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Chris Bowen entered parliament in 2004 and has held a wide range of portfolios, including serving as Treasurer, Minister for Human Services, Minister for Immigration, Minister for Financial Services, Assistant Treasurer, Minister for Competition Policy, Minister for Small Business and Minister for Tertiary Education.


He served as Interim Leader of the Labor Party and Acting Leader of the Opposition following the 2013 federal election and served as Shadow Treasurer. He is now the Shadow Minister for Climate Change and Energy.


Chris is the author of two other books: Hearts & Minds (2013) and The Money Men (2015).


He lives in his electorate with his wife, Rebecca, children, Grace and Max, and labradors, Ollie and Toby.









[image: image]









Writers in the On Series


Fleur Anderson


Gay Bilson


John Birmingham


Chris Bowen


Julian Burnside


Blanche d’Alpuget


Paul Daley


Glyn Davis


Robert Dessaix


Juliana Engberg


Sarah Ferguson


Nikki Gemmell


Stan Grant


Germaine Greer


Sarah Hanson-Young


Jonathan Holmes


Daisy Jeffrey


Susan Johnson


Malcolm Knox


Barrie Kosky


Sally McManus


David Malouf


Paula Matthewson


Rick Morton


Katharine Murphy


Dorothy Porter


Leigh Sales


Mark Scott


Tory Shepherd


Annika Smethurst


Tim Soutphommasane


David Speers


Natasha Stott Despoja


Anne Summers


Tony Wheeler


Ashleigh Wilson


Elisabeth Wynhausen









It’s a smell that stays with you for the rest of your life.


Poached eggs and whisky.


It’s a smell I grew up with. And looking back, although I didn’t know it at the time, my political views were being brewed over that smell.


Breakfast with my dad before school was part of my daily routine when I was growing up.


My mum would poach me some eggs. Dad would sit at the breakfast table and sip a whisky. It was our 7.30 a.m. ritual.


My dad didn’t drink in the mornings for fun.


He’d have just arrived home after working the night shift. He went to work at 11 p.m. every night and came home around seven in the morning. He worked at the NRMA, ensuring people whose cars broke down in the middle of the night had a mechanic dispatched to them.


He’d need to sleep during the day and a whisky before bed helped him do so. Sleeping for him was harder still because my mum, to supplement the family income, looked after kids in our home as part of the Family Day Care scheme. She’d keep them entertained and try to play a role in their early education, all while trying to keep the house quiet so Dad could catch up on sleep in the front room.


Politics wasn’t a staple of our morning conversations, although we would certainly discuss what was in the news. Dad wasn’t a political animal, but he had his views. Malcolm Fraser wasn’t much chop. Bob Hawke was the hope of the country. Neville Wran (or Nifty, as he used to call him) was pretty close to infallible.


But while our discussions weren’t heavy in political theory, I now realise it’s where the fire in my belly for politics came from. Over breakfast is where it started.


Here were two good people, with simple ambitions in life: to provide for my brother and me and give us the best shot at life. To get a bit ahead, one small step at a time. To have the occasional nice holiday at a basic hotel at the beach. There was talk of an eventual overseas trip, but this was very much a long-term dream, to be saved up for over many years.


Two good people working their guts out: and who was on their side? And the side of all their friends, people with very similar stories? How could their lives be made a bit easier? Who’d make sure their jobs were as secure as they could be? And ensure support for them if something went wrong? Politics, I decided, was the answer to that question. Labor politics.


Someone had to be on the side of working people. People doing it tough but trying to get ahead, people who hoped that their kids might either go to a well-resourced TAFE or maybe, just maybe, be the first in the family to go to uni; someone had to be on their side when it came to making the big decisions.


It was a pretty simple equation really. My mum and dad and (as far as I knew) pretty much all our friends and neighbours voted Labor. And Labor, in turn, was the party for them.


The rest came later. University, political theorising, parliament.


I thought about Mum and Dad, and all those working people who have voted Labor and relied on Labor, on election day 2019, when almost every pundit in the country (and me) thought, on the balance of probabilities, that Labor would win. It was time for another great Labor Government. If we won, it was going to be a chance to do something for them, to be on their side.


But just like in other countries’ recent elections, it didn’t turn out that way. People like my mum and dad didn’t turn out to vote Labor (to be clear, Mum and Dad stayed loyal to Labor, but plenty of people just like them were attracted to other options). Labor actually did comparatively well among higher income earners. But not among battlers. There were others who convinced people who were being left behind in the economy that they had answers. These others had a false product. They were charlatans. But they won. Fair and square, they beat us. And we need to call them out and fight back.


It has become the central question of modern social democracy: why have working-class communities become less supportive of our cause? Our sister parties around the world are grappling with the same question. The social-democratic project can recover but social democrats have to face up to why populist charlatans are succeeding and what we have to do to regain the initiative in rebuilding trust between urban, suburban and regional Labor communities.


Key to this is Labor and our sister parties becoming a better voice than the charlatans for the real and legitimate anger of traditional Labor supporters.


*


The eighteenth of May 2019 is not a night for the True Believers.


The seating on the Channel Seven election-night panel is ‘snug’. Nestled in between Michaelia Cash and Alan Jones, I watch Labor’s election chances, bit by bit, disappear.


Early in the night, Tony Abbott loses his seat. The host, Michael Usher, not unreasonably, invites me to gloat at Abbott’s demise. I decline, because while I agree with Tony Abbott about very little, I admire his quarter of a century of public service through parliament. I think it’s a sad way for a former prime minister to depart the scene, and so I say his defeat is an opportunity to thank him for his service.


Michael Usher declares Abbott’s defeat to be the ‘story of the night’. Not for long.


It soon becomes apparent that Labor’s result isn’t going to be as strong as expected.


We had been quietly confident going in. Not arrogant. It was never in the bag. Bill Shorten and I had discussed earlier in the week the dangers of the last week and we knew that it wasn’t over. But all the evidence pointed to a Labor win. We had led in the opinion polls consistently for three years. Some of our biggest and most controversial policy announcements had been followed by lifts in the polls and we had done well in a series of by-elections. The night before the election, Labor’s leadership group had been briefed on predicted strong gains in Victoria, with a couple of likely pick-ups in Western Australia and maybe one or two in New South Wales and South Australia – enough to offset any losses in Queensland and Tasmania.


But as the night wears on, it is not happening.


I hold on to hope for the late-voting Western Australia. It was forecast that at least one seat would be picked up, maybe three or four. Even last week’s polling, we had been told, was strong. I text my friend Stephen Smith and ask him for a local view. ‘Nothing here, mate,’ he replies. With that text, it is all over.


And so it begins. The analysis. The triumphalism. Commentators who in the days leading up to the election had declared that Labor couldn’t lose breathlessly decide that Labor cannot win the next election, due in three years’ time.


Much of the analysis (I use the term loosely) in the days after the election states the obvious: Labor lost because we scared away aspirational voters and higher income voters. But did we? The obvious is not always right. And it’s important to make sure Labor learns the right lessons from our unexpected defeat. Otherwise, we will prove those commentators right and lose the next federal election too.


The most important lesson is the same one that parties of the centre left around the world are having to learn: our traditional support base cannot be taken for granted. Working-class voters have plenty of choice when it comes to their vote. And it is not just the traditional conservatives who are running on their old mantra of strong national security and fiscal prudence. There are right-wing populists who are willing and able to tell people who are struggling that they have the solutions. They tell them they are on the side of the workers when, in fact, their policies will make those same workers worse off. They are political charlatans.


*


The word ‘charlatan’ first appeared in the seventeenth century to describe the con men who travelled around France and Italy, claiming to have magical remedies for various maladies and ailments. They would profit from their sales and then move on before it was clear that what they were selling was just an invention to make them wealthy, not to make their patients healthy.


The charlatans are still with us. In fact, they are currently in charge.


At the moment, many of the world’s major countries are being run by people who have built their political careers on selling defective remedies to people with very legitimate grievances about the state of their countries. Of course, one country was under the management of a charlatan until this January. The people of the United States have given us some hope that the charlatans can be defeated and some pointers as to how to do so. But it’s a hard slog.


Donald Trump was the worst president in United States history. His incoherent response to the COVID-19 pandemic has cost hundreds of thousands of lives. He clearly put narcissistic self-interest ahead of his country. And yet he received 74 million votes, the most of any candidate in history except for the candidate who beat him. We cannot assume Trumpian populism has gone away. The false claims about voter fraud are designed not to win in court, but to fuel the ‘us versus them’ narrative in preparation for another presidential run in four years’ time for either Trump or a Trumpian surrogate.


The defining feature of world politics post the global financial crisis (GFC) has been the rise of right-wing populists, who have disrupted politics. It wasn’t meant to be this way. Conventional wisdom at the time was that the GFC would lead to the ‘social democratic moment’. The theory went that in the aftermath of the GFC – an event which exposed the dangers of relentless deregulation and fuelled an already existing rise of inequality – progressive parties, with a preference for appropriately calibrated regulation and redistribution, would benefit. Like much conventional wisdom, reality proved otherwise.


Instead, it’s been the right-wing populists’ moment. The charlatans’ moment. First, they disrupted their own parties, then they disrupted politics more broadly.


The post-war Western political order was by and large pretty straightforward: traditional centre-right parties that believe in free markets, trade, social conservatism and tight budgeting competed with centre-left parties, which believe in more market intervention to ensure equity, opportunity and social progress. It was a valid, legitimate contest, with two well-rounded ideologies calling on evidence to support their cases. It was a genuine battle of ideas.


The parties of the centre left have traditionally relied on the support of low-income workers, augmented by progressive professionals, while the right has been able to count on the support of higher income people. The battle has been over the middle.


But like just about every element of the economy, this model has been disrupted in recent times.


And it’s the parties on the left that have been the losers in this disruption.


Right-wing parties have been taken over by effective politicians who make a virtue of being ‘non-politicians’. This is part of the contrivance. Baseball caps, ruffled hair and a false bonhomie are deployed in various guises by millionaires and professional political operatives to present the picture that they are somehow new, different to the political class and in touch with the working class. They have constructed a narrative that they have better solutions to improve the lot of ordinary people who have been buffeted by stagnant wages growth and growing inequality.


The key to their success has been to appeal to low-income voters – particularly those who live in the suburban heartland and the regions – who have real and valid concerns about their and their families’ job security and economic futures. They add these voters to traditional higher income conservative voters who, despite their misgivings about the simplistic and often crass leadership provided by these new electoral shock jocks, feel obliged to stick with their traditional, indeed tribal, voting heritage. This forms a successful electoral coalition for the right.
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