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When we talk about young people and politics, it’s usually to discuss young people’s supposed
disengagement
with formal politics.

However, young people are more disenchanted – rather than apathetic – by current political
behaviour. This disenchantment often manifests in non-enrolment, non-alignment with parties,
participation through issue-based politics, and involvement in protests.

If we talk about engaging youth in politics, what is normally meant is policy consultation and
mechanisms such as youth parliaments. Rarely  is the election of young people to formal
political institutions discussed. This absence is notable for what it tells us about generally held
conceptions of young people and prejudices against their age and supposed competency.

Yet young people do run for public office. In some cases – like that of Wyatt Roy, who was
elected in 2010 at age 20  – they win. So why do they involve themselves and what is the
response when they win?

What do they care about?

In spite of the never-ending stream  of think-pieces on the apathy of millennials, young people
are running for office, getting elected, and speaking about issues that concern them but that
often are not appearing on the political agenda.

Issues such as climate change, same-sex marriage, and asylum-seeker policy were rated most
importance to young voters in a study conducted last month  by the Australian Research
Alliance for Children and Youth and Youth Action. These issues have been largely absent from
the current campaign.

Many say if they can’t see themselves or the issues they care about represented in politics, it’s
motivation to get involved in formal politics.

Youth advocating for youth
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http://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/latest-news/young-voters-remain-disengaged-by-politics/story-fn3dxiwe-1226686514370
http://www.theaustralian.com.au/news/latest-news/young-voters-remain-disengaged-by-politics/story-fn3dxiwe-1226686514370
http://www.ipu.org/pdf/publications/youth_en.pdf
http://www.minister.industry.gov.au/ministers/roy/bio/wyatt-roy-biography
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2013-06-17/holman-the-youth-dont-care-but-they-should/4760288
http://www.youthaction.org.au/2016_federal_election_youth_survey
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Young people have articulate views  on political issues, but politicians are not tackling issues of
concern to young people.

This attitude is exemplified in former prime minister Tony Abbott’s electorate of Warringah in
this election. In 2014, his government’s first budget brought youth out onto the streets  in
protest; they argued the budget unfairly hit young people.

Two years later, Abbott is faced with a different kind of protest. Challenging Abbott are
24-year-old Clara Williams-Roldan  for the Greens, and 38-year-old James Mathison , who is
running as an independent on a platform 
specifically targeted at youth
– including the pointed hashtag 
#TimesUpTony
.

In 2015 Williams-Roldan ran against Premier Mike Baird  in the New South Wales state
election (winning a decent 26% of the vote), and her motivations are similar for this federal
election.

She argues her generation is not represented in politics and so do not feel engaged. Last year, 
she said
“we need young voices right across the political spectrum”, and in an op-ed in May 
wrote
her youth means she is “acutely more invested in the future”.

In the UK, Mhairi Black was 20  when she won her seat for the Scottish National Party at the
2015 general election. This made her the youngest MP in UK parliament for 350 years. She 
has been outspoken
about key issues of concern to young people, foregrounding her youth as a strength.

Mhairi Black’s maiden speech.

Williams-Roldan is following a similar path, arguing her participation will enhance the
democratic process even if she doesn’t win.
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http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-06-07/kids-say-the-darndest-things-about-leadership/7460028
https://theconversation.com/slackers-or-delinquents-no-just-politically-engaged-youth-27218
http://nsw.greens.org.au/person/nsw/clara-williams-roldan
https://twitter.com/jamesmathison
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2016-05-28/james-mathieson-to-run-against-tony-abbott-in-warringah/7455818
https://twitter.com/hashtag/timesuptony
http://www.mamamia.com.au/meet-the-young-politician-taking-on-mike-baird/
http://www.mamamia.com.au/meet-the-young-politician-taking-on-mike-baird/
http://www.smh.com.au/comment/why-im-taking-on-tony-abbott-even-though-ill-lose-20160517-goxbx5.html
http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2015/oct/09/mhairi-black-interview
https://youtu.be/lZAmhB55_-k
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While Mathison is not as “youthful”, his argument that Abbott is out of touch on issues that
concern young people echoes the sentiments of Williams-Roldan and other politically engaged
youth.

Young and ambitious

Some young people do not enter politics to represent youth issues in particular.

When Roy was elected, he argued he was focused on issues that concerned the electorate.
However, the media was preoccupied by his youth. Coverage included pieces headlined “ No
Mother&rsquo;s Boy
”. And even as he became the youngest MP to become a minister (at age 25 in September
2015), 
news coverage continues
to reiterate his age.

Before Roy, the youngest MP elected in Australia was 22-year-old Edwin Corboy, who was
elected in 1918. The Argus reported  that in Corboy’s first speech to parliament he “created a
good impression” by speaking “clearly and with confidence”. Surprise is expressed 
when young people are articulate
and do the job for which their electorates have chosen them.

While Roy is potentially in danger of losing his seat  at this election, his presence,
achievements, and ambitions in politics should be measured without needing to constantly refer
to his youth.

Greater legitimacy

Young people were being encouraged to enrol  last month in an effort to address the estimated
400,000 young people missing from the
electoral roll .

The Australian Electoral Commission  has reported that 150,000 did enrol before the deadline,
and, for 18-year-olds, enrolment has gone from 51% to 70%. Young people 
listened
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http://www.smh.com.au/lifestyle/no-mothers-boy-20130825-2skhx.html
http://www.smh.com.au/lifestyle/no-mothers-boy-20130825-2skhx.html
http://www.smh.com.au/federal-politics/political-news/wyatt-roy-australias-youngest-minister-says-action-needed-to-stop-flight-of-entrepreneurs-20150922-gjsbhv.html
http://trove.nla.gov.au/newspaper/article/1406097
http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2015/jul/15/labour-mps-praise-snp-mhairi-black-maiden-speech
http://www.theguardian.com/australia-news/2016/jun/03/coalition-could-lose-safe-queensland-seat-of-longman-poll-shows
http://helenmaybewriting.tumblr.com/post/144794551691/enrol-early-update-often-why-young-peoples
http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2015/jul/15/labour-mps-praise-snp-mhairi-black-maiden-speech
http://www.theguardian.com/politics/2015/jul/15/labour-mps-praise-snp-mhairi-black-maiden-speech
https://twitter.com/AusElectoralCom/status/739605661999202308
http://junkee.com/the-rate-of-young-people-enrolled-to-vote-in-the-election-has-jumped-massively/80135
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.

If we think young people are capable and should be encouraged to be involved in making
decisions about who is elected, it follows that young people should also be encouraged to run
for office. Parliament and its members has been criticised  for its limited  representation of
people
. Both Black and Williams-Roldan have argued that the voices of young people are an important
and absent aspect of democracy.

Many people argue that a government should be representative, and this element of
representation gives parliament greater legitimacy . On this basis, if a young person can
convince their electorate they are skilled, competent and equipped to serve, prejudice against
age should be challenged and overcome.

Who says the “leaders of tomorrow” cannot also be leaders of today?

Helen Berents does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company
or organization that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations
beyond the academic appointment above.
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Read more http://theconversation.com/not-only-do-youth-vote-they-also-represent-their-own-6
1076

 4 / 4

http://rightnow.org.au/topics/gender-and-sexuality-topics/political-representation-in-australia-how-representative-is-our-parliament/
http://www.aph.gov.au/about_parliament/parliamentary_departments/parliamentary_library/pubs/rp/rp0809/09rp23
http://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1415/WomanAustParl
http://www.aph.gov.au/About_Parliament/Parliamentary_Departments/Parliamentary_Library/pubs/rp/rp1415/WomanAustParl
http://www98.griffith.edu.au/dspace/bitstream/handle/10072/1885/24578_1.pdf?sequence=1
http://theconversation.com/not-only-do-youth-vote-they-also-represent-their-own-61076
http://theconversation.com/not-only-do-youth-vote-they-also-represent-their-own-61076

