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    Introduction




    Peter van Onselen




    On 24 November 2007 the Liberal Party of Australia found itself in a position it had never before been in. Defeated at the federal election, it was also out of power in every state and territory. The highest ranking elected official was Campbell Newman—the Lord Mayor of Brisbane. A veneer of optimism pervaded former Howard government ministers as the Party entered what would have to be its darkest days at any time since Robert Menzies founded it in 1944. But the road back to government could be a long one, and in the modern age of professional politics the Labor Party will be able to use all the trappings of incumbency to make returning to government that much harder for the Liberal Party.




    Much has been written since the election claiming that the Liberal Party should have forced Howard out and gone to the polls with Peter Costello as leader. At one level, John Howard’s defeat makes this observation a truism—if defeat is the ultimate failure, Costello could not have done worse. However, it is doubtful whether Costello would have done any better—and entirely plausible that he would have presided over an even larger defeat. It is difficult not to conclude that Howard remained a significant electoral asset to the Coalition, even though his age and longevity in office contributed to voter fatigue with the government. Despite the campaign difficulties the Liberal Party faced, the many constituencies Howard’s decision-making had offended over the years, the betrayal felt by sections of the ‘Howard battlers’ over the WorkChoices legislation and the leadership tensions with Costello, Howard left office with a satisfaction rating near 50 per cent, higher than his party’s primary and two-party-preferred vote, and the highest of any defeated prime minister in Australian history.




    It may well be that a long-term decline in support for the Liberal Party was masked at the federal level by Howard’s popularity. He managed to attract support in electorates held by Labor at a state level with double-digit margins. It is tempting to put the current struggles of the Liberal Party federally down to a honeymoon for Kevin Rudd as the new prime minister, but the truth is that Howard’s significant personal vote had been propping the Party up for some time—without it, the Liberals’ situation now is far more challenging.




    None of this excuses Howard’s failure to judge his optimal retirement date. He didn’t give the Liberal Party the chance to find out if another leader could replace him and succeed on the government benches. As Howard himself said on election night, it is he who must take responsibility for the campaign failure and, indeed, for the government’s defeat. His mantra that he would serve as prime minister so long as his colleagues wanted him to was a flawed construct. By definition, it meant he would depart only when he had overstayed his welcome. In the end, the public had to do the job for the Liberal Party.




    One criticism that can be levelled at Howard is that he did not prepare his Party for life after his departure. Incumbency would have helped the Liberals deal with a post-Howard era. By losing an election as leader and leaving behind a team of MPs used to following his every desire, Howard left the Liberal Party at its lowest ebb intellectually and competitively, and out of power in every state and territory.




    Liberals and Power examines a range of challenges that the Liberal Party faces in the coming years. It draws together some of the finest minds of liberal and conservative thought inside and outside the Liberal Party’s parliamentary ranks. Part I offers a frank and deliberate evaluation of the Howard government by Robert Manne, Tony Abbott and George Brandis. Manne, one of Australia’s leading public intellectuals, is a strong critic of the Howard government, despite publicly admitting to having voted Liberal in 1996. He casts a critical eye over the direction the Liberal Party took under Howard in the key policy areas of climate change and the war in Iraq. He also examines the ‘popular conservatism’ of the Howard years, and the damage it has done to the Liberal Party brand. Manne gives a frank assessment of what it would take for him to once again vote Liberal.




    Tony Abbott has long been considered one of the foremost thinkers of the parliamentary Liberal Party team. A Rhodes Scholar, one of the key ministers from the Howard government and a close friend of the former prime minister, he is well placed to provide an intellectual defence of the Howard years. He reminds readers of the good the Howard government did, applying a pragmatic yardstick to the government’s many achievements. Abbott explicitly rejects the criticisms of the left that Howard played to the lowest common denominator and took the populist route.




    Senator George Brandis, a senior figure from the moderate wing of the Liberal Party, is generous in his praise of Howard while simultaneously identifying areas of policy he believes the Party needs to re-evaluate. Brandis’s essay is courageous in its criticisms and bold in its suggestions for future party direction.




    Whatever the policy prowess of the Howard government, the task of developing ideologically consistent policies will be more difficult now that the Liberals are in Opposition. Australian politics has traditionally had a two-party system consisting of the Labor Party on the left and the non-Labor parties on the right. Since World War II the right of politics has been neatly held together by the Menzies Liberal Party. However, the traditional reasons for non-Labor forces to come together may now be waning. As Rudd embarks on ‘fiscal conservatism’ as a guiding principle to governance, it is sometimes hard to see what conservatives and moderates—liberals—have in common. If economic issues are broadly agreed upon, such as keeping the budget in surplus and maintaining the independence of the Reserve Bank, policy differences between the parties may be sharply defined in the social policy and social justice areas. On such issues Liberal moderates and conservatives often disagree. The essays in Part II show how broad the Liberal Party church can be.




    Controversial opinion columnist at the Australian Janet Albrechtsen, a long-time Howard supporter, wrote an opinion piece calling for Howard’s resignation during the APEC conference in September 2007. Her piece has since been seen as a defining moment in his downfall. Albrechtsen pleads with the Liberals not to discard the Howard legacy or the conservative traditions of the Liberal Party, which she argues are popular and good for the nation. The remaining chapters in Part II examine the liberal and conservative ideals to which the Liberal Party should adhere. Senator Brett Mason and Professor David Flint respectively put the case for liberalism and conservatism on the non-Labor side of politics. Mason’s contribution contextualises liberalism in the Australian settlement, while Flint shows a good deal of optimism as to why conservatives should not be looking at a two-term strategy for a return to government federally. Rounding out Part II, professor of politics and history at Wollongong University Greg Melleuish draws on past successes and failings of the Liberal Party to consider future directions. A leading right-wing academic, he takes the view that political parties find it difficult to build a bridge between good policy and popular policy. However, a party that pursues populism at the expense of its philosophy, he argues, will inevitably lose its way.




    A political party can have all the ideas in the world but if it cannot win government it will never get to implement them. Part III examines the all-important race for power, what issues matter to voters and how the Liberal Party can improve its electability in a professional race. Out of power in every state and territory, there are no ministers or ministerial staff and departments that the Liberal Party can rely on for policy development, no influential officials to wine and dine the corporate world for fundraising purposes and no taxpayer-funded advertising campaigns and media units to help promote party messages. In such a climate the Liberal Party needs to think clearly about how it approaches the politics of Opposition. Andrew Norton evaluates the popularity or otherwise of various issues that capture the public conscience, identifying policy areas Labor is traditionally recognised as the better party to administer. He issues a warning to Liberal MPs not to get bogged down fighting battles they cannot win. Brad Lancken has advised Liberal MPs on how to gain maximum benefit when campaigning on the internet. His chapter details the electoral benefits of the internet and also outlines the future trends in its use.




    Margaret Fitzherbert examines what it takes to win key marginal seats. An acclaimed author of the history of women in the Liberal Party, she concludes that credibility is the key to winning over swinging voters. The final chapter of Part III identifies that women are grossly under-represented in the Liberal parliamentary ranks. In her essay, Ainslie van Onselen controversially suggests that the Liberals follow Labor by formalising the representation of women via a quota system. She uses liberal philosophy to show the policy is one that the Liberals can embrace and one that could well net an electoral advantage.




    The challenges the Liberals face are not confined to problems with campaigning, fundraising and organisational reform. They must also come to terms with the all-important battle of ideas. Brendan Nelson, who was elected Liberal leader after the election defeat, canvasses particular policy scripts he would like to see the Opposition pursue. It is a fascinating introduction to a lively debate about the challenges facing the Liberal Party and what it can do to best represent the millions of voters who support it. Philip Senior, co-author of Howard’s End, traverses a range of policy options including the need for the Liberal Party to preserve its economic credentials at the same time as presenting a compassionate face. In the wake of Howard’s departure, Liberals may find the so-called Howard battlers desert the party before the Malcolm Fraser moderates return to the fold.




    One policy script that caused the Liberal Party considerable discomfort at the 2007 election was industrial relations. The new deputy leader of the Liberal Party, Julie Bishop, selected IR as her portfolio in opposition. She details how the Liberals will finely balance their ideological attachment to WorkChoices with the electoral reality that they must moderate their position. She is controversial in some of her conclusions.




    One of the seats Labor expected to win at the 2007 election was the Western Australian seat of Stirling. Michael Keenan was re-elected to the seat despite Labor’s best efforts, and Brendan Nelson promoted him to the front bench. As shadow assistant treasurer and one of the younger members of the Liberal parliamentary team, he suggests the economic areas that he believes the Party should focus on.




    To conclude the collection, Wayne Errington analyses the recently forgotten concept of Liberals defending federalism. As Howard’s biographer, Errington closely observed the former prime minister’s disregard for federalism. He argues that it is a policy script the Party should consider re-embracing albeit with realistic expectations.




    There are many people to thank for their assistance in the compilation of this collection of essays. Special thanks to Melbourne University Publishing for taking on the project. When I rang Louise Adler to pitch the idea for this book she said: ‘Okay, why not? It is exactly the kind of book we should be doing’. For a self-confessed ‘leftie’ to come on board so quickly showed her pro fessionalism as a publisher. Commissioning leading Howard government critic Robert Manne to examine the former government’s track record is my attempt to repay the faith.




    I would like to thank each and every one of the contributors to this volume for giving up their time to write valuable contributions to the debate over liberalism, conservatism and the Liberal Party. All have taken the opportunity to write thoughtful pieces with new and interesting ideas. I am particularly grateful to my first three authors who have neatly set up the collection with rigorous and critical examinations of the Howard government, allowing the remaining contributors to look to the future and debate party philosophy.




    To the politicians, commentators, think-tankers and academics who have contributed to this collection, I know finding the time to write long contributions is difficult. All did so without complaint and in a timely manner. For the record, Malcolm Turnbull was invited to contribute to this collection but ultimately declined. Thank you to my copyeditor, Richard McGregor, for his time and effort in improving my virgin effort at editing a collection of essays—it could not have been easy. Finally, thank you to my wife for again putting up with the disruption that publishing a book can cause. I sold this project to Ainslie on the understanding that editing a collection is less work than writing a book on your own. Soon after that I asked her if she would be so kind as to contribute a chapter. I hope it was worth the effort.




    August 2008


  




  

    
Part I A Retrospective on the Howard Years



  




  

    
1 What Went Wrong?





    Robert Manne




    The invitation to contribute to this volume has forced me to think about what it might take for me to vote once more for the Liberal Party in a federal election, as I did in 1996. The reason why at present I wouldn’t consider voting for the Liberal Party can be outlined in two words: John Howard. Accordingly, only when the Howard legacy has been honestly assessed by the new Liberal Party leadership and when, on certain matters that I regard as fundamental, it has been explicitly repudiated, might I be able to consider changing my mind.




    What was novel about the Howard leadership of the Liberal Party was the attempt he made to convert it into Australia’s first genuinely conservative party. There was in this ambition nothing secret. During his time as leader of the Opposition and then as prime minister, Howard described himself as the most conservative party-political leader in the history of Australia. Howard’s contemporary political heroes were the leaders of the post-Keynesian Anglophonic conservative revival—Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan. Although he was no intellectual, Howard remained from the beginning to the end of his political career intensely interested in ideas. During the 1980s, Howard was critical to the process that eventually made the predominant conservative idea of that decade—Hayekian neo-liberalism—the unquestioned orthodoxy inside the Liberal Party. Howard’s leadership led to the marginalisation and then the disappearance of the Liberal group that once had been called, in language borrowed from Thatcher’s Britain, ‘the wets’.




    During the 1990s, it was Howard, far more than any other Liberal Party politician, who ensured that the Coalition became committed, in addition, to another contemporary strand of political thought, American neo-conservatism, which was neither antagonistic to, nor identical with, neo-liberalism. Before September 11, Howard was responsible for injecting into the centre of Australian political culture the dominant domestic dimension of neo-conservative thought, the one that, under the slogan of ‘political correctness’, attacked the left-wing values of the ‘elites’ while celebrating the virtues and the ‘common sense’ of ‘ordinary people’. After September 11, Howard embraced the dominant foreign policy dimension of neo-conservative thought, the one that proved to be the most consequential for the history of the contemporary world—the neo-imperialist doctrine that sought to make US global hegemony permanent and unassailable and which, in addition, advocated pro-American democratic and capitalist ‘regime change’, under certain circumstances, through the use of overwhelming armed force.




    Because of their belief in politics as the art of compromise and in the pragmatism and opportunism of their leaders, Australian commentators systematically underestimate the political significance of ideas. I believe they are mistaken. So does Howard. Soon after he lost office, Howard received the annual Irving Kristol Award given by the most powerful engine-room of neo-liberal and neo-conservative ideas in the contemporary world, the US think-tank the American Enterprise Institute. It was a fitting tribute to Howard’s political career. In receiving his American Enterprise Institute Award, Howard began by agreeing with Irving Kristol’s 1973 comment




    

      I know that it will be hard for some to believe that ideas can be so important … The massive and seemingly solid institutions of any society—the economic institutions, the political institutions, the religious institutions—are always at the mercy of the ideas in the heads of the people who populate these institutions.


    




    Howard was not only a conservative prime minister. He was also an unusually ideologically driven one.




    Howard’s period of leadership is best understood as the attempted neo-liberal/neo-conservative reconstruction of the Liberal Party tradition. It is with the most obvious shortcomings and conspicuous failures of this ideological reconstruction that were eventually revealed that this chapter is concerned—the triumph of a shallow populist conservatism throughout the political culture; the general recognition of the moral and geo-political failure of the centre-point of his foreign policy, the association with the invasion and occupation of Iraq; and the near-universal repudiation of the damage that had been done by Howard’s form of global-warming denial-ism. And it is that attempted reconstruction that those who have inherited the leadership of the Liberal Party are obliged now not merely to confront but also to transcend and to negate. Until that process is complete, I would not even consider voting again for the Liberal Party. As the July 2008 debate in the Liberal Party over the introduction of an emissions trading scheme revealed, the process has not yet begun.




    John Howard and the Rise of Populist Conservatism




    From the mid 1960s to the mid 1990s Australian governments were committed to a fundamental transformation of the Australian political culture in the spheres of ethnicity and race. From the late 1960s, the White Australia Policy, which had excluded all non-white immigrants since the time of Federation, was progressively abandoned. So from the 1970s was the ambition to assimilate continental European and Middle Eastern immigrants to the Anglo-Australian way of life. It was replaced by the ideal of multiculturalism. At much the same time, the way Australia had treated its indigenous people became for many a cause for shame. The idea that had driven Aboriginal policy after World War II—also called assimilation—was replaced by the policy of self-determination. Land rights were granted. Native title was discovered to exist in common law. Commissions of inquiry were conducted into past injustices, such as systematic Aboriginal child removal. The ambition for reconciliation was embraced. So was the ambition to make Australians more comfortable with the idea that their geography determined the need to become part of Asia. All Australian governments, from the time of Harold Holt, had been involved in one way or another in this ethnic-racial transformation. Yet none made it as central to its mission as did the Labor government of Paul Keating, which linked the ideas of multiculturalism and reconciliation and deepening the links of Australia with Asia to the hope of leading Australia to fully independent nationhood as a republic.




    As leader of the Opposition, during the 1980s and again in the mid 1990s, Howard proved to be the first significant Australian politician who resisted this racial-ethnic cultural transformation of Australia. Howard’s deepest hope was to end what he often called our endless symposium on national identity and to make Australians feel relaxed and comfortable about their past. In 1988, Howard warned about the pace of Asian immigration, before being obliged to retract. During his two periods as leader of the Opposition, Howard spoke about the danger of multiculturalism turning Australia into a nation of tribes. He spoke scathingly against the idea of a treaty between indigenous and non-indigenous Australians. Imagine a nation, he argued, signing a treaty with itself. Howard expressed grave misgivings about the economic consequences of Aboriginal land rights, especially for mining. He thought those who now dwelt on the injustice of indigenous dispossession had embraced the ‘black armband’ view of Australian history. He interpreted the desire to make Australia a part of Asia as a denial of Australia’s fundamentally Western culture and as an attack on the alliance with her ‘great and powerful friend’ the United States.




    Howard’s resistance to the ethnic-racial transformation of Australia was rooted partly in local forces—the emergence of the mining industry– sponsored New Right and the influence in this New Right of people such as Hugh Morgan and Geoffrey Blainey. But it was also rooted in the indirect influence upon his way of thinking of American neo-conservatism, which taught him that ideas about the ethnic-racial transformation of Australia were in essence the product of alienated, self-hating, anti-Western, post-sixties ‘elites’. Such people, the neo-conservatives taught Howard, behaved like censorious Orwellian thought police. They were attempting to subvert the common sense of ordinary people by imposing upon them a new orthodox progressivist catechism, called in shorthand ‘political correctness’.




    If American neo-conservatives provided Howard with an abstract argument concerning the contradiction between the values of the ‘elites’ and what he came to call the ‘mainstream’, it was the election of March 1996, which led him to the prime ministership of Australia, which first revealed to him the importance of this distinction in practice. The Coalition went to the election with a slogan—‘For All of Us’—that suggested that the values and interests of the mainstream were being sacrificed to those of privileged minorities. As it turned out, it won the votes of very large numbers of marginalised ‘battlers’ and blue-collar workers, who had suffered as a consequence of Australia’s economic rationalist transformation under Labor, which the Coalition had supported, but who, more importantly, had been unimpressed by the ethnic-racial transformation of the country, which had gathered pace under Keating, and to which the Howard-led Liberal Party had been, in part at least, opposed. It is true that in the election of 1996 the Liberal Party’s opposition to the cultural trajectory of the Keating government was tentative and cautious. Yet it could not fail to notice that when the opposition to that trajectory had been boldly and crudely expressed—most notably by the disendorsed anti–political correctness former Liberal Party candidate in the safe Labor seat of Oxley in Queensland, Pauline Hanson—the political dividends had been dramatic.




    From one point of view the years between 1996 and 2001 are best understood as the Howard government’s drawing of the lessons the 1996 election had taught. Throughout these years, the prime minister watched with interest the rise of an anti–economic rationalist, anti-multiculturalist, anti-Asian and anti-Aboriginal populist party, One Nation, led by Pauline Hanson, which at the height of its popularity in the Queensland state election of mid 1998 was able to win almost one-quarter of the vote, mainly of the ‘losers’ in the era of globalisation. In the economic sphere the Howard government had no alternative but to continue with the neo-liberal economic revolution—deregulation, anti-protectionism, privatisation—that the Hawke and Keating governments had begun. It even attempted in its final term to deepen the revolution by adding radical workplace relations reform. Neo-liberalism was the most fundamental ideological dimension of the Howard-led Coalition. More importantly, however, the Howard government, inspired by the ideas of neo-conservatism and by the practical impact of One Nation, worked to stall or even to reverse the trajectory of the ethnic-racial cultural transformation of Australia that had been in progress since the early 1970s. The Howard government no longer spoke about the ideal of multiculturalism. It abandoned Keating’s rhetoric about making Australia a part of Asia. Following the High Court’s Wik judgement, it amended in certain fundamental ways Keating’s Native Title Act, offering to both pastoral and mining interests what the deputy prime minister, Tim Fischer, called ‘bucket loads of extinguishment’. The Howard government in large part repudiated the conclusions of the report into Aboriginal child removal, Bringing Them Home. On the grounds that it could not countenance the idea of Aboriginal self-determination or the idea that any apology should be offered to the Aborigines, in May 2000 it turned its back on the decade-long quest for a ceremonial act of reconciliation on the centenary celebration of the Commonwealth.




    Between 1996 and 2001 the Howard government was searching for a non-economic way in which it could exploit the contradiction revealed by the popularity of the One Nation Party and explained by neo-conservative thought—the clash between the values and interests of the left-leaning elites and the values and interests of the mainstream. It hoped in this way to destroy the influence of One Nation and also to consolidate the support it had won among the Anglo-Australian ‘battlers’ in 1996. By early 2001 it seemed, however, that none of the issues chosen—the attacks on multi-culturalism or on the idea of Australia as part of Asia or on various pro-Aboriginal causes—had sufficient electoral salience to achieve what was required. In early 2001, mainly for other reasons but in part because such issues failed to bite, it seemed as if a Coalition defeat in the election due later in the year was almost certain.




    In August 2001 the government finally discovered the mainstream ethnic-racial cause it needed—patriotic border protection. Since the spring of 1999 several thousand asylum seekers from Iraq, Iran and Afghanistan had arrived on Australian shores. Although these asylum seekers were treated very harshly by the Howard government—described throughout in unflattering terms as ‘queue jumpers’ and ‘illegals’; locked up in desert camps for lengthy periods; provided only with temporary protection visas even after being found to be genuine refugees—all had been allowed to land in Australia and eventually to have their claims for asylum processed according to law. In late August, a Norwegian cargo vessel, MV Tampa, rescued more than four hundred Afghan asylum seekers and took them to Christmas Island. Asylum seeker policy now dramatically changed course. The Howard government refused to allow these asylum seekers to land. Troops boarded the vessel. The asylum seekers were sent to detention camps established on Manus Island and Nauru. The places where the asylum seekers had landed, Christmas Island and Ashmore Reef, were excised from Australia with regard to the operation of the migration laws. In an atmosphere of confected panic, a two-month military campaign was mounted to prevent all new asylum seeker boats reaching Australian territory.




    Public opinion strongly, indeed overwhelmingly, supported all these Howard government actions. Because of the explosive nature of public sentiment, Labor had little political alternative but to toe the Howard line. An election was called. During the election campaign the words Howard spoke at the Liberal Party’s launch—‘We decide who comes here and the circumstances in which they come’—best captured the popular mood. In the outcome of the election of November 2001, as several studies have revealed, border-control issues were far more important than in any Australian election before or since. These studies also made clear that the border-control issue was considerably more important in determining votes than response to the Al Qaeda terrorist atrocities of September 11.




    At the height of the Tampa crisis one of Howard’s favourite backbenchers, Jackie Kelly, had complained that she was losing her best branches to Pauline Hanson’s party, One Nation. Howard assured her that the laws he was about to put to parliament would solve her problem. He was right. The campaign against the asylum seekers killed One Nation as a serious party, as the results of the November 2001 election revealed, by satisfying the appetite on which it fed. As a consequence of Tampa, even more importantly, Labor was badly destabilised. The war on asylum seekers exposed the tension between two parts of its support base—the affluent progressivist professionals and the traditionalist working-class ‘battlers’.




    In the United States the force of populist conservatism, associated since Reagan with the Republican Party, focused particularly on questions concerning religion or morality, such as gay marriage or abortion or stem cell research. In Australia, because of its different history, it focused on questions concerning ethnicity and race, such as Aboriginal rights or multiculturalism or asylum seekers. The Hanson phenomenon had revealed the existence of a powerful current of this kind of populist conservatism in the Australian electorate. Howard had shown how that force could be harnessed by a party and a government that possessed sufficient ruthlessness and will. Following Tampa, as a consequence of Howard’s capacity to take political advantage of explosive popular feeling connected to ethnic and racial questions, the character of both the Liberal Party and Australian political culture was substantially changed.




    The emergence of populist conservatism as a defining characteristic of the Howard government and the Liberal Party had indirect and direct effects. Indirectly populist conservatism led to an atmosphere in which the unwelcome opinions of the elites, or simply of those with experience or expertise, were readily dismissed. The most telling example occurred in August 2004. A group of former military chiefs and leading diplomats, including the former chief of the Defence Force General Peter Gration; the former chief of the Naval Staff, Admiral Mike Hudson; and a former head of the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade Richard Woolcott, openly criticised the Howard government for leading the country into a war on the basis of deception of the Australian people and for transforming the alliance with the United States into a ‘rubber stamp’. With scarcely a political ripple, the views of these supposedly superannuated military officers and ‘daiquiri diplomats’ were contemptuously dismissed by Howard government ministers and Coalition backbenchers. The atmosphere of populist conservatism was facilitated by the growth of an aggressive right-wing commentariat, which mushroomed particularly but not exclusively in the Murdoch press, which characterised all criticism of the trajectory of the Howard government, and especially criticism with regard to refugees and Aborigines, as nothing more than the expression of the alienated, morally vain, self-indulgent, Howard-hating, un-Australian elites.




    More than any of his predecessors, the prime minister came to use friendly talkback radio hosts, such as Alan Jones, John Laws and Neil Mitchell, and soft commercial television programs, as his primary means of communicating with the Australian people. Increasingly, too, he came to associate his prime ministership and his government with members of the parliament—such as Jackie Kelly, Joe Hockey and De-Anne Kelly—who seemed to possess the popular touch. Howard identified his government with Australian sporting success. Even more, he identified it with the military forces Australia had sent to East Timor, Afghanistan and Iraq. Howard’s praise for the professionalism, courage and decency of the Australian troops was unstinting. He made certain, so far as possible, that when troops left Australia or returned from the field he was present. In this way he helped give strength to a new form of nationalism, more military in flavour than anything seen before in the history of Australia. By contrast, he distanced his prime ministership and his government from the institutions inhabited by the elites. The prime minister was conspicuously indifferent to the creative arts. Because of its supposed left-wing bias, he encouraged a steady stream of ministerial and backbench criticism of the poorly funded ABC. During his prime ministership, universities, another site of the elites, also suffered very badly from government indifference or hostility. During the Howard years the level of public expenditure on universities sank almost to the bottom of the ladder among the countries of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).




    The direct consequences for the Australian political culture of the Howard government’s and the Liberal Party’s conversion to populist conservatism on questions connected to ethnicity and race were no less important. Before 2001—during the Blainey debate of 1984, the fall-out from the Howard comment of 1988, the Hanson phenomenon of 1996–2001—anti-immigrant and anti-multicultural sentiment in Australia had focused almost exclusively on ‘the threat from Asia’. From 2001—because of the coincidence of popular revulsion at the behaviour of Lebanese gang members revealed during rape trials in Sydney; the explosion of anti-Muslim asylum seeker sentiment during the Tampa ‘crisis’; and the deep anger about the Islamist-led terrorist outrages in New York, Washington, Bali, Madrid and London—anti-immigrant and anti-multicultural sentiment focused instead almost exclusively on ‘the Muslim menace’. Following September 11, some increase in the level of anti-Muslim sentiment in Australia was almost inevitable. From this kind of sentiment no Western country has been immune. But what is also almost certainly true is that the openness with which the sentiment has been expressed after September 2001 in Australia was facilitated by the way in which a racist undercurrent had been given licence at the time of Tampa and beyond.




    On many occasions Howard government ministers now incited anti-Muslim sentiment in ways that had been unthinkable for the past thirty years. On one occasion, Philip Ruddock reminded Muslims that they had a duty to be loyal to Australia. Would any other religious group in Australia have been given such a reminder? On another, Peter Costello warned Muslims that they would never succeed in converting this country to sharia law. Why did he believe that the Muslim community needed such a warning? And on yet another, Bronwyn Bishop called for the wearing of the head scarf, the hijab, to be banned. What would have happened if she had called for a ban on Jewish men wearing religious skull caps? Given all this, it was not surprising that crude attacks on the Islamic religion, and indeed on Muslims as a people, soon became culturally permissible. Let me cite two admittedly extreme examples. Here is the Herald Sun associate editor Andrew Bolt on 3 June 2002: ‘Unlike Mohammed, Christ did not slaughter unbelievers, execute women who sang rude songs about him, cut off limbs of apostates … have sex with a nine year old; authorise the beating of wives … and promise heaven to all those who made war on infidels’. And here is the former head of Treasury John Stone in Quadrant in September 2006. Public efforts to show respect for law-abiding Muslims were, according to Stone, nothing but ‘cultural appeasement’. For all Western societies, Muslim migration represented nothing less than ‘a Trojan horse’. The migrants inevitably proved to be ‘a cancer in our body politic’. The ‘Muslim problem’ lay not in distortions of the religion but rather in ‘the essence of Islam itself’. All attempts to distinguish between ‘moderate’ and ‘extreme’ forms of Islam were, accordingly, completely bogus. Wherever Muslims chose to live they attempted to install sharia law and to create ‘states within the state’. Wherever Muslims went, moreover, they instantly profited from vicious forms of organised crime. Invariably Muslims turned the areas where they lived into ‘no go areas’. Muslims never moved out, Stone joked, they only moved in. In their dealings with non-Muslims, all Muslims were, according to Stone, taught by their religion to lie and to deceive. Muslims, in short, represented ‘a clear and present danger’ to Australia. Concerning the problem they posed, there were, for him, two simple solutions. Muslims should be discouraged from taking out citizenship. Virtually all further Muslim immigration to Australia should be banned. If his solutions were not embraced, Stone warned, a violent anti-Muslim backlash was certain to arise.




    When Geoffrey Blainey in 1984 expressed the opinion that the rate of Asian immigration to Australia might need to be slowed, his words ignited a stormy national debate. When John Stone in 2006 expressed unqualified suspicion and indeed hatred for 300 000 of his fellow citizens in the prime minister’s favourite magazine, hardly anybody noticed. This is a measure of what has happened since, under Howard, the burden of political correctness had been lifted from the shoulders of the Australian people and a racially and ethnically charged form of populist conservatism allowed to move to the centre of Australian political culture.




    The consequences were very real. According to a 2008 Four Corners program, permission for Muslims to build religious schools in the suburbs of Australia is now almost routinely refused. Surveys conducted—for example, by Deliberation Australia or by the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission—reveal that harassment of a verbal or physical kind, sometimes petty, sometimes not, has now become a common daily experience for ordinary Muslims. Deliberation Australia discovered that two-thirds of the 207 Muslims they surveyed in focus groups had experienced what they regarded as discrimination. Verbal abuse was very common. ‘Some Muslim Australians are able to shrug off the comments, while others feel saddened, daunted and drained. Others feel angry and alienated in this country where they were born.’ Young men were worst affected. There was a ‘consensus’ among the experts consulted that Muslims ‘are seen by Australians as a threat to the Australian identity, values and way of life more than any other ethnic group’. The HREOC study summarised its conclusions in the following words: ‘The events recounted ranged from seemingly minor incidents of social incivility, to verbal abuse, through threats of violence including stalking and threatened sexual assault, to actual physical assault from veil-tearing to a stabbing’. At Cronulla beach in December 2005, for the first time in recent Australian history, a serious anti-Muslim racial-religious riot exploded. The participants were not underclass skinheads but young mainstream people of distinctively ‘middle Australian appearance’. It was a fitting memento mori for the Howard government when, on the eve of the November 2007 election, it was revealed that members of the NSW Liberal Party, including a member of the Party’s state executive and the husbands of both the former member and the new candidate, had plotted to win the seat of Lindsay vacated by Jackie Kelly by allegedly producing and distributing a forged electoral leaflet praising Labor for supporting Islamic terrorism. Following Tampa and September 11 something ugly was released into the political culture. It now has to be contained.




    Australian Foreign Policy: To and from Iraq




    Before September 11 the focus of Howard’s conservative remaking of the Liberal Party was overwhelmingly on domestic questions. Insofar as he had distinctive foreign policy views they were those of a conventional Cold War anticommunist, a strong supporter of the American alliance, and a sceptic with regard to the value of Australian involvement in multilateral institutions such as the United Nations. In addition, Howard had interpreted the Hawke and Keating governments’ rhetoric about the need to integrate Australia even more deeply with Asia as an unnecessary denigration of Australia’s Western cultural roots and as a potential threat to our close alliance links with the United States. Howard argued on dozens of occasions that Australia did not have to choose between its history (as an Anglophone democracy) and its geography (its location in the Asia–Pacific region). As a Coalition Cold War Warrior, who regarded Indonesia under Suharto as a vital bulwark against Chinese and then Soviet communist power, Howard had never been a supporter of East Timorese independence. However, because he was critical of the pro-Indonesian tilt of the Keating government, which he regarded as overly deferential, when he found in 1999 that his government had accidentally played a part in triggering the events leading to East Timor’s independence referendum, he was not displeased. East Timor was the first foreign policy question unconnected to trade that seriously interested Howard. The role Australian troops as part of the UN Interfet force were eventually to play in the resolution of the crisis provided Howard with his first experience as war prime minister.




    The Howard government’s relations with the Clinton administration were correct but cool. It was only with the election of George W Bush in November 2000 that relations with the US warmed. As it happened, Howard was in Washington on 10 September 2001, to celebrate the fiftieth anniversary of the ANZUS alliance. It was a stellar occasion. US Vice-President Dick Cheney, Secretary of State Colin Powell and Secretary of Defence Donald Rumsfeld all attended a celebratory barbecue at the Australian Embassy. The prime minister was granted a three-hour political audience with the president. Only the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon on the following day prevented Howard addressing at this time a joint session of Congress.




    Howard was shaken and moved by September 11. For the first time in its history the ANZUS Treaty was now invoked. More deeply, from that moment until the conclusion of his prime ministership, John Howard, on behalf of Australia, presented the United States with a virtual blank cheque, offering not merely diplomatic but also military support in whatever action it might take in what quickly came to be known as the war on terror. All Australian governments since the time of John Curtin had supported close alliance relations with the United States. In Korea, Vietnam and at the Gulf, Australian troops had fought under the leadership of the United States, sometimes with the blessing of the United Nations, sometimes without. Yet no Australian government had interpreted the alliance with the United States as the Howard government now did—as a commitment to offer the United States unconditional diplomatic and military support. After September 11, in the war on terror, the kind of support Australia was willing to offer the United States assumed a character it had never assumed before, even at the time of the Vietnam War: automaticity. Moreover, on questions as disparate as Afghanistan, Iraq, Israel, the United Nations, the Millennium Project and the Kyoto Protocol, there was no government in the world on which the United States could more dependably rely than Australia. Wherever the United States would go so would Australia.




    During the Clinton administration, the neo-conservative movement in the United States—which regrouped around the Washington think-tank the American Enterprise Institute; the new Murdoch-financed magazine The Weekly Standard; and a new organisation, the Program for the New American Century (PNAC)—concentrated its energies on the creation of a new post–Cold War foreign and military policy for the United States. The neo-conservatives argued for a very heavy increase in US military spending so as to make its global dominance completely and permanently unassailable. They argued for an aggressive and muscular ‘neo-Reaganite’ foreign policy, of the kind they claimed had defeated the Soviet Union. They argued for the active encouragement of pro-American democratic and capitalist ‘regime change’ in areas of the world, including China, where authoritarian or totalitarian polities, potentially hostile to the United States, still existed. They sought to reshape the Middle East in a way that would strengthen Israel. And, in particular, they argued for a strategy to ensure the downfall of Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq, which they argued was a key source of Middle Eastern terrorism. They regarded the survival of Saddam’s regime as unfinished business from the Gulf War of 1990–91. Under the patronage of George W Bush’s vice-president, Dick Cheney, in 2001 a number of people associated with the PNAC—Donald Rumsfeld, Paul Wolfowitz, John Bolton, ‘Scooter’ Libby—assumed key positions in the military and intelligence arms of the new administration.




    After the shock of September 11 they were the only group inside the Bush administration with a clear plan about what now needed to be done. On a theoretical level, the neo-conservatives inside the Bush administration developed a new and revolutionary strategic doctrine. It focused on the danger posed by dictatorial, anti-American ‘rogue states’, which possessed ‘weapons of mass destruction’. According to the doctrine, because they were what was called ‘risk averse’, such rogue states were more dangerous than even the Cold War enemy, the mighty nuclear superpower, the Soviet Union. They were likely either to mount sudden strikes against Israel or the United States, or to pass their lethal biological, chemical or even nuclear weapons to Islamist terrorist groups such as Al Qaeda, whose range was global and whose hatred for the United States, Israel and the West was profound. The new strategic doctrine called for the mounting of pre-emptive strikes. As, however, the assumption of the doctrine was the utter unpredictability of the behaviour of the rogue-state dictators, what was in reality being advocated were not pre-emptive strikes but preventive wars. The neo-conservatives were now determined that the first such preventive war should be prepared for immediately. Within days of September 11, they were arguing that the war against Al Qaeda and the Taliban in Afghanistan should be followed by the invasion of Saddam Hussein’s Iraq.




    Because on September 11 the Howard government had offered the Bush administration unconditional support in its war on terror, it implicitly embraced in its entirety the new US strategic doctrine, which overthrew the entire basis of postwar international law by giving to the United States, alone among the nations on Earth, the licence to wage war without the approval of the Security Council of the United Nations whenever it saw fit. And because the Howard government had offered the United States a blank cheque for whatever actions it decided to take during the war on terror, there was not one argument mounted by the United States and Britain during the preparation for the invasion of Iraq—the analogy between Saddam Hussein and Hitler; the folly in both cases of a policy of appeasement; the certainty of the intelligence showing Iraqi possession of an arsenal of chemical and biological weapons; the high likelihood of Iraq developing nuclear weapons in the near future; the futility of leaving the solution to the crisis in the hands of the United Nations; the hopelessness of reliance on the work of weapons inspectors; the treachery of the French—which Australia did not instantly, uncritically and automatically endorse.




    Even if the existence of the formal ground for the invasion of Iraq—an illegal arsenal of weapons of mass destruction—had proven to be true, even if the invaders had succeeded in creating a viable new democracy in Iraq as they had claimed they could readily do, the invasion of Iraq would have been difficult to justify because of the damage it inflicted on the architecture of postwar international law. Yet the justification was completely false. Saddam Hussein possessed no weapons of mass destruction. Even worse, the invasion of Iraq led not to the flowering of a democracy but to a five-year period of catastrophe in which tens or more likely hundreds of thousands of innocent Iraqis lost their lives; in which millions of Iraqis were internally displaced or fled their country as refugees; in which relations between the two major Islamic groups, the Shia and the Sunnis, became so poisonous that civil war threatened; in which Al Qaeda for the first time gained a foothold in Iraq; and in which the United States’ reputation in the Middle East and indeed across the globe reached a lower point than at any time in history.




    Howard in part justified Australia’s involvement in the invasion of Iraq by replicating all the neo-conservative arguments of the Bush administration. In addition, he argued that our involvement in the invasion was a consequence of our alliance with the United States. He seemed unaware of the danger of justifying his government’s actions in this way. If the US alliance required Australia to support the United States in its military actions, no matter how foolish, unlawful or immoral these actions were, was it not possible that eventually the Australian people might come to think that the cost of the alliance outweighed the benefit? In 2005 the Lowy Institute conducted a detailed foreign policy survey among Australians. It discovered that, as many Australians thought, the global danger to world peace posed by the current US administration was as great as the danger posed by Islamic extremism. It found that Australians had more friendly feelings about their wartime enemy Japan than they had about their wartime and current ally the United States.




    If the reputation of the Liberal Party is to be revived in the field of foreign affairs, its leaders must now confront honestly the mistakes made and the damage done by the Howard government’s uncritical embrace of US policy in the war on terror and enthusiastic participation in the invasion and occupation of Iraq.




    Global Warming




    In his superb book High and Dry, Guy Pearse, a former Liberal Party staffer to the then Minister for Environment in the Howard government Senator Robert Hill, argues: ‘John Howard’s climate change policy ought to be regarded as one of this country’s great political scandals’. This is also my view.




    By the time the Howard government was elected there was a near-universal scientific consensus, among the world’s 2500 leading climate scientists represented in the International Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), about the depth of the danger posed to the wellbeing of the Earth because of the growing concentration of carbon dioxide and other gasses in the Earth’s atmosphere, which was caused mainly by the burning of fossil fuels—coal, oil and natural gas. During the era of industrialisation, the level of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere had continued to rise steadily. It would take many decades for these levels to dissipate. The increase in carbon dioxide in the atmosphere was linked directly to the increase in the temperature of the Earth that had occurred at an accelerating rate during the last part of the twentieth century. Any further increase in the Earth’s temperature—which the IPCC at this time estimated might rise by anything between 1.4oC and 5.8oC over the coming century—was, in turn, certain to speed up the melting of the oceanic Arctic ice and the continental Antarctic and Greenland iceshelves; to melt glaciers and mountain snows; to increase sea levels to an unpredictable but obviously dangerous extent; to make the occurrence of heat waves, bush fires, hurricanes, floods and droughts far more common; to increase in vulnerable tropical regions the incidence of diseases such as dengue fever and malaria; to turn rain forests into savannah plains; to eliminate large numbers of the world’s animal, bird and insect species; to bleach and destroy most of the world’s coral reefs; perhaps even to interfere with ocean currents such as the Gulf Stream. The conclusion of the climate scientists could not have been clearer. Unless emergency action was taken now by the international community, catastrophe confronted humankind.




    In 1997 the nations of the world met at Kyoto. The decisions they came to can be summarised like this. Because of the problem of global poverty and inequality, it was agreed that the first steps to reduce the consumption of fossil fuels would be taken by the already industrialised countries. Because breaking the habit of fossil-fuel consumption was so daunting a task, it was agreed that the first steps taken would be modest. In 2010 a new agreement would be made. Because of the difficulty of coordinated action, it was agreed that binding national targets needed to be set. And in order to make the system work, it was agreed that an international system of emissions trading would need to be created.




    The Howard government’s response to the challenge of the crisis of global warming can be summarised like this. At Kyoto, Australia agreed to involvement in the Protocol only if it should be given an extremely generous target. We were allowed to increase by 2010 our emissions of greenhouse gases to 108 per cent of the baseline year, 1990. The United States and the European Union agreed to cut their emissions by 7 and 8 per cent. Among the developed economies only Iceland was treated more generously than Australia, despite the fact that we had the highest per capita level of carbon dioxide emissions in the world. In addition at Kyoto, Australia demanded that forest clearing be taken into account. Effectively this meant that Australia could meet its 2010 Kyoto target by increasing its emissions by more than 20 per cent. Yet for the Howard government even these concessions were not enough. In 1998 Cabinet came to a secret decision not to ratify the Kyoto Protocol before the United States. As the US Congress had recently decided against ratification by a vote of 98 to 0, the prospect of US ratification in the foreseeable future was remote. In 2001 President George W Bush announced that under his administration Kyoto would not be ratified. In June 2002 the Howard government made a similar announcement.




    The government’s unwillingness to involve itself in the struggle against global warming was not restricted to the refusal to ratify Kyoto. It offered virtually no economic incentives, let alone mandatory targets, to assist the growth of alternative-energy industries. In July 2003, Howard personally vetoed an interdepartmental proposal that reached Cabinet for an Australian emissions trading scheme. On several occasions, Howard and his ministers deliberately misrepresented the findings of reports they had commissioned in order to issue wildly exaggerated and mendacious warnings about the economic costs to Australia of our involvement in the international struggle against global warming. Following the lead of the United States, Australia rejected participation in the Kyoto process until the industrialising nations, especially China and India, agreed to targets for the reduction of emissions. In 2006, Australia hosted the first meeting of what was secretly regarded as an alternative to Kyoto, the US-sponsored Asia Pacific Partnership on Clean Development and Climate Change, where it was concluded that the global warming crisis could be solved by technological fixes, such as nuclear power and ‘clean coal’, without any need for the stick of binding national emissions targets or the carrot of international emissions trading schemes. Only in 2007, because of the deepening alarm of the general public as a ferocious drought in southern Australia deepened, did the Howard government make a belated commitment to the creation of an emissions trading scheme and take minor steps towards the encouragement of alternative-energy industries. Yet even then it absolutely refused to consider the most vital matter of all: ratification of the Kyoto Protocol. The failure of the Howard government to ratify Kyoto, which by now the Australian public overwhelmingly supported, was one of the reasons for its defeat in the election of November 2007.




    How is the scandalous behaviour of the Howard government with regard to global warming to be explained? As the orthodox economist Sir Nicholas Stern pointed out in his groundbreaking report for the Blair government, global warming represents the greatest example of ‘market failure’ in the history of humankind. Howard is a member of that class of politicians that was converted to Hayekian neo-liberalism during the 1980s. Because neo-liberalism represents, in essence, mistrust of government action and faith in the invisible hand of the market, its supporters are ideologically pre-programmed to doubt the existence of market failure. In addition, because he was a convert to American neo-conservatism, Howard was also ideologically pre-programmed to interpret all expressions of doubt about the beneficence of the workings of the free market as the deep anti-capitalist prejudices of politically correct elites. As he explained to the American Enterprise Institute following his enforced retirement: ‘The left liberal grip on education institutions and … sections of the media remains intense. Global warming has become a new battleground. The same intellectual bullying and moralising, used in other debates, now dominates what passes for serious dialogue on this issue’.




    Not all the reasons for the global warming policies of the Howard government are ideological in character and connected to Howard’s attempted neo-liberal, neo-conservative reconstruction of the Liberal Party tradition. Because of his reduction of Australian foreign policy to service alongside the United States, Howard was determined that Australia’s global warming policy should be coordinated with the global warming policy of our great and powerful friend. According to information given to Guy Pearse by a well-informed insider, in their discussions of 10 September 2001, George W Bush asked Howard a straightforward question. Would Australia support the United States over global warming or would it go with Europe and Kyoto? Howard’s answer to this question would never be in doubt. In addition, it was clear that Howard’s narrowly economic interpretation of Australia’s national interest determined his unwillingness to curb Australia’s carbon emissions or to imperil Australia’s vital export trade in fossil fuels, especially coal. In November 2006 Howard said in an address to the Queensland branch of the Liberal Party: ‘Wouldn’t it be an extraordinary paradox if this country had achieved great prosperity, in no small measure due to the resources that providence had given us, and we are then to be knee-jerked into a response to global warming that crippled the very industries that gave us that prosperity?’




    One of the strengths of the prime ministership of Sir Robert Menzies was the arm’s length distance he maintained between his government and big business. This was not Howard’s way. The Howard government was always extremely sensitive to the mining interests—coal, aluminium, iron, steel, oil. It was always influenced by the Business Council of Australia, by pro-business think-tanks, such as the Institute of Public Affairs and the Centre for Independent Studies, and by anti–global warming pressure groups such as the Western Mining front, the Lavoisier Society. As Guy Pearse has shown, throughout the period of the Howard government, representatives of the energy business lobby, the so-called Australian Industry Greenhouse Network, were given almost unprecedented access to the Cabinet and public service decision-making process, with members being granted the right to read and even, on occasion, to write sections of critical public service papers or Cabinet submissions. The Howard government’s unwillingness to support the international struggle against global warming, at least until the conversion of Rupert Murdoch in 2006, was also significantly facilitated, as Clive Hamilton makes clear in Scorcher, by both the indifference of the mainstream media and in particular by the activism and the anti–global warming propaganda of the Chris Mitchell– edited Murdoch flagship, the Australian.




    In explaining the Howard government’s unwillingness to rise to the challenge of global warming there are not too few lines of explanations but, if anything, too many. In social scientists’ jargon, the most serious failure of the Howard leadership of the Liberal Party is overdetermined. Yet one thing at least seems clear. Any restoration of the good name of the Liberal Party requires a fearless reckoning with the abject failure of the Howard government in relation to global warming.




    I hope not to be misunderstood. I am not claiming in this chapter that the rise of populist conservatism or the failure of the Howard government’s Iraq policy or its unwillingness to rise to the challenge of global warming was responsible for its defeat in the election of November 2007. Nor am I attempting an overall assessment of the Howard years. I do not deny that there were real achievements—the ban on automatic weapons; the introduction of the GST; the assistance eventually given to East Timor in its bid for independence; on balance, perhaps, the management of the economy. What I have, however, attempted to show, in three fundamental public policy areas, is the damage that has been inflicted on the Australian political culture and on Australia’s international reputation by John Howard’s neo-liberal, neo-conservative reconstruction of the non-Labor tradition passed from Alfred Deakin to Malcolm Fraser via Sir Robert Menzies.




    How is the Howard reconstruction of the Liberal tradition to be explained? One answer lies in the collapse of the two most powerful claims the party had made before the 1980s about its difference from Labor. The Liberal Party once gained its identity from opposition to Labor socialism. Yet from the time of the Hawke prime ministership, Labor ceased to be a socialist party in any meaningful sense. The Liberal Party also once gained its identity by claiming that its opponents represented only a section of the people, the trade unionised working class, while it governed for the nation on behalf of all. Yet under Hawke this claim lost plausibility. If the Liberal Party could not derive its identity as the anti-socialist and anti-sectional party, from where could its distinctive identity derive? John Howard sought to provide an answer to this question by making the Liberal Party, for the first time in its history, an explicitly conservative party. As it happened, the attempt failed. Howard left no conservative successor in his Party. He had created no conservative tradition. It was not that Howard’s vision had been replaced by any new alternative. It was merely that his ideological makeover of the Liberal Party, his attempt to convert the Liberal Party into a conservative party along British Tory or American Republican lines, had not taken root. To the question ‘What does the Liberal Party stand for?’ there was now no remotely plausible answer.




    One of the most interesting features of the political landscape during the Howard years was the unwillingness of those inside the Liberal Party to offer any form of resistance to the direction in which Howard was leading. Unlike in the United States, where Congressional members from both parties invariably from time to time oppose the president, in Australia, which has inherited the Westminster system, there is no equivalent separation between the executive and the legislative branch. It is obvious that in Australia power has become increasingly concentrated in the office of the prime minister. For this reason the system is now commonly called American or presidential. This is based on a misunderstanding. We have now a quasi-presidential system but without the balance of an independent Congress. Unlike in Britain, where backbench opposition from members of the party forming the government is inevitable, Australia suffers from a parliamentary system in which party discipline is so rigid that almost no dissent is tolerated. With the notable exception of the small group led by Petro Georgiou, who rejected aspects of the Howard government’s asylum seeker policy, there was no group of Liberal Party backbenchers or even an individual member of the Party who openly opposed the government on any other issue. No-one opposed the prime minister’s rejection of reconciliation or multiculturalism. No-one opposed the mimetic foreign policy that led Australia into the disaster of Iraq. No-one even opposed Howard’s failure to rise to the challenge of global warming. Nor of course did any Howard government ministers resign because of a principled opposition to a policy position of the government in which they served.




    During Howard’s period as prime minister, the parliamentary Liberal Party offered him unwavering and uncritical support. As his legacy becomes discredited, so will the reputation of those who followed him so loyally. This includes several contributors to this volume. Only honest criticism of the Howard years will eventually restore the reputation of the federal Liberal Party and lead it out of its present values void.
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