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INTRODUCTION
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ON THE MORNING of 23 June 2010, the Australian Labor Party (ALP) began tearing itself apart. Julia Gillard had awoken to some disagreeable news and decided she had had enough of her prime minister. Later in the day, she told Prime Minister Kevin Rudd he was up for a challenge. Our television viewing was disrupted that evening, and we were taken to Canberra, where a hand-wringing Rudd faced the cameras in a darkened forecourt. Camera flashes exposed the solemn faces behind him. Baffled by the unexpected cross, I could not help fixing on Rudd’s twisted expression. The short address was something about the remaining prime minister, no matter who said what. It didn’t take long to understand. ‘You idiots! You can’t be serious!’ I shouted. During the rest of the evening, I kept muttering, ‘morons’, ‘idiots’, ‘you’re out of your minds’ whenever developments flashed across the screen. The following morning, the Labor Party elected Julia Gillard leader. Her torment had begun.​[1]

Gillard’s clinical removal of Kevin Rudd may have impressed her socialist-left colleagues, but for many Australians ignorant of the machinations behind the scenes, the feeling reigned that the rules of the game had been subverted. That game was our brittle system of democracy. Backstabbing a prime minister is an act of treachery nearly impossible to justify for ordinary people, no matter how strenuously the assassins work at it – as Julia Gillard does in her book My Story. The first blows within days of her ascendancy proved perhaps the most fatal. Typically, they came from veteran Canberra reporter Laurie Oakes, who repackaged two leaks that could have come from only one source. They cut Prime Minister Gillard’s feet from under her. What might have been had she not let that rush of emotion overcome her that morning and followed the accepted route to party leader?

In a move that surprised everyone and left many gaping, the Liberal Party opposition elected Tony Abbott leader in 2009.​[2] An open dispute about climate change precipitated a spill during which a flukish set of circumstances gifted him the leadership. Some appalled colleagues whispered their despair to their favourite gallery hack. The media was full of mockery and disaster forecasts. ‘Captain Catholic’ and the ‘Mad Monk’ were the common coin in the currency of abuse. But, undaunted, Abbott set to work. Despite the forecasts and the unrelenting attempts to destroy him, inside and outside the Liberal Party, Abbott proved an extremely effective opposition leader. He was tough, verbally brutal without resorting to abuse, and determined. He was the torment Gillard’s treachery had earned. 

Two seats deprived him of securing a minority government in 2010. Labor lost eleven seats, and the Coalition gained seven. Two independents, betraying their conservative rural constituencies, kept the Coalition from forming government. It would not be close in the 2013 federal election. The Coalition swept to government, gaining 18 seats. Labor under a second Rudd leadership lost eleven seats. In the meantime, Rudd had returned the favour and booted Gillard, restoring party equilibrium for many Labor people. Despite the handsome win, Abbott faced mountainous obstacles. He was saddled with the most incompetent Senate in Australia’s history. An ignorant, amateurish minority in the Senate blocked every attempt to pass vital budgetary legislation. The Senate was no longer a house of review, acknowledging the mandate given by the electorate. That the Labor Party and the Greens would frustrate Abbott at every turn was to be expected. The ignorance, perversity, self-aggrandisement, and in one case, vulgarity of the backbench amateurs were not. It was constitutional sabotage.

Amid the cussedness and abandonment of principle in the Senate, Abbott’s army of enemies on the left, in and outside the mainstream media, was pitiless. They jumped on him for every stumble, whether trivial or significant. High-profile ‘respectable’ journalists abandoned their duty as journalists and behaved as partisan political operators. A few media commentators who describe themselves as conservative joined the battering, occasionally displaying ignorance of conservatism as a political philosophy and the reasoning that flows from its philosophical presuppositions. Some Liberal MPs openly criticised Abbott and backgrounded the media. Talk of a leadership challenge grew, promoted by the media who smelt blood. Abbott survived one leadership challenge, but it did not take long for the backroom campaign to bear fruit. Despite warnings from the Liberal Party base, Communications Minister Malcolm Turnbull mounted a successful coup. The extent of the conspiracy and treachery unfolded over the following months.

The dyed-in-the-wool, the rusted-on, the salt of the conservative earth, the people who had sought their political security in Robert Menzies’ party were appalled. How could it have happened? How could Liberal MPs get it into their heads to backstab a first-term prime minister elected to government with a handsome majority? Were they suffering from amnesia? Did they not see what Julia Gillard had done to the Labor Party? It was delusional. It was insane. The Liberal Party was in tear-apart mode until Menzian conservatives restored order by booting interloper Turnbull in September 2018 and sending him to sulk in his million-dollar apartment overlooking New York’s Central Park.

Abbott’s critics may think his defeat in the 2019 federal election was just retribution for his alleged role in Turnbull’s expulsion and a sign Australians want none of his type. Scott Morrison’s victory contradicted this claim. Prime Minister Morrison was a conservative Pentecostal Christian, hardly an improvement on Abbott’s religious deficits. The real message in Abbott’s defeat in 2019 is the ascendance of the college-educated and what Abbott calls ‘millionaire lefties’ who are an increasing part of the Labor Party’s constituency. But that is an issue outside my purpose.

***
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FOUR BOOKS appeared on the Abbott Government. The authors were on the leftist spectrum, keen to feed their political class. And it was just the ideological aspect that has always drawn my attention. Central was a clash of worldviews Abbott’s enemies wanted to subsume under the guise of a battle for a ‘compassionate, diverse, inclusive, democratic’ government. Tony Abbott, they said, was a throwback to the 1950s, a time in Australia’s history when racism, exclusion, and all manner of prejudice reigned. Abbott could never be a legitimate leader of the country, no matter how many people voted for him. There was a broader warning. Nobody with Abbott’s conservative views and makeup could be a legitimate leader.

Fearful that Abbott was heading for the prime ministership in the 2013 federal election, prominent feminist Susan Mitchell and author and gay activist David Marr argued a desperate case for his disqualification. In her book Tony Abbott: A Man’s Man (2011),​[3] Mitchell strove in the obsessive prose of the extreme left to persuade women that Abbott personified the male’s inherent toxicity, hated women, and, above all, was a slave to an irrational, sexist religion. In a word, Abbott was ‘dangerous’. In far more accomplished prose, David Marr entertained us with a postmodernist fantasy about Abbott that won him the 2013 John Button prize for writing on public policy and politics. In his Quarterly Essay Political Animal: The Making of Tony Abbott, Marr gave free rein to his imagination to conjure a schizophrenic conflict between ‘values’ Abbott and ‘political’ Abbott. In the end, Abbott would surrender to the brutish side of his psychopathology. Marr showed he had no idea of conservatism as a political philosophy. Nor did he show any acquaintance with the schools of political thought that are the background to the discourse about political principles and policy. These philosophical aspects so often mark Abbott’s formal writing and speeches. Marr’s and Mitchell’s manic efforts were crying out for a response.

I had long considered writing an analysis of Tony Abbott’s philosophical ideas and motivations to correct the misrepresentations of his enemies and the misapprehensions of ordinary Australians. In explaining his ideas, I would be deploying mine. Many of his critics blame Catholicism for his beliefs and actions. The criticism often degenerates into crude anti-Catholic sectarianism, as in the cases of Mitchell and Marr. What they miss is the natural law component in Tony Abbott’s thinking. Among his strongest intellectual influences are conservative philosophers Edmund Burke, Roger Scruton, and Michael Oakeshott.​[4] I will argue that the natural law interpretation of Edmund Burke’s political philosophy is the primary driver in Abbott’s political action. Mitchell’s and Marr’s books consolidated the plan, and the books about the Abbott Government gave me the impetus. So I began planning a book about the Abbott prime ministership. 

Because my core theme would be the ideological clash, I had to go back to the beginning to trace Abbott’s intellectual influences, including the revolutionary 1960s and his years at Sydney University. Marr and Mitchell covered his time at school and university. As my research passed from school to student politics, I discovered a fascinating story of right-left political warfare in the pages of Sydney University’s student newspaper Honi Soit. It was illuminating. Here was a separate story that paralleled Abbott’s time as opposition leader and prime minister and exemplified the misrepresentations. With the same purpose, I decided to concentrate on Tony Abbott’s actions in the vicious, uncompromising warfare at Sydney University and leave his prime ministership for a second book.

In David Marr’s 2012 Quarterly Essay, one comes across the incendiary passage below. It was July 1977. Barbara Ramjan had just been elected President of Sydney University’s Students’ Representative Council (SRC), beating Tony Abbott.


[Tony Abbott] approached Ramjan. She thought he was coming over to congratulate her. ‘But no, that’s not what he wanted’, she recalls. ‘He came up to within an inch of my nose and punched the wall on either side of my head’. Thirty-five years later, she recalls with cold disdain what he did. ‘It was done to intimidate’. Abbott tells me he has no recollection of the incident: ‘It would be profoundly out of character had it occurred’.​[5]


The uproar this passage provoked went on for weeks. The media piled in, ecstatic to have such unassailable evidence to confirm their worst opinions of Abbott. Michelle Grattan, the doyenne of political commentators with The Age, deliriously churned out a batch of pieces all flailing Abbott without mercy. Ramjan received support from David Patch, ‘a barrister and a former Judicial Registrar of the Industrial Relations Court and of the Federal Court of Australia’ and ‘Ms Ramjan’s [student] campaign manager in 1977’. 

In my journey through student politics at Sydney University from 1973 to 1980, I discovered that close colleagues, David Patch and Barbara Ramjan, played starring roles as members of the far left. They were bitter, implacable adversaries of Tony Abbott’s, seeking to destroy him at every turn. Ramjan’s feeding her story of the alleged punches to Marr merged the 1970s Abbott with the contemporary Abbott. Ramjan and Patch have extended the political arena of their unrelenting hatred for him from the present to the 1970s. They burn as much as they did then with the purpose of political liquidation. I undertake a detailed analysis of Ramjan’s accusations in chapter fourteen and find holes through which a herd of elephants could be driven.

I draw on many sources, the main ones being the pages of Sydney University’s student newspaper Honi Soit and Alan Barcan’s excellent From New Left to Factional Left: Fifty Years of Student Activism at Sydney University.​[6] Critical findings in Gerard Henderson’s ‘Media Watch Dog’ about David Marr’s punch allegations appear in chapters 2, 8 and 14. But I also draw deeply on my memories and experiences of the times. Indeed, this book is as much about me and the revolutionary upheaval I lived through as about Tony Abbott. While reading and responding to the radicals’ writings in Honi Soit, I had the unnerving feeling that I was back in those turbulent times. Tony Abbott became a vehicle for expressing my criticisms of leftist thought and the student rebellion of the 1960s and 1970s. Three themes are intertwined: The character of Tony Abbott as displayed in his clash with Sydney University’s radicals, what it means to be a conservative in a leftist world, and my critique of the student and sexual revolution.

***
[image: ]


Part One – The ideological Prelude

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 

The School Years
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TONY ABBOTT WAS born in London on 4 November 1957. His father, Dick Abbott, born in England in 1924, came to Australia with his parents at sixteen. At the end of the Second World War, he studied dentistry at the University of Sydney. After graduation, he returned to England to gain specialist qualifications. There, he met Fay Peters, a dietitian and science graduate of Sydney University, on a working holiday. She had grown up in the southern beach suburb of Bronte. They married in 1957 and returned to Australia in 1960. Tony Abbott was two years and ten months when they arrived back in Sydney. They lived a year at Bronte with Fay Abbott’s parents and then moved to Chatswood, where Dick Abbott established a successful orthodontic practice. 

In 1971, the family, now with three girls, moved to Killara, a smart suburb further up the North Shore (train) line. Tony attended Holy Family Convent at Lindfield until second class (1965). He completed his primary education at St. Aloysius Milsons Point (1966-1969). For his secondary education, he moved to St Ignatius Riverview (1970-1975). He excelled at sport and study, often topping his year. He was first in the external exam in his final year. He pursued tertiary studies in economics and law at Sydney University. He was a voracious reader with a fondness for history. From his extensive reading, he said, ‘I became an admirer of parliamentary democracy, freedom under the law, and liberal institutions. As these were largely made in England (although often improved elsewhere), I also became an incorrigible Anglophile’. He was awarded a Rhodes scholarship to attend Oxford University in 1980.​[7] He described his feelings on returning to the place of his birth:


When I eventually went back to England as a student, I didn’t feel that I was visiting a foreign country, despite the passport queues at Heathrow airport. As I flew over the city of London, it felt like more than a homecoming. The metropolis was not just the inspiration for a Monopoly board but the chief source of the language I spoke, the centre of the system of law I lived under and the fountain of the democracy I cherished. It belonged to me as much as to any Briton. ‘Beating the Poms’ is as important to me as to any other Australian, but it’s like wanting New South Wales to beat Queensland in the rugby league state of origin series. Only on the sports field are the British an alien tribe. Indeed, it would be a very rare Australian, I suspect, who feels like a stranger in any English-speaking country, regardless of disagreements that might exist between governments or about policy.​[8]


Abbott’s extensive reading had given his contemplative mind a keen sense of culture and national identity. For him, one cannot be complete without a deep understanding and an unbroken consciousness of one’s cultural antecedents. Without this knowledge, one cannot understand Tony Abbott, the real person. Many Australians share this sense of cultural identity and understand the significance of the historical links to the British Isles.

‘Apart from my parents,’ Abbott wrote in Battlelines, ‘the church was the biggest influence on my early life’. As with most Catholics in those years, his religious education was centred on the family and the Catholic school. The parental commitment to religious education may have differed from family to family, but the school commitment was extensive and uniform. Because the media class entertains fantastic views about that education, it is necessary, for what follows, to review what young Tony and his Catholic contemporaries like me experienced at school.  

When Abbott began attending the Holy Family convent school in 1963, the Second Vatican Council (1962-1965) had already been underway for four months. There would be no wholesale changes in the Church until 1969, when the Novus Ordo Mass (the New Mass) was promulgated. The dark forces unleashed by the Council would not manifest themselves until some years later, around the time he finished school. Therefore, the school regime and ethos during Abbott’s school years were, pre-Vatican II, little changed from the previous fifty years. 

The pre-Vatican II school was not a school with religious lessons tacked on, as it often seems to be today. The spirit of the Gospels and Church teaching pervaded all aspects of the school. In addition to the classes devoted to religion, there were prayers before and after classes. At midday, there was the Angelus, the prayer celebrating the Incarnation, and visits to the nearby church for Confession, Mass, and prayer. Classes on religion covered the Bible (Old and New Testaments), Church teaching, the heroic lives of the saints, and devotions students could follow, such as the rosary. The spirit of the Gospels was to motivate students. Nuns, brothers or priests oversaw the students’ behaviour in class and at play and meted out punishment for failures to live up to the mark.

Such a school regime is likely to confirm the view of the Church’s critics that it subjected its pupils to a process of indoctrination. If they were right, what was the content and orientation of the alleged indoctrination that young Tony Abbott enjoyed at such an impressionable age? And what would make the Catholic educational regime indoctrination and the secular school system doctrine-free? After all, the Catholic school followed the same curriculum and sat the same external examinations as the state schools. The short answer is, of course, the religious content, which, for my purposes, needs explanation. I will leave aside the unexamined ideological content permeating the state school system. 

The study of the Old Testament began with the Fall, the expulsion of the human race’s first parents, Adam and Eve, from the Garden of Eden for a fundamental act of disobedience. They wanted to be like God – an ambition that found fertile ground in the 20th century. Original Sin is the name of that act whose effects have marked Adam and Eve’s descendants. The idea of Original Sin is a vital concept in modern political philosophy, although it is called something else, depending on the context. That man is a flawed and fallible being capable of great virtue and great vice is argued against those convinced that man is perfectible and can reason himself to a utopian condition. 

The pupils heard the stories of the Tower of Babel, Sodom and Gomorrah, and Noah’s Ark that told of the disasters precipitated by turning away from God’s law. The stories of Job, Abraham and Isaac, and Daniel in the Lions’ den exemplified God’s protection and rewards for those who are faithful to Him and His ordinances. There was the great epic of Moses leading the Israelites out of Egyptian oppression to their promised land. Once again, despite rescue and redemption, man continually murmured and turned away from God, calling down severe punishment. During the journey to the Promised Land, Moses received the tablets etched with the Ten Commandments. God made clear what reason could have recognised. If these stories are not always factual, they form instructive allegories for life in the 21st century. In all this, the school pupil learned about God’s omnipotence, man’s utter dependence on God, man’s propensity to sin and the punishments earned for transgressing God’s laws, and the rewards and protection for remaining faithful. Above all, this was the promise of redemption.

The New Testament ushered in a new dispensation. In the person of Jesus Christ, God became man to redeem his people from their sins. There is no change to God’s laws in the Old Testament. Indeed, Jesus said himself that he did not ‘come to destroy the law and the prophets ... but to fulfil’ them (Matt. 5:17). But there was a dramatic change of emphasis, and it is explicit in a few core verses of Matthew’s Gospel. When one of the Pharisees, always keen to trap Jesus in his words, asked what ‘the great commandment in the law’ was, Jesus answered:


Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with thy whole heart, and with thy whole soul, and with thy whole mind.

This is the greatest and the first commandment.

And the second is like to this: Thou shalt love thy neighbour as thyself.

On these two commandments dependeth the whole law and the prophets.


The New Testament repeats several times the commandment to treat others as you would have them treat you, stressing its centrality in the message of the Gospels (e.g., Luke 6:31, Matt. 7:12). It also accords with unaided reason. A key feature of German philosopher Immanuel Kant’s moral philosophy, that one must never treat people as a means to an end but always as an end in themselves, echoes what other cultures call the Golden Rule. Finally, one can express the dependence of ‘the whole law and the prophets’ on the two supreme laws in a valid conditional argument: if you love your neighbour as yourself, then you won’t harm your neighbour. In all this, Revelation complements reason.

If the question now arose about who one’s neighbour was, the Pharisees and teachers of the law, never giving up, made another attempt to trap Jesus. They asked who one’s neighbour was. Jesus responded with a parable in twelve masterly verses paradigmatic of Christian ethics and at the heart of Western Civilisation in its laws, government and art. The story of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10:25-37) is one of the few Biblical stories still widely known in our de-Christianized society. Those few verses are about a Samaritan, a foe of the Jews, who stopped to help a man lying injured by the side of the road after being robbed. A priest and a Levite had passed the injured man before the Samaritan, taking pity on him, took him up and organised his care. When Jesus asked which of the three was a neighbour to the distressed man, the teacher of the law had no choice but to say the Samaritan. But the law of charity, love for one’s fellow man, went beyond this. 

Jesus’s instruction to his disciples was not only to love your friends. That was easy. No, one was to love one’s enemies and to do good to those who harmed you. In answer to the question about how many times one must forgive those who harm you, Jesus answered, times without end. Forgive and no grudges. There is one more crucial instruction in the New Testament related to Tony Abbott’s religious ‘indoctrination’ and the influence it exerted on his adult life—as much influence as the law of charity did. It is about authority. In brief, those with authority, said Jesus, were servants to those over whom they exercised authority (Matt. 20:25-27). The supreme example in the Church is that one of the pope’s titles is ‘Servant of Servants of God’ (Servus Servorum Dei). 

The lessons of the New Testament were at the core of religious instruction and the whole Catholic school ethos. The New Testament was the hinge on which all other aspects of the Catholic faith hung. The doctrine became progressively more demanding as the student rose through secondary school and was always linked to the Scriptures. The heroic lives of the saints, which inspired so many young Catholics of Abbott’s and my generation, were about the uncompromised practice of the Gospel’s law of charity. One of the more inspiring saints was St Ignatius Loyola, founder of the Jesuit order of priests who exercised such a decisive influence on schoolboy Tony. The law of charity was eminently reasonable. It motivated an extensive complex of hospitals, schools, and charitable institutions that the atheist will find listed in the pages of the telephone directory. The ethos of the Catholic school, based on the law of charity, was, and is, a potent preparation for a career serving one’s fellow man, not only in politics. It explains why so many Catholics, practising or lapsed, work in the service professions. Tony Abbott is one among many. It is curious that some sections of the media have singled him out for their obsessive anti-Catholic abuse. 

Turning now to the other influence on Tony Abbott’s formation, we read in Battlelines that his ‘parents had two messages for their children: first, “be as good as you can be at whatever you do”, and second, “we love you whatever happens”’. This was pretty much the attitude of my devout Catholic parents. Being a good person is more important than being successful. Abbott confessed he sometimes failed the lessons, but in doing so, he ‘never had the impression that my parents were mad at me rather than about my (fairly frequent) misdeeds’. Again, that is my experience. My parents distinguished between the sin and the sinner, reflecting the key Christian doctrine of original sin and a sympathetic non-ideological view of human nature. When Tony Abbott began the daily trip to St Aloysius’ College in 1966, he experienced an intimacy with his father that reinforced his parental instruction.


For several years of my childhood, every weekday, I walked the couple of kilometres or so from home to Chatswood railway station with my dad before the train ride to school. I can only remember the odd snatch of conversation, which, I’m sure, would have been about trivia as well as the things that were going on in my life. I do very clearly recall, though, Dad’s insistence that it was better to be a good man than a successful one.​[9]


He finishes by paying tribute to the influence of both parents:


Both my parents taught by example. From Mum, I learned that the ideal home welcomes people and makes them feel part of the family. From Dad, I learned that you should always look for the best in others and try to be for them what you would have them be for you ... I could not have asked for a better start and for more ongoing encouragement. Mum and Dad were the best type of parents, nearly always thinking well of their children, sometimes to the point of imagining that we’re better than we really are.​[10]


It is no fluke or coincidence that I could say the same about my parents. The moral and religious education my parents gave me contradicts the image of the bible-bashing, heartless, finger-wagging Catholic parents of the sectarian fantasies. Like Abbott’s parents, they taught by example. That train ride from Chatswood to Milsons Point not only furthered Abbott’s general religious education, but it heralded the start of a particular Catholic education. From 1966 to 1969 (school years 4-6), he attended St Aloysius’ College, Milsons Point, whose motto was ‘born for higher things’. From 1970 to 1975 (school years 7-12), he attended St Ignatius, Riverview, whose motto was ‘(roughly translated) “do as much as you can”’. The two mottos, he says, ‘give a good idea of the Jesuit ethos at that time, which I thoroughly assimilated, sometimes to my masters’ annoyance’. What, indeed, did student Tony assimilate between 1966 and 1975? 

During my childhood and youth, the Jesuit schools were renowned for the rigour, extent and depth of their education, an education applauded or execrated depending on one’s religious and political outlook. My father, who came from a poor but genteel Catholic background of tradesmen, was in awe of the Jesuits. He always regretted that his parents, who had lost everything in the Great Depression, never had the means to send him to a Jesuit school. They considered the Jesuits the great bulwark of the faith. It was his pride and joy that he could send me to St Ignatius Riverview for the last year of my schooling in 1963. Riverview was the Jesuit school he idealised. By the time Abbott attended Riverview, the ‘Spirit of Vatican II’ had made deep inroads into the Jesuit order. In other words, they were ‘liberalising’. 

In Battlelines, Abbott shows he is aware of the charge of liberalism, even of heresy, by some orthodox Catholics. In defending the Jesuits and the education they gave him, he is defending the Jesuits as he knew them during those years under their tutelage. Perhaps it’s truer to say he defends those Jesuits he admired and was close to. That defence is crucial to understanding the cast of mind that would forever determine his behaviour.


The Jesuits who taught me wanted to bring out the very best in their students, but didn’t expect them to be saints. They weren’t disloyal to the Pope or subversive of the church but often seemed impatient with the ‘scold’ side to religious teaching. ‘Don’t bother giving up chocolates for Lent’, Father Emmet Costello used to advise, ‘but do something positive like going to Mass more often’. ‘We are all the products of those who have loved us or failed to love us’, he often observed ... For me, the message was that God preferred big-hearted people who might sometimes make mistakes rather than robotic rule worshippers.​[11] 


These are the words not of the dogmatist who has no regard for human frailty but of the person who understands the father’s love and forgiveness in Jesus’ parable of the Prodigal Son, the best-known parable after the parable of the Good Samaritan. They reflect the love and forgiveness Jesus displayed in absolving the woman caught in adultery, whom the Pharisees wanted to stone. Abbott draws out the central role of the law of charity in his faith by referring to those scriptural verses I have already discussed.


Even though the Jesuits weren’t much fussed about rote learning the catechism, at least in those days, their charges mostly seemed to assimilate the greatest Christian truths: to love God with your whole heart and to love your neighbour as you love yourself. This second commandment is rightly the whole basis of human ethics. ‘What would you want if the boot was on the other foot?’ provides the best answer to so many moral dilemmas. The social teaching stemming from this reflected, it has always seemed to me, not some Vatican diktat but the best human instinct.​[12]


It may pass notice, but the contrast Abbott makes between an imagined ‘Vatican Diktat’ and ‘the best human instinct’ is the same contrast that Edmund Burke made between prescription based on rigid abstract theory and decisions determined by natural moral feeling. I make this point because Tony Abbott is a Burkean conservative. Edmund Burke (1730-1797) is considered the father of modern conservatism. I mean conservatism considered as a political philosophy. Abbott’s Burkean conservatism governs his political decisions far more than Catholic dogma. His religious education and repeated views of how he sees his Catholic faith do not support the image of him as a drooling, breast-beating dogmatist that many frontline media celebrities energetically propagate. 

Michael Duffy attributes to Abbott a sense of entitlement.​[13] I rather think the evidence suggests a sense of destiny. That sense of destiny, a call to leadership, was integral to his character from the earliest age. He said of himself in Battlelines: 


As best I can remember, my interest in public life first stirred as a child reading the Ladybird books that my Mum brought home. These usually turned out to be about great figures in history: Julius Caesar, Francis Drake and Henry V are three that I seem to recall. The lesson, invariably, was that duty and honour carried the day. They were caricatures, of course, as I was to discover over time, but uplifting ones. In the real world, good doesn’t always triumph, and justice doesn’t always prevail. Even the best turn out to have their flaws. Despite that, ideals don’t cease to matter because they’re never perfectly achieved or because their adherents are compromised.​[14]


It was not an ambitious warrior’s military and political success that impressed him. The leader whose talents, sense of duty, and honour prevailed in the frequent struggle of life was young Tony’s model of righteous action. The honour and justice of the cause called out those qualities in the awe-inspiring leader. Later, the lessons of human frailty tempered his concept of moral heroism. Enduring ideals and principles, whatever the failures of circumstances and character, were to govern the concrete action. This is a profoundly conservative outlook. Abbott’s character and sense of destiny made it inevitable that someone would notice more than his cleverness, outspokenness and energy. 

Father Emmett Costello, Riverview’s chaplain with extensive contacts in politics and high society, was ‘struck by [the schoolboy’s] combination of intelligence, ability to talk, arrogance, and a sense of entitlement’.​[15] In 1973, he took Tony under his wing. He prompted him to ponder the nature of leadership, encouraged his sense of duty, and broadened his understanding of the political world, but endeavoured at the same time to moderate what some saw as arrogance and brashness. 

The spark of Tony Abbott’s interest in the duties of public life would grow into a flame. In 1972, aged fifteen and in Year 9, he experienced ‘the first stirring of a political commitment’. His history teacher set the class the task of examining the policies of the political parties in that year’s election – and unwittingly steered young Tony into a political course that has lasted until this day. It was the epoch-making election that brought the Labor Party into government under the erratic leadership of the suave Gough Whitlam, who had his seat among the battlers of Western Sydney. Tony watched the campaign launch of the major parties, but it was the launch of the conservative Democratic Labor Party (DLP) that grabbed his attention. Fifteen-year-old Tony ‘liked [its] support for traditional values and support for workers in a market economy.’​[16] His reaction was purely conservative. There were school principals in those days, Abbott wrote, who 


still sympathised with the work of [well-known political and religious conservative] B.A. Santamaria. Some used to suggest the names of school leavers to be invited to conferences about university life. When a school friend received an invitation, I was only too happy to provide him with company. That conference helped to channel my Jesuit-inculcated desire to be ‘a man for others’ into an immediate political outlet. It was a thrill to meet people of influence and authority in public life. Most of all, it was good to learn that there was a way to get involved immediately through joining the Sydney University Democratic Club. This was the successor to the former DLP club and was supported and sustained by Santamaria’s National Civic Council.​[17]


In December 1975, at the end of his school days, the political ideas of 18-year-old Tony Abbott were settled. He had completed the full course of the indoctrination to which the Catholic school subjects its captive students. When his critics refer to his Catholic beliefs and upbringing, they use a shorthand way of dismissing him and his beliefs as having no basis in reason. But, apart from the elementary fallacy in the argument that someone’s views are irrational because they are Catholic, are there any grounds for the claim that Catholic teaching is based on unreason? Susan Mitchell’s book Tony Abbott: A Man’s Man is a tedious, repetitive catalogue of Abbott’s alleged ‘dangerous’ views, indictable influences, and character traits. Her project of destroying Abbott relies heavily on the claim that his thinking is irrational because Catholic belief is irrational. The question seems mad and unnecessary given both St Aloysius and St Ignatius’s colleges are schools of high repute to which professional parents and leading members of the business community have sent their sons for over a century—and paid hard-earned money for doing so. 

As I have described it, the law of charity hardly qualifies as irrational—forget about its Scriptural context. The injunction to love one’s fellow man as one loves oneself is eminently reasonable. Unaided reason, reason independent of Revelation, discovers this central teaching of Christianity. You don’t have to be an orthodox Christian to judge it true as a moral injunction. Moreover, you don’t have to be a Christian to accept that if you love your fellow man, you would not kill him, lie to him, steal from him, commit adultery with his wife and turn a covetous eye on his property. These deductions hang on the law of charity. The law of charity has both a biblical basis and a basis in unaided reasoning. This is essential Catholic teaching which distinguishes between faith and reason. The teachings that draw attention in politics are usually about moral issues. With many moral questions that arise in contemporary politics, one can reason without reference to Scripture and stay consistent with Catholic teaching. 

When I deduced objective moral positions above from the law of charity, I took for granted that love constitutes the human person. The human person’s nature is to love his own and, by extension, his fellow man, despite the depths of vice to which he can descend. To talk about the nature of the human person is to talk about an ordered world of which that nature is a part. And here, we lead into the secular moral philosophy that the Catholic Church developed and applied. It is the natural law. Natural law philosophy has been the most enduring moral philosophy in Western Civilization. It informed all moral, legal, and political discourse until the period of the ‘Enlightenment’ and is still the moral philosophy that makes the most sense for many people, quite apart from those in the Catholic Church. 

Edmund Burke’s political philosophy presupposes an idea of natural law that developed from Plato (424-348 BC) and Aristotle (384-323 BC) through the Roman Stoics to its fullest expression in the writings of St Thomas Aquinas. It is the form of natural law that Tony Abbott’s moral and political discourse presupposes. Abbott never invokes Catholic dogma to argue his moral and political views. It is always a natural law argument incorporating Edmund Burke’s ideas about the operation of prudence. Abbott’s adherence to natural law moral philosophy reflects his deep consciousness of Western civilisation’s history and Australia’s place in it through our Anglo-Celtic heritage. There are thus two essential parts of the education Tony Abbott – indeed, all students at Catholic schools – underwent. The first is Scripture’s law of charity and what it means. The second is the objective nature of moral truth argued through the natural law. Parents and teachers thought their children and students were well-armed with this education to go into the wider community. Abbott took this moral armament onto the campus of Sydney University in 1976. 

Susan Mitchell had quite another view of the dimensions of Abbott’s mind in 1976, and she strains in her book to conjure a picture of him, the opposite of the one I have sketched. At the time of her writing (2011), she said, there was no ‘full-length political and personal analysis of Tony Abbott’. There was only Abbott’s brief account of his school and university time in Battlelines and Duffy’s limited Latham and Abbott. Mitchell thought it urgent to correct this dangerous lack in the marketplace of ideas. She follows Abbott’s life and deeds up to around the halfway point of Julia Gillard’s term as prime minister (2010-2013), leaving it to the media to propagate and expand her findings. She does not mince words about Abbott and the goal of her book. Her judgment is heralded in the title and detailed in the introduction. The conclusion is first, and the evidence and argument follow for what they’re worth. Talk about Abbott as a ‘man’s man’ suggests she thinks there is something bad about being a man. The first page of the book makes the thought explicit.


Of all the men who have held or sought to hold the office of prime minister, I believe he is the most dangerous. This is not just because of his retrogressive attitudes and beliefs regarding women and their role in the world, but more generally because his ideological framework is so narrow. The man, his values, and his beliefs have been created and nurtured by men from another era—men whose ideas are rooted in the past.


Narrowness of thought and proposing different (retrogressive) ideas about women makes Abbott dangerous as a prime minister—dangerous presumably to Australia and Australians, not only women. This is an extravagant claim, one warranting clinching evidence and overpowering argument—you would think. Unfortunately, this passage’s two points of evidence do not bode well. The first claim, in line with the book’s title, is that men created dangerous Abbott. That what men do is bad because men as men are bad is unadulterated prejudice. She develops this unabashed prejudice throughout the book into full fly-blown man-hatred. 

The second is that ideas of the past are necessarily dangerous because they are ideas of the past. That does not follow, of course. The naked claim that ideas are wrong or harmful because they are of the past is intellectually crude, hardly worthy of a daydreaming schoolgirl. Apart from the question of logical coherence, whether past ideas are good or bad rests on the empirical evidence of their effects. Mitchell adds ‘age’ to her prejudice against men. Abbott has been ‘educated and mentored by older men’. She repeats this claim ad nauseam. We have pure prejudice again, now about age. All governments and local state authorities make it a priority to take measures against discrimination based on age. For Mitchell, one can jettison those measures with Catholic Abbott.

Abbott, Mitchell continues, has ‘rarely worked outside institutions created and run by men’, which she describes as a ‘narrow world’. On the same argument, girls educated in an all-girl environment would be similarly narrow in their thinking. Not only is the assertion fallacious in both cases, but those feminists who think girls do better in an all-female environment have to reassess their views. If Mitchell’s argument is consistently applied, then some highly respected girls’ schools, jealously protected by their female guardians, would have to be shut down. But that won’t happen because Mitchell’s claim about Abbott’s narrowness is just as silly as her other claims. Because of these deficiencies, she claims, Abbott cannot understand women. Now Abbott may or may not understand women, but one must investigate the reasons for either case. The empirical evidence reveals that women are far from disliking Tony Abbott, let alone seeing him as a danger to them and society. Only a rigid, unthinking ideologue would hold onto such ill-considered, fallacious views. 

Added to Abbott’s severe handicaps in coming under the tutelage of older males in an all-male environment is something a good deal worse. The mentors, tutors, and clergy, right up to the pope, are all Catholic! The Catholic badness is something Mitchell hammers to death, especially in the school period I have already covered. I have already offered a response to the charge of unreason levelled at people of faith, not only Catholics. So I need not repeat it except to say that in convicting and disqualifying Abbott from political life in Australia, Mitchell also disqualifies a significant section of the Australian community. But that’s of no account for Mitchell, who certifies for citizenship only those who fall in line with her Marxist feminism. The rest are outsiders who suffer a ‘benign’ disenfranchisement. So doing, she is carrying on the heritage of the Orangemen of the Protestant Ascendancy who doggedly worked to keep Catholics in their outsider place in Australia’s colonial society. 

Mitchell’s coverage of Abbott and his school years is all condemnation. She is unrelenting in her effort to find fault in everything about him and his background, right down to his parents’ boasting of his objectionable qualities. He lacks empathy, is dominated by a snooty ‘North Shore upbringing’, has a woman problem, has no ‘genuine belief in separation of Church and state’, sees ‘no room any more for a reasoned discussion of policy differences’, ‘treats complex problems in a manner that frightens people’, sees governing as ‘giving glory to God’, he dumbs down democracy, ‘adores’ John Wayne movies, and so on it goes to extreme tedium. 

These accusations are without evidence or sustained argument and are clearly meant to draw their force from the not-too-subtle associations her constituency will mindlessly make. In the long run, Mitchell argues for two contradictory interpretations of Abbott. He is either slavishly under the influence of older male mentors and their evil ideas, or, as an exemplary male, he has, from the beginning, cunningly manipulated them for his nefarious designs. Either way, Tony Abbott can’t win. Mitchell’s arguments against Abbott can be reduced to the existential badness of maleness and the badness of the Catholic religion. In both these elements of badness, Tony Abbott excels. The irony is that Mitchell’s obsessive hatred of Tony Abbott causes her book to degenerate into unreason. Later, however, when I came to revise this chapter, I realised that Mitchell was not at all concerned with problems of logic and evidence in her attack on Abbott. Her object was not the truth but the destruction of Abbott as a political force. In recent years, high-profile feminists, inside and outside the media, have used the same tactic to destroy other men of conservative values. In some cases, they have been stunningly successful, leaving the object of their attack utterly destroyed, in one case, fearful of appearing in public.
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Chapter 2

The cancerous counterculture
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WHEN 18-YEAR-OLD Tony Abbott began his first day of lectures in 1976, Sydney University, one of Sydney’s most prestigious educational institutions, was tapering off from a period of wild revolutionary unrest. Student activism had shaken the university to its foundations. The action had been part of a worldwide social and political upheaval. I turned thirty in 1976. I witnessed that turmoil, sometimes close-up, in Australia and later in Holland. The phase of activism that led to the explosion of the student rebellion at Sydney University roughly between 1967 and 1974 had its seed in the early 1960s. I was never a part of it and far less of a supporter. I was like most of my contemporaries who began at Sydney University in 1964—an innocent 17-year-old from a sheltered middle-class background and in awe of my surroundings, including the relatively small, sophisticated group I came to know as the ‘student radicals’. I was present at probably the first major anti-American demonstration in Australia. It was outside the American Consulate in Sydney on 6 May 1964. I had gone there with friends in all innocence, not knowing what it was about or what to expect. Until then, the political activities of the small group of leftist agitators were at a distance. I had more than enough to do, trying to order myself and adjust to my new circumstances.

When we arrived in Wynard Place, opposite Wynard Park, where the American Consulate was, a vast crowd was already there, surging this way and that amid a tumult of shouting. A haze of smoke hung over the area from a burning cross placed in a drum emblazoned with KKK. Smouldering strips of blackened rag hung from the cross or lay around on the ground. The police, some on horseback, tried to contain the crowd surging to and fro as if possessed by some spirit. Brawls erupted, bringing a rush of police with more shouting. The whole happening unnerved me, especially the recklessness of the small number taunting those we had always taken as symbols of authority. The demonstration was over civil rights and the American presence in Vietnam. Fourteen activists were arrested for brawling. As young and green as I was and thoroughly unnerved by the time we hurried away from the tumult, I experienced a political awakening that day. My background and temperament later came into play, and I formed a view that strengthened as I grew older and understood the concrete issues. 

What stands out in my memory from when I first set foot on the grounds of Sydney University in 1964 were two connected campaigns: the overthrow of ‘illegitimate’ authority and the Vietnam War. A bunch of youths were out to defy and destroy all authority they considered illegitimate. These youths fresh from the school classroom judged no authority legitimate unless the tribunal of their considerable reasoning powers gave it their passport. They scorned the authority of custom, convention, and Church as having no ‘rational’ basis. Custom, convention, and the Church were thus in the front row for overthrow. 

The student newspaper was one of the chief instruments for propagating radical student views. The Sydney University student newspaper was (and still is) Honi Soit, the editors of which were predominately libertarian in the early stages of the New Left activism. The Marxists would come not long after. Some well-known names were editors of Honi Soit around this time, including Richard Walsh, Laurie Oakes, Bob Ellis, and Clive James, all of whom could be described as libertarian. But Richard Neville, the 1962 editor of Tharunka, the student newspaper of the University of New South Wales, was the real star and force behind the radical movement to bring obscenity in all its forms into the family lounge room. Neville, later euphemistically describing himself as ‘counterculture’, joined with Richard Walsh and artist Martin Sharp to produce Oz, a ‘magazine of dissent’—again a nice euphemism. Neville waged a cultural war against his (bourgeois) society and ‘the weapons of revolution [were] obscenity, blasphemy and drugs’.​[18] Their efforts brought them twice before the courts on the charge of producing an obscene publication. They were convicted but later acquitted on appeal.

The pieces of obscenity for which Walsh, Neville and Sharp were charged were rather trifling attempts to bring down the censorship laws, though a step in that direction. Behind these attempts was Neville’s political program to indiscriminately ‘root’ as many ‘birds’ as possible, including his mates’ girlfriends. He dressed up his anarchic sexual drive in the tatty, rat-gnawed clothes of a ‘non-ideological’ ideology he called ‘Play Power’. Clive James somewhere makes the wry comment that his libertarian friends were keen to swap their girlfriends. With this sort of libertarian trade in female flesh, it is no wonder the feminist movement took hold among Neville’s female counterculture companions within a few years. In 1966, having led the charge to collapse bourgeois morality, Neville moved to the UK, where he, Sharp, and Jim Anderson, another similarly committed Australian, produced a London version of Oz. Their Oz No.28, ‘The Oz School Kids Issue’ brought Neville, Anderson and ‘working class’ Brit Felix Dennis before the English courts charged with obscenity and ‘a conspiracy to corrupt public morals’.

Schoolkids Oz featured a cartoon of a favourite children’s comic strip character, Rupert, the Bear, ‘in an explicitly sexual situation’.​[19] Anderson, one of the editors of the School Kids edition, proudly described the cartoon thus: ‘Basically, it had Rupert with a whopping big dick getting it on with an old granny’.​[20] The Rupert Bear Annual was one of my favourite children’s books when I, as an innocent 8-year-old, was in Second Class at the local convent school. Wikipedia has a rather anodyne entry for Neville, except for one sentence about Neville’s boast of ‘fucking’ a 14-year-old from a London comprehensive school.​[21] The Oz School Kids Issue was an expression of Neville’s anti-authoritarian political outlook and unsated sexual ambitions. Indeed, Neville’s ‘fucking’ an underage schoolgirl should be seen in his libertarian/power play crusade as a brave revolutionary act on behalf of everyman’s freedom—the tearing away of the shackles of the middle class’s repressive sexual morality.

The London Oz trial (1971) was one of the longest obscenity trials in English history. Well-known lawyer John Mortimer QC, assisted by junior counsel Geoffrey Robertson, defended Neville, Anderson, and Dennis. Ubiquitous Robertson has become a sparkling expatriate celebrity with a constant flow of human rights guff. A star graduate of Sydney University, Robertson grew up in Sydney in middle-class Eastwood and attended Epping High School, both a few miles from where I grew up in Lane Cove. He was active in left-wing student politics while at Sydney University. After a stint on a Rhodes Scholarship at Oxford University, he settled in the UK, where he acquired a dual passport and honed an already pompous accent into upper-class acceptability. He has mastered the rhetoric of his political class. Since that class is our Western Society’s dominant class, his intellectual windbaggery is seldom challenged in the media—or anywhere else, for that matter.

In a curious coincidence, the news of Neville’s death resulting from Alzheimer’s disease came through just as I finished writing the above. Here was the great courageous knight of the counterculture striking down Christian Civilisation with the revolutionary weapons of ‘obscenity, blasphemy and drugs’ reduced to drooling mental and physical impotence. His wife wrote on Facebook that ‘our wonderful Richard has gone on to his next adventure’.​[22] Mrs Neville must fervently hope the Marxists were right about Christianity being part of the phantom superstructure of the capitalist oppressors and the opiate of the working class. Otherwise, that new adventure may not be all that comfortable—though Catholic teaching tells us a chance of repentance exists to the last instant of life.

Nobody should have been surprised to find Neville’s friends flying to his defence across the media with gorgeous speeches about his charm, his revolutionary courage, and his sticking it to the hypocritical conservative society of Australia’s first one hundred and seventy-four years. His mate and collaborator on the Australian Oz, Richard Walsh, dreamily reminisced in a piece titled, ‘Richard Neville, an ebullient, mischievous charmer’. 


[He] was the most charming man I ever met ... When I first met him, his charm and his raw, visceral appeal combined to make him a legendary babe-magnet ... He sat at the epicentre of a vast network of male and female friends, many of whom remained close to him all his life ... Both Richard and Martin reigned as rock stars in a world of drugs, free love, and psychedelic art.​[23]


Similar syrupy declarations came from past associates like Germaine Greer and Marsha Rowe, the latter co-founder of Spare Rib, a second-wave feminist magazine, but it was left to lawyer Geoffrey Robertson to go right over the top. In a choice of media instruments appropriate to his celebrity, Robertson cast Neville in the royal robes of a noble warrior for truth and justice and the Oz as a ‘work of morality’ unrobing the moral hypocrisy of middle-class society, both in Australia and Britain. In the Guardian, he gushed that Neville’s and his entourage’s activities, especially in the Oz, demonstrated a ‘commitment to sexual equality, rock ‘n’ roll and human rights’, that he argued ‘for the rights of oppressed groups—women, black people, gay people and school-children’, and that in the kids edition of Oz, ‘they railed against paedophile teachers’. Neville and his team did this while the Oz School Kids edition ‘mischievously depicted Rupert Bear with a truly bear-sized erection’ rooting ‘an old granny’.​[24] 

Robertson could not let an opportunity go by where he could demonstrate his erudition to those overcome by his brilliance. So, what the ordinary untutored person in Australia and Britain regarded as a nasty grubby rag tossed together by a bunch of spoilt middle-class snotnoses unable to break free from their self-centred adolescent fantasies, Robertson depicted as an unsullied instrument of justice—an instrument to change and improve. 


The trial was a chance to challenge the whole censorship apparatus in Britain, which was based on the notion that there was only one moral standard—what Bernard Shaw derided as ‘middle-class morality ...’

But it also carried an opportunity to demonstrate that hypocritical English morality could not be enforced by criminal law. 

The strategy we’d devised was to bring the modern science of the mind to bear on the traditional assumptions of the law. We called psychiatrists and psychologists as well as artists, entertainers, and prominent media critics to give evidence. We even recruited Ronald Dworkin and Richard Wollheim, two leading moral philosophers, to testify that Oz was a moral work.​[25] 


Robertson breezes over the hard-fought and far-from-decided issues of moral relativism and goes for a favourite target of the left—the middle-class morality of Marxism’s bourgeoisie. The phrase slips off his tongue without a hint of what, for the contemplative conservative, stands behind it: the complementarity of natural law and Christianity, the prescriptive customs, manners and conventions formed over centuries, and indeed the English Common Law. He invokes the contentious ‘modern science of the mind’ to beat down ‘the traditional assumptions of the law’—whatever he means precisely by that woolly expression. He has no taste to commit to the wearisome task of explaining his references, whose mention anyhow is just to show what a brilliant fellow he is. We can safely assume the posse of entertainers, artists etc. are all purveyors of the same sort of libertarianism that drives Robertson. Finally, he goes in for the big hit with Wollheim and Dworkin, safe in the knowledge that few of those reading the ‘Story of Oz’ would have heard of them, let alone have any idea of what they believed as ‘leading moral philosophers’.

Wollheim, for many years the Grote Professor of Mind and Logic at University College London (1963-1982), was known for his work on the mind and emotions and the philosophy of art. His best-known work was Art and its Objects. It is difficult to see how Robertson derives ‘moral philosopher’ from the work that qualifies Wollheim rather as a philosopher of aesthetics. On the other hand, the appeal to Ronald Dworkin’s authority would seem appropriate, but not as a moral philosopher, which is odd. Odd because Dworkin was a celebrated professor of Jurisprudence known for his academic work on the philosophy of law. His best-known work, a legal bible for many human rights lawyers, is Taking Rights Seriously. Indications are that human rights lawyer Geoffrey Robertson and his colleagues at Doughty Street Chambers would be slavish disciples of Dworkin, who at times was Professor of Jurisprudence at University College London and Oxford University. So where does Robertson get Dworkin as a moral philosopher from? Perhaps it is just the citing of an illustrious intellectual that is his purpose—to set his narrative ablaze with the glow of intellectual profundity.

It is curious he should cite Dworkin in 2016 for the defence of the school kids’ edition of Oz. In 2015, Roger Scruton, the world’s leading conservative philosopher, released his book Fools, Frauds and Firebrands: Thinkers of the New Left. One of the fools, frauds and firebrands Scruton hammers is Ronald Dworkin.​[26] If one reads a few chapters of Scruton’s devastation of the New Left to understand his categories, one would slot Dworkin into the category of the fraud. Rehearsing Scruton’s analysis of Dworkin’s work in a few sentences is not possible, but the conclusions of Scruton’s analysis will clarify where Robertson was coming from in citing the support of Dworkin. 

Among the causes Dworkin staunchly defended and promoted, writes Scruton, were civil disobedience, reverse discrimination, sexual liberation, feminism, ‘abortion rights’, and pornography. In a nutshell, ‘if conservatives were against it, he was for it’. In defending the liberal causes and thrashing conservatives over their defence of traditional society, he ‘provided intellectual fireworks, patrician disdain, and cosmopolitan mockery in prolonged flourish’.​[27] Dworkin claimed he argued from principle but, says Scruton, ‘when the discussion enters the higher realm of philosophy, we need to know how those principles are justified. And this is a question from which he flees’.​[28] Scruton’s refrain is that the New Left theorists evade a sustained philosophical defence of their views. His conclusion at the end of his analysis of Dworkin’s influential work on jurisprudence is: ‘And here, I think, is where we see the profound weakness of Dworkin’s way of arguing. It is the way of the barrister, snatching whatever useful trick is to hand, but not the way of the philosopher, with an eye for universal truth’.​[29]

Dworkin’s promotion of the causes of sexual liberation and pornography shows Robertson’s attraction to Dworkin’s work. Dworkin is right in there with Robertson’s and Neville’s right to obscenity, blasphemy, drugs, rock ‘n’ roll, and free love, as expressed in the Oz. Free love means the right to treat all females as sexual objects or, in the vernacular of the 1960s, to root any bird that takes your fancy. The retelling of the fun of Neville’s libertarian agenda may bring a warm glow and misty eyes to the ageing libertarian of the Sixties now paying for his excesses. But neither they nor the younger defenders of Neville and his activities have mentioned two incidents that resulted from the logic of Neville’s social and political dogma. Gerard Henderson of the Sydney Institute spoiled the fun by having the nerve to bring them up in an article in the Australian,​[30] clearly as a counter to the effusions of Robertson and Co. First, Henderson wrote of Neville’s having sex with a ‘cherubic’ 14-year-old:


The fact is that Neville, for all his charm, was a self-confessed pedophile. I became aware of this when I read his book Play Power in 1970 ... In Play Power, Neville boasted of having a ‘hurricane f..k’ with a ‘moderately attractive, intelligent, cherubic, 14-year-old girl from a nearby London comprehensive school’. 


Henderson points out that at the time of this hurricane root, Neville was ‘about twice the age of the girl’, thus in a power position over the girl. If it were not Neville, a guru of the counterculture Movement, but a member of the Catholic clergy abusing that girl, then we know that the frenzied indignation of the left and the call for punitive measures would have been uncontainable. If the exploitation of his power over the minor is not enough, Neville plays up the delight of enjoying the girl’s innocence while displaying upper-class contempt for a dispensable person. Neville’s act is the playing out of the logic of his counterculture philosophy, and it is this logic that Geoffrey Robertson defends. That Robertson does not mention the abuse of the 14-year-old in his many articles and interviews about Neville’s death raises serious questions. The full passage, which Henderson abbreviated, appears in the chapter ‘Group Grope’ of Play Power in which Neville describes the driving principles of the Sexual Revolution. 


I meet a moderately attractive, intelligent, cherubic 14-year-old girl from a nearby London comprehensive school. I ask her home, she rolls a joint and we begin to watch the midday TV movie. It is The Woman of the Year, and Spencer Tracy, almost against his will, finds himself in Katharine Hepburn’s apartment. (He kisses her, flashes his look of ‘there’s a volcano bubbling inside me’ and hurriedly leaves.) Comes the Heinz Souperday commercial, a hurricane fuck, another joint. No feigned love or hollow promises. (Tracy, at work the next morning, reads a note from Katherine: ‘You left your hat. What’s the hurry? He smiles, and the wheels of matrimony grind into operation.) A farewell kiss, and the girl rushes off to finish her homework.​[31]


Neville contrasts the repressive middle-class culture of Western society with an attitude to sexual activity as an appetite that one satisfies when one is so inclined – like eating when one is hungry. No need for all the bullshit about courting and false respect for the other, the other being the female. There’s no power position involved. Age has nothing to do with it, as Neville makes clear in the core chapter of the book, ‘The Politics of Play’. Underground sexual morality is direct, he says, ‘if a couple like each other, they make love’.​[32] He mocks magazines like Hugh Hefner’s Playboy as a flagship of the sexual revolution. I’ll show you a real sexual revolution, says Neville. The terms ‘seduction’ and ‘surrender’ (again referring to the female) are ‘obsolete’. Feel like it, do it. 

At a point in the same chapter, Neville declares in a flight of profound enlightenment, ‘It could be just possible that the sexual candour of the radical generation is indicative of a healthier, more honest overall relationship ...  It’s groovy to be carnal. And there’s nothing more carnal than the Underground ...’ Buoyed by this soaring enlightenment, he continues to give examples of unashamed rooting in all manner of public places where no one who has experienced the enlightenment of the counterculture turns a hair. Then in the transport of his numinous meditation, Neville talks of ‘the occasional gang bang’, citing a newspaper account of a naked ‘young long-haired girl’ dancing in the rain in Central Park. A ‘dozen young men’ seized and gangbanged her while ‘her friends stood by’ and ‘no one helped her, no one cared’.​[33] Why should anyone care about such a natural expression of sexual freedom? He follows a few paragraphs further on with, ‘While everyone has his own idea of what constitutes sexual fitness, many believe that the Underground freedom from inhibition is the first step en route to a new freer and happier civilisation’. 

Although the goal of throwing off all the restrictions of Western bourgeois society on sexual activity was central to the Underground movement, there was more to it. Neville declared the Underground or counterculture was non-ideological, but he made his non-ideology into a distinct ideology, and his Play Power was its manifesto. The ‘Movement’ incorporated three ‘divisions’ that were ‘broadly consistent’. Neville names them as the New Left, the Underground, and the militant poor. The Underground ‘embraces hippies, beats, mystics, mad-men, freaks, yippies, crazies, crackpots, communards and anyone who rejects rigid political ideology (it’s a brain disease)’. Those with the brain disease of ideology were the Marxists and New Left student associations. He describes how these divisions cooperated, and according to my observations at the time, he was right. Sometimes they overlapped in their actions, and sometimes they were in conflict. But more often, there was a different mixture of the protest ingredients. That the Underground and the New Left were not as separate or distinct as Neville claims or that one was not much more ideological than the other is suggested in his grand statement of the essential political thrust of the ‘Movement’—and the point of his book. 
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