it certainly described New Labour in Britain under Tony Blair and now Gordon Brown. It has some affinity to the ALP under Hawke and Keating, and most certainly under Kevin Rudd.

The message this has sent to the electorate is: we are not what we once were; we have changed our ways; we are wearing new policy clothes.

This is really a capitulation. Parties of the left and the centre left, in vying for office, sought to limit the excesses of capitalism through regulation, taxation and social policy. Their goal, while not the socialisation of industry, was to preserve a public space in which the social market rather than the market of the economy prevailed.
This is no longer the case. The neo-liberal agenda is supported by all main parties.

The two great triumphs of liberalism and the capitalist system it serves have been (1) to guide the emerging social democratic and labour parties in the late 19th century away from radicalism  - that is, by making them a part of the system rather than an opponent of it. Secondly, the great contemporary achievement is to de-couple economic questions from the political sphere.

In other words, we confine political competition to ways of managing the economy not changing it.

The underlying assertion is that the present form of economic organisation is a given, and is properly beyond the realm of politics which is, in reality, a limitation on, if not a contradiction of, the very notion of democracy.

Let me put to you the proposition  that there is no larger question of politics than the form of economic organisation of society; the question of who has power, how it is acquired, and how it is used.

If all the main parties are united in an ideological cartel, then the people when they vote are merely voting for managers, not rulers.

A well-functioning democracy – a true democracy – calls for a confrontation between democratic political positions, and this requires a real debate about possible alternatives. This is what Chomsky was saying.

The great fallacy of the so-called third way is that it seeks to describe a politics without adversary.

This most dubious proposition seeks to pretend that all interests can be easily reconciled – provided of course that they identify with ‘the project’ (the project being neo-liberal capitalism).

Politics, you will have learned in first year, is about power; it is about who gets what.

The so-called third way turns away from this; it ceases to contend.

It is simply the justification by social democrats of their capitulation to a neo-liberal hegemony whose power relations they will not challenge.

We are seeing that right here, right in front of us. No issue of privatisation of a publicly owned asset has ever been submitted to the people. The Commonwealth Bank and Qantas were privatised with no political opposition; Telstra proved more difficult. The Snow Mountain hydro scheme sell-off was abandoned two years ago in face of a massive public outcry.

Now we are seeing a similar public reaction to the power sell-off in NSW. A poll in the Sun-Herald a few weeks back showed 79 per cent of people opposed the sale, yet the main parties all support it. Polls going back years show a consistent opposition to privatisation, yet it has happened.  

GLOBALIZATION
This brings us to the issue of globalization. 
What is it? Globalization has been defined by the left-wing American writer Michael Parenti as an international coup d’etat by finance capital over the nations of the world.

It is rule by an unelected elite at the WTO. It is useful to remember that not one of the 500 pages or so of rules and regulations is directed at private business; all are against governments. They decide what goes and what doesn’t.

In their war on so-called barriers to free trade, the WTO for example forced Japan to accept greater pesticides in imported food. It has kept Guatemala from outlawing deceptive advertising on baby food. It has eliminated the ban in various countries on asbestos, fuel-economy, and emission standards for cars.

It leaves the fate of the world to bankers and transnational corporations. It is a logical extension of imperialism, a victory of empire over republic, international finance capital over democracy. Be very afraid.  

It is impossible to ignore the effect globalization has had on domestic policy-making: it has been more than just a constraint on policy; conceptually it has provided for domestic political strategies to recast the role of the state. 
It has come at a cost. One Nation was an example: these were the people left out of Keating’s big picture, harmed by tariff cuts and dispossessed by economic restructuring. One Nation is just one example of what convergence can achieve without trying; a whole constituency whose interests remain not only unarticulated but trashed and discarded – the so-called representation gap. It can, and does, breed extremism.
It was the Labor Party which took the lead in the 1980s by drastically reshaping the economy, and it relied on a rhetorical argument that made three points: 
· Australia’s economic policies of the past were unsustainable

· Australia stood to benefit from economic liberalization,
· And there was no choice: globalization would force adjustment.

The Coalition, which not only supported these changes but urged greater speed, took a different tack when it had to sell the message of globalization and economic reform.

While Labor’s task was to force change against the wishes of much of its own support base, the Coalition after 1996 saw its task as maintaining its new working-class support, the so-called Howard’s battlers.

As a result, it was far more cautious about its globalization rhetoric and more willing to mix its message. More consistent was its emphasis when in government on individual responsibility, the family and a traditional view of Australian nationalism.

It was a values argument, and we shall look at that in a later lecture.     
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