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‘He’s a Man of Titanium …
tougher than steel’
DONALD TRUMP











When we asked Scott Morrison what he’d learnt over the course of the pandemic he told us: ‘Listen, you’ve got to listen. That’s something I’ve sought to do across my public life. But I tell you what, over the last twelve months, my ears have got very sharp and I listen carefully.’












Introduction


The great leaders in history are often those who faced the greatest challenges. Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s leadership during the Great Depression and World War II; John Curtin and Winston Churchill pulling their nations through an existential threat. Most people wouldn’t think of Scott Morrison as a great leader. He was on watch, however, when Australia faced its greatest threat in seventy-five years. This flawed leader, whose weaknesses had been laid bare in the summer of 2019–20, was battle hardened for the coronavirus challenge. Better equipped leaders have presided for longer periods without facing such monumental challenges. Their success or failure is measured by elections and policy achievements. Morrison made his share of mistakes during the pandemic and had more than his fair share of support from state premiers. But the record shows that Australia was well governed during the pandemic. Luck and geographic isolation have helped, but it would be uncharitable to exclude political leadership from the contributing factors. Even if critics point to failures along the way, including disagreements with the states and missteps in aged care for example, Australia has done very well keeping a lid on COVID-19. From minimising the health fallout to containing the economic damage, Australia compares very favourably on the global stage. Notwithstanding the second wave in Victoria or outbreaks in Sydney and Adelaide. In the longer term, however, failure to reform can catch up with prime ministerial legacies, and there are real question marks over Morrison’s reforming credentials.


Similarly, success or failure at subsequent elections won’t change the fact that Scott Morrison will always be remembered as the Liberal leader who won the unwinnable 2019 election. That matters, but it tells us little about Morrison’s policy successes and failures. Malcolm Fraser was a Liberal Party hero for vanquishing Gough Whitlam at the 1975 election by a record margin. Following it up two years later with what still stands as the second biggest election victory in Australian political history. However, by the end of Fraser’s prime ministership he had become the scapegoat not just for his own electoral failure in 1983 but for the Liberals leaving reform of the economy to the Hawke Labor government.


Like Fraser, Morrison is in danger of squandering the good work he did in steering Australia through the coronavirus crisis, especially if his primary focus is on clocking up electoral victories rather than on post-virus transformation. Not that such failure is likely to cost him the next election. On the contrary, he’s in the box seat to win it comfortably. Morrison is destined to be hailed a short-term political success as prime minister. It is the longer term way history will remember him that is more contentious.


He was far too quick to chart a course for the status quo ante, failing to think through the myriad ways in which the pandemic has changed the world forever. Australia, like most nations, faces challenges to find its place in the emerging world order post-COVID-19. What governments do and don’t do will play a vital role in where once powerful states sit in that new world order.


If idleness rules Morrison’s thinking, ongoing electoral success could see him go down in the history books as a do-nothing prime minister like Malcolm Fraser. Though Fraser was aware that he was governing during a paradigm shift away from the post–World War II Keynesian consensus, he simply wasn’t able to find a direction for Australia in that changing world. This was in no small part because Fraser was cautious about economic reform, leaving Bob Hawke and Paul Keating with the job of transforming the economy. Later, John Howard and the Liberal dries found it convenient to blame Fraser for a government-wide timidity. The parallels to today are obvious. What’s not yet clear is how far those parallels extend. The contemporary Coalition parties are known more for producing populists than policy thinkers. Morrison doesn’t even seem aware of the extent to which Australia is changing, appearing as though he believes he can flick a switch and turn things back to mid-2019.


The ease with which the idea of debt and deficits being bad was dumped from the Liberal Party playbook once COVID struck and red became the new black tells us something about both the lack of conviction behind the rhetoric and the political dominance Liberals enjoy when discussing the economy. Just imagine if Labor racked up the amount of debt fighting the virus this government has? Much less after demonising debt for so many years. Morrison was comfortable with the about face because doing so was pragmatically necessary for his government, and because ideological dogma when it comes to the economy isn’t part of his DNA.


Despite the partisan applause Morrison has received so far, there are no guarantees it will be sustained into the longer term. Fraser, initially a hero in Liberal circles, became a villain. Partly because over time Fraser and the Liberals parted ways on their social outlook, but also because of missed opportunities on the economic reforming front. Could this happen to Morrison on climate change for example? His views in time may appear rooted in a factually inaccurate past if the Liberals move on to embrace actions he scoffed at only years earlier. This might not bother Morrison because conservatives are often confronted with such realities. More concerning would be if the Liberals return to fiscal conservatism or fiscal reforming zeal in years to come, leaving Morrison looking like he spent too much, and reformed little.


Victory at the next election is therefore a two-edged sword. It will cement Morrison as an electorally successful Liberal prime minister, but that is an honour he already holds courtesy of vanquishing Bill Shorten in 2019. Victory will also give him the opportunity to do more, if he chooses to, or will magnify mistakes if he does not. Another election win would see Morrison serve for close to six years, maybe more, at a minimum, before even reaching John Howard’s age when he became prime minister in 1996. More remarkably, Morrison will do that as the third Liberal prime minister within the Coalition government’s first two terms.


Given the way Australia in recent decades has become the Italy of the South, cycling through prime ministers on both sides of the major party divide, winning two elections in a row unchallenged (internally or externally) would be a huge electoral achievement in and of itself. Morrison has already broken the mould amongst recent prime ministers, achieving internal unity. If he survives until the next election he’ll be the first prime minister from either side of politics since Howard to serve a full term. If Morrison wins, he will be elevated into the pantheon of Howard and Robert Menzies in Liberal circles. To be sure, he won’t have served for as long as either of them, or Fraser for that matter. But the mixture of winning the unwinnable election, steering Australia through the pandemic and securing electoral success out the other side of it will certainly win partisan applause in the here and now. What happens further down the track will require a more in-depth examination of Morrison, and on that score the former marketing man and party official may be found wanting. Or it may be that modern politics prevents anyone rising to the status of leaders past. Transactional electoral dominance is now enough for the history books.


Electoral success, though, doesn’t paper over shortcomings in leadership style and character. We don’t shy away from highlighting and examining those failures in this book. Morrison is known as a buck-passer. Apparently, if he doesn’t make decisions directly, he’s not accountable for his government’s mismanagement. During the sports rorts saga he refused to concede mistakes were even made, despite the scathing auditor-general’s report. When someone needed to be held accountable, the sports minister stepped down for largely unrelated reasons. When the Robodebt failures came to light, they were at first downplayed. Later on, when avoiding legal responsibility became nigh impossible, the prime minister wouldn’t engage in debate about accountability, instead declaring he was getting on with fixing the problem before taking the next question at media conferences. Questions he doesn’t care to answer get dismissed with the jibe that they are only of concern to those ‘inside the bubble’, or he’s too busy dealing with the pandemic. A ship riddled with coronavirus disembarks in Sydney and the Morrison government looks the other way. Even though just days before he called a media conference to declare he’d be putting special rules in place to protect the country from cruise ships carrying COVID. Add abrogating responsibility for aged care to that list. Morrison is very good at identifying political weaknesses in others but seems incapable of taking accountability for those prevalent in his own administration.


This is our fourth book about a Liberal prime minister, following on from our books on John Howard’s life and political career, as well as the governments led by Tony Abbott and Malcolm Turnbull. Though Howard almost suffered the ignominy of losing a massive parliamentary majority in 1998, his comfort in the prime ministership early in the 2000s looks positively Herculean in retrospect. So, too, his reputation amongst the new breed of Liberal Party members – less educated, more religious, more conservative than the party of Menzies or Fraser. With every passing election, the Rudd and Gillard governments, aspiring to be transformational in their own ways, have come to look like an aberration amongst two decades of conservative rule. Abbott and Turnbull were inherently fascinating subjects but leaders of awful governments. As 2020 approached, stable conservative rule emerged from a decade of leadership chaos, few policy accomplishments, and growing public disillusionment with politics.


Even after winning an election, however, it wasn’t clear that there was a book in Scott Morrison, prime minister. Marketing guy; God-botherer in the contemporary fashion; cultural politics by the numbers. Another Howard wannabe without the hidebound experience that leader brought to the prime ministership. Suddenly, though, when the opposition reacted to their 2019 loss by giving up on the semblance of a fight, Morrison was tested like no Australian prime minister since John Curtin – driven to a premature death by the pressures of leading the nation through World War II.


As with all political leaders, the closer you look at Morrison, the more interesting things get. It’s been a life of transformations – miracles even. Of all the Protestant denominations, the Presbyterianism of Morrison’s youth seems the most distant from the Pentecostalism he was baptised into as an adult. This was but one of the changes in his life. From Sydney’s eastern suburbs to the shire, from public school to the Liberal Party, moderate to uncompromising conservative; born again in sporting codes as in religion, from rugby fan to rugby league tragic.


Morrison is more like Howard than Abbott or Turnbull, but he doesn’t neatly fit in a box. Leaders rarely do. His social conservatism is part throwback to a bygone era, part reflection of an emerging form of religious evangelicalism. While Morrison has and does let his socially conservative values guide his political decision-making from time to time, more often pragmatism takes hold. Howard was similarly balanced between his economically liberal values and political pragmatism. However, we got the impression Howard’s pragmatism had limits; Morrison’s does not. That is, Howard would rarely let politically expedient decisions guide him towards outcomes that were in conflict with his ideological world view. Because Morrison is less ideological, he’s less bound by such resistance, making him the ultimate pragmatist. Aspects of his character are the only major impediment to that pragmatism: stubbornness and his ‘my way or the highway’ approach, which sometimes rears its head. We examine these competing tensions in this book. Some colleagues have described Morrison’s style as bordering on bullying, but assertive stubbornness is perhaps the better descriptor. We saw some of that on display during the bushfires, and again from time to time during the pandemic. It is a personality trait Morrison confidants say he is more aware of now than in the past, which is why he’s getting it under better control. Such learning on the job only makes him more similar to Howard. Howard’s wilderness years (1989–95) between stints as Liberal leader were also his learning years. Morrison has had to learn on the job as prime minister during rolling crises.


Leadership instability in government is a virus both major parties caught from opposition. Kevin Rudd aspired to be a transformational figure but couldn’t manage the internal politics, so he was rolled while still ahead in the polls and in just his first term. All prime ministers since Howard look on his success as a benchmark but none has managed to capture his style. Howard struggled as prime minister before 2001, when his leadership was under threat internally.


Early on in Scott Morrison’s prime ministership comedian Tom Gleeson said what many Australians were thinking: we don’t really have to take this new PM all that seriously for all that long, because he’ll be gone soon enough. Gleeson compared Morrison with the relief school teacher students tend to muck up around. This was the first hurdle Morrison needed to overcome: the perception of irrelevance. In the end, Bill Shorten made the biggest mistake of his political career underestimating Morrison.


Commentators certainly held the view that after so many years of leadership tensions on both sides of the major party divide, Morrison’s tenure represented a continuation of that instability. Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard suffered failure in the wake of internal politicking. Tony Abbott had an opportunity to end the instability with his decisive victory but his poor performance as prime minister contributed to his demise at the hands of Malcolm Turnbull. Turnbull could have broken the mould, but instead gave his critics the excuse they needed to come after him. Morrison’s prime ministership was the byproduct of that. It is easy to forget how close the Liberal Party came to handing the reins to Peter Dutton. Three votes that could have cost the Coalition millions of them at an election.


But because Morrison didn’t directly confront Turnbull, his hands were somewhat clean. Even though his supporters had been strategising his ascent for months, voting for Dutton’s spill to wound Turnbull and bring the party that little bit closer to installing Morrison as a compromise candidate. Nonetheless, avoiding the need to raise a political dagger against his leader directly helped Morrison move the debate past his party’s internal failures. Further, Australians had grown tired of and at the same time used to such internal shenanigans. Both emotional responses helped Morrison. He saw that potential when many in the press gallery did not – victims of the ‘bubble’ he likes to refer to.


Our examination of the trials Scott Morrison has endured since becoming prime minister starts with his manoeuvring to become prime minister in 2018. Who does Morrison trust and whose counsel does he listen to? We investigate what makes Morrison tick – including his faith – as one of the least understood politicians to claim high office. Chapter 1 also examines what the Morrison government did, with eight months to govern before the 2019 election, prior to heading to an election few thought winnable.


Chapter 2 begins with his stunning and unexpected election win; how he manufactured such a strong comeback and why most of us didn’t see it coming. Morrison’s qualities as a campaigner are assessed, as is the quality of the campaign unit the prime minister had at his disposal. His background as a state party director forged a solid relationship between Morrison and his federal director Andrew Hirst, significantly contributing to the Coalition’s electoral success. Often party leaders and federal directors clash, but Morrison and Hirst did not. In fact, they perfectly complemented one another.


Chapter 3 deals with the consequences of winning an election unexpectedly. The Coalition’s third-term agenda was limited. The search for an agenda led the Coalition even more purposefully towards the promised surplus it campaigned on. The re-elected Coalition government was analogous to the dog that catches the car and doesn’t know what to do with it. This explains some of the waywardness of the government early on. Problems such as the sports rorts saga emerged, early failures around Robodebt were increasingly revealed, and weak ministers such as Angus Taylor and Stuart Robert were targeted by Labor. Such instability and lack of direction were broken up by successes like Morrison’s visit to the United States. Concerns were growing within the government that it wasn’t travelling as well as it might have hoped, but with the victory still fresh in people’s minds it didn’t matter.


Chapters 4 and 5 examine how Morrison dealt with the unprecedented bushfires experienced in the summer of 2019–20: from his initial decision to holiday in Hawaii with his family after what had been a politically busy year, to his office lying about the trip in an effort to keep it a secret, followed by Morrison’s forced return when his appearances were tetchy at best, not to mention poorly received on the frontline. The Morrison government and the PM personally were at risk of derailing. His personal polls plummeted, and there appeared to be genuine regret amongst voters that he had been elected so recently: an uncommon phenomenon in Australian politics. The ex-marketing man seemed incapable of pulling himself out of the quagmire of his own creation. And his personality was making the situation worse. The mixture of stubbornness and blame-shifting was working against Morrison, contributing to his demise. That all changed, and now seems long ago, when a new virus that originated in China started to spread across the globe.


Chapters 6 through 10 track Morrison’s performance during what will be the most intense and important year of his political life. The greatest national and global crisis since World War II, the pandemic forced the relatively new prime minister to make big decisions, to confront unprecedented challenges, to junk election promises and to reframe his political thinking. As far as political challenges go, there are none bigger or more meaningful in recent memory than the pandemic of 2020. There were sizeable ups and downs, and the nation was genuinely scared. As Australia braced for the worst, even Morrison’s political opponents and critics united in the hope that he would succeed. After some early stumbles, which were a continuation of his performance during the bushfires, Morrison developed an inner circle he trusted. A mixture of MPs, staffers and outsiders. Team Morrison drove the government’s approach. Chapters 6, 7 and 8 look at the lockdowns, the contested decisions, the threats to the federation and the emergence of the national cabinet. These chapters take readers behind the scenes as decision-making processes within government played out during the pandemic. As the country ground to a halt, cash needed to be splashed to save businesses and jobs. Team Morrison was being tested in ways it could never have anticipated.


Chapter 9 delves into the back-room decision-making around why some sections of Australian society were excluded from assistance: universities, many casual workers and the arts and entertainment sectors. These are Morrison’s forgotten people. Some of the government’s decisions were calculated and enacted for fiscal reasons, others were deliberate choices made to use the pandemic to bring opponents to their knees. While there are question marks over what exactly Morrison stands for ideologically, he has revealed himself to be a proponent of the culture wars. Much more than Howard ever was. The pandemic gave Morrison the opportunity to decide which culture wars he wanted to fight and which he’d rather ignore, and enabled him to act without being bound by the desires or urging of organisations such as the Institute of Public Affairs. Religious freedom laws were largely forgotten by the Pentecostal PM. When it came to culture wars, Morrison favoured old-fashioned financial strangulation of institutions perceived as hostile to the Liberal Party such as universities and the ABC. But decisions on who missed out weren’t always deliberate. Mistakes were made.


Chapter 10 looks at the second wave of the pandemic, the debates over how and when lockdowns should end and borders open up, and the way the pandemic laid bare the depth of the crisis in aged care. The veneer of bipartisanship amongst premiers and a PM of different political complexions was lifted. Hostility between tiers of government grew. Morrison happily joined the election campaign to try to change the government in Queensland, albeit unsuccessfully. His Liberal deputy and treasurer Josh Frydenberg entered into a shouting match with Victorian premier Daniel Andrews. Australia, one of the nations deemed to have best handled the COVID crisis, instigated the longest and harshest lockdown seen anywhere in the world. Despite this, it didn’t prevent hundreds of deaths in aged care facilities. The Royal Commission into Aged Care Quality and Safety revealed that those deaths as a percentage of total deaths, made Australia a global laggard. Because aged care is primarily a federal responsibility, it became an unwanted problem for Morrison, just as his handling of the crisis was being held to acclaim. But it didn’t diminish his popularity in the polls.


Chapter 11 delves into the government’s pursuit of normality, commencing with the delayed 2020 budget and the impact COVID-19 has had and is likely to have on the economy. It also looks into the opportunities taken and missed when it comes to reform. We examine how close the relationship between Morrison and his Liberal deputy and treasurer Josh Frydenberg really is. The treasurer isn’t much younger than Morrison, but at first glance they seem a generation apart. The budget was the first document to give a sense of how much or how little the government has planned for what happens next. The requirement of forward estimates within the budget means we can see where government priorities are forecast to lie. This chapter will interrogate just how forward leaning the Morrison government is likely to be, and what that means for its future standing.


Chapter 12 explores the first full summer since the pandemic began, traversing the challenges Sydney faced as COVID spread across the northern beaches forcing lockdowns. The previous summer saw the PM’s support plummet in the midst of the fires. The 2020–21 summer was a different story. Despite challenges along the way Morrison entered the new year as politically dominant as he’d ever been. Attention turned to lockdowns in the eastern states and debate over the rollout of vaccines. All the while political tensions in the US and the worsening COVID crisis in the UK captured headlines.


The final chapter takes a step back from the events of the previous two years to assess Morrison’s chances of securing re-election. The odds are certainly in his favour, the Coalition should win the next election. With the power of incumbency and the focus on economics, the government has two clear advantages over Labor. Anthony Albanese may be seen as an approachable alternative PM, but he’s unlikely to outflank someone like Morrison. The Coalition are seen by voters as better economic managers than Labor, and the next election will be all about the economic recovery. Morrison (the former political operative) knows how to defeat Anthony Albanese’s Labor. Assuming Albo survives until election day.


The trials of Scott Morrison have been many and varied in such a short time as prime minister. He’s already displayed significant political learning, but there is evidence that his character doesn’t always fit neatly with his pragmatism.









CHAPTER 1


A man on the make


When evaluating Scott Morrison’s prime ministership it is essential to start by examining the way he took over the job. The toppling of five Australian prime ministers in a little over a decade was not only unfortunate, it was unprecedented. Coming close to appointing Peter Dutton to replace Malcolm Turnbull when he became a dead-duck PM was a sure sign of political madness. Dutton’s role in the Liberal Party for the previous decade had been to say the quiet part out loud. Only in a post-Trump world would this persona be considered fit for national leadership. If these were the options, surely leadership instability was a symptom of systemic malaise.


Morrison’s relationship with Turnbull went back a long way. When Turnbull ran for the seat of Wentworth against incumbent MP Peter King in 2004, Morrison was director of the Liberal Party in New South Wales. He did what he could to help Turnbull win the seat and attended his preselection afterparty in Bondi to celebrate when he was successful. Once they were both in parliament the pair spoke often. Morrison was the first person to ring Turnbull after the first challenge against Abbott’s leadership in 2015 to discuss what damage had been done to Abbott’s standing. They ultimately did a deal that would see Morrison become treasurer under a Turnbull prime ministership. Right-wing commentators who had courted Morrison as a potential future leader turned on him viciously for his support of Turnbull against Abbott. Those who had known Morrison for years weren’t so surprised. But by the time Turnbull’s leadership was under siege from the disaffected conservative flank of the Liberal Party in mid-2018, Morrison knew he could emerge as a compromise candidate.


Dutton struck when Turnbull declared the leadership vacant, but it was Morrison who was ready. A number of Morrison’s closest supporters voted for Dutton in the first spill, to weaken Turnbull to the point that change became inevitable. Not Morrison, however, who stuck with Turnbull, helping to ensure that he became a viable alternative to deny Dutton, becoming Turnbull’s second best option if he couldn’t retain the top job. It was only well after the fact that Turnbull realised he had been outmanoeuvred, not by Dutton but by Morrison and his supporters. Exactly how much Morrison planned this outcome is difficult to establish. Unsurprisingly no one will go on the record to elaborate on the strategy. But it is at least clear that Team Morrison was aware of the opportunity that was developing in the weeks ahead of that fateful day. Morrison had been discreetly calling select ministers and backbenchers to canvass their willingness to support his candidacy in the event that Turnbull’s leadership fell over. He apparently wasn’t afraid to dangle promotions in front of some MPs to curry favour.


The whole effort was about Morrison getting to be prime minister rather than necessarily remaining in the job. He held the view that even if he lost the looming election, as appeared likely at the time, he wouldn’t be penalised in the longer term. Rather, a stint as leader and prime minister would stand him in good stead to retain the leadership in opposition and – hopefully – spring back into The Lodge three years later if Labor in government proved unsuccessful. Short of that, he’d still have his place in history: box ticked at the age of fifty, ready for the next challenge in his life. In the end Morrison became an overachiever, even according to the benchmarks he set for himself.


Where Robert Menzies had his ‘forgotten people’, Morrison nominated ‘quiet Australians’ as those he wished to help. The concept was more or less the same. Like Menzies, Morrison needed to appeal beyond big business to the middle and parts of the working classes. Morrison’s formulation threw in an appeal to culture warriors for good measure. Populist conservatism had adopted victimhood as part of its political identity. Whereas the ‘chattering classes’ dominated politics ‘inside the bubble’, the quiet Australians went about their business building the economy and tending to their families. Unlike Menzies, who empathised with his forgotten people but was too patrician a figure to pretend to be one of them, Morrison mimicked Howard’s more direct appeal to ordinariness. As clumsily as Morrison laid on the ‘daggy dad’ image, it was more politically potent than Turnbull’s authentic blue-blood. After assuming the prime ministership Morrison tweeted an image of an Australian flag lapel badge, noting that he wears one to remind him who he serves, and had also distributed them to his cabinet members to wear. Unfortunately no one thought to update the new PM’s Twitter photo ahead of the post. It revealed a suited-up smiling Morrison with no lapel badge of any sort. One minister told us he ‘wouldn’t be caught dead wearing such tripe’. After Morrison won the 2019 election the number of sycophantic Liberal MPs wearing Aussie flag lapel badges grew exponentially.


The new prime minister’s family played an important role in humanising him. Wife Jenny made some effective appearances. None more so than by his side at the campaign launch on Mother’s Day. Morrison’s own mother was there too. Scott and Jenny’s challenging experiences with IVF treatment provided both pathos and a means for the most powerful man in the country to empathise with the struggles of others beyond the Liberal boilerplate that generally focused on hard work.


Morrison pointed to his experience in cabinet, and in the treasury in particular, as experience that both Abbott and Turnbull had lacked when becoming prime minister. Stopping the boats as immigration minister was an example of success, but it was polarising success. Instead, Morrison spent his time zeroing in on what he did as part of the finance team to drive the budget ‘back into the black’, something which COVID would ensure never eventuated. Winning the election would remove any real doubts in the party room anyway. Once the pandemic struck, Australians would come to judge Morrison and his government using an entirely different yardstick.


Who is Scott Morrison?


Scott Morrison’s performance as a minister didn’t necessarily shed a lot of light into what we could expect of Scott Morrison, prime minister. Unlike many treasurers – Paul Keating, Peter Costello and Joe Hockey, for example, Morrison attracted no biographer prior to his accession. This was a sign that he wasn’t widely thought of as next in line for the leadership. For the most part he preferred to keep matters of faith private. This led to fevered imaginings on the part of many observers of Scotty from Marketing speaking in tongues as he awaited the rapture. In turn, the cartoonish characterisation of his faith confirmed in Morrison’s mind his instinct to separate church and state in his life. The Morrisons also separate their faith from their television viewing habits. Diehard Game of Thrones fans Scott and Jenny didn’t miss an episode of the gruesome and sexually charged eight-season fantasy television series.


Morrison speaks about his faith in very general terms. Pentecostalism sheds some light – although not much – on Morrison’s attitude to economic and social issues. He points out that the Bible is not a policy document. We’re naturally curious about the details of his baptism, which the family keeps to itself. The circumstances surrounding an adult raised in a Presbyterian family joining the Pentecostals is itself interesting. Studies show that it is marginalised folk of one kind or another who make that transition. What was going on in Morrison’s life at the time and how does he perceive that transition? He certainly saw the arrival of his and Jenny’s children as a miracle, after years of unsuccessfully trying. Morrison’s first parliamentary speech was heavily focused on that moment and what it meant to him and Jenny, and their faith. But that was evidence of the faith, not what drew Morrison to it. He had already been converted.


His faith does bring a pointed approach to an especially modern piece of right-wing rhetoric.


In firmly middle-class Sutherland Shire, where he moved to contest a seat, the idea that your wealth is deserved and blessed by God naturally goes down well. Yet the comparatively brief history of the Pentecostal church shows the malleability of doctrine in service of social standing. To some, Pentecostalism is a liberating force, to the more privileged it provides assurance that God has backed them in. What often drives belief under those circumstances are political and social alignments outside the church.


Each Pentecostal church fills quite different sociological niches. The core of the faith, which marks it out from mainline Protestantism, is acceptance into the church of all who claim a direct experience of God. At the founding of Pentecostalism in early twentieth-century United States, this had a democratising effect – allowing the new religion to cross race and class lines, and to soon spread in Africa and Asia.


Religion is divided in the same ways in which society is divided. As someone who was welcomed from outside the Pentecostal church, Morrison might emphasise the egalitarian nature of that experience. Sociologically, though, he was a prime candidate for a more individualistic message. This is reinforced by the smugness of knowing that you will be saved while others burn in hell. In turn, though, Morrison’s faith has buttressed contemporary Coalition rhetoric about economic inequality and equal opportunity. He chose to address these issues in his first major speech as prime minister in 2018. ‘Every Australian matters,’ he said. Morrison said people’s capacity to ‘have a go’ didn’t relate to their level of ability, citing young disabled people he met at not-for-profit Youngcare in Brisbane who he said were an ‘inspiration’. ‘They wanted to live on their own,’ he enthused. ‘They wanted to be in their own accommodation, living together, having the same choices as other young Australians. They’re having a go and they’re getting a go.’ A shot across the bows, then, of disabled people not having a go, and an unhelpful approach to complex policy questions such as disability insurance. ‘That’s why we have a safety net in this country – to protect people – but it works as a trampoline, not as a snare.’


It was resonant of Joe Hockey’s ‘lifters and leaners’ rhetoric from 2014 – the kind of comment that is often just boilerplate, unrelated to how these politicians react to a given set of human circumstances. In the case of Hockey, these words came from a speechwriter. From Morrison, it’s straight from the soul. ‘The best form of welfare is a job, and our safety net, our social safety net, enables people either to bounce back up and to get back up on their feet, or it provides them with that place of comfort and support that they need during challenging times in their lives,’ he said in the same speech. ‘As Australians, we look after our mates.’ Again, the qualification: ‘mates’, not citizens. Eventually, during the bushfires, Morrison demonstrated this unwillingness to empathise with his fellow Australians, to his great political cost.


Other tenets of Pentecostalism are equally open to interpretation. Just as Methodism’s prohibition on dancing didn’t seem to influence John Howard, we might give Morrison enough credit to let the speaking in tongues go through to the keeper. An individualistic approach to social justice overlaps with attitudes to the environment. Christianity more generally supports the idea of God giving us stewardship of the environment. For Pentecostals, any interpretation of this stewardship which may limit an individual’s potential to rise above their circumstances will be discounted. Pentecostals are the religious group in Australia, and other parts of the world, least likely to accept the science of climate change. This helps explain why Morrison has been a more consistent climate sceptic than the Catholic Abbott, who was in favour of a carbon tax before he was against it. The way climate change is perceived also matters. Responses to climate change come in many varieties. While environmentalists wish we had simply left nature to its own devices, and seek solutions consistent with that principle, a mastery of technology may also provide solutions. The latter is more consistent with Christian approaches which emphasise stewardship.


There’s another explanation for Morrison’s attitude to climate change: it’s a view shared by a majority of Liberal Party members. Morrison is a conformist. In that conformism lies a path to a different approach as public opinion shifts towards more action to reduce emissions. Only 1 per cent of Australians follow Pentecostalism. It is the mega-churches that made them targets for political leaders like Bob Carr and Peter Costello. Given its theological content, it’s not surprising that one of these churches found fertile ground in lily-white Sutherland Shire. In the early twenty-first century, Morrison is hardly on his own as a reactionary, insular, middle-aged man. Why blame religion for that?


Reinforcing the conspiratorial edge in public discussion about Morrison’s religion is the minority status of Pentecostalism in Australian society. In spite of its rapid rise over the twentieth century, Morrison is the first Pentecostal anywhere in the world to become a national head of government. Before him, the most prominent Pentecostal politician was George W. Bush’s attorney-general, John Ashcroft. There is plenty of theological diversity within Pentecostalism. Indeed, the brand most common in Australia – most famous for the so-called prosperity gospel – is sometimes labelled neo-Pentecostalism. The various versions of prosperity gospel in evangelical sects would not have surprised Karl Marx given his observations about religion serving economic forces, not the other way around.


So, too, Morrison found plenty to like in Liberal Party mythology. Paying homage to Menzies, as all Liberal leaders must, he said, ‘It’s all about the individual, and the capacity and the value and the sanctity.’ The marketing version of the Liberal Party gospel. ‘No party seizes the imagination of the people unless the people know the party stands for certain things,’ he continued, ‘and we’ll fight for those things until the bell rings.’ Ready to fight. Just point him in the right direction.


Conservative leaders don’t foreshadow a great program of reform. They adapt to changing circumstances. Australia’s circumstances would indeed change. Having made it to the party leadership in 2018, Morrison, though, looked like what he was: a prime minister in search of purpose.


From political marketing to … political marketing


Morrison built some useful connections while in the New South Wales state director role for four years in the early 2000s.


When Morrison put his hand up to run for the seat of Cook ahead of what was going to be a difficult 2007 re-election for the Coalition, John Howard was supportive. Howard had taken a special interest in the seat ever since the outgoing MP Bruce Baird had defeated Howard’s long-time friend and sitting member at the time Stephen Mutch for preselection back in 1998. As a reward for that manoeuvre Howard left Baird – a senior state minister and deputy Liberal leader in New South Wales – to rot on the federal vine on the backbench for the remainder of his career.


However, despite Howard’s endorsement, Morrison finished with just eight votes from the 160 preselectors, wedged behind a factional showdown between the right and left of the party. Howard didn’t want the successful candidate joining the federal ranks of the party, and so turned a blind eye as Morrison’s lieutenants tore him down, forcing another selection which saw Morrison come through the middle and win. It was an early version of how he vanquished both Malcolm Turnbull and Peter Dutton eleven years later to become prime minister.


Morrison needed the state executive to overturn his initial preselection loss to Michael Towke who, unlike Morrison, had long resided in the electorate of Cook. Towke was emblematic of what the Liberal Party claimed to be – hard-working, family-focused, with experience in the private sector. The child of immigrants, he grew up in inner-Sydney Redfern, played representative rugby league, went into business, and worked on his MBA at night and on weekends. Morrison instead embodied what the Liberal Party had become – a party hack who had existed only within the political ecosystem.


Morrison was caught between Towke’s control of conservative Liberal branches in the seat and the moderate faction’s support for the other main candidate, Paul Fletcher. In a pattern he was never to escape, he hoped to straddle factional loyalties but impressed neither group. Towke easily won the vote in Cook. Senior figures in the party pored over Towke’s nomination papers for something to discredit him with. They briefed journalists with a series of spurious allegations. Towke later successfully sued the Daily Telegraph, but only after the party had installed Morrison as its candidate. Not for the last time, he became the compromise candidate.


Ensconced in a safe seat, Morrison used relationships within the party, rather than his public profile, to prosper. Brandishing his moderate credentials, he endorsed Kevin Rudd’s apology to Indigenous Australians shortly after the 2007 election. While Brendan Nelson and then Turnbull were leaders, there was no harm in staying in the moderate lane. However, none of this provided Morrison with the rhetorical skills he would need as prime minister.


His connections saw him instantly move into the shadow ministerial ranks once he arrived in Canberra, initially in a junior role before becoming the shadow immigration spokesperson right at a time when Tony Abbott was looking to press Labor on surging boat arrivals. Morrison was brutal, perhaps even more so than Abbott. Both Morrison and Abbott made Howard’s strong border protection policies look positively weak by comparison once the Coalition returned to power in 2013. Morrison’s first ministerial post as Abbott’s immigration minister was dominated by his refusal to comment on ‘on-water matters’. He raised the ire of journalists including press gallery veteran Laurie Oakes for his hostility to journalists’ questions throughout his time as immigration minister because of this secrecy.


The magnificent seven


Sharing Morrison’s success, along with his family, were seven trusted allies inside and outside politics. A working life in politics had seen him accumulate political friends and allies over many years across the many areas of his political dealings. As prime minister he needed to decide who mattered to him and who didn’t. Who should be part of his inner sanctum? Prime Minister Morrison now has his ‘magnificent seven’: key confidants he trusts and relies on for advice on everything from factional challenges in his home state to strategic political advice, to the mood of MPs and the organisational needs of the government. They are all blokes. Only three of the seven are parliamentary colleagues: Ben Morton, Alex Hawke and Stuart Robert. Parliamentary colleagues are more likely to become rivals, so Morrison is cautious about getting too close to too many of them.


Morton, nicknamed ‘The Apprentice’ by Morrison, can often be seen making his way into the prime minister’s office before question time on sitting days or when pressing issues in his ministry assisting the prime minister need attention. Morrison likely sees Morton as a mini-me: a former state director like Morrison (Western Australia in Morton’s case), Morton even looks like Morrison. Similar frame, same face and thickset neck, although the younger Morton still has his hair. When they are both wearing masks, the hairline is the best way to tell them apart, security guards at the entrance to the prime minister’s office have commented. Although the suspicion that Morrison seems to be growing hair as quickly as Morton is losing his makes the recognition test harder. ‘The PM is taller,’ one guard tells us. Morton has only been the Member for Tangney since 2016 but his experience as an adviser in the Howard government and his party organisational role were enough for Morrison to promote him to the ministry after the 2019 victory.


Alex Hawke has known Morrison both as a factional ally and adversary for years, going back to when Morrison was attempting to lower the temperature in the notoriously factionalised New South Wales division as state director. Hawke was looking to use alignment with the right to make his own way into parliament. Having been apprenticed to the hard right, working at one point for the Legislative Council Member and religious right leader David Clarke, Hawke went on to become leader of the centre right faction, finding himself, like Morrison, between the hard right and moderates in the New South Wales division. Morrison regularly uses Hawke as his representative on preselections and committees, with Hawke providing a purely internal party role within Morrison’s entourage. Their relationship mostly operates one on one, rather than in cooperation with others amongst the seven. Hawke had been given a junior ministry by Turnbull and promoted by Morrison after his election win.


Stuart Robert and Morrison have been close ever since they entered parliament together in 2007. Both are Pentecostal Christians. They shared a flat in Canberra prior to Morrison moving into The Lodge. Robert was appointed a junior minister by Abbott in 2013 but stood down in 2016 during Turnbull’s prime ministership due to his presence in China at the signing of a deal between a state-owned Chinese mining company and an Australian company chaired by a friend. When Morrison became prime minister, Robert went straight into cabinet. In essence, Robert is the only parliamentary colleague Morrison truly trusts and counts as a close friend and not merely a political ally. When Robert was trying to make his way up the shadow ministerial ranks during the opposition years, Morrison would call journalists to spruik Robert’s value as an MP and frontbencher. While the Queensland MP has a reputation for being accident prone courtesy of problems such as his home internet usage (he charged taxpayers $2000 a month blaming ‘connectivity issues’) and mismanagement of the Robodebt fallout, Morrison likes to point out that Robert is capable of getting across a brief, and as a minister shuts down problems. Robodebt, a portfolio mess Robert inherited from other ministers including Christian Porter, is an example of that, the prime minister claims. Morrison neglects to mention his own role as Minister for Social Services prior to Porter.


The fourth and fifth members of the magnificent seven are on Morrison’s staff within the prime minister’s office: his chief of staff John Kunkel and Yaron Finkelstein, the principal private secretary. Both perform roles for Morrison similar to the roles Arthur Sinodinos and Tony Nutt performed for John Howard in his office. Kunkel has a PhD in economics and has been Morrison’s chief of staff since his time as treasurer. He previously worked for Howard both in his cabinet policy unit and as a speechwriter, after which he spent time working for the Minerals Council of Australia before moving to Rio Tinto. When Morrison needed a lump of coal to hold up in parliament, Kunkel knew where to get it from. The two had crossed paths before Kunkel joined Morrison’s office, but Kunkel was really just in the right place at the right time when Morrison took over the prime ministership – Kunkel stayed on and became a trusted confidant.


Finkelstein has been floating around New South Wales Liberal Party politics most of his adult life, having worked for Brendan Nelson when he was a minister in the Howard government before spending time with Liberal-linked consultancy Crosby Textor Group, learning the dark arts of polling and focus group research. It was his standing within Crosby Textor that caught Morrison’s eye, and resulted in him bringing Finkelstein into the tent in the key advisory role of principal private secretary. Like Tony Nutt who occupied the same role before him, Finkelstein speaks to backbench MPs with the imprimatur of the prime minister, doing everything from pulling them into line to offering home truths about their future chances of promotion if they speak out in a way that causes the prime minister discomfort. Unlike some others around Morrison, the word is that Finkelstein is a true partisan believer, which would serve Morrison nicely. But he still knows how to offer advice the boss won’t always want to hear, and he’s one of the few Morrison not only hears but listens to.


The sixth member of the Morrison inner sanctum is his former chief of staff and now head of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, Phil Gaetjens. A former chief of staff to Peter Costello as treasurer for many years, Gaetjens was recommended to Morrison by Costello after Morrison became treasurer. Gaetjens had served a stint as treasury secretary in New South Wales under Mike Baird and was looking to return to Canberra. Shortly before the election, Gaetjens was appointed secretary of the treasury, which was criticised by Labor at the time, with the commitment they would remove him from the role if elected to government. After winning the election, Morrison elevated Gaetjens to the head of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet where he gives Morrison eyes and ears in the department, helping ensure he serves the prime minister as well as the nation. When the sports rorts scandal involving then minister Bridget McKenzie threatened to engulf the prime minister’s office in early 2020, Morrison commissioned Gaetjens as his head of department to investigate the matter. Dutifully finding that the minister Bridget McKenzie had breached disclosure requirements ancillary to the main issue at stake, Gaetjens’ findings safely inoculated the prime minister’s office and the PM himself from blame. McKenzie became the fall girl. Nothing needed to be said. The investigation was arms-length from Morrison. Gaetjens knew what was required.


The last of the magnificent seven is the only member without a direct functionary role in government at some level, Scott Briggs. Briggs, a businessman and Liberal Party donor, is a former New South Wales deputy state director who has worked with Morrison in various forms for two decades. He drifts in and out of Morrison’s orbit in Canberra as his work allows, but Briggs is on Morrison’s speed dial and along with Morton, and to a lesser extent Finkelstein, offers strategic political advice. He plays factional politics too.


These personnel are a cut above the rest when it comes to their proximity to Morrison. In his office, in parliament and outside of the bubble there are others Morrison is close to, but they sit on the second rung. Communications director Andrew Carswell is a trusted adviser, so too is speechwriter and fellow devout Christian Paul Ritchie. Within the parliament, Morrison is close to his Liberal deputy Josh Frydenberg, and he depends on his leader of the House Christian Porter. But Morrison knows that pair sits next in line for his job, and while there is daylight between their ambitions and Morrison’s standing, the PM keeps them at arms-length all the same. The pandemic has brought Morrison and health minister Greg Hunt closer, but they aren’t natural allies and never have been. Former Costello (and Howard) adviser turned consultant David Gazard, like Briggs, is close to Morrison from outside the circle of staff and MPs. But without the history Briggs and Morrison have had, he’s a little further removed. Gazard was quick to defend Morrison over his handling of the 2019–20 fires, noting it was a state responsibility, only to delete his social media messages of support when his closeness to Morrison was noted in the media.


A new sheriff in town


New in the top job, Morrison decided to announce royal commissions into aged care and disability services. Both mattered to him personally. Caring for his own parents and grandparents, Morrison had experienced the aged care system firsthand. He knew it needed reform and he knew both sides of politics had failed to do this. His wife Jenny’s brother suffered from a disability, and over the years Morrison had heard firsthand the impact this had on him and the wider family. Financing ways to correct deficiencies in the system was something he wanted to be able to tell his in-laws he had seriously addressed. He also knew it was good politics, a point not dissimilar to the one Bill Shorten had made within Labor as a junior minister when floating the idea of a national disability insurance scheme years earlier.


With the chance to make an impression as a different kind of leader from both Abbott and Turnbull, Morrison’s world view collided with his characteristic stubbornness. With his right-wing credentials firmly in place after his stint as immigration minister, Morrison could have, as prime ministers often do, shown the public a more rounded picture of his approach to politics. Having made an interesting speech on welfare, why not take the opportunity to move on from one of the government’s greatest irritants? The biggest of the government’s ongoing scandals – Robodebt – was devised while Morrison was the relevant minister, although sadly it had been policy first and then became a scandal. Reports of a high error rate in an automated Centrelink debt recovery scheme first emerged in 2016. Thousands of people were being forced to pay back debts they didn’t know they had accrued. The Commonwealth Ombudsman released a report critical of the scheme in 2017, prompting minor changes. As many as one-sixth of the automated debts were later overturned, too late in many cases for lives not to have been ruined in the process. There were suggestions that hundreds of people who were hit with those illegal payment notices have since committed suicide, presumably with at least some causal links to the stress the whole sorry saga put many of them under.


A magnanimous new prime minister would have taken the chance to make an inevitable policy change. Assuming the Centrelink algorithm couldn’t differentiate between those recipients ‘having a go’ and those not so inclined, the PM could have admitted the government had made a mistake and moved on. Instead, it took until November 2019 for the government to make a major change to the scheme. Partly because Morrison’s friend Stuart Robert was the relevant minister, and partly because Morrison just doesn’t like to admit errors, the climb-down was more politically damaging than it needed to be. Robodebt could easily have been one of those issues that a new prime minister could deal with afresh a year earlier. However, protecting the surplus so strongly campaigned on was also an issue. Money needed to be saved to help spruce up the bottom line.


The Commonwealth was found by the Federal Court to have illegally demanded payment of nearly three quarters of a billion dollars from nearly half a million of Australia’s most vulnerable people. It was told that it should pay the money back but waited until June 2020 to announce its intention to do so. Robert was reportedly told he could make the announcement only after the prime minister had finished his media conference on the name change of the Council of Australian Governments (COAG) to national cabinet. Not before, because the PM’s strategists didn’t want his big announcement derailed by questions about hundreds of thousands of lives damaged due to an illegal act by his government. At this point Morrison finally apologised to parliament, simultaneously rejecting calls for a royal commission into the saga.


Keen to minimise his own role in the automatic debt recovery system, he pointed out that such measures were also used under Labor. This had occurred, although on a much smaller scale, and had the virtue of not being declared illegal by the Federal Court. The burden of proof for the existence or not of a debt had been shifted from the government to the client. No doubt Morrison didn’t want too many questions over his own role in the scheme’s introduction as minister for social security and then treasurer. All the more reason to have dealt with the issue much earlier.


In the end the government settled a class action brought against it for $1.2 billion, the largest settlement of its kind in Australian history. Without the pandemic to hide behind, news of the settlement cost and the horrors the plaintiffs’ statement of claim recorded could have been more damaging for Morrison.


Managing the junior partner


Tensions between the two Coalition partners are always difficult for Liberal prime ministers to cope with. Historically suspicious of mining interests lobbying to use farmland, the contemporary Nationals are not the party of John McEwen, Doug Anthony and Tim Fischer. Those leaders all clashed with Liberal prime ministers but understood the value of a coalition. It was the National Party more so than the Liberals who were wedded to the coal industry, particularly in Queensland and New South Wales. Barnaby Joyce was close to mining magnate Gina Rinehart. In an effort to keep Joyce from causing trouble after he resigned as leader of the National Party in 2018, Morrison appointed him as a special envoy to drought-affected communities. Joyce’s capacity for trouble, though, knew no bounds. As minister for agriculture and water resources, he was ultimately responsible for some eye-watering contracts involving suspicious companies housed in foreign tax havens, as part of the Murray–Darling water buy-backs. Morrison hit back at allegations of corruption within the department. It is not suggested that either Morrison or Joyce are corrupt or would tolerate any corruption were they aware of it.


As the beneficiary of unstable leadership, there wasn’t much Morrison could do as Joyce went on to undermine the bland figure of Michael McCormack who the party threw up to replace him. Morrison had observed at close quarters the deteriorating relationship between Turnbull and Joyce in 2018 as revelations about Joyce’s private life became public. While a weak National Party leader suits Morrison, who isn’t well known for his collaborative skills, it was yet another sign of a troubled government. A failed National Party leadership challenge in early 2020 was quickly forgotten only because of the pandemic. Howard learnt from the problems the Nationals caused him during his first stint as leader in the 1980s that they were best managed with money and gladhanding. Morrison turned his attention to managing the relationship with the junior coalition partner after the 2019 election, but prior to it he had enough issues within his own party to deal with; the Nationals were a distraction, but the least of Morrison’s problems.


When Morrison assumed the Liberal leadership his goal was simple: minimise the damage of the leadership coup and perform competently enough to retain it in defeat. Aim for victory but don’t let expectations get out of hand. That, of course, was unlikely given the leadership tumult of the previous few years. What happened next caught everyone by surprise.
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