The Maxim Institute and the Stop the Abuse Campaign 2004
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2004 was a busy year for the Maxim Institute. In addition to its battle against the Civil Unions Bill, Maxim fought campaigns on many fronts. The most important of these was Stop the Abuse, an attempt to raise enough signatures to force a referendum to repeal the Prostitution Reform Act. This was sponsored by United Future MPs Gordon Copeland and Larry Baldock, but staffed by Maxim. Take a look at thewebsite and see the results: the campaign was a disaster. The website (www.stoptheabuse.org) has been abandoned, with its thermometer graphic representing the number of signatures gathered stalled at 75% of the necessary total. The campaign failed despite over a year of propaganda and signature gathering by church groups and despite being given a six-month extension. Maxim even had the support of Rodney Council, which sent the petition form to all its ratepayers. It missed its target by a mile.
What does this say about Maxim? It could not be accused of incompetence. Maxim is staffed almost exclusively with graduates of Marketing and they know how to promote themselves. It is not the medium that is the problem; it is the message. As Scott Stevens noted, Maxim does not have anyone on its staff qualified to talk about the social science data necessary for an informed discussion. Even so, employing social scientists would not help much: the research simply does not support Maxim’s viewpoints. Thus it was that, throughout the Stop The Abuse campaign, Maxim was unable to show how New Zealand would benefit from making prostitution illegal again. In its eagerness to win battles, Maxim also found itself using research somewhat carelessly, such as making extravagant claims about under-age prostitutes which were easily refuted by genuine researchers.
The same problem with research bedevilled Maxim’s campaign against the Civil Unions Bill….. 
Having lost such important battles, what will Maxim do next? In some respects, failure is a success. In order to keep support in the fundamentalist heartlands, Maxim must be oppositional; losing after fighting valiantly helps remind supporters that New Zealand is a moral wasteland ruled by politically-correct postmodern neo-marxists. If Maxim were taken seriously by the political establishment, they would be seen as collaborators. No-one remembers a prophet with honour in his own land, but being the lone voice of decency brings in the business.
So we can expect to see more campaigns, more reports, more dire warnings and more disappointment from Maxim. We can also expect to see a more open attitude to its fundamentalist support. Until recently, Maxim pretended to be professional and secular. The Almighty was hardly mentioned in public and then only in the most abstract terms. However, after the TVNZ programme Queer Nation exposed Maxim’s links with American fundamentalist Chuck Colson, Maxim reacted with openness. A link was added between Maxim’s website and that of Compass, a training camp for young fundamentalists that Maxim runs on Colson’s behalf in New Zealand. Maxim went further still: it added a speaker from creationist organisation Answers in Genesis to the Compass line-up. 

One positive outcome for Maxim from the civil unions debate was that it created a bloc of support among fundamentalist churches and individuals. Being more open about its intentions can only increase its credibility among these supporters. Providing them with information, however dubious, can only help a notoriously ill-informed section of the electorate. The big question for Maxim is whether this mobilised support is enough to affect elections and decision-making.
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