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All of us know how to hate. But not all of us know what it’s like to be hated. Few of us are ready for the experience. We enjoy being liked, better still, loved and admired. We’re not programmed to enjoy scorn and rejection.


Yet it’s hard to escape hate’s presence in public life. Debates are becoming defined by anger, resentment and intolerance. We seem to vent rather than listen, attack rather than compromise. Those who enter the public sphere must endure not only criticism of their ideas, but also attacks on their character and identity. If you’re a member of a racial minority, a woman, or have a sexual orientation other than straight, expect an extra dose of vitriol.


I’ve never run for public office and I’ve never been a politician. But for five years, while I was Race Discrimination Commissioner, there were few days when I didn’t have to deal with hate. There were the incidents of racial vilification, intimidation and violence brought to my attention by members of the community. There were the racial provocations of commentators and politicians seeking to inflame public opinion. Then there was the hate directed at me, personally.


I was no stranger to hate when I took the job in 2013. Some years ago, while a columnist for The Weekend Australian, I received regular hate mail from readers. Outside of work, like many other Asian Australians and people of colour, I’ve had my experiences of racist abuse and prejudice. I’ve had a solid and lengthy education in how to have a thick skin.


When your mission is to fight racism, you also expect to be something of a target for bigots and extremists. I wasn’t surprised when in the first weeks on the job I received an anonymous death threat in the mail: a few sheets of aggressive scrawl, accompanied by a photocopied picture of me with a noose drawn around my neck. I had been bracing for worse. I was told that one of my predecessors had been in the crosshairs of neo-Nazis some decades earlier, at one point even being exposed to a highly credible threat. The hate I experienced—typically, racist insults prompted by critical media commentary; the occasional online ‘trolling’ attacks launched by white supremacist groups in the United States—seemed modest by comparison.


The hate messages grew more frequent, however, amid the heated debate about the Racial Discrimination Act 1975. For many conservatives and libertarians on the right, the repeal of section 18C of the Racial Discrimination Act (which prohibits public acts of racial hatred) assumed the proportions of a political crusade for freedom. As one of the voices that insisted on the legislation remaining intact, I was naturally part of this contest. I regarded it my duty as Commissioner to be the guardian of the Act and to defend its integrity. Any diminution of the Act risked signalling to society that racist hate was a permissible exercise of free speech.


In 2016, I was drawn deeper into the debate, following the controversy involving a cartoon Bill Leak had drawn of a drunk Aboriginal father for The Australian. Some argued I had improperly solicited complaints against Leak, when I said that people who believed they experienced racial hatred had the option of making a complaint under the Racial Discrimination Act. For the campaigners against the legislation, this was proof I was a bureaucrat unjustly targeting a cartoonist for doing his job in provoking debate.


Leak himself turned his attention my way. In the space of about six months, he drew close to a dozen cartoons featuring me. One cartoon depicted me in a grotesque style as North Korean dictator Kim Jong-Un, captioned ‘Tim Jong-Un’. There was the one that presented me as a brown-shirted Nazi touting for racial discrimination complaints. Another had me as a dwarf-sized North Korean army general serving a notice to the towering figure of Donald Trump.


When Leak died of a suspected heart attack in 2017, some of the media commentary suggested that I should wear the blame—that the alleged persecution of Leak, which I supposedly spearheaded at the Australian Human Rights Commission, was responsible for his death. At a memorial service for Leak at Sydney Town Hall, one man was photographed brandishing a poster with a cartoon of me and Commission president Gillian Triggs. The poster read: ‘WANTED for the untimely death of Bill Leak and other crimes against Western Civilisation.’


Some time before all that, I framed a few of Leak’s cartoons and put them on my office wall. One member of my staff expressed their discomfort, explaining they regarded some of Leak’s cartoons to be racist in the way they caricatured me. But I wasn’t too troubled about becoming an object of hate for a certain group of people. Confronted with the choice of fight or flight, I’d fight. A friend reminded me of what US president Franklin Delano Roosevelt famously said of his enemies: ‘I welcome their hatred.’


I adopted it as my credo. After all, it wasn’t my job to be liked or to soothe people into thinking Australia didn’t have racism. If those who wished to inflict bigotry on others were directing hatred at me, presumably because I got in the way, that was to be taken as a compliment. I wasn’t in it to win their approval. I was in it for the people who experienced racism, but who mightn’t have the power to speak up for themselves. It was my job to speak for them, and it was my job to take the heat.


The experience of being hated wasn’t one I sought, but it did focus my mind on what was at stake. Let me put it this way: You get defined in life as much by those who oppose you, as by what you stand for. If you believe in something, if you live your life with conviction, you should be comfortable about making some enemies. And you should be prepared to fight back against your haters.


Besides, not all forms of hate are to be regarded as dangerous. What’s wrong with hating tyranny and injustice? What’s wrong with hating bigotry and prejudice? Far from being in conflict with freedom and equality, such feelings can motivate you to right wrongs. You can hate an unjust law or an unjust system, and be moved to do something about it. You can hate what someone stands for, without succumbing to a hatred of that person or their group. You can sublimate a feeling of hatred and harness it as civic virtue.


Life also gets boring without hate. It’s why utopias would be awfully monotonous places in which to live. ‘Without something to hate’, as the essayist William Hazlitt wrote, ‘we should lose the very spring of thought and action’. Why, ‘life would turn to a stagnant pool, were it not ruffled by the jarring interests, the unruly passions, of men’.1


Of course, there is hate and there is hate. More often than not, hate isn’t used to motivate acts for the good, but acts for evil. We rightly condemn hatred directed at people because of their race, religion, sex or sexual orientation. And we rightly reject hatred, of whatever kind, that escalates to violence.


My point, though, is about how we deal with such hate. When faced with conflict, the doctrine of love seems only fit for the faint-hearted. Love isn’t the simple answer, even if it makes us feel good about ourselves, or more righteous in our cause. Insisting that the light will prevail over the darkness isn’t enough to make it happen. Sometimes, professing love in the face of hate can be a sure way to guarantee defeat. Overcoming hate demands that you be prepared for a clear-eyed confrontation with reality.


In recent years, a contagion of tribalism has infected many countries. Debates have become increasingly polarised. Democratic politics has grown more uncivil and punishing. We’re caught in a cycle of partisan nastiness. People are receiving their news and information from sources that conform to their worldview, and in ways that reinforce their biases. Mutual incomprehension is turning into mutual antagonism.


There’s a particular form of hatred that is a special problem: racism. In many ways, racism is the prototype of hate. It combines prejudice, discrimination and institutional power to perpetuate racial hierarchies, which devalue some because of their background. It’s also a hatred of demonstrable and horrendous evil. When carried to its ultimate conclusions, racism means systemic violence, mass murder, genocidal extermination.


For all the progress we’ve made, racial hatred has never gone away. Only now, it has revived into new forms. Far-right nationalist movements are gathering support, seizing upon disillusionment with politics, and targeting minorities vulnerable to discrimination.


This has been most pronounced on either side of the Atlantic. In the United States, the first year of Donald Trump’s presidency spawned a neo-Nazi riot in Charlottesville, Virginia, an episode made all the more troubling by Trump’s praise for the ‘very fine people’ among the white supremacists who violently took over the streets. One year on, a militant Trump supporter in Florida mailed pipe bombs to a number of prominent liberal critics of Trump, including Barack Obama, Hillary Clinton and George Soros; and a white supremacist gunman killed eleven people and wounded six more in a Pittsburgh synagogue while yelling, ‘All Jews must die’. Campaigning during the mid-term congressional elections in late 2018, Trump whipped up fears of the United States being invaded by a ‘caravan’ of migrants from across the southern border, and promised to end the policy of birthright citizenship enshrined in the US constitution. One Trump election advertisement was deemed so explicitly racist, no television network—not even the Trump-supporting Fox News—agreed to put it on air.


In Europe, far-right forces have gathered support in France, Germany, Italy, Sweden and elsewhere, challenging for victories in general and presidential elections; in places such as Hungary, Poland and Austria, they’re already in government. In the United Kingdom, the campaign for Brexit resulted in a surge in hate crimes and in the growth of white nationalist street movements such as the English Defence League. Across Europe, Neo-Nazi and extreme nationalist parties have escaped from the fringe and are quickly establishing themselves in the mainstream.


The phenomenon is also there beyond Western democracies. The ascent of Narendra Modi and his Bharatiya Janata Party has been accompanied by right-wing Hindu nationalism, inspiring ‘cow vigilantism’ and lynch mobs in many parts of rural India. In neighbouring Myanmar, ultranationalist Buddhism has fuelled anti-Muslim violence, creating the conditions for what human rights experts regard as the ethnic cleansing of the Rohingya minority. Meanwhile, in Latin America, Brazil has elected as its president Jair Bolsonaro, a politician with openly racist, sexist and homophobic views who has expressed a fondness for the country’s past military dictatorship.


Australia isn’t immune to this wave of intolerance. Emboldened white supremacist and anti-immigrant groups are operating in open view, having gone underground for two or three decades. But the problem goes deeper. Within our mainstream politics and media, there has been a creeping acceptance of racism and bigotry. Neo-Nazis are given sympathetic platforms on television; calls for discrimination are debated, rather than condemned as contrary to the norms of a decent society. It’s got to the point where a senator can rise in parliament to call for ‘the final solution to the immigration problem’, as Fraser Anning did in his maiden speech in August 2018. And where the Senate, in October 2018, came perilously close to voting to endorse a motion to acknowledge ‘that it is okay to be white’, a slogan widely adopted by white supremacist movements.


Having spent five years in a job devoted to combating racial discrimination in Australia, it is clear to me that there has never been a more exciting time to be a dog-whistling politician or race-baiting commentator. The politics of far-right nationalism is likely only to intensify. And it will continue to challenge our values and who we are as a society. Over the decades, Australian multiculturalism has been an exemplary success. But if we’re not careful, that achievement might start coming undone.


The challenge is perhaps even greater than that. Hate—specifically racial hatred—is threatening to become the new normal. If it does, it will destroy the very conditions for liberal democracy.


Whenever I think of the word hate, I imagine something connected with rage and violence. Maybe it’s because of the way we refer to hate speech, hate crimes, hate preachers, hate groups. Hate comes to us in the form of explosive hostility, stirred up by sweaty fire-brands and sleazy demagogues.


But hate isn’t to be detected by just the manner of its delivery. Often, in fact, it presents itself as supported by cool reason, or by appealing to positive sentiments. Misogyny can be cloaked with appeals to quasi-scientific facts about the inferiority of women. Hostility towards gays, lesbians or transgender people can be presented as an exercise of religious freedoms. Racial and religious animosity is explained away as defiance of the conformist rules of political correctness. Incitement to terrorism frequently taps into sympathisers’ feelings of altruism and compassion. Ideologies of hate often seek to appear benign or at least subject to debate, and do more damage if they succeed in doing either.
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‘A searing analysis of hate, and what happens when it
infects our body politic. Tim reminds us that standing
against hate is patriotism. It is defending our democracy.
PENNY WONG
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