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Preface



Shaun Carney


After forty years of political journalism, I believed I had a reasonable understanding of leadership. I thought I knew what it was—and what it wasn’t. In recent years I’d come to believe, like many Australians, that I’d been witnessing too much faux leadership by individuals occupying leaders’ positions who did not, in effect, lead.


Modern politicians do face unprecedented challenges. They ply their trade in a disrupted, fragmenting environment in which fewer of us formally attach ourselves to political parties. All the same, there appears to be something missing when it comes to contemporary political leadership. Leadership is obviously not restricted to politics, although in Australia the default assumption of many of us is that political leadership is the nation’s ‘category killer’. There are historical reasons for this. We’re a country that’s physically isolated, that was created by an act of parliament in a far-off nation. As a former colony that for many decades was unsure of its place in the world, our deeply ingrained habit continues to be to look to governments—and politicians in general—for direction and protection. That’s bound to lead to disappointment from time to time.


The McKinnon Prize in Political Leadership, which inspired this collection, is designed to recognise politicians, at all levels of government, who generate national discussion about our expectations of political leadership and inspire others to pursue courageous and visionary leadership. It also recognises politicians who have successfully tackled vital issues of public policy, overcome adversity, and achieved real change for the public good. Contributions from the inaugural McKinnon Prize winners, Liberal senator from Western Australia Dean Smith and Torres Shire Council mayor Vonda Malone, are included here.


But the aim of The Change Makers is to reach beyond the world of formal politics to examine leadership in all its forms across the Australian community. If it’s true that there’s a leadership deficit in contemporary politics—and Senator Smith, the one national politician featured here, declares that politics is failing people—there’s a lot to be gained by hearing from leaders in sport, education, business, defence and national security, community activism, philanthropy, policing, theatre, academia, science, medicine and Indigenous affairs.


Here, you’ll get insights into how leaders who operate in areas adjacent to politics—ACTU secretary Sally McManus, the Business Council of Australia’s Jennifer Westacott, National Farmers’ Federation president Fiona Simson—lead their organisations. But you’ll also read the stories of people who’ve single-handedly created leadership positions for themselves—not because they necessarily wanted to be in charge of other people, but because they had an idea that they were determined to make a reality.


The twenty-five leaders featured in this book didn’t sit down at a desk and commit their thoughts to paper or pixels. I interviewed them and edited their responses. The goal was to discover how they came to be leaders and what they’d learned along the way. I wanted to know about their ambitions and the methods they used to meet their responsibilities. What motivated them to step forward and make decisions that would affect the lives and aspirations of others? What was their relationship with humility? How did they respond to failure?


These interviews made me realise that my many years of focusing attention chiefly on the pursuit and dispensation of power through politics had given me a blinkered and narrow view of what constitutes leadership. You don’t need a formal title to be a leader; just taking the time to listen to a workmate, or deciding to do the unwelcome task that no-one else seems to want to do at your local community group or sports club, can be an act of leadership. In many respects, leadership can just mean getting involved. In the media, we often talk about political leaders showing courage—or not showing it—but it now seems to me that many of our non-political leaders have a better day-to-day acquaintance with that quality.


Most of them aren’t operating at a remove from the people they’re looking after or trying to help. Often, they’re making choices that will affect the welfare and aspirations of the people with whom they have direct contact. Sometimes, as in the cases of ASIO head Duncan Lewis and the emergency doctor Simon Judkins, the choices they make can have profound, life-changing consequences, and their decisions must sometimes be reached almost in an instant.


Several overarching themes became evident during the interviews. The main one was that you achieve by doing, not by talking or planning or dreaming or complaining. Adjacent to that is the acceptance of risk; few lasting achievements come without risk. In short, if you want to be a change maker, get on with it.


There is no single personality type that determines that someone will be a leader. Big personalities full of ambition are here, but so too are shy individuals who’ve simply followed their passions and what interests them. Some leaders, such as Kon Karapanagiotidis and Terry Bracks, fashioned their own leadership positions by creating not-for-profit organisations. Barb de Corti found wealth by starting her own business. However, all three set out with a common goal: to help people.


Others have moved through corporate or military or bureaucratic ranks on the way to becoming leaders. Some have simply found themselves to be leaders when that was not a path they had envisaged for themselves. This was Fiona Simson’s story after she joined a community action group that opposed the granting of mining exploration licences on farms in New South Wales. Carly Findlay, a disability and appearance activist, is the leader of no organisation. Her leadership, driven mostly by her confessional writing, comes via her determination to change attitudes towards people such as herself, who have conditions that cause them to look different.


If there’s something that’s common to the wisdom shared by all of the people who contributed their insights and experiences to this collection, it’s that purpose is essential. There has to be a reason for stepping forward to seek or claim or accept the title of ‘leader’. It’s not about building a CV. Creating something that can make things better for others, or changing something that needs changing—or doing both—seems to be the key.


This is a lesson for our politicians, perhaps—not just in Canberra but in the state and territory capitals and in our local suburban, regional and rural councils too. Getting your name on the honour board or in the record books, or seeking an ego boost by being in charge, cannot be enough. If these are your motivations, you’re likely to be a mere placeholder, not a true leader.


Of the twenty-five leaders featured here, thirteen are women and twelve are men. When it’s argued that we’ve made no progress on leadership, it might pay to reflect on those numbers and ask, if a similar book to this had been published, say, twenty years ago, would it have had a similar gender balance? The real message for me as I concluded these interviews was that, when it comes to leadership in Australia, we’re probably getting more things right than we know.


This book is very much a group effort, the result of the combined resources of the University of Melbourne and the Susan McKinnon Foundation. Inhabiting The Change Makers is the spirit of Michael Gordon, my long-time workmate at The Age, who was taken from us during an ocean swim in February 2018. He had been involved with the McKinnon Prize in Political Leadership from its inception. His attitude towards leaders was a blend of respect, gentle inquisitiveness and necessary scepticism. I tried to apply those qualities when putting this book together.


The seed for The Change Makers was planted when Michael Gordon interviewed former prime ministers Julia Gillard and John Howard in their capacity as members of the judging panel for the 2018 McKinnon Prize. He and Phillip Gardner from the university saw the value of a book of interviews that would illuminate and expand the notion and practice of leadership. Phillip Gardner has been the driving force of this project, providing an assured, guiding hand. Thank you to Michael Gordon’s wife Robyn Carter, who encouraged us to go ahead with the idea and complete this book.


Lauren Reader came up with the title and chased up approvals of the edited manuscripts from the book’s contributors. Grant Rule, Andrew Hockley and Nicholas Reece delivered invaluable ideas, support and guidance. Sarah Fisher ensured we got the pictures of the leaders. Anders Furze, Kate Stanton and Simon Mann furnished the mini-biographies that accompany each contribution. Yael Cohn provided timely transcriptions.


Thanks to everyone at Melbourne University Publishing, especially the indefatigable and imperturbable executive publisher Sally Heath.


And a final thank you to the women and men who were generous enough to share their leadership stories, and their colleagues who helped to make these contributions possible. Thank you also to the hundreds of thousands of Australians who provide leadership in our community with little fanfare or fuss. There’s no doubt that they have fascinating and useful stories to tell about leadership too.





Leadership: An introduction



Glyn Davis


Emeritus Professor of Political Science, University of Melbourne


When it arrived, the cardboard box seemed implausibly heavy. Too weighty certainly for the advertised contents—a handful of recent books on political leadership. Could there be so much worth saying? I had accepted an invitation to survey current writing on the topic, and there in the package was an astonishing array of offerings—a large Oxford University Press handbook on leadership, studies of American presidents and British prime ministers, books about leadership amid democracy, even a comparison of the governance styles of Tony Blair and John Howard. (The result of the survey was published in the Australian Journal of Political Science—this introduction draws on that essay.)


All this before acknowledging the even more voluminous writing on business chief executives, charismatic sports stars, community activists—a veritable semitrailer of books, each promising the secrets of effective leadership.


For those interested in political leadership—and this volume has been produced to celebrate the McKinnon Prize—all this publishing might seem redundant. The great book on the topic, the first and largest word, has long been in print—Niccolo Machiavelli’s The Prince. This brutal assessment of political behaviour offers an apparent explanation for every swing of political fate. The style, tone and advice offered from a lofty height have been long imitated, and influence still writing about leadership. Almost every book in the cardboard box began and ended with some reference to Machiavelli’s thesis.


The Prince offers advice to a new ruler who must hold his crown amid angry citizens and the vicissitudes of fate, called by Machiavelli fortuna. His insight is both profound and undermines the idea of underlying principles for good leadership. For Machiavelli, circumstances define what is possible. Leadership has few constant features because it is so dependent on context.


Thus, some leaders begin and remain fortunate—their legitimacy is unchallenged, their rule welcomed. If such a leader is ‘no more than ordinarily diligent and competent’, noted Machiavelli, ‘his government will always be secure’. Other leaders arrive unwanted and must fight the whole time to retain their role. For them, the Machiavellian dark arts are essential to avoid a dramatic and fatal fall.


The best writing on political leadership insists on similar boundaries. Leadership is not a field in which broad claims carry us far. The most insightful books situate leadership carefully: the more precise the setting, the more comparative the insight. Yet overall there is little consensus in writing about leadership. There is implied agreement that leaders matter—why else write about them—but otherwise leadership is a field divided, a choice among competing theories and empirical approaches. Even famous individual leaders provoke sharply divided assessments. For some, leaders are heroes; for others, they are tragic figures because they lose control of events. For a few, success as a leader requires a devious nature, recalling Machiavelli’s unprincipled and vain leaders striving endlessly to outrun the fate that awaits all who dare to lead. A successful leader, by definition, must be unscrupulous.


How, then, to make sense of leadership, a universal but apparently undefinable feature of our world?


What difference does a leader make?


For Machiavelli, the test of a leader is whether they can shape political outcomes. Machiavelli does not spend time on those with no apparent impact. A leader, for better or worse, is only such if they shape their city and the world beyond.


And yet, notes Machiavelli, the leader is subject always to their times, prevailing only when cunning and adaptation keep them ahead of fortuna, that relentless reaper of those who would govern. Machiavelli does not favour abstraction, and he is sceptical of moral schemes that tell people how to live. For Machiavelli there are no enduring principles or goals, only a constant inventiveness to stay in control. He does not lecture on ethics, since these are irrelevant, but instead instructs through examples, ancient and modern, of leaders controlling their world or succumbing to change. Machiavelli spares us a sermon on managing public opinion and instead tells the story of Cesare Borgia, who used cruel measures to restore order to the Romagna, then sacrificed a deputy to the anger of the people rather than earn the hatred of Florence.


Let princes draw the lesson: it is enough to be feared. Or remind them of Francesco Sforza, employed by Milan to fight the Venetians. Sforza beat the Venetians, then allied with them to attack Milan and became a tyrant there. So never rely on mercenaries. And so on through a list of practical lessons for the prince who would endure.


The challenge with lists of worthy maxims is the sheer number of skills a leader might need. In Stein Ringen’s book Nation of Devils: Democratic Leadership and the Problem of Obedience, the author is keen for would-be leaders to understand how to master their art in a modern democracy. Leaders must understand they are relatively powerless despite the authority of government, and so learn the tasks of effective leadership—using power, giving orders, making officials obey.


Inevitably, Ringen arrives at what he calls a ‘horrendous’ list of attributes required for success. The leader must ‘manage, represent, negotiate, sort out personnel issues, be strategically intelligent, deflect crisis, be respected, stand the storm, be courageous, be visionary, know everything, handle the press, be charming, display confidence, and give the appearance of being relaxed and liking it’. Leadership is a great prize to win and hold, but the challenges will be continuous and the skills required of a very high order.


Others note that most leadership study is simply biography. This is a frank admission that leaders cannot easily be compared. Leadership studies lack the systematic character, the explanatory order, necessary for rigorous assessment. Given the wide divergence between leaders, and no way to control for other variables, it is hard to speak with confidence about the leadership task and its execution. As a result, argues Michael Foley in Political Leadership, there are few well-developed theories about leadership. Instead, we get biography, with its huge accumulation of data around a handful of significant leaders.


Biographies assume the power of individuals over circumstance, and favour the memorable. They are, as Machiavelli understood, a wonderful teaching tool. The Prince is full of vivid biographies of leadership—and delicious gossip. ‘One present-day ruler, whom it is well to leave unnamed’, he tells us, ‘is always preaching peace and trust, although he is really very hostile to both; and if he had practiced them he would have lost either reputation or power several times over’.


Biography is instructive because it is interesting. Yet it always raises the question of the degree of freedom open to leaders. Here, the literature offers no agreement. For example, The Oxford Handbook of Political Leadership, edited by Rod Rhodes and Paul 't Hart, piles on contending views about its central question. The editors array valuable and detailed accounts of different traditions in leadership studies, perspectives from every direction, with a refreshing refusal to close off debate. Even a handbook this comprehensive finds only modest points of agreement about the nature of leadership. Chapters that consider the benefits of training future leaders express little confidence that leadership skills can be taught or learned.


One influential way to think about leadership involves a technique drawn from anthropology and ethnography, known as ‘thick description’. This relies on multiple perspectives about a leader—close observation, analysis of documents, the study of artefacts and conversations. Thick description situates a leader in their context, and asks not just about their decisions but the social and institutional patterns around them. This may mean investigation not just of the individual but of their ‘court’—the advisers and officials around the leader, the friends and family who influence decisions, the mentors or rivals who shape their opinions.


Thick description seeks to explain the world as it appears to the leader—the webs of significance they create; the way they understand and adapt to social expectations; the role of context, custom and shared understandings. The interviews in this volume owe something to this tradition, talking with leaders about their inspiration and choices, building a picture of how a leader makes decisions within the constraints of inherited traditions and limited options.



The constraints of biography



How do we know if a leader matters?


For Machiavelli, a leader controls about half their fate. His princes make important individual judgements, yet are subject to circumstances. ‘I am disposed to hold that fortune is the arbiter of half our actions’, he says, ‘but that it lets us control roughly the other half’. The art of contemporary biography is to show both sides of the equation—the personal skills and decisions that allowed a leader to rise, and the constraints of culture, institutions and political fortunes that determined their fate.


This is no easy task. Given a particular array of institutions, governance structures and history, the analyst asks, what did an individual leader bring to their role? How did they navigate that flooding river, using skill and luck to overcome challenges? There is a selection bias inherent in the choice of subject. Many are considered but few chosen—scholars rarely devote years of research to detailed accounts of obscure and ineffectual leaders, while a handful of powerful figures attract endless attention. Yet a thick description of settings and opportunities, with a comparative eye to how others in the same role addressed similar challenges, can help illuminate leaders as individuals who must choose amid competing possibilities. Their office matters, since it provides authority and resources. How individuals use that position is a good test of their understanding of the role and their ability to make a difference.


One way to ponder the importance of individuals is to apply the counterfactual—how a particular leader influenced an important decision. Might the Vietnam War have ended differently if Robert Kennedy and not Richard Nixon had won the 1968 presidential election? Would president Gore have invaded Iraq as did president George W Bush? If the Medici had called Machiavelli back to high office, as he fervently hoped, would their government have proved more secure with the benefit of Machiavelli’s advice?


If leaders matter, then biography offers insight into their actions through the study of family setting, early experiences and developing career, along with the broader social questions of who becomes a leader, and what is selected for, what excluded. Yet character is not always destiny. A number of US presidents lacked self-esteem or were deeply depressed in office, yet operated effectively. Historians and novelists have portrayed some Australian leaders as hampered by personal circumstances to the detriment of their office. But while the apparent onset of Alzheimer’s disease during the latter years of Ronald Reagan’s presidency may have impaired his capacity, Reagan is heralded still as a highly effective political leader.


Biography, in short, suffers from being a ‘sample of one’. It helps us understand why a person emerged as an effective leader, but not whether others would have made the same choices. Think of the multiple volumes on president Lyndon B Johnson by Robert Caro. Even with vast amounts of thick description, who can say whether a different person, or even a different moment in Johnson’s life (for his thinking shifted dramatically during a long public career), might have proved material. Johnson had to work within American political institutions, an adversarial media, and the changing mood of the times. In The Presidential Difference: Leadership Style from FDR to Barack Obama, Fred Greenstein recalls Johnson inspecting Vietnam-bound marines. When Johnson headed towards a helicopter, an officer stopped him, pointed across the tarmac, and said, ‘That’s your helicopter over there, sir’. ‘Son’, replied the president, ‘they’re all my helicopters’. Would it matter if they belonged to someone else?


As Rhodes and 't Hart concluded in The Oxford Handbook of Political Leadership, the ‘problem with biographies is that, when compared, there is no real criteria for success or failure’. We may learn a great deal about an individual but few broader lessons on leadership. Biography is the most familiar and accessible way to think about a political leader, but the form limits our ability to draw wider lessons from specific examples.


Biography often shows how the influence of leaders varies through time. The person in charge can make decisions that affect the entire organisation, even the nation. Yet even the most powerful will not always prevail. Winston Churchill is usually included among the great British prime ministers, and recalled as a highly effective wartime leader. Yet his return to office in peacetime was not successful, suggesting skills in a wartime crisis did not translate well to the quotidian demands of postwar reconstruction.


The relationship between political leaders and their setting is complicated, since leaders strive to anticipate public opinion and stay in front of community sentiment. Is shifting position on key issues a sign of indecision or a shrewd tactician at work? In the television series Yes Minister, the fictitious minister Jim Hacker once said, ‘I am their leader. I must follow them’. Sometimes this is a wise policy. Machiavelli has no doubt about the value of inconsistency—leaders survive by changing shape constantly, bending with the wind. ‘I conclude, then’, he writes in The Prince, ‘that since circumstances vary and men when acting lack flexibility, they are successful if their methods match the circumstances and unsuccessful if they do not’.


Leadership attributes


Though leadership is hard to define, there is still a literature offering competing theories of the concept. Such works divide leadership into essential traits and strategies, particularly when discussing business CEOs. The result is long lists of attributes for the ideal leader—but rarely the same list from text to text. Three popular books on business leadership, for example, identify between them twelve traits for success, from persistence to motivation. Yet the three lists are quite different, with only ‘self-confidence’ a shared category across these studies.


Among the most influential texts seeking to develop a theory of attributes is Leadership by James MacGregor Burns, a study of historic figures that distinguishes between transactional and transformative leadership (Burns opens his famous study, naturally, by quoting Machiavelli). As the labels suggest, transactional leaders look to maintain power through endless trades with followers, colleagues and electors. A transformational leader reaches beyond the existing needs and demands of their followers, pursuing a vision of the future revealed through action. If successful, a transformational leader leaves a polity very different from its starting point.


But is transformative leadership possible in a complex modern democracy, with leaders engaged by transactions with bureaucracies, the media and political institutions? This drive for endless exchange is particularly important for Australian prime ministers, who must keep their party on side before they can deal with the policy demands of the role. Even when American presidents are described as transformative, their accomplishments rest on good relations with Congress, able staff, and coalitions with significant social movements within the electorate.


Such labels for leadership are new but unremarkable. Most leaders combine transaction and transformation. As Machiavelli documented centuries earlier, there are times to do local deals and times that call for a bolder approach. Machiavelli provides examples of transactional leaders who worked shrewdly to balance forces in their principality, and so endure against the odds. He also describes transformational leaders such as Pope Julius II, a foolish and rash man in Machiavelli’s view, who took spectacular risks, yet prevailed through luck and cunning.


Others misread their moment. Machiavelli recalls the brief reign of Girolamo Savonarola, a Dominican friar and preacher whose proselytising gained a huge following in Florence. Savonarola was able, briefly, to dominate the city and drive out the Medici. The friar encouraged citizens to burn their luxury goods in his famous ‘bonfire of the vanities’. But the transformation of Florence into a moral city quickly tired the populace, and in May 1498 Savonarola was burned to death in the Piazza della Signoria. It is possible that Machiavelli, then a Chancellery official aged twenty-nine, witnessed the execution from his office.


Transformational leaders may be memorable, but their trajectory can be short and end in flames.


The limits of power


The shock of encountering Machiavelli for the first time is due to his refusal to be bound by conventional morality. A prince can be a good Christian but not a successful leader—a simple choice, but one with profound implications, even if maintaining the fiction of Christian values remains essential. ‘A ruler’, Machiavelli suggests, ‘should seem exceptionally merciful, trustworthy, upright, humane and devout’, yet must be willing to break commitments in private. Other people are treacherous and cannot be trusted; only a foolish ruler would play by the public rules. Appear pious, then act as circumstances require.


‘The prudent ruler’, suggests Machiavelli, ‘cannot keep his word nor should he, when such fidelity would damage him, and when the reasons that made him promise are no longer relevant’. Though still cited as a guidebook for politicians, in practice The Prince offers little guidance to leadership in a democratic setting. Here, the leader must read the popular mood and fashion policies that speak to shared aspirations. Should unpopularity ensue, the standard Machiavellian instruments of force, fear, torture and occasional murder are not available.


The Machiavellian prince must negotiate constantly with fate, a nameless nemesis with many forms. Fate is a constraint on every leader. For the democratic leader, fate is the next election, the weapons available modest in scope, the leader bound by rules about ethical behaviour. This is an altogether more challenging leadership task. Though the trope of the Machiavellian leader, honourable in public but deceitful whenever required, underpins House of Cards and numerous other political dramas, a democratic context restrains the range of options for leaders. We may read contemporary political behaviour through Machiavelli’s prism of self-interested calculation and flexible morals, but deceit revealed is politically damaging in a polity with a legislature, an independent media and opposition parties to claim outrage. The field of play in a democracy is defined by law and enforced by popular opinion. This guarantee of fair play may be far from perfect—rogues in public life remain plentiful—but the murderous options endorsed by Machiavelli are less available in a functioning democracy.


For contemporary leaders, the power to command requires the legitimacy of direct election or a parliamentary majority, although even this may prove insufficient—as president Nixon found when he resisted accusations of illegal behaviour in the Watergate scandal. He could act as an exemplary Machiavellian prince, but democratic opinion rendered his presidency untenable. Nixon became a hollow man, clinging to office but denied authority by the moral standards of democratic legitimacy. Eventually, he had no choice but to resign his office, the first and only American president to do so.


In a democracy, a leader must combine legitimacy with character, emotion and argumentation. This is a challenging assignment, fraught with disappointment, since voter expectations are difficult to fulfil and electorates often show scant respect for their leaders. Wild enthusiasm on election followed by bitter disappointment about the time in office—these are familiar dangers for any democratic leader. The electorate demands that leaders listen to popular opinion and yet be conviction politicians. We praise those leaders who pursue the right policy irrespective of popularity, yet drive them from office. Finding a path between truthfulness and effectiveness can be difficult.


Government by popular sovereignty, expressed in law, gives democratic leadership a distinctive character, different in kind from the princes and popes, mercenaries and assassins who march across Machiavelli’s pages. The constraints of democracy ensure there can be no universal rule for leadership. Instead, we must understand political leadership as an expression of practices found across civil society, with leadership by consent practised at local and regional levels, in community organisations and numerous voluntary associations. Through these civic organisations, our leaders are trained in democratic norms. A democracy allows citizens to engage in what Aristotle called ‘ruling and being ruled in turn’. Such experiences build judgement and understanding of the leadership task across the community. They make a Machiavellian approach harder to hide, more likely to fail.


Parliamentary leadership


This focus on leadership in a democratic setting takes us ever further from the biographical tradition of understanding leadership through personal traits. Analysis shifts from personal destiny to questions of legitimacy, capability when operating with divided and constrained power, and the ability to reflect and represent broader popular opinion. Narrow the scope further and a more explicit comparative perspective becomes possible—how do individuals respond to a common set of limits?


Recent studies of prime ministers in Australia, Britain, Canada and New Zealand allow readers to focus on shared circumstances and so define individual initiatives. The institutions involved are sufficiently stable, and the role of prime minister familiar across jurisdictions, that it becomes possible to ask about the choices made by each prime minister. How did they interact with the Cabinet, use their parliamentary numbers, deploy personal staff, seize public opportunities to shape a national agenda? The comparative study of leadership in Westminster systems bring us closer to a clear understanding of political leadership, albeit in a tightly defined context.


Among the books waiting in that box was Mark Bennister’s Prime Ministers in Power. It draws on writing about prime ministers to focus on two familiar figures—Tony Blair, prime minister of the United Kingdom from 1997 to 2007, and John Howard, prime minister of Australia from 1996 to 2007.


By holding other variables reasonably constant, this study of prime ministers distinguishes between institutional and personal capacity. Bennister talks about ‘predominance’—the balance between personal skills and the prerogatives of the position, between individual attributes and the options open to every prime minister. He identifies four skills to test when comparing leaders.


Political skill identifies those attributes associated with the individual office-holder, such as character, moral commitment, personal integrity, rhetorical skill, bargaining and discernment. Skill in context is the ability to act and react within the leadership environment, showing an understanding of the centre of political gravity at any given time. Strategic leadership is the capacity to match policy goals with political possibilities given the historical context, while teaching reality speaks to a leader’s skill in communicating a broad sense of reality to the nation.


Such categories place an individual at the centre of analysis. Prime ministers must engage with their political context and shape events to their advantage. By examining in detail two long-serving prime ministers, Bennister shows how individual style and preference have shaped relationships within the Westminster system, including with the Cabinet and the party.


The comparisons begin with the mode of election, since this helps establish relationships between leader and party. Blair was elected by an electoral college within the broader Labour Party, a decision that provided him with a degree of autonomy from parliamentary colleagues. Howard, by contrast, was chosen as Opposition leader by his parliamentary party alone, following the failed brief leadership of Alexander Downer. Howard served only with the continued support of his backbench. Over time, argues Bennister, these differences became significant. Blair secured strong electoral victories that strengthened his hand early in his leadership, and reinforced his distance from parliamentary colleagues. Blair’s authority began to wane, however, with the successive diminishment of his parliamentary majority—from 179 in 1997 to 166 in 2001, to sixty-seven in 2005. This was accompanied by the rise of critics within his party, and by a growing rift between the prime minister and his chancellor of the Exchequer.


By contrast, Howard was not chosen with enthusiasm. Unlike Blair, his leadership began with uncertain command over the party. Yet Howard’s dominance over his party increased steadily throughout his prime ministership, as he demonstrated the capacity to build what Bennister rightly calls an ‘election-winning machine’. Solid support within the Cabinet and parliamentary party ensured no serious challenge to his position.


Turning to relations with the Cabinet, Bennister again detects significant differences in prime-ministerial style. He sees Blair following the lead of Margaret Thatcher in pursuing a centralist leadership approach. Blair led his government from Downing Street, with Cabinet meetings as short and informal stocktakes where the prime minister could communicate his messages to ministers. This was not Cabinet government in the traditional Westminster sense but an administration centred on the leader.


Prime minister Howard used his Cabinet very differently, as a forum to build relationships with ministers, create consensus within government, and encourage a sense of shared purpose. This was not without self-interest. Bennister sees a key Howard skill as ensuring the policy agreement matched his preferred outcomes. As an experienced minister, Howard entered the prime ministership with a clear idea of how to use the Cabinet to manage his agenda and control rivals within the party. He ensured important issues were debated through the Cabinet, while extensive or tiresome arguments were avoided. As a result, the Howard Cabinet was marked by few leaks or impassioned resignations over its twelve years. Even when electoral logic dictated the prime minister be removed in 2007, senior ministers baulked at the decision. Howard was asked to stay, and he led his Coalition to defeat later that year.


This difference in leadership style was reflected in the important decisions demanded of any long-term government. The decision to join the 2003 invasion of Iraq illustrates the point. By then, Blair was criticised regularly for a unilateral leadership style. His detractors suggested Blair saw collective Cabinet decision-making as a form of weakness, and his authority with ministers appeared to decline. When the prime minister announced support for military action by the United States, many ministers expressed disquiet about the choice and the process involved. The announcement was met with fractiousness within the government, as in the wider electorate.


Australian support for an invasion in search of weapons of mass destruction likewise sparked a strong public reaction, but no crisis within the government. The Howard style of using Cabinet authority to build consensus, and to bind ministers to collective responsibility for government decisions, ensured solidarity around the decision to join the ‘coalition of the willing’ and topple Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein. Through this established Cabinet authority, Howard was able to keep any concerns expressed within Cabinet meetings out of the public eye. The following year, the prime minister secured his largest electoral victory.
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“A thought-provoking collection “These stories are

of leaders’ perceptions of the astonishingly inspiring and
challenges they face and how compelling. This book reveals
they inspire a sense of purpose a mosaic of commitment, life
in a great diversity of settings.” experience and purpose.”
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