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Foreword


Has a year of political turmoil changed the game?


Michelle Grattan


Chief Political Correspondent, The Conversation, and Professorial Fellow, University of Canberra


In 2015, Australian federal politics saw another of the volcanic leadership eruptions that marked 2010 and 2013. This time on the conservative side, it showed that the impact of polling on the behaviour of MPs is bipartisan.


Many in the public hope Malcolm Turnbull’s ascension will be a circuit-breaker, starting a more positive period in federal politics—a break from the negativity, nastiness and cannibalising of prime ministers by their own parties that has blighted the recent past and further alienated a cynical public.


There was already a model for a better way, and a lesson. Early in 2015, the pugilistic Campbell Newman lost the Queensland state election, despite having had a huge majority. In contrast, New South Wales Premier Mike Baird, politically a lover rather than a fighter, held power handsomely.


The federal Liberals had vowed they would not be like Labor in ditching their prime minister in his first term. Yet Tony Abbott, despite his sweeping victory, lasted a mere two years.


When Abbott was deposed in September on a party-room vote of 54–44, Australia got not just a new leader but a changed style of government and, in the electorate, a mood of relief.


Abbott led an aggressive, divisive administration, which forfeited trust and angered voters. Turnbull arrived talking consensus and co-operation, reaching out to community and crossbenchers.


Abbott saw the dark side in many things; he continued in government the politics of opposition; he hunted his opponents continually and relentlessly even (through royal commissions) when he had already vanquished them. National security, with constant warnings of the threat from the Islamic State ‘death cult’, was used as a weapon of political protection and an attempted wedge against Labor.


The ‘culture wars’ took the form of a virulent government onslaught against the ABC. A bevy of right-wing media commentators egged on the attacks against this and other targets. After Abbott fell, in a coup he did not see coming, some among these supporters descended into a funk of fury.


Turnbull glided in on optimism, talking up the excitement of being alive at this time and in Australia. Abbott had fought the future, whether represented by renewable energy or same-sex marriage. Turnbull turned the eyes of the country onto it. ‘Innovation’ became his early catch-cry. His revamped ministry promoted women and younger people, who fortuitously included many of his own supporters, and dumped some Abbott diehards.


The first year of the Abbott experiment had been disastrous; its harsh budget measures appalled voters and stuck in the craw of the Senate. The surprise in Abbott’s second year was his inability to learn from his mistakes.


His extraordinary decision to announce—on Australia Day 2015—a knighthood for Prince Philip helped trigger the February leadership crisis, driven by his backbenchers, with a spill motion defeated 61–39. A shaken Abbott promised to be more consultative and to govern better.


He mended his ways for a while. The 2015 budget went down much better than its predecessor. But soon the cabinet was leaking, key ministers were deserting him, and his controlling and controversial chief of staff, Peta Credlin, who temporarily kept a low profile after the attempted spill, was again throwing her weight around.


Abbott played a deceptive game to prevent a Liberal parliamentary conscience vote on same-sex marriage. He backed Speaker Bronwyn Bishop, embroiled in a scandal over entitlements, though it was clear to colleagues that she had to go. When she finally did, the affair had torn at his leadership.


Above all, the Coalition had been behind in the polls for most of its time in office. When he challenged Abbott, Turnbull cited that the government had trailed in 30 consecutive Newspolls.


Several big lessons are obvious from Abbott’s failure. The first is that governing requires a different skill set from opposition, and a prime minister lacking those skills needs to acquire them quickly. Second, the electorate’s tolerance for broken promises—which people once regarded as an inevitability of politics—has contracted dramatically. Third, the public want some relief from the hyper-partisanship that has come with the modern continuous campaign and 24-hour news cycle.


Turnbull and his new treasurer, Scott Morrison, who replaced the embattled Joe Hockey, began by meeting stakeholders—business groups, the ACTU, the community sector—who had been canvassing economic reform and were anxious to present their views. Turnbull and Morrison insisted that all options, especially those for a revised tax system, would remain for the time being ‘on the table’, in contrast to Abbott’s ruling out measures as he sought to corner Labor.


The new prime minister adopted a tone that was also more inclusive of the Muslim community. After a terrorism incident in which a 15-year-old youth shot a police employee, Muslim leaders were included in the phone hook-up organised by Baird and Turnbull.


How much policy pivots under the new leader will only become clear in the months between now and the election and, if Turnbull wins, when he has his own mandate.


There were some early signs. The man who loves trams and trains, and didn’t give them up even after becoming prime minister, quickly put aside the Abbott bias against funding public transport.


On some issues, notably climate policy and a plebiscite on same-sex marriage next term, Turnbull locked himself into Abbott’s positions in order to win votes for the leadership. The Nationals, suspicious of him from his days as opposition leader, insisted that the Coalition agreement with the new prime minister included written undertakings on these and other policy areas.


Despite his pledges on the basics, there will be greater flexibility on climate policy as time goes on. It was quickly obvious government attitudes had changed from when Abbott and Hockey expressed deep hostility to wind farms and the compromise with Labor on renewable energy was struck with gritted teeth.


The switch in the prime ministership was a major blow to the opposition leader, Bill Shorten. He had been able to cast himself as the man of the future pitted against, in Abbott, a leader who was of the past and a right-wing ideologue.


Suddenly Shorten found himself trumped—his new opponent had seized the future and occupied the middle ground. Shorten had been talking about innovation, technology and the like, but had lacked the cut-through to make these issues his own.


Previously Shorten, according to the polls, was in a strong position for the 2016 election, although he was not personally popular, had lost some skin at the royal commission on trade union corruption and found it difficult to get policy messages across.


Abbott and Shorten were each other’s best bet electorally. Facing Turnbull was a very different proposition, even raising questions about whether Shorten’s Labor Party might also contemplate a leadership change, despite the hurdle that new party rules presented. But most people in Labor believed Shorten would lead into the election.


In one area, however, Turnbull reduced the pressure on Shorten—unlike Abbott, he was not obsessed with trying to push Labor into appearing soft on national security.


The issues looming for the 2016 election include tax reform, economic management, repairing the budget, innovation and all it entails, education, health, climate change, industrial relations and welfare.


The government is due to unveil a tax package that is likely to include the promise of tax cuts. What change might be proposed for the GST remains a guessing game. Baird’s experience in his NSW election, when he ran on a platform of electricity privatisation, shows a popular leader can sell even an unpopular policy. But a radical tax package would be a gamble, let alone any robust industrial relations reform plan.


The Coalition’s progress on getting the budget back in shape has been limited by Senate difficulties and political retreats. A sluggish, uncertain economic outlook will make voters fearful as well as the fiscal problems formidable.


In 2015, the government was forced to backtrack on two bold changes that over-reached, acceptable to neither Senate nor public. Abbott dumped the planned Medicare co-payment. The Turnbull government stepped away from the deregulation of university fees. In late 2015 the government went back to the drawing board on university funding and was still working on a health overhaul.


The public became more engaged with climate issues in 2015. Labor stuck with its policy for an emissions trading scheme, despite Abbott abolishing the carbon tax. Abbott ferociously attacked Labor’s commitment to an ETS and its ambitious renewable energy target; given Turnbull’s past (albeit not present) support for an ETS and his sympathy for renewables, the two sides have come closer together. Climate change will be one of the most interesting areas of engagement at the next election.


The policy contest will be important in 2016 but equally so, in our semi-presidential system, will be the crucial element of leadership. It’s early days for Turnbull, full of promise but still to be tested as prime minister on his detail and steadiness, while Shorten has yet to show whether he can rise to the challenge of a completely new set of circumstances.


The articles in this collection, a small selection from the thousands of pieces published as part of The Conversation’s daily coverage, offer analyses of issues and events as they happened over the turbulent year that was 2015. Other pieces, drawing on the expertise of our academic writers, look ahead to what the 21st century holds in store for Australia and the world.


The Conversation draws on the deep knowledge base of scholars and researchers from around the world. Our coverage continues to attract growing numbers of readers in Australia, where the site was launched in March 2011, and to our editions in the United Kingdom, the United States, Africa and France, the most recent addition to the TC family. As this book was going to press, our monthly audience had climbed to 2.6 million users on site, about 60% of those from outside Australia, with a reach of more than 23 million through Creative Commons republication.


This collection offers a taste of the rich and varied menu of articles that The Conversation makes available online every day to inform, challenge, delight and, importantly, connect readers around the world.


Michelle Grattan is Chief Political Correspondent at The Conversation and Professorial Fellow at the University of Canberra. She has been a member of the Canberra parliamentary press gallery for more than 40 years and is one of Australia’s most respected and awarded political journalists.


Thanks to all the authors whose articles appear in the book, and to John Watson, Todd Shilton, Debbie Dickinson, the editors at The Conversation and to publishers MUP. All articles in this book originally appeared at theconversation.com.




CHAPTER 1


Leadership challenges in changing times





What ails Abbott is but a symptom of the disease of government today


Shaun Carney


Adjunct Associate Professor, School of Social Sciences, Monash University


If a single speech is regarded as a make-or-break event for an Australian prime minister, then that prime minister faces an uncomfortable future. That’s because the ‘make’ part is a fraud. Tony Abbott could have finished himself off with a dreadful performance at his February 2 appearance at the National Press Club. But he never stood a chance of restoring his prime ministership simply by putting on a decent or even a brilliant showing.


That’s because once the make-or-break tests begin, they never stop. Get through this announcement, this parliamentary showdown, this interview and there’ll always be another one. That’s the zone Abbott will now inhabit for as long as he remains prime minister or until the next election, should he still hold the position then. He’s only ever one more blunder away from collapse.


So too is his government. The fixation with his leadership—whether he should be replaced and by whom—at the mid-point of its first term of office unfortunately follows a modern, predictable script. Surely, it’s reasoned, there’s nothing fundamentally wrong with the government; the problems are down to the leader and to messaging.


There are calls, as there have been since the Queensland state election rout, for Abbott to admit error, to change his ways, or to hand over to someone else. Change the face, ramp up the PR, find a new way to tell the people that what’s being done to them is for their own good, and everything will be back on track.


This obsession with leadership pays insufficient heed to the deeper reasons behind the government’s problems. This is a government with a very long ministerial tail. Its weaknesses start if not at the top then with the second-most-important minister, Treasurer Joe Hockey, and through various parts of the ministry.


The lion’s share of responsibility for the government’s trials and its apparent lack of public support must go to Abbott, of course. The power of prime ministers in contemporary Australia is immense. But in a cabinet system of government, there’s a collective responsibility that should be shared by all ministers.


This is all too easily forgotten. The government is not and never has been just Tony Abbott; it is the sum of the Liberal and National party organisations, all the way up to the people the parties put up for cabinet membership.


Where the government has gone wrong is in its attitude to policy formulation and its approach to governing since the Liberal party room made the fateful decision to install Abbott as leader in December 2009.


Under Abbott, the Coalition has pursued a set of default positions. On policy, it has taken up the modern nostrums of economic liberalism, of smaller government, free trade agreements, the sale of public assets such as Medibank Private, of applying higher consumer prices to government services such as health and higher education. It is assumed by many of the people who write about politics and by public servants and political advisers that the public is comfortable with these policy choices, but there’s mounting evidence that this is not so.


On its communications, the government has opted for the most risk-averse positions. In opposition, despite holding a massive lead over Labor before the 2013 election, it took the safe route and chose to assure voters that it would be able to fix the budget without any cost to voters, with no cuts, no excuses and no surprises. The adults would be back in charge. Surplus budgeting was in the Coalition’s DNA, and so forth.


In office, its ministers all deliver little more than talking points. Its members run down the clock in interviews with answers that rarely address the questions that have been asked.


Government MPs are not unique in this; Labor members have in recent years taken the same approach. But that’s where the Abbott government has got itself into so much strife so quickly.


When voters heard ‘no surprises’, ‘the adults are back in charge’ and a pledge not to impose costs on them during the repair job, they believed they were going to get authenticity and straight talk from an Abbott government, compared with the ALP’s chaotic, PR-obsessed shenanigans.


Instead, what voters got was a 2014–15 budget that contained nasty surprises such as a Medicare co-payment. They got a higher education policy that looked to place extra burdens on families and graduates.


Voters concluded that they’d been conned. They’d wanted something fresh, something straight. Instead—and qualitative polling by both sides suggests this—they’ve decided that they’ve elected another outfit committed to the political orthodoxy of spin and higher costs.


Being seen as a liar or a sneak is sudden death in modern politics because we appear to have moved into a new era in which—if the recent Victorian and Queensland elections are a reliable guide—there is no such thing as redemption.


The sense of crisis that has overtaken the Abbott government in the past week has been triggered by two events that have little material effect on national politics: Abbott’s awarding of an Australian knighthood to the Duke of Edinburgh, Prince Philip, and the Queensland state election result.


The reason that they’ve resonated so profoundly in Canberra is that they reflect public revulsion at not being told all of the truth. Abbott reintroduced Australian knighthoods only six months after the 2013 election. It was only a tiny surprise but an unnecessary one nonetheless. The shock of the first Hockey budget came soon after and the government has never recovered.


The Queensland result was the final response by voters to Campbell Newman’s 2012 pre-election promise that the jobs of state public servants and government workers were safe. Upon being elected, he promptly got rid of 14,000 of them, and his poll ratings started to fall away from that moment. His commitment to sell off government assets—a popular policy for adherents to the political orthodoxy but highly unpopular among many voters—locked in that fall.


Abbott did not do too badly at the National Press Club, although his call for political debate in which there were no cheap shots—and in which all players acted in the national interest and not their own self-interest—was, in the context of his own performance as leader, a bit of a stretch.


But it was merely the first of a long, long series of tests that Abbott will face every day from now on. And just getting a pass will never be enough.


Shaun Carney is an Adjunct Associate Professor at the School of Social Sciences, Monash University. He is a columnist with the Herald Sun newspaper in Melbourne, and was associate editor and chief political columnist at The Age newspaper 1997–2012.


Article first published February 2, 2015


The evolution of Malcolm Fraser was a wonderful thing to behold


Barry Jones


Professorial Fellow, University of Melbourne


What I came to admire, even love, in Malcolm Fraser was that, as he aged, he became more open, more radical, more attracted to the universal, more outraged by opportunism, and more courageous. At 84 he was better than he had been at 64, and far superior to the 44-year-old prime minister. That evolution was a wonderful quality in him.


Born in Toorak, brought up in the Riverina, Fraser was educated at Melbourne Grammar and Magdalen College, Oxford, where his lecturers included Isaiah Berlin and A.J.P. Taylor.


Elected as MP for Wannon in December 1955, aged 25, he was the youngest future prime minister to enter federal parliament. Paul Keating, a few months older, came next.


Fraser’s style and associations were patrician, something that the Melbourne-educated Robert Menzies aspired to, and the Oxford-educated John Gorton rejected. Gough Whitlam was patrician in style but not background, and Howard was determinedly populist.


Going directly to Oxford from Melbourne Grammar was probably a mistake, isolating him from Melbourne contemporaries and contributing to his rather awkward manner. Fraser’s marriage to Tamie (Tamara) Beggs in 1956 humanised him, and his children, in later decades, encouraged him to enlarge his range of issues.


He was always, as Bob Hawke said, impeccable on race. But in his early years in politics he was seen as hard right, influenced by the novels of Ayn Rand, with their heavy emphasis on individual freedom and opposition to state intervention, and—like Tony Abbott—attracted to the ideology of B.A. Santamaria.


These factors may have influenced Menzies to choose Billy Snedden and Peter Howson as ministers but not Fraser—a decision he came to regret.


During the Vietnam War, as army minister, Fraser began as a zealot, then became a sceptic, determined to resist Australian forces being subject to strategic deployment by the United States and doubtful that a victory by Hanoi would endanger Australian security in any way.


In 1992, he invited me to join the board of CARE Australia. We worked together closely for the next eight years. He drove himself and he drove the board, and he was increasingly appalled by contemporary horrors, especially Rwanda.


Despite the ‘late unpleasantness’ of The Dismissal in November 1975, Whitlam and Fraser took common cause on many issues and developed a mutual affection in their last decades.


Gough told me that he allocated responsibility for the dismissal as 70% John Kerr, 30% Fraser.


In May 2008, I organised a lunch for Gough attended by Malcolm, John Clarke and Bryan Dawe, Race Mathews, Graham Freudenberg and Julian Burnside. The rapport between Malcolm and Gough was obvious.


Fraser used to argue that he had not changed his political position, but everyone else had, with both the Liberals and the ALP moving from the centre to the right. He was deluding himself there. He had changed, very significantly.


He had become Liberal leader in March 1975 as a paladin of the right, defeating the moderate but ineffectual Billy Snedden.


He used to take conservative attitudes. He voted against the abolition of the death penalty (September 1973), abstained on Gorton’s motion to decriminalise homosexual acts (October 1973) and voted with John Howard and Philip Ruddock on the Lusher motion proscribing medical benefits for abortion (March 1979).


He made a serious error of judgement in adding a new division, Knight (AK) and Dame (AD), to the Order of Australia in June 1976. Because these awards went mostly to people who were already knighted, including Menzies, Burnet, Kerr, Cowen, Stephen, Barwick, Cutler and Syme, this aroused less controversy than Abbott’s exhumation of the honour in 2014.


Strikingly, when he spoke at the Melbourne launch of my autobiography, A Thinking Reed, in 2008, he read with deep emotion from my chapter on the death penalty.


As prime minister from 1975 to 1983, he maintained much of the Whitlam ‘platform’, including free universities, and was an ardent promoter of multiculturalism. He was a strong supporter of the ‘Yes’ case in the failed 1999 referendum on a republic and became a patron of the Dying With Dignity organisation.


With Julian Burnside, he was the outstanding advocate for reversing the cruel and dehumanising—but apparently electorally popular—policy of mandatory detention for asylum seekers. He was strong on Indigenous issues.


Malcolm was a gifted photographer and I bought one of his pieces for my collection by donating to CARE Australia.


During the 2007 election he would telephone me and say, ‘How are we going?’ I would always reply, ‘Who is this “we” to whom you refer? Is it the party that you used to lead?’ And he would say—it was a kind of game—‘Get stuffed.’


He became an enthusiastic tweeter and accused me of not keeping up with the times. On most issues, population excepted, we took a common view and he was certainly further to the left than anyone on the opposition frontbench in Canberra.


Malcolm was an extraordinary, often lonely, figure, and I shall miss him. The loss for Tamie, his family, his office staff, old friends will be profound and I send them my love.


Barry Jones is a Professorial Fellow at the University of Melbourne. He was a Member of the Australian Parliament 1977–98, Minister for Science 1983–90 and Australian Representative to UNESCO 1991–95.


Article first published March 23, 2015


National conference subdued about Labor revival as Shorten gets his way


Dennis Altman


Professorial Fellow in Human Security, La Trobe University


After Labor lost government in Tasmania last March, the ALP was in opposition federally and in all states across the country, with the sole exception of South Australia. Sixteen months later Labor has returned to power in two more states, Victoria and Queensland, and leads consistently in federal opinion polls.


One might have expected, then, more jubilation at its national conference than seemed to be the case. My impression was of being in the members’ section of a football team that was down on its luck but determined to keep up its spirits at all costs.


At a time of declining party loyalties, Labor’s national conference is a rallying point for the true believers. It is a chance to reassert their commitment to both a vision of Australia and the election of a Labor government.


Cynics argue that Labor is wedged between the left purists of the Greens and the populist right represented, if only fleetingly, by Clive Palmer. But given the constraints of a gathering of 400 delegates, the ALP’s national conference is a remarkable event.


Shorten wins on turnbacks


As I was leaving the conference hall after the asylum-seeker debate, the woman next to me said: ‘Well, now maybe I should join the Greens.’


To which her neighbour responded: ‘But aren’t you proud to be in a party that is able to hold a debate like this?’


The debate, which became a test of Labor leader Bill Shorten’s commitment to keeping the option for boat turnbacks, was the conference’s emotional and political highlight. Large numbers of Labor members are deeply troubled by Australia’s record, and struggle to find a more humane solution.


In making boat turnbacks a test of his leadership, Shorten was gambling that he could take on many in his party—including three of his most senior federal colleagues in Tanya Plibersek, Penny Wong and Anthony Albanese—and win.


Lost opportunity to debate foreign policy


Unlike other potentially contentious issues, that of turnbacks could not be resolved by a compromise. Shorten’s opponents went into the hall knowing they would lose and accepting the need to rally behind the leader.


This was very different to the question of Palestinian recognition, where a compromise was hammered out behind closed doors with a more critical stance towards Israel than Shorten’s supporters wanted.


The vote on Palestine was delayed while powerbrokers argued over wording before presenting a motion, which passed without debate. Frontbench MP and right-wing powerbroker Tony Burke spoke to both this and the asylum issue. This might suggest he is being groomed as a future Labor leader.


Shorten did not discuss foreign policy in his opening address. Even in the session devoted to it there was little criticism of the broad directions of the Abbott government—except around development assistance, which Plibersek has made her major theme as shadow foreign minister.


As Australia is a major participant in the campaigns against Islamic State, one might have expected more debate on Labor’s support for this commitment.


Where now for Labor?


Conferences are about solidifying the leadership, mobilising the base and providing opportunities for a new generation of leaders to present themselves. Fairfax Media’s Adam Gartrell identified five rising Labor parliamentarians: Terri Butler, Pat Conroy, Ed Husic, Clare O’Neil and Tim Watts. I’d add Andrew Giles, who moved the left motion to oppose turnbacks.


At times there was a weird disjuncture between the parliamentary leaders, all of whom were senior ministers in the Rudd/Gillard governments, and the determination of the conference organisers not to remind us of the recent past. There was no former prime minister in the audience to be applauded.


But in the invocation of an emissions trading scheme and his emphasis on jobs, education and health, Shorten was establishing continuity with the past—even if no-one was wearing Kevin ’07 T-shirts.


National conferences, as Senator Kim Carr told me, lay down broad directions rather than policy. Predictably, the conference reaffirmed opposition to university deregulation. Carr insists that claims Labor won’t adequately fund higher education are, in his words, ‘bullshit’. Universities might anticipate hard questions about the ‘massive expansion of their senior management’ if Labor wins government.


Over the weekend several thousand people passed in and out of the conference. They attended the open discussions organised through the Labor Fringe, taking materials from the 20 or so stalls carrying everything from EMILY’s List tea towels illustrating Julia Gillard’s misogyny speech, to yoyos and free water from the health promotion booth.


Around the booths area one could see a remarkable cross-section of Australia. There were rusted-on party veterans alongside large groups of young supporters, many of them wearing the green T-shirts of Labor for Environment, the red of Labor for Refugees or the multi-colours of Rainbow Labor.


The Labor Party’s future depends on its ability to steer its vision for a more progressive Australia through the twin obstacles of public suspicion and the still-powerful party oligarchies.


Dennis Altman is a Professorial Fellow in Human Security at La Trobe University. He has published over 13 books, including Homosexual: Oppression & Liberation, first published in 1972.


Article first published July 27, 2015


How will history look upon Abbott and his prime ministership?


Geoffrey Robinson


Senior Lecturer, School of Humanities and Social Sciences, Deakin University


In 1955, American conservative author William F. Buckley wrote a mission statement that would become the voice of the American right. The role of the conservative, Buckley suggested, was to stand:


 


… athwart history, yelling Stop, at a time when no one is inclined to do so, or to have much patience with those who so urge it …


It is an arresting vision. But, in the end, it is a slightly comic one that casts the conservative not as a sober statesman but as a circus performer. It may be that, in the end, Tony Abbott was unable to escape this fate.


As prime minister, Abbott aspired to follow in the footsteps of John Howard. The Howard formula was of an affirmative optimistic nationalism, a preference for economic—if not social—hierarchy, and an economic policy unhampered by libertarian prejudice.


Abbott promised voters a return to the prosperity of 2007, minus WorkChoices. The past is, however, another country. The economic boom that had underpinned Howard’s success unravelled from 2008 and took Labor down with it, but Abbott was slow to realise that the economic world had changed. Here, he was in (bad) company—Labor’s economic ideology was notably incoherent as well.


Perplexed by the problems of the present, Abbott too often luxuriated in the applause of cultural conservatives who fought battles against imaginary foes. The government’s royal commissions into home insulation and trade unions looked like an attempt to reboot the 2013 election campaign.


Progressives were baffled and infuriated by Abbott. In the last month a spate of media commentary cast his as a do-nothing government. This was unfair if we see conservatism as about yelling stop.


Abbott shifted the Coalition radically to the right on climate change and destroyed what had seemed a bipartisan consensus. He struggled to develop a substantive policy agenda in times more challenging than Howard faced.


The 2014 federal budget sought to fill this gap by resurrecting forgotten 1990s economic reform proposals, but it left voters unenthused. After this setback the government retreated to a Howardian complacency on the economy, which was at odds with voters’ experience of stagnating living standards. Abbott might have done better to promote a sense of economic crisis and then, as David Cameron did in Britain, blame Labor.


The government disappointed economic liberals by its failure, apart from aspects of the 2014 budget, to sell an economically liberal case. But this would have required it to go beyond the Howardian comfort zone inhabited by the true believers of the conservative commentariat.


The one issue about which Abbott seemed enthusiastic was Indigenous constitutional recognition. Here was an attempt to develop a positive conservatism to solve the one problem that had perplexed Howard.


Like Howard, Abbott took the turn against ‘self-determination’ in Indigenous policy as a victory for the ‘conservative’ cause. Abbott went beyond Howard, however, to argue for constitutional recognition, which he cast as a conservative initiative that would perfect an already near-perfect nation.


Like many other conservatives, Abbott claimed allegiance to the legacy of Edmund Burke and to upholding ‘conservative’ reform. Conservative change, Abbott declared in July 2014, was for the good if it benefited the country. Here Abbott retrod the steps of the Turnbullite republicans that he campaigned against in the 1990s.


By 2015 constitutional recognition seemed becalmed. Abbott’s modest proposals did not enthuse supporters of Indigenous rights, but most of the activist conservative commentariat such as Andrew Bolt remained staunchly opposed.


Will Abbott’s conservatism survive the tide of history? Same-sex marriage seems inevitable as does some form of carbon pricing, or at least some expensive ‘direct action’ substitute. What may fail is Indigenous constitutional recognition, which Abbott claimed as his concession to ‘history’.


In 1958, economist and philosopher Friedrich Hayek declared that conservatism could not:


 


… offer an alternative to the direction in which we are moving. It may succeed by its resistance to current tendencies in slowing down undesirable developments, but, since it does not indicate another direction, it cannot prevent their continuance. It has … invariably been the fate of conservatism to be dragged along a path not of its own choosing.


In 2009 Abbott and his supporters rallied opinion against Turnbull on the grounds he was being dragged down a path of Kevin Rudd’s choosing. In the end, however, Abbott’s legacy may confirm Hayek’s prediction.


Geoff Robinson is a political historian and Lecturer in History and Politics at Deakin University. Before taking up an academic position he worked in higher education management and policy development and as a tutor at Monash University.


Article first published September 14, 2015


Can Malcolm Turnbull be a Liberal leader for the 21st century?


Carol Johnson


Professor of Politics, University of Adelaide


Malcolm Turnbull has been a highly successful lawyer and businessman. Australians now have the chance to discover if he can be a successful prime minister and revive the Liberal Party’s fortunes to lead them to victory at the next election.


If he does, Turnbull will be following a fundamentally different approach from that of Tony Abbott. While Abbott, like John Howard before him, attempted to wedge off social conservatives from Labor’s support base, Turnbull will partly attempt to attract current Labor voters who have relatively progressive social views but who see him as a better economic manager.


This is why, when he called on the afternoon of September 14 for a leadership spill, Turnbull focused on Abbott and Treasurer Joe Hockey’s economic failings.


A shift from social conservatism?


The great danger that Turnbull poses to Labor is precisely that he is a potential crossover candidate who is much liked by many Labor voters.


As his fateful decision to knight Prince Philip revealed, Abbott often had to be dragged into the 21st century. The man who had hurled abuse at feminists as a young student activist slowly came to accept that the gender equality he had railed against was a widely accepted value in contemporary Australian society.


His wife even claimed he had become a feminist, although Abbott still not-too-subtly used Julia Gillard’s gender against her.


The man who made appallingly homophobic remarks as a student eventually ended up publicly embracing his lesbian sister, even if he couldn’t quite come so far as to allow her to marry.


Perversely, what appeared to be a victory for Abbott’s social conservatism might actually have contributed to his defeat. The Coalition’s rejection of a conscience vote on same-sex marriage and Abbott’s subsequent proposal to take the issue to a plebiscite or referendum in 2017 may have facilitated some conservative Liberals—who would otherwise have strongly opposed Turnbull given his views on same-sex marriage and a conscience vote—to support his leadership challenge on the assumption that he would now support the status quo.


Policy challenges


If Abbott’s problem was that he often seemed to be behind the times, Turnbull’s is that he often seems to be slightly ahead of them—and that he can’t always take either his party room or the public with him.


Turnbull recognised the importance of action on climate change, and the need to develop a 21st-century, low-carbon Australian economy, relatively early. However, the bipartisan emissions trading scheme he successfully negotiated in 2009 fell victim to a mobilisation by Liberal Party climate-change sceptics. His leadership of the party ended with it.


Unfortunately for Turnbull, Abbott’s slogan depicting Labor’s attempts to introduce a carbon price as a ‘great big new tax’ captured the public’s imagination in a way that Turnbull’s carefully thought-out arguments in support of an emissions trading scheme did not.


Turnbull was a relatively successful communications minister, albeit while overseeing the introduction of an increasingly costly broadband program that is still much less ambitious than Labor’s fibre-to-the-premises plan. Australia’s internet speed remains slow by international standards.


Abbott famously declared that he was not a ‘tech head’ when bamboozled by relatively simple questions regarding the Liberals’ broadband plans. By contrast Turnbull literally made a fortune out of his involvement in IT businesses such as OzEmail. He now promises to help steer Australia through coming technological disruptions.


However, it is not just his grasp of climate change and technology in which Turnbull has proven to be arguably more in tune with the 21st century than Abbott is. He has also made some important statements regarding the challenges that the rise of key Asian economies poses for high-wage, first-world economies with extensive social welfare safety nets such as Australia.


Turnbull is well aware that the era of unquestioned Western dominance has ended and that existing Australian living standards are under threat in the Asian century.


What now?


While Turnbull seems far more aware than Abbott was of the impact of changing geopolitics and geoeconomics, Turnbull’s solutions still tend to be neoliberal ones. He strongly supports free trade and opposes protectionism—hence his critique of Labor’s questioning of aspects of the China free trade agreement.


Turnbull argues that government should play a relatively minimal role, tending to rely on improving education and training, and governments should lead by example in areas such as IT implementation.


Despite his progressive social values, Turnbull is relatively dry when it comes to economics. He strongly criticised the Rudd government’s Keynesian deficit spending programs to counter the global financial crisis as being excessive.


So, in many respects, Turnbull seems an ideal Liberal leader for the 21st century. But there are some potential downsides.


Despite suggestions that he has learned from his previous mistakes when Liberal leader, Turnbull has been criticised for being arrogant and not consulting sufficiently—hence his reassuring claim in his acceptance speech that he will be ‘first among equals’. Opposition Leader Bill Shorten has already picked up on this weakness.


There are issues over whether Turnbull will be able to keep the Liberal Party and the Coalition united. Turnbull’s values hark back to earlier periods of Liberal history when moderate, small-‘l’ liberals had a more dominant role in the party. Right-wing opponents within the Coalition hate Turnbull’s socially progressive views.


However, Turnbull’s views on these issues are not as left-wing as some Liberals and National Party MPs seem to believe. He previously only advocated a conscience vote—not binding policy—on same-sex marriage. Conservative leaders such as David Cameron in Britain and John Key in New Zealand have also supported same-sex marriage being introduced in their countries. Cameron also takes issues of climate change extremely seriously.


It is often forgotten that Turnbull managed to win major transitional concessions for carbon-intensive industries when he negotiated an emissions trading scheme with the Rudd government. Turnbull has already suggested that he would feel bound for the current term by the Direct Action policy that the Liberals took to the election, despite having criticised it in the past.


Turnbull’s judgement has also been called into question, especially after the Godwin Grech debacle during his previous period as leader. Turnbull criticised the Rudd government for misleading parliament on the basis of spurious, doctored documents. He apparently naively overlooked the simple possibility that Grech could have changed the content of forwarded email messages.


Those who voted for Turnbull in the party room will be hoping that he has overcome such quirks and that he can bring both the party room and the public with him when he tells the voters sometimes uncomfortable truths about 21st-century Australia. They will be hoping that his pledge to explain ‘challenges and opportunities’ really is more successful than Abbott’s slogans.


Howard and Robert Menzies resurrected their political careers and took the Liberals to victory after being ousted as party leader. We wait to see whether Turnbull can do the same.


Carol Johnson is a Professor of Politics at the University of Adelaide. She has published numerous chapters and articles on Australian politics.


Article first published September 15, 2015, as part of a series on what 21st-century government should look like.


Australian foreign policy needs a shake-up after two decades of sclerotic decline


Tony Kevin


Emeritus Fellow, Australian National University


Malcolm Turnbull welcomes that Australia now lives in riskier, more exciting times. This is especially true of foreign policy.


The past 20 years under prime ministers Howard, Rudd, Gillard and Abbott were years of sclerosis and decline in Australia’s once creative and agile foreign policy. More and more, Australia became dullard US camp followers, as all the really important bilateral relationships and strategic choices moved into prime ministerial orbits of power, bounded by an increasingly fearful national security orthodoxy.


All prime ministers since 1996 adopted a play-it-safe foreign policy of unquestioning strategic alignment with the United States.


When asked to jump, Australia’s only question was: ‘How high?’ Since the Afghanistan war began in 2001, Australia was always first up to volunteer forces for America’s wars of choice. Australia’s strategic assessments of flashpoints—like Syria, Ukraine and China Sea competition—were unquestioningly identical with those of the United States and the United Kingdom.


Foreign Affairs and its minister were more and more left managing the bread-and-butter issues of multilateral and bilateral diplomatic processes and consular problems.


Most of the empathy towards Australia’s Asia–Pacific regional neighbours—painstakingly acquired over decades of professional diplomacy since 1945—drained away after 1996. What was left was a self-absorbed, at times pig-headed, focus on causes of the day that seemed at the time most important to us—mainly stopping the boats since 2000—with little regard for what might matter most to Australia’s regional neighbours. Australia earned a reputation, regionally and at the United Nations, of a self-centred, even cruel country.
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