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Capitol on 3 October 2019.  
 
Thank-you to everybody who might have played a part or had some influence over the 
decision to bestow this honour upon me at one of Australia’s great learning institutions. And 
particularly to Phil Kafcaloudes, who I worked with for many years at the ABC. Phil had a 
distinguished broadcasting career there - and when he left he said to me he had a feeling 
that we would some day work together again. And that happened initially when he invited me 
to RMIT, occasionally to lecture students, and now, of course, to do so in a far more formal 
capacity. 
 
Given my background and education, it’s more than passing strange to be identified as a 
professor. I didn’t meet a lot of those along the early journey. In fact, I was maybe 18 or 
older and a cadet at the Border Mail in Albury before I met anybody who had even been to 
university. 
 
My schooling was odd to the say the least. It worked and I’m grateful for it. But it was odd. 
I was taught for 11 years exclusively by presentation nuns. That wasn’t the odd bit. They 
were dedicated and quite brilliant educators. In fact, in year 11 I was taught all five subjects 
by a single nun. And I passed them all comfortably. 
 
No, it got strange when I finished primary school. There was no high school in the district 
around Chiltern, in the north-east of Victoria, for Catholic boys. There was a boarding school 
for girls at Rutherglen – Mount Carmel – about 16 kilometres away. 
 
Now the nuns, rather than let the Catholic boys stray to God knows where, determined they 
should extend the classrooms beyond the boarders to a few day pupils. So it came to pass 
that me and about 20 other boys joined about 100 girls at Mount Carmel. 
 
I survived the ordeal. 
 
But again – and this takes me back to the point I made earlier about no contact with 
universities or university students – the pattern, the history in our family, and in so many 
other families like ours in the 1960s and ’70s, was to leave school after year 10. And even 
though I was doing well academically, that’s what I tried to do. 
 
I applied for two jobs when I finished year 10. One was with the Bank of NSW (now 
Westpac) in Chiltern and the other was with a shoe store, William the Shoeman, in Albury. I 
didn’t get either. I ran second for the bank job, so they told me, and I heard nothing back 
from the shoe shop. 
 
Now what a moment in my life. I think about that often. What would have happened to me 
had I been offered one of those jobs. I know I would have taken it. What would have become 
of me? I have no idea, but it’s an intriguing question. 
 
But you have to recall that was the late ’60s. Even when Bob Hawke came to office (as 
prime minister) in 1983, just 30% of Australians stayed at high school until year 12. By the 
time he left office it was 70%. That was one of the most fundamental reforms of his prime 
ministership. Imagine the difference that made to the lives of so many people, and to the 
economy of the country. 
 



 
 
So I don’t come to this position as an academic, obviously. But rather 
someone who has used my profession to continue to educate myself 
over the ensuing five decades. And what an education that has been. As a political 
correspondent, press secretary to a prime minister, a foreign correspondent, and then a host 
of a political discussion program for 18 years. 
 
To me, the single biggest personal benefit from such a profession as journalism is the 
ongoing life training that it brings. It exposes you to so much; it gives you access that few 
others enjoy; and it encourages – in fact, demands – a curious mind. And a curious mind is 
the key element in my view to successful journalism. 
 
So I hope that I can now in some small way give something back in that regard. And I look 
forward to that. 
 
What I plan to do tonight is outline what I think has been an extraordinary shift in global 
politics in just a few short years – the world of politics is now dangerously adrift. It’s drifting 
away from fundamental decencies, from well-established political norms. 
 
The changes are being led by the influences and experiences of the Trump administration 
where values no longer seem to matter; appalling individual behaviour is dismissed with a 
shrug; accepted global political protocols are discarded in a single tweet. 
 
And Australia is not immune. In fact, there is already evidence Australia is infected. 
But before I get to all of that, and by way of background, I need to run through the last 
federal election – what happened and why. And why I believe that result tells us that 
conservatism is now the dominant political ideology in Australia – as it is in the US and the 
UK – and as it was in Australia in the ’60s and ’70s – and that once again the Coalition can 
be seen as the natural party of government in this country. It will take something special to 
change that. 
 
Consider this. The Labor Party in Australia has now won a majority of seats in the House of 
Representatives, where governments are made and unmade, a majority just once in the last 
26 years. Once since Paul Keating won the 1993 election. That once was Kevin Rudd in 
2007. Julia Gillard didn’t do it. She won minority government only. And in May Labor failed 
again. Not against well-established Liberal Party heavyweights like John Howard and Peter 
Costello – but they lost to a government led by Scott Morrison, a government that Morrison 
himself described as ‘The Muppet Show’. And a government that lost so much talent from its 
front bench when so many moderates simply couldn’t go on any longer. 
 
So why? What happened? What’s going on? 
 
So much of went wrong for Labor is only transparently obvious after the event. But it’s 
obvious just the same. First and foremost, their agenda was too ambitious – too cluttered. 
Kevin Rudd won with a single-minded attack on work choices. Paul Keating with an attack 
on John Hewson’s Fightback document, Bob Hawke with a non-specific promise of bringing 
Australia together. 
 
Labor this time had a myriad of policy and political approaches. A combination of poor 
planning and poor salesmanship led to hundreds and thousands of people who will never 
see a franking credit in their lives, fearing they were about to lose something. Fearing it to 
such an extent that, faced with a blunt choice – franking credits or increased childcare 
benefits – they chose the franking credits. 
 
Now franking credits are unsustainable and at some stage something will have to give; the 
numbers in just a few short years from now will be compelling. The cost will grow 
exponentially. There will have to be at the very least a trimming of the benefits. 



 
 
 
But having said that, it wasn’t sensible to go so hard right off the bat at 
the problem, and it wasn’t sensible to put the policy out so far ahead of time. It went out in 
isolation from the upside – the benefit to community – the revenue … the money that would 
then flow to other priorities. 
 
Here’s the evidence for that. The Age and the Sydney Morning Herald, to their credit, put out 
these numbers themselves. They surveyed their own papers and what did they find? The 
dental plan that was to be paid for with the franking credits policy – that got 10 mentions; the 
cancer funding, virtually free cancer treatment for older Australians – that got 21 mentions. 
Franking credits ... 700. 
 
That’s how big a start that issue – the negative issue – got over the positive. 
 
Same with negative gearing. It wasn’t just the policy shift – but what in their minds it 
represented. 
 
To so many it was an illustration of Labor’s inability to manage the economy; to threaten 
economic welfare. 
 
A huge lesson: you can’t take anything away from people without a very good reason. If it’s 
hard to explain then it’s easy to exploit. But more than that, the policies left Labor exposed to 
a government campaign built around higher taxes. They built a fear that taxes would go up 
across the board, to such an extent that an internet-led scare campaign around death taxes 
even got traction. 
 
In retrospect, Labor would have been better off running a far narrower campaign built around 
climate change and wages. The rest could have waited until after the election. 
That is not to say Labor should be forever gun-shy: too timid now to address long-term 
budgetary problems that negative gearing and franking credits represents. They should not 
be gun-shy. 
 
As I said, those issues will have to be dealt with, by either a Labor or a coalition government. 
But more gradually, certainly initially impacting on fewer people. 
 
But what we are seeing right now is a Labor Party knocked about by a shock loss and in real 
danger of overreacting … ready to abandon so much; a party that now seems hesitant to 
take on the government even on some of the bigger issues. 
 
Herein lies the dilemma now for Labor. Research has shown that at the last election – if that 
election had just been held in Victoria, NSW and the ACT – Labor would have won 48 seats 
to 37. That’s probably not surprising. But throw in SA, Tasmania and the NT – a large part of 
the country – and Labor still wins 57 seats to 43. Now add the capital cities of Brisbane and 
Perth – still Labor by 67 seats to 54. That only leaves the rural and regional seats of 
Queensland and WA: but there are a lot of them. 25 in fact – and 23 of those went to the 
Coalition. That put the Coalition comfortably in front. 
 
Now I’m not suggesting in any way that skewers the result. It doesn’t. The people in those 
rural areas are Australians too. Their vote counts in the same way as those in the capital 
cities. The point though is this. That demographic carried it for the Coalition. The rest of the 
country voted marginally Labor. 
 
So how does Labor deal with that? What do you say to Queenslanders? I recall 30 years 
ago saying to Bob Hawke: I’ve noticed when you’re in WA you remind people that you were 
educated there; when you’re in SA you remind them that’s where you were born; when 
you’re in Victoria you talk about your ACTU days; and now as PM you spend most of your 



 
 
time in NSW. What are you going to say to Queenslanders? And he 
said with a twinkle in his eye. I could tell them that’s where I’ll retire! 
 
But the serious dilemma now for Labor is essentially this. Do they abandon policies because 
regional Queensland hates those policies? Do they appease Pauline Hanson and her ilk?  
 
Do they make compromises simply aimed at winning back a share of that vote? Do they 
appease the regions of Queensland but in the process risk looking and sounding wishy-
washy in other parts of Australia? 
 
One answer surely is to be true to yourself. Back yourself to grow the vote in the rest of 
Australia; without abandoning Queensland altogether. Sort out what you stand for and be 
resolute behind those values. 
 
Labor lost the last election, sure, but by and large they died on their feet. If they’re not 
careful they’ll over analyse and die on their knees at the next one. 
 
The unfairness issue, for example. Was that just an election campaign construct that can 
now be abandoned because they lost? Is that all it was? Is the view now that you can’t 
simultaneously support aspiration and growth while building a bit more fairness and equity 
into the system? 
 
These things can be nuanced. And they can go in the opposite direction as well. Take Adani, 
for example. Mount a case against the mine on both environmental and economic grounds, 
but better manage the politics. Was it sensible for hundreds of people from the south to join 
a caravan and confront Queenslanders in their own backyard – and tell them face to face 
how their state and their towns and their livelihood should be managed? Poor politics. 
Counter-productive. And an important part of why the Queensland vote shifted so 
dramatically during the campaign itself. 
 
So, sure, there will be a lot of soul-searching on Labor’s part – as they desperately consider 
how they can break through in the regions of Queensland and WA. But that has to be 
balanced with the reality that they can still do better in the more populous states. And to do 
that, they’ll need to be more aggressive, not less so. More committed; more convincing. 
 
And just before I leave Labor, they too were crucified by polling; hopelessly inaccurate 
polling. That matters because if you’re being told two weeks out, or a week out, that you’re 
going to win when you’re not then that severely impacts on strategy and necessary change 
of direction. It impacts on where you should be putting valuable resources. 
 
And now what went right for the Coalition? For one, Scott Morrison. He got his act together. 
Go back six months before the election. The Liberal Party was a shambles. Malcolm 
Turnbull had just been sacked, and voters showed their displeasure initially at the Victorian 
election. The Liberals faced a hammering in Victoria. WA as well. Then Morrison stumbled 
by talking about moving the Israeli embassy to Jerusalem. He spent $350 million re-opening 
Christmas Island for no other reason than appearances. Politics. No practical purpose. Flew 
there, held a news conference, and left. He wore daggy baseball caps and told anyone who 
would listen: Go Sharkies (his beloved Cronulla Sharks rugby league team). 
 
But that all changed. He took control, eschewed almost all of his ministers and developed a 
more serious, more relevant persona. He gave Labor nothing, hammered them relentlessly 
over taxes. One simple, often-repeated message: Labor can’t manage money. 
Quite frankly, what the Labor Party has never been able to do is deal with that basic 
accusation. I can’t understand why that proposition is not rigorously challenged. But it never 
is, not adequately. 
 



 
 
Scott Morrison knocked Bill Shorten off balance, never allowing him to 
get traction on the redistribution issue. Morrison made it sound 
irresponsible, economically dangerous – more Corbyn and Sanders than Hawke and 
Keating. 
 
Their polling was more accurate than Labor’s. They knew weeks out that Labor’s vote had 
collapsed in Queensland and they went flat out drawing the big dividend. 
 
But a few observations now on what victory has meant, particularly for the Liberal Party. 
 
It has now, in my view, shifted away from any pretence at centre-right government and 
towards the right, and in some respects the far right. 
 
The most significant development in Australian politics in years – and this happened before 
the election – was the decision by the Turnbull government to ditch the NEG, the national 
energy guarantee. That was a policy that, with the barest of compromises, would have won 
the support of all but perhaps 10 members of the House of Representatives. But it was 
dropped. Why? Because the government couldn’t abide the look – the symbolism – of 10 of 
their own crossing the floor while the majority sat with Labor.  
 
And when the Coalition capitulated to that threat it gave that 10 or so from the right – it gave 
that small rump – the power of a veto. It gave them ultimate power whenever they chose to 
exercise it. And from then on they understood what that meant. That they had crushed the 
middle ground; that it was their opponents within in their own party that had demonstrated 
weakness. And that was the end of any prospect of a moderate Coalition government; and 
the end of consensus more broadly. 
 
The message was delivered loud and clear – the Coalition government would never do a 
deal with Labor if that deal went against the wishes of even a handful of their own, no matter 
the national interest. 
 
The most severe casualty of such a situation is climate change policy. The world is sleep-
walking into an environmental catastrophe. The science is in. The most recent was 
presented to the United Nations summit last week. Presented by the World Meteorological 
Organisation. 
 
Now I’m no expert. And neither is (broadcaster) Alan Jones. But I reckon the World 
Meteorological Organisation probably are. And what do they say – with absolute conviction? 
 
That the last five years has been the hottest five years ever. That carbon emissions have 
risen by 20%; that the arctic summer sea ice is declining, melting, at a rate of 12% per 
decade, with all the impact that has on rising sea levels. They now say that, even if all 
countries were true to their Paris accord agreements of 2015, that would no longer hold 
long-term temperature rises to 2%. Now, because emissions are rising so rapidly, those 
commitments will need to be tripled. 
 
In short, climate change is hitting harder and sooner than we imagined. Thankfully, the kids 
care. And so do so many others. They were not just the school kids hitting the streets last 
Friday. There were CEOs, pilots, tradies, professionals and labourers. Two thousand 
businesses signed up and encouraged their workforce to take part. 
 
Yet there are key figures in this government who won’t concede there is an emergency, or 
even a threat, and won’t even concede that climate change is due to human activities. 
 



 
 
A key figure in the Liberal Party for decades - Alan Jones, a sort of 
messiah-figure to so many on the right – said of the kids who marched 
that they were selfish, badly-educated, virtue-signalling little turds. What an outrageous 
analysis. 
 
The one and only hope for the future is that these many, many millions of people around the 
world are prepared to take up the fight. 
 
They’re not selfish. The opposite. They’re caring, committed, thoughtful and engaged. 
Scott Morrison said he doesn’t want the climate-change debate giving kids needless anxiety. 
We’ve got to make sure our kids understand the facts, he said. We sure do. 
 
And we should start with the science. And the reality that the planet is being ruined. Quite 
frankly, this is the issue that kids, and everybody else, should be anxious about.  
This is not a time for our leaders to wear rose-coloured glasses. Swedish environmental 
activist on climate change Greta Thunberg is 16. At 16 do we tell our kids to obey their 
parents, not matter what? Or do we tell them to obey their consciences? 
 
History tells us that invariably political protesters have been on the right side of history.  
 
Whether they marched for women’s rights, or black rights, or against wars like Vietnam, or 
more recently whether they marched under the banner of the Me Too Movement, protesting 
sexual harassment and sexual assault. History is always kind to them. And invariably it has 
been the politicians of the time who were the luddites resisting change. 
 
And so it is today. That’s what’s happening here. And in the UK. No time is enough time to 
dissect that train wreck. 
 
Suffice to say, before I move on to the US, that – despite everything, despite the humiliation 
of Brexit, the collapse of the Tory Party internally, the total lack of ideas and solutions, the 
deterioration of authority – (incumbent British prime minister) Boris Johnson remains an 
even money chance with bookmakers to win an early election. 
 
Such is the UK right now – and such is the total rejection of British Labor under Jeremy 
Corbyn – which I assume will soon be addressed. 
 
Now to the US., where the standard of political discourse has never been lower, and where 
decency in high office no longer seems to matter, or at least where indecency seemingly has 
no consequences. 
 
I think a lot of the analysis on Trump suffers because so much is factored in. The country 
(the United States), and the media by and large, has become desensitised. 
 
But that approach allows the President’s appalling record, his often-vile behaviour, to be 
carted away with yesterday’s garbage ... when it should be dumped on your doorstep every 
day. 
 
So, I reckon I should recap, just on some of it. 
 
This is a man who has been accused by 30 women or more of sexual assault – they are, of 
course, all liars. Liars says a man who is on tape saying that when you are a star you can do 
anything with women – grab them by the pussy. He once told a Celebrity Apprentice 
contender that she would make a pretty picture – on her knees. 
 
He routinely lies. It’s all documented. He paid $25 million to settle university law suits – 
millions more to try to silence a prostitute. 



 
 
 
Since being elected president he has made quite extraordinary 
accusations against the leaders of friendly countries, while cosying up to dictators. Who 
knows the full extent of his activities with the Russians? And all the while he has trashed the 
great institutions and traduced their credibility in the eyes of many Americans ... constantly 
attacking the judiciary and other government agencies and declaring war on the media. 
 
He has made false news an accepted part of the language and applied it to some of 
America’s most credible news organisations, in so doing chipping away at the effectiveness 
of one the pillars of democracy. 
 
He seems incapable of a full-throated attack on white supremacists. Everything is qualified, 
to the point where now the far right has been re-energised. There are now 1600 extremist 
groups in the US. The KKK, which fell away in the ’90s, now has more than 8000 members. 
There are 2500 Neo Nazis. 
 
So as he attacks institutions. He simultaneously feeds discontent with the status quo. And in 
that environment fringe groups flourish. He has described Mexicans as murderers and 
rapists. He speaks of a Mexican invasion, and then wonders why they are targeted and 
massacred in a shopping centre. 
 
He has played on people’s insecurities; and identified the people to blame for the country’s 
problems. And they are the people who are not like him. 
 
And now we learn he phoned the president of Ukraine to urge him to launch an investigation 
into the son of Joe Biden, his political opponent – investigate a company that once operated 
in Ukraine and had Biden’s son on the board. And it seems that he had a powerful lever, 
holding back $250 million in military assistance to Ukraine – money appropriated by 
Congress but held up by the White House. Even leading republican Mitt Romney described 
that as troubling in the extreme and an attack on political norms. 
 
But, of course, Donald Trump’s whole presidency has been an attack on decency and 
respect for others. 
 
America, in my view, has a problem anyway declaring itself a great democracy when less 
than half the country votes, when the people are actively discouraged from voting simply 
because of the time needed to go through the process, and on a working Tuesday. In the 
end, you can gain the White House with just 25% of the country behind you. 
 
But perhaps more worryingly, democracy in the US is under threat now from Donald Trump’s 
constant abuse of power and the improper use of executive privilege. And anybody in high 
office who resists him is replaced. 
 
The fact is a country is not just an economy. And a leader, whether he be a president or a 
prime minister, is not just an economic manager. A leader sets national standards. A leader 
is a mentor, an example, a motivator, a conscience for the nation. 
 
We look to our leaders for guidance, to set moral standards, to show compassion and 
empathy. But apparently not anymore. 
 
The world of politics is drifting away from fundamental decencies, from well-established 
political norms. Values no longer seem to matter – as long as the economy’s strong. 
Individual behaviour like that from Trump is more often than not dismissed with a shrug. He 
dismisses accepted global protocols in a single tweet. 
 



 
 
And, despite all this, America expects Australia to be as 
accommodating as ever. And we are. 
 
Witness the recent comments from the US Secretary of State, Mike Pompeo, who asked 
Australia in effect to sign up to their own nationalistic bogeyman Cold War-mentality against 
China. 
 
Australia has massive trade with China. Our economic security depends on that fact. But 
Pompeo said in response to that: ‘You can sell your soul for a pile of soy beans, or you can 
protect your people’. That’s what he said we were doing: selling our soul for a pile of soy 
beans. 
 
Prime Minister Morrison said last week that the alliance with the US keeps our economy 
strong and creates jobs. Well so does trading with China. We need to find a sensible 
balance, not sign up to warmongering. 
 
Scott Morrison has been lauded for apparently enhancing our relationship with the US, but 
should we be so ready to accommodate the US under Trump’s leadership? Do we really 
have to be so accommodating in order to keep the relationship on an even keel? No matter 
how flawed the person occupying the Oval Office? 
 
Was it wise of Scott Morrison to cosy up to the president in the way that he did, to set 
himself apart from so many other world leaders? And especially at a time when that leader 
has demonstrated over and over again that his own economic and foreign policy is 
absolutely driven by an America-first mantra. 
 
Sure, Scott Morrison was just the second world leader to be given the A-grade treatment at 
the Trump White House. But there’s a reason for Morrison to cosy up to Trump way he did. 
Trump has marginalised so many others. Some of them true friends in the past. Others have 
made the judgment that Americans should know it’s no longer business as usual, that they 
should know there has to be diplomatic consequences for some of his actions. Europe, in 
particular, has effectively isolated Trump and that’s why this trip by the Australian prime 
minister was so remarkable. 
 
We need to weigh up whether, by accepting and embracing such hospitality, Australia has 
sent the opposite message to the American people - that Trump and his supporters can use 
such unequivocal support as evidence that the rest of the world hasn’t abandoned him after 
all. 
 
The optics during the visit – the prime minister and the president getting along so well 
together – will obviously impress a lot of people. But there will be a downside. 
On climate change for one. Scott Morrison is not seen as a dedicated contributor to this 
mammoth global challenge. By associating with Trump in the way that he did, he appeared 
to care even less. 
 
And on China. Australia has nuanced this tricky question in the past, not taking sides, 
guarding both our security and economic interests. But what the prime minister did last week 
was take sides. He backed the US and he took on China on trade just as Trump has done, 
arguing that they are no longer a developing country, they are now developed and the trade 
rules ought to change accordingly. 
 
Gradually yes. But the average income for the Chinese is $9,000 a year. It’s close to 
$50,000 for Australians. 
 
The Chinese are making rapid progress but they still have a long way to go. Quite frankly, no 
matter what the circumstances, the personalities, or the challenges facing the world at the 



 
 
time, I’ve never yet seen an Australian prime minister – Scott Morrison 
or anybody else – who is not intoxicated by the bells and whistles at 
the White House. 
 
But after this trip there just might have to be a recalibration, otherwise there might be 
economic consequences. 
 
And now, with the threat of impeachment, the politics are changing anyway, though how that 
will alter the landscape is still an open question. Trump will probably survive. A successful 
impeachment demands 20 Republican senators to turning on him. That’s unlikely. And 
Trump can use that outcome to further build the narrative that he is being persecuted by the 
system, a narrative his supporters lap up every time. 
 
But what choice did Nancy Pelosi and the Democrats have? Could they really fail to 
prosecute given the magnitude of the allegation against the president? No, not this time. 
Whatever the outcome, the fact that impeachment is now proceeding probably means Joe 
Biden’s chances of winning the nomination have diminished … because he’s central to the 
story for better or worse … and Elizabeth Warren’s position is therefore enhanced. 
 
So … summing up … what I’m saying is that, for now, conservative forces have the 
ascendancy in the countries we tend to most focus on. And they’ve done it with the support 
of influential media figures – and a media that is effectively changing the debate. 
Compassion is now out of favour. People are intimidated against expressing compassionate 
views for fear of being branded politically correct. That’s now the common rebuke to those 
who seek a fairer society. 
 
Even worse, that horrible expression, virtue-signalling, has invaded the debate. Show 
empathy for someone, take a compassionate position on anything, and you’re not sincere. 
You’re never sincere. You’re just virtue-signalling. 
 
And, in a broader sense, the left is having its dogma, its ideology, reduced by a constant 
refrain from the right that also is proving to be very effective. In America, the Democrats are 
now dismissed as socialists – all of them, not just Bernie Sanders. Really? Joe Biden, 
Elizabeth Warren are socialists? Do they really believe in government ownership of the 
means of production? At the last Democrat leadership debate I seem to recall the Democrats 
agreeing on two things: that assault weapons should be banned; that semi- automatics 
ought to be taken off the streets and limited to the battlefields (Gee, really?), and that kids 
shouldn’t be held in cages. That’s hardly socialism. 
 
Beto O’Rourke (the Texas politician seeking the Democratic nomination for the presidential 
election) declared he would take away people’s AR-15s and AK-47s – heavy-duty weapons 
of war. And even then some Democrats starting back-peddling. They got nervous, assuring 
Americans they weren’t about to take away their guns. 
 
But the socialist tag is applied all the time, and again the media tends to accept that with a 
shrug, as if it doesn’t matter. It does, because it has infiltrated, buried itself, in the 
conversation and the consciousness of a lot of people. 
 
In a recent article in the New York Times, Paul Krugman wrote that you would be closer to 
the mark calling the Republicans fascists rather the Democrats socialists. He pointed to a 
New York Times analysis of the party platforms comparing the Republicans on a left right 
spectrum with their counterparts overseas. The study found that the Republicans these days 
are further to the right than most mainstream conservative parties, almost to the point where 
in most European countries, the Republicans by comparison would be classified as white 
nationalist extremists. 
 



 
 
But the right is good at this, no doubt. They will tar their opponents as 
the extremists, here and in the US. Because it sometimes works. And 
yet all the while the right of politics has become more extreme. 
 
Much of how this progresses will be, as always, in the hands of the media. In a recent 
interview with Michelle Grattan for the Conversation, former Coalition frontbencher Arthur 
Sinodinos – who, by the way, will make an excellent ambassador to the US – made the 
observation that some of the developments in the media in recent times amount to a danger 
to democracy. 
 
He pointed out that, because the media is far more fragmented these days, it’s easier for 
individuals to get a platform. And that can be not only a danger to democracy, but a danger 
to science as they choose their own facts. But his essential point was that so many in the 
media have become participants, creating a greater feeling of partisanship. 
News Corp – for example, Sky News – has a particular business model. They have chosen 
to corner the conservative right-wing market, and champion that market. As a result, the 
media is now a battleground, when once it was the journal of record. 
 
And that makes reform that much harder. 
 
I think it started some 10 years ago, when News Corp publications started running non-
journalists as op-ed commentators. Many of them don’t respect journalism as a profession 
and they don’t mind obsessing about rival journalists and publicly attacking them, 
professionally and personally. 
 
That has changed the nature of the business. The camaraderie has largely disappeared. 
But, more to the point, it has given the right the ascendancy in much of the public debate. So 
much of what we see and read is now straight-out propaganda. 
 
It’s the media’s responsibility to call out nonsense when they see it, to distil the dishonest 
rhetoric from the debate, and to try to put the shrill accusations from all sides into 
perspective … not contribute to that process. 
 
And the media should resist the temptation to cover politics as they would a football match, 
analysing the strategy and the tactics, rather than putting the focus on the policies and how 
those policies will impact on people. 
 
And yes, occasionally indulge ourselves and take look at the scoreboard. 
 
And right now, whether you look at the scoreboard in the UK or the US or here at home, the 
Conservatives are in office – and they have a fighting chance of staying there. 
 
But, as we all know, those trends can turn on a dime, and that’s what makes politics so 
fascinating. 
 
And I look forward to sharing those twists and turns with RMIT students in this new capacity. 
 
Thanks for listening. 
 
 


