Whatever: Snapshot of a jaded, liberal nation
From The Economist print edition

BRITONS interested in politics (about a third of them, apparently) face a raucous punditocracy eager to assure them that their countrymen are becoming more liberal or more conservative, more cynical or more idealistic, usually according to the personal political views of the sage in question. Those looking for something more authoritative might be interested in the annual Social Attitudes Survey, which distils the responses of over 80,000 people to a variety of questions on politics, economics and society.

The most recent, based on interviews in 2008, was published on January 26th. It describes an increasingly jaded, increasingly liberal country, still attached to big government but dubious of official attempts to help the poor. 

Jadedness first: one of the most striking results is a sharp drop in the popularity of voting. Britain’s two most recent elections (in 2001 and 2005) saw historically low turnouts, of 59% and 61% respectively. Some hope that the prospect of the first change in the ruling party for 13 years might boost turnout at the next election, which must happen by June 3rd. But one of the strongest predictors of whether a person votes is whether he believes that doing so is a civic duty—and that belief is eroding fast. In 1987, 76% of people considered voting a duty; today only 56% do. Much of the decline has occurred among the young.

Deep currents in social attitudes are interesting, too. Conservative commentators hail an apparent shift to the right. For the first time in 20 years, more people say they identify with the Conservative Party than Labour. The survey shows falling approval for taxing the rich and giving to the poor (though this may have changed with the finance-induced recession). Attitudes to those on benefits have certainly hardened: in 1983 46% of Britons thought unemployment benefit was too stingy. By 2008 only 21% agreed. 
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But talk of a right-wing conversion is oversimplified. Although support for a still-larger state seems to have fallen, the idea of shrinking the government remains unpopular (see chart). Indeed, even in Thatcherism’s heyday in the 1980s, those wanting smaller government never made up more than 10% of the population.

Liberalism on social matters is on the march. Disapproval of homosexuality has fallen from 62% in 1983 to 36% in 2007. In 2006 45% thought that having cohabiting parents instead of married ones makes no difference to children, up from 38% in 1998. Partly, that’s because old conservatives are dying and being replaced with old hippies. But that isn’t the only reason: the survey suggests that people are becoming more liberal as they get older—standing Winston Churchill’s old dictum about age and political opinions neatly on its head.

