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To Phyllis from Brisbane who was right

and my Tete who was wrong.

And to Riddley, Hugo, Wolf and all the children – may we fix *gestures to everything* for you.





Introduction

Lest the critics say there is not a positive word for John Winston Howard in this book, let’s start with some.

Howard was perhaps Australia’s most influential and effective politician, at least in modern political history. He is the Liberal Party’s Whitlam, changing the country in ways we are still reckoning with.

Howard had the patience of Moses, the tenacity of Churchill and the cunning of Odysseus, all wrapped up in the most bland, benign and white package you could imagine. He understood one of the most important lessons in politics, and life – people believe the story you tell them.

The story Howard spun was so powerful he had people voting against their own interests for years – and thanking him for it.

And that’s where the positive words end. Indeed, they’re only positive if you feel that the gaining and retention of power are laudable irrespective of what you do with them. It’s one of the many strange outcomes of the Howard Years (March 11, 1996 to December 3, 2007) that even his opponents over time have felt compelled to praise his political skills even as they decry the consequences, so that the greatest legacy of this ‘conviction’ politician has in fact been decisively to separate politics and conviction, means and ends. The purpose of this book is to bring the ends back into focus, because we’re still living with the consequences of Howard’s convictions.

Above all, John Howard was not afraid of using power and in fact wielded it to shape the nation to his desires. Howard stomped over decades of industrial action, social norms and progress, making Australia smaller, individualistic and in many senses crueller, without taking a backward step. He convinced a generation that they were entitled to be ‘relaxed and comfortable’: if you weren’t relaxed and comfortable, well, that was probably your own fault and you just didn’t deserve what John Howard could give you. Howard convinced a nation that thinking about politics was what was wrong with politics.

If that meant history had to be ignored and, in some cases, entirely re-written, to avoid uncomfortable truths, so be it. The future was to be ignored entirely. In pursuit of a complacent present, Howard changed how we think about each other, ourselves, the economy, what our country owes us, our history, the acceptable bounds of social discourse, multiculturalism, what and who matters, and what we are capable of as a nation. But not for the better.

You can trace almost every major societal issue Australia is facing today to Howard and his vision. He was either at the centre of it or laid the foundations for it. If you want to know the answer to who fucked millennials and gen Z, the answer is easy: Howard.

Howard persuaded Australia to see itself through the lens of his own arrested development. The Australia of his youth, led by the Liberal prime minister and founder of the modern Liberal Party, Robert Menzies, seemed to establish itself as a Pleasantville in Howard’s mind, something to be recreated no matter the cost. As a result, Howard set about recasting something that only truly existed in the eyes of a middle class, methodist, white child in 1950s suburban Australia – which Howard translated into ‘ordinary’ Australia, for ‘ordinary’ Australians.

He convinced millions of people that his values were their values, and those shared values meant he understood them, and what he wanted was what they wanted. No matter what the policy, Howard tied it back to ‘values’, which by the year 2000 had been reduced to four pieces of jingoism: ‘self-reliance, a fair go, pulling together, and having a go’.1

But Howard destroyed the ‘fair go’. He made it harder to ‘have a go’ – ripping apart the social safety nets, privatising essential services and turning houses into a source of wealth, over and above the right to shelter. His version of self-reliance didn’t apply to the nation itself, which he tied ever closer to the United States, proudly allowing a sovereign nation to become the ‘deputy’ of a declining world power. Pulling together meant ostracising those who did not agree with a conservative world view, marking them as ‘elites’ or ‘un-Australian’, helping to tend to the seeds of division which continue to flourish today.

‘No one owns the national identity,’ said Howard in 1995. He then spent the next twelve years setting the boundaries for what an acceptable national identity was. The year before he was elected, Howard accused the Keating government of being ‘living proof of the Orwellian dictum that those who seek to control the future first try to control the past by distorting it for their own particular narrow purpose’.2 If we are to apply the notion that every accusation is a confession, Howard outlined how he would govern as prime minister in that one single sentence. He rewrote our past to control the future and set about limiting who was worthy of cultural empathy.

And he won.

Successive Labor governments largely gave up trying to unpick what Howard put in motion and instead just folded in his visions into their own policy blueprints. And the Liberal Party is now reaching its inevitable, catastrophic conclusion to Howard’s vision. Howard was the first elected Australian prime minister to describe himself as a conservative, and while much has been made of the ‘broad church’ he held together in the Liberal Party tent, it’s clear to see how his influence set the party on its current course. Tony Abbott, Scott Morrison and Peter Dutton are all creations of Howard. Each more craven than the last, they collectively reduced the Liberal Party to a culture war smokescreen, standing for nothing beyond the current leader’s predilections and the reverberations from increasingly rabid echo chambers. In fact, the only thing that may be worse off for Howard’s stewardship than the nation itself is the Liberal Party he fought so hard to rule. Lazarus with his triple bypass may have risen, but nothing will save the Liberal Party.

Howard’s attacks on ‘elites’, his elevation of ‘special individuals, not special interests’ for the country as a whole, his casual qualifier of ‘deserving of help’ when talking of the need to look after the less fortunate, his lionising of ‘traditional’ families, seem tame when viewed through today’s tarnished and battered lens, but it started the shift from the collective to the individual in Australia, and in doing so made us all the more vulnerable to the divisive messages of today.

Howard was a conviction politician, which meant he never bent on the issues he cared about. He didn’t care about every issue – and that’s where he let the politics play out as it did, which is where some of the myth of his ‘broad church’ takes root – but if it was something he wanted done, he made it happen. No matter the cost. It’s how he won a lot of what he wanted – the sale of Telstra, pushing through the GST. If something got in the way like a pesky election vow, then he would just invent something else like the concept of ‘core and non-core promises’ to get his way. Howard was driven by his own values and what he wanted to change he did, no matter how hard it may have been. And he truly didn’t care about what he didn’t care about. Some took this to mean he listened to his Cabinet, or his voters, and was willing to back down if persuaded otherwise. But that is a very surface-level take. Looking back on Howard’s career it is clear that he was a master of playing politics, he knew how to keep his rivals busy fighting each other and never once bent on anything he truly wanted. But he was just so pleasant about it, bumbling around in tracksuits like an off-duty Mr Sheen, that it was easy to miss just how good he was at getting his own way. It kept him in power, unchallenged, for eleven years, but also meant he could railroad his way into changing the country to suit himself. And he did, unapologetically.

Howard narrowed the boundaries of what it was to be an Australian and often made our political debate more cruel. His government muffled critics, silenced scientists, scared the public service and punished dissenters. Today’s far-right culture warriors have their ‘war on woke’. For Howard, ‘political correctness’ was to blame for everything from multiculturalism to the bid to formally cut Australia’s ties from the British Empire, to Indigenous self-determination, to a foreign policy orientating towards Asia rather than to America as he wished. Any progress Australia had made in addressing its racist and xenophobic history was pushed back decades by Howard, who made border policies one of the nation’s most successful exports. He not only gave cover for a growing far-right wing, he helped it flourish. He sent us to war on a lie, for the benefit of another nation. He divided us into deserving and not-so-deserving. He’s a big part of the reason everything, and I mean everything, is harder than it should be. Owning a home. Getting ahead. Finding acceptance for your identity. Aged care. Health care. Wages growth. Population growth. Foreign policy. Mapping out a future, both as individuals and a nation.

And he never truly went away.

Far from being ‘Honest John’ or even Beige John, Howard is, in short, where it all went wrong.






1 Culture Wars


‘I think in public life you take a position and I think particularly of the positions I’ve taken in the time I’ve been prime minister. I have to live with the consequences of those both now and into the future. And if I ever develop reservations, well, I hope I would have the grace to keep them to myself… you take a position and you’ve got to live by that and be judged by that – and that’s my position.’1

John Howard, 2006



That was John Howard’s response to a question from journalist David Speers in November 2006, as his first visit to Vietnam as prime minister was concluding. Speers, then with Sky News, now with the ABC, had wanted to know if Howard – who had spent most of the trip talking up Vietnamese–Australian relations without mentioning, you know, the war – thought Australia’s involvement in the Vietnam war was a mistake.

Reading the transcript, you can sense Howard’s mind turning. His answer reveals more than just how he felt about Australia’s involvement in a war that, historically, has been viewed as a mistake. It also shows a prime minister unwilling to admit he is wrong – ever. If anything, he was trying to make a virtue out of denying he changed his mind, even if, indeed, he ever had.

Howard made up his mind a lot about the sort of Australia he wanted us all to live in – not just policies for prosperity, but the kind of place he thought the country ought to be. Even as we live with the increasingly dire consequences of that national vision, Howard has not taken a backward step, even deep into his retirement. And therefore neither have those who venerate his memory. To understand why so many conservatives in Australia are addicted to fighting culture wars, and how those wars have been weaponised as a divisive distraction tool, you need not look further than Howard.



‘The times will suit me,’ Howard told journalist Anne Summers in July 1986. Eventually he was right, but as Summers wrote in 2003, not because Australia suddenly became conservative, but because of the work Howard put in to shape the times.2 He’s been doing it ever since, either directly, through his interventions in friendly media, or by proxy, through his advice to protégés who have continued to wage the wars for him.

Having spent most of Australia’s most socially progressive years, between the 1960s and 1980s, in the political wilderness, as soon as he was elected Prime Minister in February 1996, Howard set about cultivating an Australia which rejected the self-directed sovereignty path it had been set upon, in the three main areas of reconciliation with its Indigenous populations, unshackling itself from the British monarchy and turning towards Asia. (Probably not unexpected for someone who once named Bob Dylan and Joan Baez as his favourite vocalists, but notably not for the lyrics they were vocalising.)

Howard also saw no issue with this, telling Liz Jackson during the 1996 election campaign ‘you shouldn’t get so hung up, you shouldn’t be so politically correct, that somebody that may not necessarily share the views of the vocalist, can’t enjoy the music, that’s very narrow-minded. That’s the sort of thing that you’d expect from the politically correct brigade.’3

So it is not surprising that someone who liked a protest song purely for the guitar strumming and sweet voices would seek to derail Australia becoming a republic as one of his first goals. Tradition obviously isn’t ‘politically correct’. To make that happen, Howard began attacking socially progressive policies and made sure to centre his version of the past as much as possible. He also successfully carried out a personally favoured political move of his – divide and conquer – which the republican supporters not only fell for but allowed to dictate most of their campaigns.

Indigenous self-determination was sacrificed to make that happen.

Still, in 1996, after decades of inching towards it, Australia was on the path of formal national reconciliation, with the 1991 passage of the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation Act 1991. The vision was for a ‘united Australia which respects this land of ours; values the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander heritage; and provides justice and equity for all’.

The following year in 1992, the High Court handed down its Mabo decision, which overturned the legal fiction of terra nullius and recognised native title, and Paul Keating delivered his Redfern speech, admitting ‘it was we who did the dispossessing. We took the traditional lands and smashed the traditional way of life. We brought the diseases. The alcohol. We committed the murders. We took the children from their mothers.’4

Australia was on the path to a national apology, or at least more broadly, a recognition of the original sin of settlement, of which an apology would be an important part.

But that did not fit into Howard’s view of Australia’s past, or where he wanted to take the country. Keating’s proclamation of ‘we’, as in settler Australians, became ‘them’ and ‘us’ under Howard; them being those who agreed with Keating’s views of reconciliation and blame acceptance and ‘us’ being anyone who felt it was all a bit too much.

Howard’s views were clear in the election campaign. In an interview with the ABC’s Liz Jackson, he described himself as ‘direct’, ‘unpretentious’ and ‘pretty dogged’ and able to have a laugh at himself. Asked to describe himself in three words, he responded ‘an average Australian bloke. I can’t think of a nobler description of anybody than to be called an average Australian bloke.’5

But when it came to values, and how he wanted to shape the nation, Howard didn’t budge.

In that same interview, when asked to give his vision for the year 2000, Howard told Four Corners: ‘By the year 2000 I would like to see an Australian nation that feels comfortable and relaxed about three things. I would like to see them comfortable and relaxed about their history. I would like to see them comfortable and relaxed about the present and I would also like to see them comfortable and relaxed about the future.’

The average Australian bloke ought – deserved – to be comfortable and relaxed. He went on: ‘You can’t possibly hope to feel excited about something unless you feel comfortable and familiar with it.’ (A remarkably revealing definition of excitement.) ‘If you really want to drive Australians away from interest in something, you disturb their sense of comfort about it, and you succeed in driving them away from it.’ (So Australians are quite naturally by definition uninterested in anything uncomfortable.) ‘It is very important we don’t, as a nation, spend our lives apologising for the past.’

And so, he never did. Howard had constructed an Australian identity impregnable to all but the most tectonic change. One for which a new or even tweaked idea was, in fact, un-Australian.

In 1997, he revisited his vision of relaxed and comfortable in more detail:


No society which has a proper understanding of its history or its present or an apprehension and belief about its future can deny certain blemishes and great historical wrongs and Australia, of course, is no exception. But I used that phrase because of a deeply held belief I have about Australian nationalism and Australian patriotism and that is that we should not find ourselves engaged in a frantic and constant search for a new or a different identity. We should not allow ourselves to lapse into a perceptional seminar about our identity. There is a very identifiable Australian character and Australian identity. It’s very different from what it was forty or fifty years ago although there are some common threads that bind the Australian identity of today with the Australian identity of fifty years ago.

When we examine our national identity we should always remember that the symbols that we hold very dear as Australians and the beliefs that we have about what it is to be an Australian are not things that can ever be imposed from above by political leaders of any persuasion. They are not things that can be generated by self-appointed, cultural elites who seek to tell us what our identity ought to be. Rather they are feelings and attitudes that grow out of the spirit of the people.6



Here we have the essence of Howard, raising several issues we’ll return to in due course. The two that concern us here are first, the idea that leadership is impossible – ‘Australians’ know what they believe and only need a government that stops anyone telling them different. And second, that identity is not ‘perceptional’ – it somehow exists, independent of what we think it is, or is not. And what is it? Howard believed Australians emerged from ‘great traumatic events’ such as Gallipoli and ‘those other things that through long usage and custom and a feeling that suits the temperament of the Australian people we have come to love and to hold dear’. Whatever they are. But the point was, the past is the past, and the only things we need to hold on to are the things that made us feel good about being Australian.

It was a massive departure from Keating’s rousing call for accountability. Howard didn’t think his Australia needed to be accountable for anything. Especially its past.

Besides Gallipoli, the other specific thing Australians axiomatically ‘love and hold dear’ was cricket. Howard dedicated much of his first Australia Day speech as prime minister to cricket legend Don Bradman, framing January 26 to once again be about the Australians he wanted celebrated.

Cricket, especially Test cricket, and especially Bradman’s cricket, became of utmost importance to Australia’s identity under Howard. Which from the view of 2026 seems strange as cricket lovers fight to maintain Test cricket relevancy in a Big Bash/IPL world. But it goes to show just how much of a chokehold Howard had over the culture. His heroes became the nation’s heroes, even if you had to dig into the history books to find them.

What’s the one thing all those heroes had in common, you ask? They were ‘us’ – the Australians Howard wanted us all to emulate. And if you weren’t us, then you were ‘them’. And on the culture war battlefield, being one of ‘them’ was among the worst things you could be labelled.

All of that was evident from the beginning. As the newly elected prime minister, Howard went on the ABC’s 7.30 Program and held up a map of Australia with 78 per cent of it shaded brown, claiming that the recent Wik High Court decision, which established native title rights, gave Indigenous Australians ‘veto’ power over most of Australia. It wasn’t true then, or now, or even meaningful (because what on earth could a ‘veto’ power even mean?) but it immediately started the damaging myth that Indigenous Australians could ‘come and take your house’.

Howard then opened the 1997 Australian Reconciliation Conference – an event that was years in the making, organised by the Council for Aboriginal Reconciliation (now Reconciliation Australia) and designed to establish and discuss Indigenous issues and a way towards reconciliation as a nation – by dismissing the dispossession of land and the murder of their people as insignificant. Why? Because most Australians didn’t want to believe it. Howard stated:


In facing the realities of the past, […] we must not join those who would portray Australia’s history since 1788 as little more than a disgraceful record of imperialism […] such an approach will be repudiated by the overwhelming majority of Australians who are proud of what this country has achieved although inevitably acknowledging the blemishes in its past history.7



The delegates rightly turned their backs on him. Howard didn’t take offence – to him, this was proof the ‘politically correct’ elites needed to be put back in their place through the ‘common sense’ of ordinary Australians. He did it over and over and over again.

With Pauline Hanson, then a recently dis-endorsed Liberal candidate, dropped for racist comments against Indigenous people, whipping up the right flank and calling it ‘free speech’ which Howard benefited from – a clean hands approach to stirring discontent – Howard doubled down on what became the ‘history wars’, adopting the phrase the ‘black armband’ view of history, which historian Geoffrey Blainey had used in a 1993 speech, and turbocharging it. In 1996, Howard rejected the view that Australia should apologise for its settler past:


This ‘black armband’ view of our past reflects a belief that most Australian history since 1788 has been little more than a disgraceful story of imperialism, exploitation, racism, sexism and other forms of discrimination. I take a very different view. I believe that the balance sheet of our history is one of heroic achievement and that we have achieved much more as a nation of which we can be proud than of which we should be ashamed.8



Howard’s ‘different’ view was the one that dominated Australia’s culture. Formed by his middle class, white, methodist upbringing, Howard showed very little curiosity in the multitudinous ways of being human. You were either with him (and like him), and therefore deserving of grace, or against him, and subsequently should be mocked for your elitism and lack of sense.

The following decades were spent arguing over what ‘version’ of history should be taught in Australian schools. Teachers or lecturers who taught what happened to Indigenous people without absolving English settlers or those who came after them of any blame became targets. We are still feeling the effects of those ‘history wars’ today, with the school curriculum firmly in the firing line.

But while modern Australians could not be implicated in how settlers treated Indigenous people (that was in the past, and should be left there), they somehow drew credit from the Anzacs, whose actions were sacrosanct and needed to be remembered by – nay, imprinted on – every Australian, regardless of age. ‘Today we join the past with the present; we confirm that that Anzac tradition permeates our modern life as it has permeated earlier generations,’ he said in 2000, at the launch of the Gallipoli 2000 campaign.9

In Howard’s history of Australia, we were the proud inheritors of past glories, and what we weren’t proud of needn’t be mentioned – perhaps hadn’t even happened. After all, how can you be relaxed and comfortable if you’re worried about things done in the past?

Paul Keating had his own foibles when it came to Australia’s war history – in his view, Australia had been ‘abandoned’ by Britain during the Pacific campaigns of World War II and therefore should become a republic – but Howard stuck to ‘tradition’. And that Howard-approved history is still the fallback of every Australian politician attempting to dog whistle at nationalism.

At the heart of this history was something called ‘mateship’, which Howard elevated to its current hallowed status. Indeed, he wanted to include the term in the preamble to the Constitution: ‘Australians are free to be proud of their country and heritage, free to realise themselves as individuals, and free to pursue their hopes and ideals. We value excellence as well as fairness, independence as dearly as mateship’, was his draft suggestion.10 (‘Free to be proud’ is particularly telling.) You can’t say he wasn’t aware of optics – there was a reason he worked so hard to get Aden Ridgeway, then Australia’s sole Indigenous parliamentarian, on board, under the guise of reaching across the political divide to the Democrats in the Senate.

Characteristically, ‘mateship’ was raised to a divisive end. Howard introduced the idea into the larger debate on whether Australia should hold a referendum on becoming a republic. The idea was to muddy the waters, and divide the ‘yes’ camp over an extraneous question. Howard only gave up on including mateship from the official referendum question after pushback from women and sections of the community not comfortable with the ‘blokey’ nature of the word. He pretended regret, having successfully distracted: ‘I didn’t want to give it up. I love the word. I think it’s very evocative of something that means a lot to a lot of Australians.’11 That ‘something’, of course, remained undefined – ‘us’ real Australians knew; ‘those’ women and the un-blokey would never get it.

Howard’s rallying cry to enshrine mateship as one of the defining notions of Australian character was tied to his obsession with ‘ordinary Australians’. ‘Howard’s battlers’ very quickly evolved into his ‘forgotten people’, and decades later morphed into Scott Morrison’s ‘quiet Australians’. Battlers understood mateship in a way the ‘elites’ never could. Progressives, city dwellers, ‘chardonnay/soy latte sippers’, intellectuals and those arguing for a reckoning of history were to be sneered at for their views, and could never, in Howard’s telling, understand the sacred brotherhood of the ordinary Australian. Political correctness, which we would now refer to as ‘woke’, was certainly not an Australian value. Castigating the ‘elites’ was imported directly from the culture war playbook of the US Republican Party, and it worked. As political historian Judith Brett identified quite early, Howard shifted the core appeal of the Liberal Party from the idea it was the better economic manager, to the impression it was the stronger party of nationalism, moving its appeal from the boardroom to the suburbs, by speaking to these ‘ordinary’ universal traits of ‘practical mateship’. Of course, Howard didn’t invent the concept – the right has often used the ideas of bonds between (white) men as the unbreakable spirit that underpins ‘ordinary’ countrymen – but Honest John (a once ironic nickname because of his less than honest time as treasurer) made it the nation’s personality.

So driven was Howard to push against any sort of ‘elitism’ he also included a swipe at his ideological enemies in his proposed Constitutional preamble: ‘Australia’s democratic and federal system of government exists under law to preserve and
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