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Introduction
‘The Australian Way’


‘For God’s sake let us sit upon the ground
And tell sad stories of the death of kings.’

Shakespeare, Richard II


In his first term as prime minister between 2022 and 2025, Anthony Albanese was conspicuously tongue-tied on the subject of Australia’s national identity. It was a significant omission from his prime-ministerial repertoire. The country’s most accomplished leaders have been skilled expositors of the national story, fertilely defining what is distinctive about Australia’s history, people and values.1 What made Albanese’s taciturnity in this area an especially missed opportunity was that he was governing at a moment when Australia’s difference from the countries against which we typically measure ourselves was being cast into sharp relief by developments internationally. Most notable were the events in Washington, where Donald Trump’s second presidency was wreaking disruption. Under Trump’s truculent and vengeful rule, a nation historically exalted – at least within its own borders – as a land of ‘exceptionalism’ and a beacon for liberty worldwide was enduring a chilling of democracy. And it was not only in America where democracy was in retreat. This was evidenced globally by the proliferation of right-wing demagogic populist leaders, sharpening polarisation, a rising tide of misinformation and disinformation disseminated online, and growing public disaffection with politics as expressed by, among other things, declining voter turnout. Though not impervious to these trends, Australian democracy continued to be comparatively robust.2

There seemed, then, to be a good story to tell about the country’s distinctiveness. But it was a topic on which the Prime Minister had been all but mute. This changed, however, on election night, 3 May 2025. As it became apparent how mighty was Labor’s victory – the party’s greatest win since World War II hero John Curtin’s 1943 landslide – an exultant Albanese ventured into the national identity space:


Today, the Australian people have voted for Australian values. For fairness, aspiration and opportunity for all. For the strength to show courage in adversity and kindness to those in need. And Australians have voted for a future that holds true to these values. A future built on everything that brings us together as Australians and everything that sets our nation apart from the world. In this time of global uncertainty, Australians have chosen optimism and determination. Australians have chosen to face global challenges, the Australian way – looking after each other, while building for the future …3



The prime minister’s peroration most unambiguously asserted the nation’s difference: ‘We do not need to beg or borrow or copy from anywhere else. We do not need to seek our inspiration overseas. We find it right here in our values – and in our people.’4 Emboldened by his re-election, Albanese has since elaborated on this theme by invoking what he describes as a ‘progressive patriotism’ and by holding out the promise of Australia serving as a model for a troubled globe:


At a time where there’s conflict in the world, where people are often divided on the basis of race or religion, here in Australia, we can be a microcosm for the world … This is a project … that’s not just about strengthening Australia, but also being a symbol for the globe in how humanity can move forward.5



The May 2025 federal election was a watershed. Albanese achieved what no other major party leader had managed since John Howard’s prime-ministerial era of 1996–2007 – win consecutive elections. Admittedly, he was only the second – the other was Scott Morrison – of the six prime ministers in the post-Howard period who had been permitted by his party to contest successive elections. Neither Kevin Rudd, Julia Gillard, Tony Abbott nor Malcolm Turnbull had that chance. Even so, with Albanese securing a second, and possibly a third, term given the magnitude of Labor’s majority, it marked the end of a decade and a half of instability in prime-ministerial office that had been such a feature of Australian politics in the twenty-first century.

At a deeper level, the 2025 election was a landmark because it appeared to herald the closure of John Howard’s hegemony over the nation’s political scene that became entrenched at the first election of the century, in November 2001. Hitherto the totemic contest of this millennium, that election was transformative of Howard’s leadership, and more than any other of his victories elevated him to a position of supremacy within his government, his party and the country. It also underlined a transition in Liberal Party philosophy, perceptible since the advent of Howard’s prime ministership in 1996, towards a populist-hued conservatism aimed at hijacking traditionally Laboraligned working suburban voters. Furthermore, 2001 was an inflection point because it has been recognised as marking the running out of the market economic reform project that had defined Australian politics over the previous two decades. Thereafter, Howard influentially modelled strongman leadership against a foreboding background of unauthorised vessel arrivals on the nation’s high seas and the September 11 al-Qaeda atrocity on US soil that sparked the ‘war on terror’. He simultaneously confidently advanced his particular brand of social conservatism and wooed the electorate with government largesse that, together with earlier initiatives of his prime ministership, embedded inequalities in key policy domains. His prime-ministerial successors of both stripes found it politically problematic to claw these measures back.

The Liberals’ rightwards ideological pivot inaugurated under Howard has continued this century through a process of imitation and amplification by the majority of the party’s leaders that have come after him. Peter Dutton, comprehensively repudiated at the 2025 election, was the most recent to tread that path. He and Abbott before him were the most fervent protégés of Howard. He was their political touchstone. Neither, however, showed anything like the dexterity of their idol. Instead, what they offered the Australian people was a crude doubled-down version of Howardism. The slippery slope on which the Liberal Party has found itself has been more, though, than a problem of faulty translation. It was always probable that, once the virus of conservative populism was released into the party’s bloodstream, it would be difficult to purge. Flirting with the darker angels of politics has a history of begetting extremes. There were signs of this in 2024 in the absence of qualms, but more tellingly the glee, evinced by some Liberals and especially their right-wing boosters in the media and surrounds at the democratic norm-busting, authoritarian-leaning Trump prevailing in America’s presidential contest.6 By way of contrast, Howard announced before the election that he would have no truck with the former president because of his transgression of the cornerstone democratic convention of the peaceful transfer of power when he had been defeated by Joe Biden four years earlier.7 These different reactions to Trump’s renaissance suggested that Howard was being left behind amid the mutation of the right of politics to something that, in reality, barely deserved the title of conservatism.

The tumult in the Liberal Party’s ranks over the issues of climate change and migration since the 2025 election have provided further evidence of a parting of the ways with Howard. Though the attitudes of hardliners on the right of the party have certainly borne traces of affinity with the entrenched beliefs of the former prime minister, the wilful determination not to heed the lessons of both the 2025 and 2022 election results confirm a growing breach in political logic. Notwithstanding his firm ideological convictions, Howard, like the founder and postwar colossus of the Liberal Party, Robert Menzies, was an astute student of politics and fundamentally pragmatic. In the observation of a doyen of Australia’s political journalists, Laurie Oakes, Howard only ever made mistakes once.8 By way of contrast, his heirs now seemed set upon compounding their political errors. Similarly, by 2025, there were increasing signs of conservative militants in the Liberal Party being mesmerised by the ways of right-wing populist leaders internationally and believing that they could be seamlessly transplanted to Australia. Morrison and Dutton had both dipped their toes in different ways into Trumpian waters. Nevertheless, Dutton’s stance on issues such as immigration, his hostility to identity politics, his opposition to the Indigenous Voice to Parliament and his scepticism towards climate change were largely homegrown rather than imported from overseas. He was aggressively exploiting themes let loose in the Liberal Party by Howard. The former prime minister, however, feared something else was developing in his party by 2025. In a telling intervention in the second half of the year, he warned Liberals against ‘the folly of trying to embrace something that works in another country … Our political culture is very different to that of America and it’s different to that of Great Britain.’ They ought not, he warned, mimic Trump or Nigel Farage, leader of the insurgent populist party, Reform UK.9

Even with the Liberal Party’s deviations from Howard, his settlement was not extirpated as Australia ended the first quarter of the century. It was too deeply rooted for that. Under Albanese’s leadership, Labor had accommodated itself to key elements of Howardism. Stringent border protection and acceptance of the practice of asylum-seeker vessel turnbacks were obvious examples. But there were others, including the support of anglophone-preoccupied security arrangements, as exemplified by the Albanese government’s unequivocal backing of the AUKUS pact, as well as Labor’s reluctance to interfere with Howard-era tax concessions distorting the housing market or to meaningfully address inequities in school funding.

Whether Albanese’s sweeping re-election in 2025 emboldens him to more forcefully challenge the Howard settlement is a question that looms over the contemporary political landscape. In a larger and related sense, there is little doubt that the ideological metamorphosis of the Liberals this century has played a role in catalysing change in Labor. The party entered the new millennium with its philosophical moorings weakened by its embrace of neoliberal policies during the governments of Bob Hawke and Paul Keating in the 1980s and 1990s. This was a predicament it shared with social democratic parties across the globe that, too, had been mostly coopted into participating in the free market reform project.10 The raiding of Labor’s traditional working-class constituency by Howard and an insurgency on the party’s left with the emergence of the Greens were other factors that exacerbated its ideological disorientation. Yet, Labor’s hewing to the sensible centre over recent years, exemplified by the cautious gradualism of the first-term Albanese government, can be understood, too, as a response to the Liberals’ drift from that middle ground. In a mostly overlooked but remarkable trading of garments, the Liberals were evolving into the more subversive and visceral of the major parties while Labor took refuge in bloodless moderation. Labor was protecting the status quo through a project of piecemeal maintenance while the Liberals clawed at it.

This book is an account and stocktake of Australian politics in the first quarter-century of this millennium. As is already evident, a core theme of the book is that throughout that period, the country has lived in major respects under John Howard’s settlement, despite his prime ministership ending in 2007. It is a book about him and his enduring influence and about the national leaders that followed him: Kevin Rudd, Julia Gillard, Tony Abbott, Malcolm Turnbull, Scott Morrison and Anthony Albanese. That sizeable list reminds us that this has been an era of a revolving-door prime-ministerial office. The seven changes of prime minister from Howard’s demise to the present compares to the three over the previous quarter-century from 1983 to 2007. Leaving aside the bookends of Howard and Albanese (the latter’s length of tenure is still unknown), the five prime ministers in-between had an average incumbency of less than three years. This is considerably shorter than the average term of office for national leaders since the dawn of the Commonwealth, which is roughly four and a half years.11

One of the most prolific and learned writers on executive government in Australia and in Westminster systems generally, Patrick Weller, has proposed that there are three key measures of prime-ministerial success: ‘Do they survive and win re-election once or more often?’; ‘Are they clearly in charge of their own government?’; and ‘Do they have an agenda? Do they introduce the changes that they wanted?’12 Plainly, Rudd, Gillard, Abbott, Turnbull and Morrison did not meet the first benchmark. None of them was able to win a second election, and three – Gillard, Abbott and Turnbull – were denied the opportunity to attempt to do so by their own parties. In turn, that the first four were overthrown by party room revolts, notwithstanding Rudd’s resurrection by Caucus colleagues to contest the 2013 election, is as definite a statement as any of their incapacity to control their governments. That none of the five office-holders was long in power does not necessarily preclude them from having effected major changes that they desired. Consider, for example, Gough Whitlam’s relatively brief but extraordinarily fertile prime ministership of 1972–75. And some big policy footprints have been laid down in the post-Howard era. The National Disability Insurance Scheme legislated by the Gillard government and the AUKUS agreement initiated by Morrison are two instances, albeit the latter emerged predominantly out of an exercise of secretive leadership unilateralism rather than conventional policymaking. By and large, however, it has been a period that has yielded few landmark reforms. That lack of productivity has itself been significantly attributable to the high turnover of office and the disunity over leadership within the governments: those civil wars have distracted from and thwarted getting many things done. In some cases, the meagreness of the agendas of incumbents – Abbott and Morrison come to mind – has also been a source of barren output.

This, then, is predominantly an account of prime ministers who have not fulfilled the criteria of success in office. As a group, they have unquestionably fallen short of matching the leadership standard of their predecessors, Howard, Keating and Hawke – admittedly, a trio of rare virtuosity in the history of the Commonwealth. It follows from that record of relative underperformance that a core objective of this book is to identify how much of it can be sheeted home to the fallibilities of these incumbents. Accordingly, this study probes the origins of their personality types and behavioural dynamics that made them the leaders they became, and explores the strengths and weaknesses of their respective prime-ministerial leadership styles. Distinctive problems plagued Rudd, Gillard, Abbott and Morrison, and are challenging Albanese. At the same time, each leader has met with common dilemmas. Those shared difficulties are a product of the state of flux in Australian politics over the past quarter of a century. This is manifest in such things as the philosophical uncertainties of the major parties, dwindling support for those parties and the associated trend towards electoral insurgencies and cannibalisation of voting constituencies, and declining public faith in government, as well as a Balkanised media landscape that is inhospitable to prime ministers building a deep and sustained conversation with the community as a whole. The book has an eye to these roiling forces.

The chief preoccupation of this study remains, though, the leaders. That priority is also stimulated by another Howard legacy, which was the consolidation of a practice and culture of prime-ministerial government. A phenomenon manifest in many of the world’s parliamentary democracies, it is also ascribed the terms ‘presidentialisation’ and ‘personalisation’. In essence, these describe the same thing: leadership predominance in politics.13 Howard did not initiate this trend in Australian politics – its origins are typically dated back to Whitlam (the inventor of modernity in a remarkable number of ways). Yet, Howard was responsible for perfecting a machinery of executive government concentrated around, and commanded by, the prime minister. That machinery has proved notably fraught to handle for some of his successors. The media’s preoccupation with leaders, another development commonly traced to Whitlam’s time with the advent of the celebrity medium of television as the preeminent means of political communication, is another force that has contributed to the development of prime-ministerial government. In tandem with the growing centrality and prominence of party leaders, voter behaviour has increasingly been influenced by public estimation of them, which can further reinforce their pre-eminence.

There is another compelling reason for the book’s close attention to leadership. The agency of leaders has been a subject of contemplation and dispute since antiquity.14 On one side is the belief that leaders are the cardinal authors of human destiny. We see powerful strains of this from Plato’s ‘Philosopher King’ to Niccolò Machiavelli’s ‘Prince’. This view is widely regarded as having enjoyed its apotheosis in Thomas Carlyle’s mid-nineteenth-century ‘Great Man’ theory, with its glorification of a cast of men (heroes) who, endowed with special qualities, bent history to their will. On the other side has been the perspective that humans are merely corks bobbing around in a sea of impersonal forces that are largely beyond their control or even comprehension. Writers as diverse as Karl Marx and Leo Tolstoy subscribed to the idea that humans, from leaders down, possess limited power to shape the fate of their world. There is a middle ground in this debate. This holds that a leader’s agency depends on the context in which they rule as well as the institutional framework in which they are situated.15 For example, a leader’s power chances will be enlarged in a time of crisis or immediately after an upheaval when constraints on action are loosened.16 Needless to say, leaders in authoritarian regimes generally exercise greater unilateral authority than their counterparts in democratic systems, who govern within an institutional apparatus of checks and balances.

In an age of strong leaders bestriding the global stage, from Trump to Vladimir Putin to Xi Jinping and many more, this discussion can appear quaint. We know these individuals are powerfully influencing our world. Though the former presides in the oldest modern republic and within a constitutional system elaborately designed by its founders to safeguard against autocracy, he is causing convulsions at home and abroad on almost a daily basis. Trump is seriously stress-testing the integrity of America’s democratic institutions.17 Even in far distant Australia, we wake up each morning apprehensive about his latest grotesquery. It is hard to believe, indeed, that one man can assault the world’s senses so forcibly. But it is not only Trump. In this the twenty-first century, it frequently feels we have regressed to a past epoch of mad kings – and, yes, today’s demagogues are overwhelmingly kings, not queens.

The crucial point is that leaders, whether we like it or not, matter profoundly. This is not to suggest that heads of government in liberal democracies such as Australia determine everything that goes on in their name. In complex and densely structured modern administrations, most decision-making is a product of inputs by a multitude of actors. There is a great deal of government activity, for example, that occurs under the hood in ministerial offices and in the bureaucracy.18 Even so, it is leaders, whether well intentioned or not, whether capable or incapable, who generally exercise the lion’s share of impact. In fact, we live at a moment in time when we are receiving a remedial lesson in what history has repeatedly warned; that is, that mad and/or bad leaders – those who preferably would never have been permitted near the levers of power – often pack the heaviest punch.

Against this disquieting background, the importance of understanding the occupants of high office crowds in. We have good reason to want to know about the formative influences in their lives, about their personality traits, and about the making and nature of their belief systems. In the final pages of his memoir, Malcolm Turnbull meditates on what he learnt from his experiences in politics and as prime minister. His answer is that ‘nothing is so important as character’.19 Consistent with that conclusion, a respected scholar of the American presidency, Fred Greenstein, singled out emotional equilibrium – a stable temperament – as the indispensable attribute for leadership. In doing so, he was drawing upon the German sociologist Max Weber’s timeless 1919 essay ‘Politics as a Vocation’, in which Weber averred that a ‘firm taming of the soul’ was the ‘decisive psychological quality’ required for leadership.20 Greenstein warned to beware the contender wanting in that characteristic: ‘In its absence all else may turn to ashes.’21 From my lengthy studies of political leaders, both the successes and failures, these observations ring true, and ever more so. Among the other commonly identified prerequisites for leadership achievement are lengthy apprenticeships that enable a maturing of judgement; the clarity and firmness of ideas an incumbent has about what they wish to do with power; a high level of indomitability; intellectual depth and suppleness; communication prowess; and the ability to convey the ineffable quality of authenticity.22 It is quite a smorgasbord, this alchemy of leadership. How have the Australian prime ministers of this century, from Howard to Albanese, measured up against these yardsticks?

This book is to some extent a sequel to a two-volume history of prime-ministerial leadership in Australia that was co-authored by myself and two colleagues, Paul ‘t Hart and James Walter, and published in 2016 and 2017.23 In those volumes, we chronicled the story of prime ministers from the inaugural incumbent, Edmund Barton in 1901, to the demise of Tony Abbott in 2015 and its immediate aftermath. In doing so, we adopted a tripartite analytical approach: personalities, institutions and context. In this book, while still applying the latter two lenses, I have intentionally turned up the focus on the first. I have also gone back to four of the leaders covered in the second of those volumes – Howard, Rudd, Gillard and Abbott. The reason for that is to provide a comprehensive view of prime-ministerial leadership this century, but to also examine that quartet with an amplified emphasis on the interface between their formative experiences, personalities, belief systems, leadership styles and prime-ministerial performances.

That pursuit is easier with some of the seven leaders of the past twenty-five years than others. Mainly, that is due to the varying quality and thoroughness of the information available on each of them, especially in the form of biography and/or autobiography or memoir. All have been the subject of biographical study, and all but one (Abbott) have published accounts of their time in prime-ministerial office.24 But some of the memoirs are far more revealing of the self than others. For instance, the first volume of Rudd’s offers a moving, raw insight into the trauma of his childhood, whereas Gillard’s skips over her life before office: she stays, characteristically, largely behind a forcefield of reserve.25 There is, too, the inevitability that with some of the prime ministers in this book, it is more straightforward to draw the dots between personality formation, ideology, leadership type and experience in power, while others are more inscrutable. I should also add that, while squarely concentrated on the 21st-century prime ministers, this study is intruded upon by their predecessors. Whitlam, Hawke and Keating, in particular, shadow the story of contemporary Australian politics.

The calibration of analytical method in this book compared with the aforementioned two previous volumes on prime ministers is primarily motivated by what I have articulated above; that is, a strengthened conviction that the character and dispositions of leaders are highly determinative of whether or not they prosper in office, along with a heightened alertness to the critical influence that leaders have on the wellbeing of the world. Yet, I admit to a further impulse behind the magnified quest here to pull back the veil on the individuals who have held prime-ministerial office over the past quarter of a century. Simply put, it is one of fascination. The intersection of human nature and power has been a source of abiding intrigue through history. We see it, for example, in the collection of pioneering biographical profiles, The Twelve Caesars, written by Suetonius in the early Roman Empire. It is an animating theme in many of the greatest works of Shakespeare. And it is present in the most compelling studies of political leaders. There is a degree of impertinence, perhaps even hubris, entailed in this endeavour. After all, how can we ever truly know from afar what makes another tick? The conclusions drawn are necessarily suppositional and open to contest. I came to appreciate something of the dilemmas entailed in rifling through another’s inner life when researching and writing a biography of Jim Cairns in the 1990s. I felt measures of voyeur and ghoul as I peered over the ramparts of an individual whose psychological defences collapsed like a house of cards when he was at the height of his power as deputy prime minister in the Whitlam government in 1974–75. Cairns, among the most remarkable figures to have walked the nation’s political stage, would later tell me that I had helped him to make sense of his life, a treasured response that assuaged some of that discomfort.

I will finish this introduction with a little story that speaks to the lure – and perils – associated with the pursuit of unpacking the mysteries of leaders. As author of a newly published biography of Cairns and junior academic, in December 2002 I attended a conference at Old Parliament House, Canberra, held to commemorate the thirtieth anniversary of the election of the Whitlam government. I felt like a Christian among the lions – an unabashed admirer of Cairns at an event teeming with Whitlam devotees. He was there, a semi-divine presence, attending sessions and speaking at the conference dinner, where he delivered a lengthy recital of his government’s achievements that was only brought to a conclusion by the intervention of an exasperated Margaret Whitlam. The paper I had written involved an exploration of the rivalry between these two Labor greats that aimed to explain their contrasting political styles and philosophical outlooks through reference to the psychological contours of their respective childhoods. In devising the paper, I had not entertained the thought that Whitlam would be among the audience when I presented it. Yet, shortly before my session was due to begin, I received word that the former prime minister wanted to meet the person who had written a biography of Cairns and who had the impudence to conceive a paper on the psychological underpinnings of their rivalry. I was brought before him and we spoke politely until the time arrived for the session, when the octogenarian Whitlam, who by that stage of life was struggling with his legs, pressed heavily on my shoulder as we walked unsteadily together to the location of the session. What a sight we must have made: him, still towering of physique, leaning on diminutive me. Upon reaching the room, Whitlam settled in a front-row seat directly in line of sight of the speaker’s dais.

I remember my rising dread. I yearned for the ground to swallow me up. As other audience members filed in, a colleague, who knew something about the nature of my planned paper, whispered, ‘Speak truth to power, Paul,’ to which I muttered back, ‘That’s all very well for you.’ But there was no escape. When I reached the point in the paper that discussed Whitlam’s relationship with his mother and speculations about how that might have informed his leadership type and political project, an audience member emitted an audible gasp.26 I ploughed on, head down, not daring to meet the great man’s gaze, which I could nevertheless feel was intensely trained upon me. When finally the paper was done, and questions were asked for, Whitlam began incredulously and dismissively in his trademark stentorian tone: ‘I don’t know what anything had to do with my childhood.’ From there he proceeded to a lengthy rebuttal. I was mortified and speechless. I left the room vanquished, with my scholarly tail between my legs.

Maybe I share the problem of the contemporary Liberal Party of not learning. For, despite the risks and elusiveness of the enterprise, I still hold that venturing to fathom those who govern over us is a vital task. At the quarter mark of a turbulent century, the evidence for its urgency is all around. Besides, it is an itch that had to be scratched.


CHAPTER 1

In the Beginning

The prime minister who has cast the longest shadow over the politics of early 21st-century Australia, John Howard, was removed from office only a few years into the new millennium. Howard was a man firmly of last century. He was born on 26 July 1939, only a matter of weeks before Robert Menzies – during his first unfulfilled term as prime minister – announced the nation’s entry into World War II, and a handful of years before Menzies was instrumental in creating the modern Liberal Party on which he would build his postwar political ascendancy. Howard was a member of the ‘Silent Generation’, a relatively small group born between the latter 1920s and the war years. They were wedged between the ‘Greatest Generation’ – those who fought and conquered fascism in the 1940s – and the ‘baby boomers’, the beneficiaries of postwar affluence and consumerism, and the progenitors of youth and protest culture, the sexual revolution and growing secularism. By contrast, the Silent Generation, alternatively called the ‘traditionalists’, are typically associated with caution and conformism. They favoured social stability and prized the nuclear family unit. There was a suspicion, however, that below this cohort’s staid lifestyle and surface contentment bubbled a current of dissatisfaction, of lives lived in quiet desperation.1 If so, Howard, now aged in his mid-eighties, has kept any such existential angst buried deep down.

Howard’s involvement in Liberal Party politics began before he was barely out of short pants. His most accomplished biographers, Wayne Errington and Peter van Onselen, have astutely observed that he was what is now commonly sneered at: a ‘political apparatchik’.2 Though he practised as a lawyer in his twenties and early thirties, his eye was always on a career in politics. That ambition was realised by age thirty-four when he entered the House of Representatives as the Liberal member for Bennelong at the May 1974 double-dissolution election, which narrowly returned Gough Whitlam’s Labor government less than eighteen months after it had first won office. Whitlam later remarked that it was a poll ‘in danger of taking its place in Australian political memory as the election that never was’.3 It was an unsuccessful stratagem to break the Liberal–Country Party Coalition’s control of the Senate that the Opposition had used to menace Whitlam’s government and thwart elements of its program. Labor’s campaign for the May 1974 election was based on the proposition that it had been denied a ‘fair go’ by the conservative parties – that they had not accepted the government’s legitimacy. One of Labor’s slogans declared simply: ‘Give Gough a Go’.4

Howard had arrived in Canberra, then, to join the battle against the Whitlam project. Indeed, if he had had his way, Whitlam’s prime ministership would never have come into existence. If there was a symbolic episode of Howard’s political activism prior to his entry into parliament, then it was his role in the Liberals’ election campaign of late 1972 as a volunteer member of the staff of the party’s prime minister, William McMahon, as the latter fought a rearguard battle to fend off the modernising force of Whitlamism. Famously, Whitlam cast the December 1972 election as ‘a choice between the past and the future, between the habits and fears of the past, and the demands and opportunities of the future’.5 That characterisation, inevitably, simplified the reality. Since Menzies’ sixteen-year postwar reign had closed with his January 1966 resignation, his three Liberal successors – Harold Holt, John Gorton and McMahon – had each taken fitful steps to respond to the fresh and disruptive energies coursing through Australian society in the late 1960s and early 1970s.6 After supplanting Gorton as prime minister in March 1971, McMahon had asked the Liberal Party organisation to generate new policy ideas that fed into a cascade of initiatives in 1972. Education was a particular hive of activity, with a major injection of Commonwealth funds into schools, colleges of advanced education and universities.7 Progress was more mixed in other areas, but, as Whitlam later observed, McMahon was doing his best ‘to bestride two horses. He claimed to be the real heir to Menzies, yet he claimed to recognise and accept the need for change in a changing world.’8

McMahon’s efforts were not enough, however, to stop Whitlam at the 1972 election for reasons of both style and substance, with the respective campaign policy speeches of the two men compelling evidence of this.9 Where Whitlam’s policy address was delivered to a deliriously ecstatic, nearly 2000-strong crowd of party loyalists at Blacktown in Sydney’s outer-western suburbs, McMahon’s was taped for television without an audience. That format was chosen to avoid hecklers, who, experience showed, could easily discompose the prime minister. Where Whitlam announced Labor’s manifesto in confident declamatory tones, only pausing to allow the deafening explosions of clapping, cheering and feet stomping to subside, McMahon’s address was stilted, slow and utterly bereft of atmosphere. The prime minister read from an autocue, a novelty in Australian election campaigning, which had the effect of depriving the performance of any scrap of spontaneity. Operating this clunky machine was one of Howard’s tasks. Seated out of camera shot, he manually controlled the speed of the autocue by the use of a foot pedal.10 The experience of watching McMahon’s laboured, technology-reliant speech-making was a lasting lesson for Howard. As a parliamentarian, he prided himself on his ability to speak without a prepared text. As for an ‘autocue or teleprompter’, he held them ‘in contempt as rhetorical crutches’.11

In his campaign speech, McMahon described Australia ‘as a country of the young’, noting that every second member of the population was under the age of twenty-nine.12 He gestured towards the rising tide of what has come to be characterised as ‘identity’ – or, interchangeably, ‘social movement’ – politics. The prime minister told voters that the Coalition government had implemented programs to protect the environment, promote the arts and improve the wellbeing of ‘our Aboriginal fellow citizens’. ‘In the changing ‘70s,’ McMahon further declared, ‘there is a special need to identify in positive terms the role of women in our society.’ To that end, he promised a royal commission to investigate and make recommendations for enhancing the status of women. Though not unambiguously committing to reduce the voting age to eighteen, as Labor had pledged, McMahon said that his government would consult the states on the issue with a view to extending the franchise to younger Australians.

It was not then that the Liberal Party was standing still, blind to, or heedless of, the transformations underway in society. But its case for being a change agent was unpersuasive, all the more so because it had occupied the Treasury benches for a generation. Where Labor’s vast and detailed program for reform (the policy speech featured a phantasmagorical 200 promises) had gestated for many years in Whitlam’s mind and was the fruit of intensive work by networks of party activists and outside experts, McMahon’s offerings in 1972 were comparatively measly, cobbled together and half-baked. The commitments to a royal commission on women’s place in society and consultation on lowering the voting age betrayed this. The former was a kind of holding device for a government out of plans and the latter a means to fudge the issue because the Liberal’s Coalition partner, the Country Party, objected to granting suffrage to eighteen-year-olds.13 Perhaps the sharpest distinctions, though, were in the areas of education, health and Indigenous policy, where Labor was proposing seismic changes. In education, needs-based Commonwealth school funding provision and the abolition of university student fees. In health, a universal health insurance scheme paid by a levy on taxable income. In Indigenous affairs, the legislation of land rights because, as Whitlam declared, ‘all of us as Australians are diminished while the Aborigines are denied their rightful place in this nation’.14 By way of contrast, McMahon was promising pretty much more of the same in education and health, albeit with additional investment. On Aboriginal people, he spoke in platitudes. Yet, on Australia Day that year, the prime minister had categorically rejected the principle of land rights based on historical association. This was the trigger for black activists to erect a tent embassy in front of Parliament House to protest against Indigenous dispossession, which remains there to this day.15

Nor did it help the Liberals’ claim to be forward-looking that the prime minister appeared the antithesis of a coming man. Aged sixty-three when he replaced Gorton in 1971, he was the oldest non-interim prime minister to take office in Australian history – a distinction he still retains. He had been a minister for some twenty years, adding to the suspicion that his best days were behind him.16 The reality was that McMahon had reached the prime ministership as a leader of final resort. Neither trusted nor much respected by his colleagues, he was the last man standing in a Coalition that was riven by divisions and spent of energy and ideas after more than two decades in power. McMahon was also ill-suited to the emerging milieu of political communication. The 1972 election was the first truly television-focused campaign, heralded by Labor’s innovative use of the so-called ‘celebrity medium’ as exemplified by its infectious ‘It’s Time’ jingle featuring an array of cultural identities, and voter research–driven advertisements marketing Whitlam as a statesman and family man.17 Bald, diminutive, with prominent ears and a ‘tremulous, piping voice’ that was a legacy of surgery to correct deafness, McMahon lacked gravitas and seemed anything but the face of the future.18 Whitlam, on the other hand, though hardly young at age fifty-six and a veteran of two decades in the House of Representatives, had a commanding height, handsome features, a distinctive, diction-precise stentorian speaking voice, and exuded urbanity and erudition (the latter to a fault). Though his preferred forum was parliament, he looked like a prime minister should in the television age.

Howard’s participation in the unsuccessful Liberal effort to strangle the Whitlam social democratic project at birth in 1972 presaged the role he would play in Australian political life. That project at its heart was about evening up life chances, informed by Whitlam’s leitmotif principle of equality of opportunity. It was about extending Commonwealth public provision in core areas, most prominently education and health, as well as giving overdue recognition to, and empowering and attending to the needs of, previously marginalised groups in society such as Indigenous Australians. Howard was fundamentally opposed to that project. He believed emphatically in the superiority of private initiative and freedom of choice over public provision. He was also deeply antagonistic to anything remotely like identity politics. To him it was akin to a Trojan Horse for a dangerous separatism, and corrosive of what he regarded and revered as mainstream values. Writing in his autobiography thirty-five years after the toppling of the Labor government of 1972–75, he still could not evince an ounce of magnanimity towards the Whitlam project. He bristled at the ‘hype and myth-making’ surrounding the government’s 1972 election victory and expressed disdain for Whitlam’s ‘progressive social posturing’.19 Howard’s opposition to the Whitlamite vision permeated his more than three decades in the parliament and his near twelve-year prime ministership between 1996 and 2007. It has also still been felt through the influence he has exercised since.

Before we proceed to an account of the politics of the twenty-first century, some more detail is necessary about the early life and the making of the world view of the person who has so powerfully shaped that story, John Howard. Howard’s signing on to assist McMahon repel Whitlamism during the 1972 election campaign is explicable in at least three ways. First, it was about his advancing his aspirations to win a seat in federal parliament. Only thirty-three, he had already been involved in the NSW Liberal Party for around half his life, having joined the Young Liberals while a teenager. By the early 1970s, he was a well-known and rising figure in the party, a politician in waiting. He was metropolitan vice-president of the division, had been an unsuccessful election candidate for the party for a seat in the NSW Legislative Assembly in 1968, and had finished an eye-catching third in a preselection contest for a safe Liberal House of Representatives electorate in 1971. By 1972, his sights were firmly on the federal seat of Bennelong, with its nineteenth-century-born, long-time Liberal member poised to retire.20

Second, and in a related way, it reflected that he was already a diehard Liberal warrior. He ‘hurled’ himself into McMahon’s campaign, despite the financial cost of taking leave from his law firm and well appreciating the improbability of success, with the zeal of a true party believer.21 Not only was his ambition tied up with the Liberals, but his very identity was too. He had even met his wife, Janette, whom he’d recently married, at a by-election evening social gathering of the party faithful. As they talked deep into that night, he confided in her his belief that he would one day be prime minister.22 Janette did nothing to dispel his ambition nor his consuming passion for politics. To the contrary, she agreed with him that it was ‘the only game in town’. She was also a committed Liberal partisan – she had been handing out how-to-vote cards for the party on the day they met – and fully bought into his dedication to becoming a Liberal parliamentarian.23 Howard fulfilled that ambition in 1974, and in his inaugural speech to the House of Representatives proclaimed himself a loyal son of the Liberal Party, ‘a party whose basic philosophy I have never doubted’.24

Third, and most significantly, his work on the 1972 election campaign was an expression of his conservative world view, a world view anathematic to the Whitlam project, a world view that was already largely set in stone. How had it formed so adamantinely?

The fourth of the four sons of Lyall and Mona Howard, John Winston Howard grew up in Earlwood, an inner south-western suburb of Sydney.25 Lyall, an apprentice fitter and turner, enlisted in the First Australian Imperial Force and served on the Western Front. There he was gassed, which permanently impaired his health. Shortly before the maelstrom of the Great Depression, Lyall and his brother bought a service station in the neighbouring suburb of Dulwich Hill, which he operated. Despite the adverse economic conditions, the business prospered sufficiently that by the end of the next decade Lyall was able to acquire a second service station, which was managed by his brother. In his autobiography, Howard designates the family lower middle class, writing that his father was ‘able to make a reasonably comfortable living’.26 Home was a modest Californian bungalow with three bedrooms, one of which Howard shared with his next youngest brother, Bob.

At forty-three, Lyall was comparatively old when John was born, and busy managing the family service stations. As with so many World War I veterans, he was reticent about talking of his military experiences. According to Errington and van Onselen, his two youngest sons remembered Lyall as a ‘shy and gentle’ man.27 By the time John entered his teenage years, his father’s health had deteriorated. He died of a cerebral haemorrhage in the mid-1950s, aged fifty-nine, devastating his youngest son who was only sixteen. Despite his reserved nature and premature passing, Lyall had done much to determine John’s political leanings, which were already established. Lyall had become a member of the Liberal Party following its creation under the direction of Menzies in 1944. In a radio broadcast delivered two years earlier in May 1942, and which was subsequently recognised as a touchstone in non-Labor politics in Australia, Menzies had defined the quintessential constituency of this new party. These were ‘the Forgotten People’ – an industrious, frugal, family- and home-centred middle rank in society whose interests, according to Menzies, were ‘constantly in danger of being ground’ in the competition between organised labour and the rich and powerful. The ‘backbone of this country’, the Forgotten People were, Menzies asserted, defined not so much by their ‘social and economic position’ but by their political, social and moral values. They were ‘the great and sober and dynamic middle class – the strivers, the planners and the ambitious ones’ on whom the nation’s destiny depended.28 It was an invocation that aligned hand-in-glove with Lyall’s and Mona’s lived experience.29

The first strong political memory identified by Howard in his autobiography is of the 1949 federal election, when he was aged ten. It flagged and nourished a precocious interest in politics. That election was a watershed in Australian political life. It completed Menzies’ political resurrection following his first failed prime ministership of 1939–41. It also launched his and the Liberal Party’s postwar monopoly on power, even allowing for the fact that this ascendancy was not truly consolidated until 1955 – the year Lyall died – with the calamitous Labor Split that was triggered by a complex web of issues related to the activities of anti-Communist, largely Catholic militants in its ranks.30 Howard, his parents and brothers delighted in the Liberals’ 1949 election victory. In addition to their fidelity to the party, the family had a material stake in Menzies winning office since he had promised to end petrol rationing, a hangover from the war, which adversely impacted Lyall’s service station businesses. It was a pledge the veteran Labor prime minister Ben Chifley declined to match, which was readily construed by the Coalition parties as evidence of his government’s predilection for socialist regimentation. The reality was that Chifley was maintaining petrol rationing as a means to assist Britain through its postwar economic troubles.31

Though Howard inherited Lyall’s political allegiance, the greatest parental influence on him was his mother, Mona. The family’s solicitor later remembered the temperamental contrast between Lyall and Mona: he was ‘a kindly, almost sweet man’ while she was ‘something’.32 A Jewish friend of Howard’s from his university days viewed Mona similarly. She reminded him of ‘a devoted Jewish mother, ambitious for her children, and driving them on to succeed’.33 Howard’s relationship with Mona was always close. As her baby son, he was her ‘most pampered child’.34 The death of Lyall deepened their bond. By then, his elder brothers had moved out of the family home, so, as Howard later remembered, ‘I was thrown even more into the company of my mother. We talked endlessly.’35 Politics was a frequent topic of their conversations. In common with her husband, Mona was a committed Liberal supporter with implacably held conservative values. In contrast to the reserved Lyall, however, she was readier to drum those values into her children and others. Her views typically prevailed if there was a disagreement at home. Where Lyall seldom attended the Methodist church situated across the road from the family home, Mona and the children were regular worshippers – a habit Howard continued until his late twenties. Mona’s valorising of family and stability was possibly a reaction to her own turbulent childhood in which her mother died while she was very young and her father was a heavy drinker and something of a wastrel.

Howard lived with Mona until his early thirties when he wed Janette. Mother and son were devoted to one another and mutually reliant. When Howard went for a job as a solicitor’s clerk at age twenty, Mona accompanied him to the interview ‘to help ease his nerves’.36 She was ready to sacrifice to support his aspirations for a political career. A vivid example was when Howard became the Liberal candidate for the marginal state seat of Drummoyne at the 1968 state election. Mona ‘upended her life by moving house’ with him into the electorate to strengthen his election bid and ‘then worked incredibly hard in the campaign’.37 The entry of Janette into his life inevitably compromised their bond and Mona resented Janette for it. According to Errington and van Onselen, ‘Mona took the loss badly, unfairly blaming Janette for stealing him’.38 The irony is that the two women were similar in many ways. They were both, as Howard’s brother Bob observed, of ‘strong character’,39 both were unwavering Liberal partisans and conservative in outlook, and both were willing servants to Howard’s quest to get ahead politically.

Intriguingly, being the beneficiary of special maternal investment is a recurring feature in the early lives of Australia’s foremost prime ministers. Too common to be merely coincidental, this is a pattern of retiring, soft-natured fathers who nevertheless imparted core political beliefs to their sons, and of ebullient mothers who supplied a plenitude of devotion and drive. To some extent this may be interpreted as a process of mothers in a time before second-wave feminism, frustrated by the limits on their own lives, projecting, whether consciously or not, unfulfilled aspirations onto their sons. Yet, there does seem something especially potent about the dynamic in the childhoods of these prime ministers. Whitlam, Hawke and Keating each had forceful mothers utterly enamoured of them and convinced of their singularity. Hawke’s mother, who famously believed he was foreordained for prime-ministerial glory from birth, has been described by his biographer Blanche d’Alpuget as ‘the daemon’ in her son’s life.40 Hawke concurred in his memoir, writing that ‘no human being had influenced my destiny more’.41 It is Keating, though, who has reflected most eloquently on the experience and effects of powerful maternal devotion – in his case, this was also expressed in the unconditional love he received from his grandmother. He told Kerry O’Brien:


My grandmother and my mother invested a ton of love in me … I walked around with grandmotherly and motherly love, and I think it radiates for you and gives you that kind of inner confidence. It’s almost like wearing the asbestos suit – you go through the fire but you’re not going to be burned because someone loves you. You are complete, you are together.42



For Keating – and the same can be said for Whitlam and Hawke – the effect was to encourage an overweening self-regard and a sense of boundlessness. These were men, zestful and abundant, who would not be held back. It was the seed of their role as inspirational actors in politics, one of three leadership types fertilely delineated by the innovative and influential Australian political psychologist and author Graham Little.43 These are leaders whose signatures are expansiveness and optimism. They minister in hope and attract fervent disciples.

This was not Howard. Unquestionably, Mona’s dedication to him, and the wider security he obtained from a loving and stable family life, implanted in him a tenacious core of self-belief. Yet, his self-confidence was crimped by other factors. The loss of his father while Howard was still a teenager was traumatising. Mona’s love also had a hard edge. She sternly policed a strict code of behaviour. One of Howard’s elder brothers recalled that theirs was an upbringing in which there were ‘lots of shouldn’ts’.44 Whitlam, Hawke and Keating were indulged and each developed a tendency to preen, to be exhibitionist and too clever by half. Howard’s parents, by way of contrast, with their humble middle-class and sober Methodist mores, impressed on their children the need to guard against acting in any way that could be construed as pretentious or ostentatious. They were offended by people who displayed front, or what they called ‘side’.45 Mona was especially fierce in this regard. A memory that stuck with Howard was of his mother sharply rebuking him when, during a family outing to the cinema, he used his ‘foot to push a sweet wrapper towards a cleaning lady who was collecting rubbish during interval. She said that I should have picked it up and handed it to her.’46 These and similar lessons had their effect. Howard not only grew to be a man of impeccable courtesy but also plain tastes. He betrayed not a trace of venality or of airs and graces. Undoubtedly, this helped him to relate to and intuit the sentiments of so-called ordinary Australians.

Howard was different, too, in that he did not grow up with Whitlam’s towering physique, nor did he boast the telegenic good looks of the trio of Whitlam, Hawke and Keating. He was unprepossessing of appearance, short of height, bespectacled and, in an uncanny echo of McMahon, suffered from a congenital hearing condition that led to him wearing a cumbersome hearing aid at university – operations in the early 1960s succeeded in improving his hearing. He was an enthusiastic participant in sport at school and in the Methodist Church team, with a particular passion for cricket. However, he was a player of modest ability who had a weakness for grassing catches. Howard was also afflicted in his youth by acne that must have further preyed on his confidence. Errington and van Onselen report that he was teased – these days we call it bullied – about his height and pimples.47 He was awkward around members of the opposite sex, a not unusual characteristic for a boy with male-only siblings and who attended an all boys’ secondary school. This was Canterbury Boys’ High, one of several Sydney selective high schools, where he won admission after first being educated at the local public primary school. He was a good but not exceptional student, with his performance in the classroom handicapped by his poor hearing. Howard did not stand out among his peers – he missed out on being chosen as a school prefect. One area he did excel in was debating. He quickly discovered that his facility with the spoken word, especially his gift of being able to speak lucidly off the cuff, which was aided by a formidable retentive memory, could go some way to compensating for other shortcomings that rendered him inconspicuous. His closest friend at the time later remarked that Howard was ‘the sort of person everybody used to overlook or push around, until he opened his mouth’.48 Best man at Howard’s wedding, that same friend confessed that he had been convinced Howard, a mother’s boy if ever there was one, would be a life-long bachelor. Notably, it was his fluent holding forth on politics which first caught Janette’s eye.

After leaving school, Howard enrolled in law at the University of Sydney. It was the late 1950s, several years before Australia’s university campuses became the locus of the rebellious 1960s, breeding grounds for new adventurous lifestyle choices and anti–Vietnam War dissent. In any case, Howard seldom ventured onto the university’s Camperdown campus, instead confining himself to its Law School, situated in the city centre. Even there, Liberal Party activities as well as cricket spectating regularly took precedence over his attendance at classes. Similarly, he limited himself to studying law subjects, unmoved by the suggestion of his brother Bob that he take an arts or economics degree. To Bob, this was indicative of a narrowness of mind: ‘I don’t think he reflects a lot.’49 In other words, while Howard enjoyed reading history and biography, he was no intellectual. He was not curious about new ideas that might challenge him or transport him to unexpected places. To a large extent, his values were already fixed, his mind made up. There was an aspect of the old man about him by age twenty.

Embarking on a law career by the beginning of the 1960s, politics was never far away for Howard. That was even the case when he went on an extended trip to parts of Asia, Israel, Britain and mainland Europe in 1964. While in London, he volunteered to assist the campaign of a Conservative MP during the general election that brought British Labour to power. Travel did not expand Howard’s horizons. Errington and van Onselen write that he ‘returned with a strengthened view of the virtues of his Australia’.50 Around that time, opposition to conscription and the Vietnam War, though still a minority position among younger Australians and within the society at large, was beginning to cause ripples in the universities and catalyse youth agitation. In time, questioning verities about the war became a lightning rod for a wider social restlessness, for the springing forth of dissenting attitudes on matters of gender, race, sexuality and indigeneity that found outlet in social movement politics. Other forces were unsettling established norms. Prolonged postwar economic growth created the economic security for a receptiveness to these so-called post-material concerns. Expanding educational opportunities reinforced generational differences and nourished a mood of scepticism towards traditional wisdoms. Staying on at secondary school was now commonplace and university enrolments had grown several-fold since the end of World War II. The expanding army of undergraduates enjoyed a degree of lifestyle and intellectual freedom that made them chafe at the status quo. Changes to the workforce were also playing a role, with employment growth strongest in the public sector and service industries. The rise of an educated professional and white-collar middle class energised civil society. It was to this constituency that Whitlam appealed in order to broaden Labor’s vote beyond its shrinking manual working-class base.51

We ought not exaggerate the extent of the social awakening. Much of the population remained stubbornly unmoved. Howard was one of them. This was despite his family’s relative material security, his university education, professional employment and the fact that he was only a few years older than the baby boomers who were in the vanguard of the social ferment of the late 1960s and early 1970s. He did listen to Bob Dylan, conceived of by many as the troubadour of the protest generation. Yet, he later inspired bemusement and derision by explaining that it was Dylan’s music (chiefly from his pre-electric era) rather than his magically surreal lyrics that appealed to him.52 Certainly, it is hard to conceive of the resolutely practical-minded Howard poring mesmerised over the hauntingly cryptic landscape conjured up in a Dylan epic like ‘Desolation Row’. Photographs of him from that time show that his clothes and hairstyle were untouched by the fashions of the day. Puffing on a cigarette and consuming the occasional alcoholic drink – habits Mona greatly frowned upon – were about as far as he went in entering into the spirit of liberation.

However, Howard was not merely immune to the eruption of social dissent; he was actively hostile to it. There was no greater statement of this than how, on behalf of the Liberal Party, he braved university campuses in the second half of the 1960s to argue the case for the Coalition government’s policy of intervention in the Vietnam War. It was another instance of the dutiful and ambitious party servant – more proving of his stripes to Liberal elders. But it was also a demonstration of the certitude of his values. Venturing into such an inhospitable environment – an environment in which he was a political and cultural oddity – would have been an ordeal for most people at his still relatively tender age. Yet not Howard. To the contrary, it steeled him for political combat and further vulcanised his belief system. In his autobiography, he recalled with undisguised pride the effect on him:


It is impossible to exaggerate the extent to which this experience hardened me for later political life. Being booed and cat-called by hundreds of students in my late 20s, and receiving abuse delivered without a skerrick of good humour, was not only rigorous training for later public life, it also forced me to confront and be satisfied of the strength of my own beliefs …53



Plainly, Howard’s early life was not without insecurities, slights or humiliations. There was an element to him of the weakling boy who had sand kicked in his face, the boy who would one day avenge his torment. As a result, he could not match the luminous self-confidence and grandiosity of Whitlam, Hawke and Keating. Nevertheless, especially nurtured by his adoring mother, he had developed a resilient bedrock of inner belief that was intimately connected to a set of implacably held conservative values bequeathed to him by both his parents. This endowed him with the strength to tamp down his insecurities, to slough off the slights and humiliations he had endured, and gave him the fortitude to swim against the tide where necessary. He was a type that obtained affirmation, not doubt, from the jeers of others.

Howard emerged into adulthood largely unmalleable. He was not on an intellectual quest for truth but was, for all intents and purposes, fully formed. Later on, he would be influenced by the wave of neoliberal ideas that swept over Australian politics during the final decades of the twentieth century. Those ideas were readily conformable, however, to his pre-existing faith in individual enterprise. Nor did they in any way disturb his abiding conservatism. The young man who had set himself against the Vietnam War-era rebellion in the late 1960s was in essence the same Howard who joined McMahon’s staff in 1972 to stymie Whitlam’s social democratic project of enlarging government activity and admitting previously suppressed groups into Australian public life. It was the same Howard who entered the House of Representatives eighteen months later to carry on the fight against Whitlamism. It was the same Howard who was elected prime minister another two decades on, pledging to put an end to the domination of ‘elite’ and minority interests in favour of the restoration of mainstream values. It is the same Howard whose legacy looms over this country still.


CHAPTER 2

A Howard Settlement

Australia entered the twenty-first century on the wings of the Sydney Olympics. The exuberant success of the games left the country overflowing with pride and in a mood of optimism about the new millennium. The centenary of Federation celebrations the next year were, by contrast, an underwhelming affair that failed to arouse public interest. Ignorance of the history of the nation’s founding partly explained the apathy. An inkling of how poor was the public’s knowledge of the circumstances of that birth was indicated by the results of a major survey of the community that revealed, among other things, that only 18 per cent recognised the name of Australia’s pre-eminent federationist and first prime minister, Edmund Barton. So concerned were authorities by the finding that they commissioned an advertising campaign that embarrassed the public by asking, ‘What sort of nation would forget the name of its first prime minister?’1 In another way, the indifference to the country’s political making was emblematic of a winsome national trait. Australians are by nature bashful about their society’s political achievements, largely unconscious of, and nonchalant about, its democratic exceptionalism. Nevertheless, the centenary of Federation spotlighted Australia’s status as one of the world’s most robust and durable parliamentary democracies. Though there were serious blights on its performance – most appallingly, the dispossession and exclusion of First Nations people – the nation boasted a history of democratic innovation and precocious advance dating back to colonial times.2 The pioneering, by world standards, granting of suffrage to women was one of the admirable landmarks in that record. The democratic experimentation continued into the twentieth century. The introduction of compulsory voting in 1924 was one of the features that marked out Australia’s political system as internationally distinctive. Few places on earth could boast anything near voter turnouts at national elections consistently above 90 per cent. It is a record that has inspired wonder and envy in comparable anglophone democracies such as the United States and Britain.3

In the mid-1960s, the social commentator Donald Horne epigrammatically described Australia as ‘a lucky country run by mainly second-rate people’.4 Despite the phrase resonating down the ages, Horne’s observation was palpably untrue. Though Australia’s leaders have not been in the league of the epic presidents of the United States – George Washington, Abraham Lincoln and Franklin Roosevelt – the sweep of the nation’s history reveals that it has had its fair share of accomplished prime ministers. They began with the beguiling Alfred Deakin, the principal architect of the nation-building edifice constructed in the first Commonwealth decade that earned Australia an international reputation as a ‘social laboratory’.5 In the mid-twentieth century, Labor’s comrades-in-arms, John Curtin and Ben Chifley, implemented a postwar reconstruction project that involved an intrepid and distinctively Australian adaptation of Keynesian economics and welfare policy.6 That policy regime was embedded, refined and augmented in the following two decades by Liberal Party founder and political titan Robert Menzies. Then, in the 1980s, another formidable, if this time tempestuous, Labor pairing, Bob Hawke and Paul Keating, displayed a similarly inventive spirit by effecting a comprehensive program of liberalisation and internationalisation of the economy cushioned by measures to bolster the social wage; for example, the establishment of the thereafter cherished universal health insurance scheme Medicare, and compulsory superannuation, as well as important renovations of the welfare system.7 They were followed in the last years of the twentieth century by Liberal prime minister John Howard, whose early governments capped the nation’s economic modernisation.

Though creating social strains that helped destabilise the political system, the reforms of the end of the last century, augmented by a bountiful trade relationship with China, set up Australia for a lengthy, uninterrupted period of economic growth. Indeed, from abroad the nation was extolled as a kind of miracle economy, a perspective seemingly corroborated when the country shrugged off the global financial crisis (GFC) largely unharmed at the end of the first decade of the new millennium. The stewardship of economic modernisation reflected favourably on Australia’s political class. For all its noise and fury, and despite plenty of moments of rancour and pettiness, at the end of the twentieth century it could be reasonably said that the nation’s parliamentary system was mostly working effectively to progress the people’s interests.

Writing in the midst of the reform era of the late twentieth century, leading political journalist Paul Kelly labelled the period ‘the end of certainty’.8 This was prophetic of what was to come. A quarter of a century into the new millennium, a health check of Australia’s democracy paints a sobering picture. This past twenty-five years in national politics has been a time of turbulence, policy inertia and dwindling public faith. The fragilities in the system are manifest in several ways. By way of contrast to the stability evident in the late twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first century – Labor in government for thirteen years between 1983 and 1996, and the Coalition in government for eleven and a half years between 1996 and 2007 – Australia has experienced seven changes of prime minister from 2007. Four of the changes, between 2010 and 2018, were triggered by party room insurrections – a phenomenon that earned Australia the sobriquet of the ‘coup capital of the democratic world’.9 Along with the upheavals in the country’s top office has come a diminished record of prime ministers inscribing their imprint on the nation. While it is too early to judge how significant Anthony Albanese’s governing legacy will be, and Julia Gillard (prime minister from 2010 to 2013) produced a substantial body of reform in unpropitious circumstances, the 21st-century prime ministers are dwarfed by the policy achievements of their predecessors: Hawke, Keating and Howard. The policy stasis of the era has been most culpably reflected in the delays and maddeningly repeated reversals in mitigating climate change, but also in other core areas of responsibility such as housing.

Another sign of disturbance to the political system is the eroding support for the major parties. For over a hundred years, Australia’s parliamentary democracy has been defined and ballasted by a Labor versus non-Labor party system.10 During most of last century, these two sides monopolised more than 90 per cent of the primary vote. Though this was trending down by the century’s end, the fall away has accelerated since 2010, with the major party vote share hitting new lows of 68.3 per cent in 2022 and 66.4 per cent in 2025. This development can be construed as a natural corollary of increased diversity in the community that is proliferating cleavages in the electorate and fracturing the traditional constituencies of the major parties. That phenomenon has been in train for half a century. Yet, whereas previously the major parties showed an impressive capacity to accommodate themselves to growing diversity, their adaptive ability is waning. The slipping support for the major parties can also be connected to disillusionment with the performance of the political system. That disenchantment has been tracked by the Australian Election Study, which has surveyed voter attitudes for nearly four decades. This research reveals that while satisfaction with Australia’s democracy remains relatively high, it has ebbed since early this century in tandem with faltering trust in government. Both hit record lows in 2019.11

There are other indicators of the testing time Australian democracy is travelling through. One is the polarisation and creeping incivility of political discourse. The nation has endured periods of serious political discord before; for instance, during the conscription plebiscites of World War I, the Great Depression in the 1930s and the Vietnam War years. Nor has early 21st-century Australia plumbed anything equivalent to the depths of political division in the United States, where there have been genuine anxieties about the spectres of civil war and democratic disintegration. Even so, against the background of a restless pressing forward of the forces of new politics (Indigenous, women, environmental and so on, originating in the 1960s) to obtain their rightful place in the nation, conservatives have staged a fierce rearguard battle. The resulting social identity wars are a corrosive political staple sowing community antipathies and inducing something akin to a Groundhog Day in public debate, as warriors on either side reflexively shout across the top of one another in a zero-sum contest. The pervasive influence of social media and the related Balkanisation of the media landscape are powerful factors in the declining cohesion of the nation’s politics. Elements of the media, most prominently the Murdoch-owned newspapers and Sky News, are relentlessly partisan. They engage in virulent vendetta-style journalism against those not obsequious to their world view. The capacity of social media to ricochet misinformation and disinformation through society only adds to this discordant brew.

Yet, developments in the political arena itself are also having an effect. On the one hand has been the metamorphosing or, perhaps more accurately, the mutating of the non-Labor side of politics towards strongman conservative populism. On the other hand, Labor, in common with social democratic parties across the globe, has endured a prolonged period of uncertainty
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