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EDITORIAL 
BROADENING THE BASE

False Divide?

‘Today they are feeling ignored, and possibly 
oppressed’.

So reported the satirical Betoota Advocate of 
Labor’s ‘all powerful’ Surry Hills branch upon learning 
that the Party had chosen to run ‘a man who works 
with his hands’ for the Upper Hunter By-Election.

‘Known colloquially as the “No Socks Chino 
Crowd” – the Surry Hills branch represents 
the beating heart of Labor’s growing faction of 
neoliberal inner-city elites who were raised by 
Liberal Voters that have left them enough money 
to comfortably identify as ‘Left wing’. However, 
the Left-wing they are talking about is a weird 
fusion of Greens social policies and Malcolm 
Turnbull’s never-enacted energy policies, not the 
type of Left-wing that is aimed around making 
sure people don’t die at work.’

I’m the secretary of the Paddington Branch, 
immediate neighbour to Surry Hills. ‘We missed out 
on copping that by the skin of our teeth!’ I texted my 
comrades on the branch executive when I saw the post.

Betoota went on, quoting a fictional Surry Hills 
Branch President, Cleo Accambray, whom they 
decided would be a 44-year-old cryptotrader who 

started voting for Labor when he saw Kevin Rudd 
make a funny joke on ROVE in 2007: ‘I swear the Labor 
Party just needs to cut loose the dead wood from 
these bogan rural electorates. This is not how I expect 
MY party to act!’

They presumably imagine ‘Cleo’ to be archetypal 
- the embodiment of the observation that the ALP is 
increasingly seen as having become, quoting Lech 
Blaine in Quarterly Essay 83, ‘a party for people who 
went to uni’. 

Over at Paddo we were amused, but the jape 
packed a sting: our meetings are full of young lawyers 
who are no strangers to a nice chino. I myself am the 
son of a single mother who received government 
benefits while raising me and who still works as a 
cleaner to this day. But yes, I did go to uni and am also 
now a fairly typical inner-city young professional. So, 
touché?

Dr Nick Dyrenfurth of the John Curtin Research 
Centre has called for the ALP to introduce a form of 
‘working class quota’ for both MPs and Young Labor:

‘Labor was once a working-class party that 
needed middle-class votes to win elections. 
It has since become a university-educated, 
socially-liberal, white-collar party that needs 
blue-collar, non-tertiary educated, precariously 

employed votes to win [...] Too many Labor MPs 
and especially its young activists look and sound 
the same as their ostensible Greens rivals [...] 
Young Labor’s narrow gene pool – and narrow 
ideology of socially-liberal progressivism – inexo-
rably produces a narrow gene pool of candidates, 
lacking life experience. This has the effect of 
narrowing the party’s platform and, over time, 
the party vote. It is little wonder that the party 
is so disenfranchised from its traditional base – 
they look nothing alike.’

With my background, it’s confronting to be char-
acterised as part of a cultural problem for my party, 
supposedly contributing to electoral weakness; after 
all, it was Neville Wran who said, ‘That's what being in 
the working class is all about - how to get out of it.’ But 
I know and respect Nick Dyrenfurth, and I agree with 
many of his ideas, which should be read in all their 
nuance in his book ‘Getting the Blues: The Future of 
Australian Labor’, and Issue 11 of his think tank’s 
publication, ‘The Tocsin’. 

I’m aware that these particular ideas from Dyren-
furth were designed to provoke thought and discus-
sion, and they certainly did. Craig Emerson, who has 
contributed to these pages, backed his idea at the 
time, but with some reservations. ‘I wouldn't want 
to be signalling to working-class kids who want to go 
to university that they are less valuable to Labor for 
doing so,’ Emerson told the Sydney Morning Herald’s 
Rob Harris.

Two Great Bases

Labor's assistant climate change spokesman, Pat 
Conroy, believes that the Party can only govern when 
it unites its ‘two great bases’ of working class Austra-
lians and university educated, progressive voters. 
‘We're at our best when we represent both of those 
groups,’ he says. However, since 2019’s shock election 
loss, the perennial debate about the supposed tensions 
between these two bases has been especially active. 

To the extent that there is such a tension, I believe 
it partly flows from the Labor Party’s origins as a party 
of, well, labour. In theory, the ALP exists to represent 
the sectional interests of the working class as the polit-
ical wing of the industrial movement, and maintains 
important formal links to affiliated trade unions. In 
practice, however, it governs for all Australians as a 
centre-left social democratic party. Writing in the New 
Statesman in the aftermath of our UK sister party’s 
own electoral defeat at the 2021 Hartlepool byelection, 
Tony Blair reflected that ‘[the Labour party’s] limita-
tions have been there from its inception, particularly 

its estrangement from Britain’s great Liberal tradition 
– Gladstone, Lloyd George, Keynes, Beveridge.’

That dynamic can lend itself to navel-gazing, and 
raises the question, ‘whose party is it?’ But indulging 
in such introspection also creates fertile ground for 
bad-faith actors.

Influence Operations

Private research commissioned by the NSW Elec-
trical Trades Union (ETU) has found a quarter of union 
members surveyed no longer vote Labor and a further 
35 per cent reported decreasing support for the party. 
Concerningly, almost one in five said the Liberals 
better represented working people. The survey of 
almost 1500 ETU members plus four in-depth focus 
groups in western NSW, the Hunter region, the Sydney 
metro region, and Wollongong found the perception of 
Labor as captive to ‘trendy inner-city issues’ is hurting 
the party. When asked what issues they see the Labor 
Party of today focused upon, participants consistently 
spoke about ‘marriage equality’, ‘gender rights’, ‘iden-
tity politics’ and, most commonly ‘climate change’, 
reported Joe Hildebrand for Murdoch’s news.com.au. 
However, it should be noted that the research also 
found that the respondents did not think these issues 
were unimportant, just that they were given too much 
focus at the expense of more important ones.

Now, I follow political discourse in Australia 
fairly closely, and it seems to me that Labor’s leaders 
and spokespeople rarely if ever speak publicly in a 
way that could plausibly create the impression that 
they are fixated on those issues, with the possible and 
understandable exception of climate change; Chris 
Bowen MP is now framing this as an opportunity 
for job creation in regional Australia. Beyond that, I 
hear Labor's leaders talking publicly about pandemic 
response, childcare, wage growth, industrial rela-
tions, stopping corruption, free TAFE, and public 
infrastructure projects, especially social housing. 

However, it is true that those ‘trendy inner-city 
issues’ are indeed of great concern to many rank-and-
file Left-wing activists, both within Labor and beyond 
the party, and rightly so. That kernel of truth is where 
the bad-faith actors pile on.

In this issue of the Fabian, I review Van Badham’s 
excellent new book ‘QAnon and On: A Short and 
Shocking History of Internet Conspiracy Cults’. In 
the book, Badham mentions Australian researchers 
Michael Jensen and Tim Sear who study ‘influence 
operations’:

‘That term traditionally describes campaigns 
run by hostile foreign governments to affect 

Labor’s Two Great Bases 

ZANN MAXWELL
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social attitudes or disrupt the decision-making 
processes of a target population. It can also apply 
to the actions of political parties, or activism or 
even corporate interests. Influence operations 
involve an intersection of highly calibrated 
propaganda techniques and community organ-
ising. In a 2018 article, the Australian researchers 
explained there are two dominant models of 
persuasion in the public sphere. The first is a 
“rational model'', where people accept claims 
when they’re backed by evidence. The second is 
a “narrative model”, where people believe as fact 
the stories that resonate most with them.’ 

Conservative forces in Australia, and the Murdoch 
media in particular, use similar techniques to exploit 
that kernel of truth about the Left. They have been 
very successful at using a ‘narrative model’ to create 
a caricature of Left-wing, inner-city activist types and 
tarring the whole Labor Party and its leadership with 
that brush. In an emblematically deranged example, 
one Murdoch myrmidon bleats that ‘The light on the 
hill has become a disco ball in a gay nightclub, with 
race-based entry caps’. 

Give me a break. 
Lech Blaine’s argument is much more interesting. 

He suggests that the Left first allowed the loyalty 

of the working class to slip into play when ‘... trade 
unions cut a deal with bosses to suppress wage growth 
[and] the Labor Party adopted a neoliberal policy 
agenda that sacrificed unskilled manufacturing 
jobs for free trade agreements’. Then the problem 
was compounded by delivering a globally focused, 
market-based approach to climate change, while the 
regional working class employed in carbon-exposed 
industries ‘pleaded for patriotic protectionism’. For 
many battlers, says Blaine, ‘... culture trumped class 
only once they didn’t trust the Labor Party to defend 
their jobs for dear life’.

Fabius Maximus 

The Fabians have long been part of the supposed 
dynamic tension between the two great bases of 
Labor. As Iola Mathews has written in her wonderful 
pamphlet ‘Australian Fabians: A Brief History’, the 
original Fabian Society of Victoria petered out in 
1909, in no small measure because the labour activ-
ists of the trade unions and the ALP did not trust the 
middle-class radicals and intellectuals in the Fabians. 
However, Fabian activity in the 1960s and 1970s played 
a key role in redesigning the Labor Party’s image and 
creating the conditions under which it could attract 

the support of middle-class Australians, white-collar 
workers and intellectuals. 

The historian Frank Bongiorno, who has also 
contributed to these pages, has written that: ‘One of 
the greatest achievements of [Labor leader Gough] 
Whitlam and the Fabians was to convince a sufficient 
number of Australians from different social classes 
that they all had a stake in better education, the 
arts, urban reform, a healthier environment, rights 
for women, justice for Aboriginal Australians, fairer 
treatment of ethnic minorities, and an independent 
foreign policy’.

This work to widen Labor’s appeal saw it finally 
elected federally in 1972 after 23 years in opposition, 
and Whitlam’s commitment to Fabianism was at the 
heart of his government; he was once heard to say: 
‘Among Australian Fabians, I am Maximus.’

However, Bongiorno has also written that: ‘To 
accept the rhetorical tricks of those who wish to 
present modern Australia as divided into an elite of 
the “chattering classes”, and a mass of “battlers”, is to 
play into the hands of those who seek to benefit from 
“wedge” politics. There is no future for Labor in this 
kind of thinking.’

He wrote that in 2003, but the point is as perti-
nent as ever. Australia must go to the polls again 
before the end of May 2022, and as conservative forces 
continue to contest the support of the working classes 
more aggressively and unscrupulously than ever, we 
Fabians should take Bongiorno’s message to heart and 
use our growing strength to once again be a unifying 
force between the two great bases Labor needs to win.

Keeping it Real in-House

In its 2019 election post-mortem, the ALP identi-
fied some of the issues which are at risk of stymying 
the important work of the Left. While the Australian 
Fabians are not an electoral organisation, nor an 
organisation which exists specifically to help Labor, 
we are nonetheless engaged in the difficult work of 
influencing the policy debate and effecting change, 
and some of the warnings contained in the report 
have given me pause:

‘The Labor Party has been increasingly mobil-
ised to address the political grievances of a vast 
and disparate constituency. Working people 
experiencing economic dislocation caused by 
technological change will lose faith in Labor if 
they do not believe the Party is responding to 
their needs, instead being preoccupied with 
issues not concerning them or that are actively 
against their interests. A grievance-based 

approach can create a culture of moving from 
one issue to the next, formulating myriad poli-
cies in response to a broad range of concerns. 
Care needs to be taken to avoid Labor becoming 
a grievance-based organisation.’

The editorial team is committed to ensuring that 
the Fabian Review does not become a grievance-based 
publication. Rather, in our own small way, we aim to 
be a unifying force between the two great bases by 
anchoring our focus in the issues that matter most, 
and ensuring that our movement’s many legitimate 
and justifiable grievances are addressed through 
proposals for positive change. 

A source of particular inspiration on this front has 
been Kevin Rudd's contribution to the previous issue 
of this magazine and his book 'The Case for Courage'. 
In them, Rudd sets out the four key areas where polit-
ical ideas will matter most now and into the future:

‘... We won't see another progressive government 
in Canberra until we deal with [the Murdoch] 
cancer in our democracy. Three more things 
must change for Labor to be returned to office. 
Labor must significantly broaden its political 
base; demolish the entire rationale for the conser-
vative political project now that the Liberal Party 
has abandoned its position on debt, deficit and 
government intervention in the economy; and 
put forward a clear plan dealing with the chal-
lenges ahead: recurring pandemics; demographic 
decline; technological disruption undermining 
economic competitiveness and employment; the 
rise of China; and the continued economic and 
environmental devastations of climate change. 
All four tasks are essential. All four will require 
great political courage to bring about funda-
mental change. And now is the time for women 
and men of courage to act.’

The editorial team plans to heed Rudd’s call by 
making these four tasks the recurring theme of this 
magazine. They will each be addressed in one way or 
another in every issue, all approached through the 
lens of the Fabians’ overriding objective: to promote 
greater equality of power, wealth and opportunity. 

I hope you enjoy our third issue. I am proud of it 
and as always I am proud of the excellent team that 
puts it together. Happy New Year. 

Zann Maxwell is the editor of the Australian Fabian Review. 
@Zann_a_Duu
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Dear Zann,
Congratulations on an exciting, com-

prehensive and thoroughly enjoyable sec-
ond edition of Fabian. It is wonderful to 
see a diverse and vibrant culture of ideas 
being re-established on the Australian 
Left. Coming out of the pandemic, it seems 
so essential that we dare to imagine what 
a better future for our country and world 
might look like. The second edition is a ter-
rific contribution to this.

Nevertheless, I found the perspective 
in Alan Milburn’s article ‘Social Democ-
racy 3.0’ a disappointment. Milburn begins 
by hashing out a familiar theme: the crisis 
of social democracy in Europe. Milburn is 
right to acknowledge that since the 1997 
election UK Labour’s national vote has 
been falling. But he does not interrogate 
the sole interruption to that trend: the 2017 
election, where Jeremy Corbyn’s Labour 
shocked the world by reducing Theresa 
May to minority government with a near 
10% positive swing, gaining the highest 
vote share since 2001.

Milburn calls for social democrats 
to focus on the next generation. But he 
demonstrates a convenient historical 
amnesia towards the massive upsurge of 
youth enthusiasm for the Corbyn Labour 
platform at the 2017 election, where “Oh 
Jeremy Corbyn” was joyfully sung to the 
riff from ‘Seven Nation Army’ in night-
clubs, football stadiums, and even the 
fields of the Glastonbury Festival. Corbyn’s 
Labour put forward a strong platform of 
21st century democratic socialism, based 
on rebuilding social services and reducing 
inequality. Polling suggests that more 

than 60% of British voters under-40 voted 
Labour in 2017, compared to their national 
average of 40%. If that isn’t a clear sign of 
what politics for the next generation looks 
like, I don’t know what is.

In 2019, Corbyn’s Labour sadly 
resumed the declining trend of Euro-
pean social democracy. But as its ultimate 
failure must be acknowledged, so too must 
its remarkable successes at briefly inter-
rupting British social democracy’s decline 
and restoring for a whole generation hope 
in a better future – desperately needed 
after the experience of the Great Recession.

Milburn calls for “a total reinvention 
of what Labour is”. But it was a total rein-
vention of what Labour was – a demo-
cratic socialist party devoted to the trans-
formation of society towards equality and 
social justice – that created the situation 
they now find themselves in under Keir 
Starmer: aimless, drifting, and once again 
in decline. The European social demo-
cratic parties that have recently resisted 
this trend – Portugal since 2015 and Spain 
since 2018 – have seen their most success 
in meaningfully engaging with the left 
wings of their parties and parliaments.

Milburn issues a lot of platitudes of 
New Labour wisdom in this article. Lots 
of buzzwords like “aspiration”, “secu-
rity”, “technology” and “facing towards 
the future”. But where he does outline his 
proposed lessons from New Labour, he 
worryingly begins to rehash Blairite “tough 
on crime” and “intolerant on a failure to 
abide by society’s rules” rhetoric. His real 
proposal for the future of social democ-
racy appears to really just be a pivoting to 

reactionary social conservatism.
Finally, as a point of principle, the 

Australian labour and social democratic 
movement should not be taking advice 
from Alan Milburn. Since UK Labour’s 
defeat in 2010, Milburn has been repeat-
edly courted by the Conservative govern-
ment to join either their cabinet or policy 
commissions. To his credit, he has refused, 
but that he was considered a candidate by 
a staunchly neoliberal government should 
give us pause. Moreover, in 2013 Milburn 
joined PriceWaterhouseCoopers in a role 
aiming to grow the company’s presence 
in the health market. His financial benefit 
from the NHS’s slow privatisation was 
likely the reason, that in 2015, he criticised 
Labour’s policy of limiting private sector 
involvement in the NHS.

As Milburn acknowledges, 2021 is not 
1997. Despite the longings for relevance 
that we continue to see from aging Third 
Way-ers such as Alan Milburn, the ALP 
and UK Labour’s future success – and the 
success of global social democracy – will 
not come from a further pivoting towards 
the right. But Milburn is right to believe in 
the future. Social democracy’s revitalisa-
tion will come when we are able to bring 
together our diverse movement of centre-
left and left and articulate a distinct alter-
native vision for our societies: a future 
of equality, social justice and solidarity, 
accompanied by a belief in our people’s 
capacity to build it. That does not require 
a total reinvention of what Labor is – only 
a return to its best traditions.

In hope and solidarity,

CHARLIE JOYCE
Boon Wurrung Land, St Kilda, Victoria

Dear Zann,
In an otherwise excellent editorial, “Is 

this what victory looks like?” (Australian 
Fabians Review, Issue 2) I see you accept 
conventional wisdom that the 1970s stagfla-
tion was “brought on by the OPEC oil crisis”. 
That is to overlook the far greater dynamic 
of the 1972-73 world real estate bubble.

Whereas accounts of the day became 
fascinated with the comings and goings of 
the Whitlam government’s messrs Cairns, 
Connor and Crean, the bursting of the 

world’s then greatest real estate bubble 
in 1973 has been largely airbrushed from 
history. It played no small part, however, 
in the dismissal of the Whitlam Govern-
ment, the 1974-75 recession and election of 
the Fraser government.

Working as a real estate valuer in the 
Australian Taxation Office at the time, I 
witnessed the collapse of office builder 
Mainline Corporation in 1974 heralding 
the enormous Australian real estate crash. 
It’s ironic that Fraser himself was to fall 
victim in the 1982-83 recession to the 
bursting of a lesser 1981 real estate bubble.

In a speech “How Labor Lost Its Way” 
on 13 May 1984, the 100th anniversary of 
the first meeting of ‘Single Taxers’ in South 
Australia, Clyde Cameron AO described 
how Cyril Wyndham had written the land 
tax policy out of the ALP’s platform in 1963. 
It’s difficult to see this in terms other than 
the party yielding to Australia’s predilec-
tion for ‘property investment’. While the 
decision may have been a pragmatic one, 
it has also tended to silence political anal-
ysis of real estate booms on the Australian 
economy.

It’s not well known that the Fabian 
Society itself was early days influenced by 
Henry George’s ideas that the privatisa-
tion of publicly generated land rent went a 
long way to explaining wealth differentials 
and cycles of real estate boom and bust. In 
my opinion, this forgotten history is a pity.

BRYAN KAVANAGH
Mount Waverley, Victoria

Dear Zann,
I just wanted to say quickly that I en-

joyed the second issue - very attractively 
presented, and lots of genuinely interest-
ing (not just worthy…) articles. Getting any 
serious discussion of policy issues moving 
in the present lamentable political envi-
ronment is a labour of Hercules, but good 
to see at least some of the next generation 
taking on the challenge. 

Keep up the good work.

PROFESSOR THE HON GARETH EVANS 
AC QC
Melbourne, Victoria

To submit your letter to 
the editor, please email: 
Zann Maxwell 
editor@fabian.org.au

Letters  
to the Editor
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CLIMATE CHANGE

The Art of Politics
From Big & Fast 
to Slow & Small

What the Climate Movement can 
learn from Labor for Refugees

AMANDA TATTERSALL

Just over twenty years ago the Tampa, a Norwe-
gian Cargo vessel carrying 438 refugees fleeing 
the Taliban, sailed closer and closer to Austra-

lia’s Christmas Island. In the weeks, months and years 
that followed, social movements in support of asylum 
seekers grew. Like climate change now, the battles 
around how we treat refugees were moral as well as 
fraught with political challenges. Because of what 
these debates share, this earlier fight has a lot to teach 
the Labor Party and the climate movement about the 
climate change battleground today.

In the wake of the Tampa crisis and the horror 
election that followed, I helped convene Labor for 
Refugees in NSW. I was from the Left of the Labor Party 
and had cut my teeth in protests and occupations in 
the grungy heights of the university student move-
ment. In late 2001, I was introduced to Paul Howes, a 
young upstart organiser working at the Labor Council 
of NSW (now Unions NSW). We quickly struck up an 
‘odd couple’ partnership. He was in the Labor Right, 
dressing in suits that were slightly too big, wielding a 
sharp tongue and carrying clear ambitions for future 
leadership. My Left credentials left me with a some-
what laconic ideological slouch, coupled with an easy-
to-battle desire to be right. Nonetheless we found 
common cause when it came to refugees. Joined by 
John Robertson – the freshly appointed leader of the 

Labor Council of NSW – we started an ‘all guns blazing’ 
attack on the Labor Party’s lockstep dance with John 
Howard that had seen Australia rapidly exorcise thou-
sands of islands from its national jurisdiction, estab-
lish off-shore detention centres described as the ‘final 
solution,’ and embrace a politics of racial division in 
our regions and the suburbs of our cities.

Labor for Refugees was big vision politics. 
Committed to the seriousness of the Labor Party’s 
formal processes, we drafted bold letters and sent 
them off diligently to every MP and ALP branch – every 
source of formal power that we could identify. In early 
2002 we got our first fiery return from Mark Latham – a 
five-page stream of consciousness that revealed more 
about his eventual choice to join One Nation than the 
ALP’s decision to elect him as Opposition Leader.

As activists for a righteous cause, we knew that 
we were not alone in this fight. Protests in the city; 
fiery satire on the television; a heightened protest 
vote for the Greens; emboldened refugee advocacy 
from NGOs – plenty of people were standing up to be 
counted. Thousands came together at a silent protest 
in Sydney on Palm Sunday 2002, by far the largest 
refugee protest held to date. Yet as powerful as these 
mobilisations were, they also heralded challenges to 
come. The movement skewed inner-city, university 
educated, supported by people who had economic 

security. Protest drew together those who were 
already convinced of the problem, but what about 
those who were not?

At the time I thought the answer to this question 
was to push forward with more bigness. Labor for 
Refugees created a highest common denominator 
vision: no mandatory detention, an end to Temporary 
Protection Visas, restoring the right of refugee appli-
cants to claim refugee status and to appeal decisions 
under administrative law. Our position was unre-
lenting. By May 2002 we were in negotiation with the 
then Shadow Minister for Immigration, Julia Gillard, 
over the content of our position. We had drafted 
motions to take to ALP Conferences in NSW, and new 
Labor for Refugees groups in other places such as 
Queensland, the ACT and WA were doing the same. 

Fast and big delivered surprising initial victories, 
at least symbolically. In a set of domino decisions 
kicked off one weekend in May at the NSW ALP Confer-
ence in 2002, a new policy rising from the ALP’s grass-
roots and sanctioned by state Labor Party conferences 
was to upend the Beazley Tampa legacy (and frankly 
the ALP’s refugee policies of the previous decade) and 
move in a radical new direction.

Refugee policy was about 
justice for refugees, but it 

was increasingly clear that 
being right was not enough.

But big is easy to say; it is much harder to sustain. 
I knew how to do the numbers needed to get a motion 
through the ALP Conference. I did not know how to 
build a political majority across the country that 
could embrace compassion for refugees through 
an electoral cycle. Refugee policy was about justice 
for refugees, but it was increasingly clear that being 
right was not enough. Pejoratives wouldn’t cut the 
complexity of pressures that were blocking substan-
tive change. The politics of refugees was about race, 
but it was also about fear. It was about insecurity 
and our addiction to a culture of blame when things 
aren’t going well. 

Big politics is tested by the greatest test of all: time. 
Anyone can give a grand speech. But can those same 
people sustain and build a political movement that 
escalates pressure slowly when the cameras aren’t 
rolling? Sustained escalation requires a different kind 
of politics entirely - a politics that I learnt later. Esca-
lation lies in the art of the slow, where people, groups, 
interests, networks – those in concert and those in 

conflict – are powerfully negotiated. 
Years after this battle, in 2007, I began to build 

the Sydney Alliance, a broad-based coalition of reli-
gious organisations, unions and community groups 
that continues to fight for the common good in the 
city. It was slow; built on a small, more intense, polit-
ical practice, that of the relational meeting – where 
people meet one on one. Initial relational meetings 
provide a space for two people, often very different 
people, to explore who they are and what makes them 
tick. The meeting puts to one side, at first, the specific 
issues, passions, or ‘message points’ that usually sit at 
the front of our minds, the triggers for easy conflict. 
Instead, relational meetings start with the ques-
tion of why we care in the first place; two people ask 
each other to share the stories and experiences that 
have shaped them. This slow process creates space 
to explore connections that might exist between our 
differences. That is how the Sydney Alliance built deep 
and genuine relationships between the Jewish Board 
of Deputies and the CFMEU Construction Union, and 
between the Cancer Council and Muslim Women’s 
Australia, by embracing this slower progression. 

Slow, small politics doesn’t grab easy headlines, 
nor is it particularly tweetable, but it has a radical 
quality. After several years of hard organising, thou-
sands of relational meetings and hundreds of people 
participating in training, the Sydney Alliance built a 
rich network of communities willing to work together 
to change their city. Echoing the tensions between 
coal regions and urban communities, or the weak-
nesses in the relationships between the union and 
climate movements more broadly, the Alliance 
included organisations whose conflict felt almost 
insurmountable. Yet, in the Alliance these conflicts 
became navigable because of the slowness of the 
approach. Slow created space for people to honestly 
talk about the tensions between them. Strong inter-
personal connections changed the dynamic for tough 
conversations, allowing us to understand the hard 
stuff and make real change. 

Slow politics allowed us to explore the dimen-
sions of conflict. When politics is in fast mode, differ-
ence swiftly polarises – ‘you are with me, or you are 
against me.’ But at a different speed, conflict can be a 
moment for deep understanding. The root meaning 
of confrontation is ‘forehead to forehead.’ Exploring 
differences of opinion requires closeness. It’s why 
digital rows feel so unsatisfying; verbal bombs thrown 
from a distance miss the real intimacy of why people 
disagree. I learnt this lesson eventually, long after the 
battle for refugee rights.

My work on refugee politics back in 2003 and 
early 2004 remained big and fast. While unions were 
involved in Labor for Refugees, we didn’t take a lot 
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of time to engage with members – listening to where 
people were at. We didn’t seek to bring more people 
into the Labor Party to help us advance a different 
position on refugees. Instead, we rested on our laurels 
and relied on our capacity to mobilise those who 
already supported our cause. We were comforted by 
our righteousness and the knowledge that it would be 
all sorted out at the next ALP National Conference, not 
too far away. 

By 2004, our big vision for refugee justice faltered. 
The ALP faced an election, and at the National Confer-
ence in January 2004, ALP leaders decided to end 
the refugee insurrection so the party could ‘possibly’ 
have a chance of beating John Howard. In a dark-
ened convention centre hall at Darling Harbour, our 
calls for a big compassionate policy were routed. The 
numbers were done, and we lost.

Nothing crushes a big vision like bigger power, 
and in 2004 Labor for Refugees succumbed. We had 
been out-organised. We had lost the conference vote 
for sure, but anyone who thinks the Labor Party is run 
by votes hasn’t spent much time in the space. The 
truth was that we hadn’t worked out how to build a 
social politics, a majority politics, that could support 
refugees. We hadn’t worked out how to show, explain, 
negotiate or change the discourse on how refugees 
wouldn’t compete or undermine local jobs. 

The fast politics that had felt so urgent and 
pressing didn’t solve the political problem then, and 
despite many good people continuing to fight for 
justice, the battles haven’t produced lasting change. 
We continue to lock up people seeking asylum, in 
hotels in Kangaroo Point or on Manus Island. The 
‘Biloela family’ has been held hostage to our political 
indifference. Time hasn’t overcome the weaknesses 
of a relentlessly fast strategy. It hasn’t overcome the 
culture of fear and blame that held back better polit-
ical leadership. Only a new strategy can do this.

Lots of lessons have been learnt between the 
early refugee battles and the now advanced work 
on climate change. Climate leaders are less likely 
to rely on being right and telling people to ‘listen 
to the science’, talking instead about people’s fears 

around jobs. The art of slow politics has taken hold 
in parts of the labour movement and in much of the 
climate movement. We have unions like the Austra-
lian Manufacturing Workers Union (AMWU) initiating 
the Hunter Jobs Alliance, and other unions like the 
United Workers Union and the Victorian Trades Hall 
leading the Real Deal project that works with a range 
of Australia’s fossil fuel communities. The Labor 
Environment Action Network (LEAN) has worked for 
years to build a climate constituency inside the ALP, 
and more recently the Student Strike for Climate 
has drawn unions into public action around climate 
change. We have plenty of former union leaders now 
leading the climate movement – for instance in both 
the Queensland and NSW Conservation Councils. But 
you know what the climate movement doesn’t have? 
It’s an authentic yet difficult, confrontational and 
powerful relationship with miners in coal mining 
communities, and most importantly with the CFMEU 
Mining Division.

The climate movement struggles, in part, with 
the legacies of fast thinking. The climate change 
clock is ticking, and a fast strategy looks like a logical 
response. But ‘fast’ brings with it the risk of polari-
sation – ‘you are either with us or against us’ – and 
so far, polarisation has played out badly in fossil 
fuel communities. You could go so far as to say that 
‘fast’ has been weaponised by the climate sceptics 
and fossil fuel billionaires to justify inaction. Even 
after the outcome of the 2019 Federal Election, the 
mainstream climate movement seems resigned to 
mounting a case for change that doesn’t involve 
direct engagement with coal workers. 

But the refugee fights of twenty years ago suggest 
that this is not a good strategy. Big vision is nice, 
but if it isn’t backed up with small, slow work, it will 
struggle to succeed. Ever. The 2019 Election failed to 
address the issue of climate change because too many 
movements entered the debate and treated Australia 
as one big homogenous constituency. Communi-
ties reliant on coal hit back. Fed a fiction that they 
could stop climate change by voting against parties 
supporting climate action, they did exactly that. 

Division and fear are easy to create; trust, cohesion 
and shared plans are much harder. Small work starts 
in place. It starts with relationships. Trust starts 
where people are at, and in many coal communities, 
‘climate change’ isn’t the first concern even if it is the 
elephant in the room. But the climate movement does 
itself a disservice when it treats coal workers as the 
elephant in the room. The refugee debate shows you 
that polarised communities won’t heal themselves. 
Slow small work is required, and it is better done now 
than in a decade’s time.

For many politically active people, especially 
those in cities and amongst ALP members, climate 
change generates deep levels of anxiety. There is a 
desperate desire for action, and an overwhelming 
frustration with the Coalition and the ALP alike for 
their inadequate leadership. I don’t disagree, but 
my experiences of trying to wave a big magic wand 
at moral problems has taught me that the solution is 
not simply in the hands of elected representatives. 
While any government can make a transition easier 
by directing funding, regulation and incentives to the 
right places, politics – thankfully – is also about the 
people. Equally, while it would be useful for politi-
cians to stop spreading lies about climate change, it is 
equally problematic for people seeking climate action 
to pretend that there are not real fears, interests 

and concerns in fossil fuel communities, and across 
Australia as a whole, that need to be constructively 
addressed.

Learning from the refugee movement, the 
climate movement would do well to add more slow 
to its fast and more small to its big. Climate action 
is not just about big changes in how we manage our 
energy, transport or agriculture; it is a time for a big 
change in how our democracy works so that people 
can help shape what is an uncertain and frightening 
future. But a bigger democracy is built small – one on 
one, community to community, where relationships 
and listening allow us to knit together a stronger civil 
society. It is a place where inequalities and injus-
tices – from dispossession to fears around economic 
transition – can be redressed. While slow might feel 
frustrating as we approach 2030, the refugee debate 
shows that if we do not do this right this time, we may 
never build the justice we need. And action on climate 
is something where humanity cannot afford to fail. 

Big vision is nice, but if it isn’t 
backed up with small, slow work, 
it will struggle to succeed. Ever.

Amanda Tattersall is the Research and Education Lead at the Sydney 
Policy Lab. She founded and ran the Sydney Alliance for 9 years and 
co-founded GetUp! Amanda advises the Australian climate movement 
on their grassroots strategy and has a Postdoctoral Fellowship at the 
University of Sydney on people power in cities around the world. She 
hosts the ChangeMakers podcast. @AmandaTatts
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PANDEMIC PREPAREDNESS

Let's Clear the Air

As we build a healthier economy and society, 
we must also protect ourselves against future 
pandemics. We spend more than 90% of our 

lives indoors, so a key goal must be to ensure that the 
air in our buildings is safe and clean. To do this, we 
must focus on how buildings are designed, constructed 
and equipped so that we reduce the risk of virus trans-
mission and maintain clean indoor air—our health 
depends on it. 

Naturally, this ‘futureproofing’ creates substan-
tial opportunity for many in our economy; we must 
seize this opportunity to recover our economic 
vigour, and to ensure a safe and healthy future. It will 
be a transformation for the better. 

Such a transformation is unlikely without signifi-
cant government intervention, however – legislation 
that gives a green light to transformation. Australia 
does not currently have indoor air quality standards. 
Protection of occupants’ health and against indoor air 
hazards (including airborne infection control) are not 
included in the statements of purpose or definitions 
of any relevant Australian building design or building 
engineering standards, regulations or codes. 

This must change—urgently.

Australia does not 
currently have indoor  
air quality standards.

dURiNg THE COVid-19 pandemic I published exten-
sively on the science of respiratory infection trans-
mission in relation to COVid-19, on the technological 
solutions to mitigate it, as well as a potential regula-
tory framework which might enable these necessary 
changes. In my view, the necessary next steps are 
clear. We must: 

1.  Announce that Australia will be the first country 
in the world to embark on the necessary moderni-
sation of indoor environments to protect the 
health of its citizens from the risks of indoor air 
hazards, with a specific focus on airborne trans-
mission of respiratory infections and indoor expo-
sure to pollution of outdoor origin, such as bush-
fire smoke.

2.  Facilitate the establishment of a consistent 
national regulatory infrastructure for clean indoor 
air, through the Federal Cabinet working with the 
states and territories through the National Cabinet. 

3.  Explicitly include protection against indoor air 
hazards (including airborne infection control) in 
the statements of purpose and definitions of all 

relevant Australian building design and building 
engineering standards, regulations, and codes.

4.  Establish an interdisciplinary panel of experts, 
including scientists, engineers, architects and 
public health professionals to translate these 
statements of purpose into actionable and 
enforceable sets of rules for different types of 
buildings and facilities. 

5.  Establish a national fund enabling the rollout of 
indoor environment modernisation measures 
addressing both immediate emergencies as well 
as a long-term transition process.

6.  Set up a communication campaign to empower 
people with knowledge of the risks of shared air, as 
well as the benefits of the changes outlined above. 

WHAT WOULd THE costs and benefits of such a program 
be? Estimates suggest that necessary investments in 
building systems to address airborne infections would 
likely result in less than a one percent increase in the 
construction cost of a typical building. For the vast 
inventory of existing buildings, although financial 
estimations are more complex, there are numerous 
cost-effective, performance-enhancing solutions to 
minimise the risk of infection transmission.

The benefits would be great, because the cost of 
continuing to allow indoor air pollution far exceed 
the costs of building remediation.

Even without a pandemic, viral respiratory 
infections have been a major cause of morbidity and 
mortality in Australia—to see this we need only consult 
the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ disease notifica-
tions and hospital admissions data. However, such 
data do not capture other common respiratory viral 
infections, nor the impact of these on human health.

Of course, we do not know exactly what propor-
tion of infections would be prevented if airborne 
transmission was controlled by improved ventilation 
in public places, but the scientific evidence indicates 
that the reduction would be significant. But the bene-
fits would not be restricted to reducing the hazards of 
airborne transmission of respiratory infections, but 
also to other hazards, including indoor exposure to 
pollution of outdoor origin, such as bushfire smoke – 
increasingly common in Australia.

Last summer offered a reprieve from this danger, 
but the memories of the bushfires of 2019–20 are still 
with us, and it is an absolute certainty that bushfire 
smoke inhalation will present health challenges over 
coming summers around the country. Add to this the 
site-specific health challenges of industrial air pollu-
tion – such as the West Footscray industrial fire of late 
2018 – and the benefits to all Australians of securing 
indoor air safety are obvious. An improvement in 
indoor air quality has been shown to reduce injuries 

Australia's Clean Air Revolution 

LIDIA MORAWSKA
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to workers from other non-infectious causes, such as 
sick building syndrome and allergic reactions, to the 
extent that the reduction in productivity losses may 
cover the cost of any ventilation changes. 

At first, these changes may sound daunting: 
surely it is a huge task to guarantee clean indoor air 
for the entire country. Is it even possible?

Perhaps the same question was asked by Britons 
in 1842, when Sir Edwin Chadwick was tasked by the 
British Government to investigate clean water supply 
and centralised sewage systems and to recommend 
solutions to improve the fundamental conditions for 
public health. Sir Edwin’s work changed the approach 
to sanitation in Britain, and ultimately in the world, 
with enormous demonstrable public health benefits 
and economic dividends. We cannot imagine now in 
Australia how would it be to live without clean water 
flowing from our taps. Who would go back to open 
drains and leaking sewers? What we need now is a 
similar “revolution” in Australia regarding clean indoor 
air – one that future generations will rightly regard as a 
baseline standard for the built environment.    

Changing the paradigm and modernising build-
ings to improve indoor air quality would be as effec-
tive as Sir Edwin Chadwick’s transformation of sani-
tation infrastructure in Britain, although the actual 
challenge and investment required to effect the 

particles and most infections occur in shared indoor 
spaces. Infected people continually emit the virus 
by breathing and talking, and others inhale it from 
the air and become infected. Although maintaining 
physical distance helps, because the concentration 
of the virus is greater in the proximity to the infected 
person, it is not enough, since the virus accumulates 
in indoor air, increasing the risk of infection with the 
time spent in spaces shared.

Even some of those who are vaccinated emit the 
virus. The problem is that many Australian public 
spaces are significantly under-ventilated. I invite 
readers to visit naturally ventilated restaurants, 
shops, schools and churches to realise the degree of 
the problem, without even taking any measurements. 
During the winter, when it is cold, or during summer 
when it is hot and air conditioners are on, the windows 
are closed. There is no ventilation in these spaces. 

During the course of a dinner, a school lesson, 
or a mass, there is potentially enough time to inhale 
sufficient virus to be infected, if there is an infected 
person there. Further, people are understandably 
not required to wear masks when dining. If there is 
no ventilation in a restaurant with dozens of people 
dining for a duration of an hour or two, one infected 
guest will likely infect most of the restaurant’s diners, 
given ample time to inhale plenty of virus. QR code 
check in procedures would identify those potentially 
infected but would not protect them from infection.

THE MOST FUNdAMENTAL measure to eliminate the 
virus from indoor air is ventilation: every public 
building must have control measures to provide 
adequate ventilation. In case it is not possible to 
adequately ventilate an indoor space, additional 
measures can be considered, including filtration (by 
portable air purifiers), or disinfection of the air. A 
simplified approach to protect against airborne trans-
mission during the pandemic would begin as follows:

1.  Awareness raising: we must campaign to achieve 
mass awareness that airborne transmission 
of SARS-CoV-2 in shared indoor spaces is an 
important mode of disease transmission.

2.  Inclusion: add protection against airborne trans-
mission in the package of measures to fight the 
spread of the virus, in addition to vaccination, 
contact tracing, physical distancing, disinfection 
and masking.

3.  Information: provide information to the public 
about the steps to follow:
- Open windows/doors; 
- Adjust the mechanical ventilation system;
-  If necessary, equip interiors with portable air 

purifiers; and

-  Measure carbon dioxide (CO2) concentration as 
a proxy of ventilation.

Every public building has an operator, and the 
operator will implement these measures, based on 
the recommendations provided. 

The government would significantly reduce the 
risk of the occurrence and spread of outbreaks by 
implementing these simplified mitigation measures 
to minimise infections contracted in indoor shared 
spaces and by communicating the risk to the public. 
Scientific research has shown that the reduction 
in infection could be as much as half. Importantly 
there are relatively small costs of implementing this 
measure, including the costs of CO2 meters, portable 
air purifiers (if necessary), and the increased costs 
of electricity if increased ventilation is required in 
mechanically ventilated buildings. The cost of an 
awareness campaign would be minimal, as it would 
be part of the COVid-19 risk communication strategy. 
Much of the potential benefit can be achieved quickly 
at no cost by opening doors and windows.

bY iMPLEMENTiNg THE above control measures now, 
the government would significantly reduce the risk 
of infection during the ongoing pandemic, as well 
as reducing the risk of infection by future variants. 
In parallel with introducing these cheap, simple and 
effective measures, work should begin on permanent, 
longer-term improvements. In the longer term, by 
implementing measures against the transmission of 
respiratory infections indoors and clean indoor air in 
general, the government has a unique opportunity to 
establish a legacy by laying the foundation for a revo-
lution in the provision of clean and healthy indoor 
air and in the process support economic growth in 
numerous ways. 

Embracing this transformation is an enormous 
opportunity for Australia, as we would be the first 
country in the world to embark on the necessary 
modernisation of indoor environments to protect the 
health of its citizens from indoor air hazards. If I were 
a politician, I know that embracing it myself would 
make me more popular—and those in the Fabian 
movement of course know this too! 

Lidia Morawska is a physicist and Distinguished Professor at the 
School of Earth and Atmospheric Sciences, at the Queensland 
University of Technology and Director of the International Laboratory 
for Air Quality and Health (ILAQH) at QUT. In 2021, she was included 
on Time magazine's list of the 100 most influential people in the world. 
 
For an unabridged version of this article, inlcuding references, visit 
fabians.org.au

modern reform will be much lower. Australia already 
has sophisticated building infrastructure, public 
health regulatory frameworks and public health law 
mechanisms to support the required advances. These 
will require modernisation, but it is far from a case of 
building something from nothing, with half the work 
already done. Very importantly, we have an industry 
base ready to step in and support the transformation 
and benefit from it. Of course, this transformation 
will not occur overnight, it will take time. That makes 
it imperative that we start now. 

At this point readers may say that we need solu-
tions for clean indoor air right now, to reduce the risk 
of SARS-CoV-2 transmission. We cannot wait years or 
decades. 

After all, some may argue, there have been 
numerous measures already taken to mitigate the 
risk of SARS-CoV-2 transmission: we sanitise hands 
and surfaces, wear masks and track our contacts and 
movements through the use of QR codes to check-in 
at public venues. This is true, but not much has been 
done to mitigate against the virus in the air. Hand 
sanitising is helpful, but does not protect the popu-
lation from the virus in the air. Cleaning surfaces 
provides only a marginal contribution to respiratory 
infection control because the virus is predominantly 
in the air. The virus is carried in the air by small 
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IT’S OK 
           TO 
   QUESTION

21

 
     

XI  
JINPING

Democracy is on shaky ground. 
 
A number of key international indexes and academic 
publications evaluating election fairness, pluralism, 
security of voters, independence of civil servants, and 
transparency and trust suggest democratic standards 
are declining around the world. This research also 
indicates that authoritarians, or at least authoritarian 
values, are on the rise. 

How then should Australian progressives committed to 
democracy respond to dictators, particularly the world’s 
most powerful authoritarian in China’s Xi Jinping?

STUART WHITMAN
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RISE OF CHINA



Authoritarians aren’t Fabians

iT SEEMS THE Fabians find it easy enough, having 
arisen from democratic socialist principles, to crit-
icise Right wing reactionaries and authoritarians, 
but struggle for words to challenge the authoritarian 
agenda of a global political force in the Chinese 
Communist Party (CCP); a party that brands itself 
socialist and democratic while being really neither.

Whether as a Fabian you define yourself as 
a democratic socialist working towards a social-
ly-owned economy, a social democrat seeking to 
mitigate the inherent injustices within the capitalist 
economy, or a progressive advocating reform for a 
fairer and more environmentally just society, the 
Fabians shared agenda is clear. For the purposes of 
this essay, all of these philosophical positions will be 
considered broadly as the Australian Left.

If you identify with any of those categories you 
are not someone who is likely to have a penchant 
for a police state, mass surveillance, arbitrary arrest, 
disappearing dissidents, airbrushing history, envi-
ronmental degradation without sanction or the incar-
ceration and torture of ethnic and religious minori-
ties. Unchecked wealth and power held by a one-party 
elite backed by a centrally controlled media, heavily 
censored information, opaque governance and 

decision-making, denial of trade union indepen-
dence, silencing sexual assault survivors and scrub-
bing all record of their allegations, as well as curtailing 
peaceful assembly are also not going to be on your 
policy priority list.

It is surprising then that when the Fabians 
have had opportunities to question these practices 
under Xi’s China what results is a blushing demur-
ring of responsibility to seek the truth. Few critical 
questions were asked of speakers at China focused 
events hosted by two Fabian state branches in the 
past year. The more recent event ended uncomfort-
ably with effusive praise for one guest presenter who 
had just railed off a checklist of Chinese Communist 
Party talking points and misinformation, including 
a bizarre, misfired compliment that China admires 
the “western race”. All this was said without substan-
tial challenge or seeking clarification by the Fabian 
moderator or participants.

The Australian Fabians constitution commits its 
members to working towards greater equality, collec-
tivism and public service, accountable and tolerant 
democracy, liberty and human rights, sustainability 
and international cooperation. These principles 
draw on the early Fabians’ rejection of revolution 
and repression as pathways to achieving equality 
and justice. The Fabians’ very name and existence 

is a repudiation of bloody revolution, iron-fisted 
repression or authoritarian conformity in the guise of 
socialism, as much as it is a rejection of exploitative 
laissez-faire capitalism.

If we value the Fabians’ credibility and our intel-
lectual integrity we must move beyond ideological 
prejudices by drawing on wider sources of credible 
information to challenge authoritarian narratives of 
the far-Left as much as the far-Right. It also means 
not being comfortable with arguments that seek to 
justify or compartmentalise genocide.

It’s time to talk about our responsibilities to be 
consistent, balanced in criticism, have the right prior-
ities, listen to the concerns of our fellow Australians, 
challenge propaganda from all sources and deal with 
policy realities. Maybe then the Australian Left will 
re-find its moral courage on the biggest global polit-
ical issue of our times, other than climate change.

Consistency is essential

iT STARTS WiTH an honest and balanced evalua-
tion of challenges to democratic systems and the 
subtle propaganda tactics used to wedge epistemic 
and policy communities within democracies. This 
means being prepared to consistently apply a critical, 
inquiring mindset to filter truth from gaslighting tech-
niques used by authoritarian interests to persuade 
citizens that their own democracy is the problem or 
to justify human rights transgressions.

In recent years the Fabians have prolifically anal-
ysed, discussed and published on a range of chal-
lenges to democracy emanating from domestic power 
agendas. These have covered valid risks posed by 
growing inequality, declining corporate media diver-
sity, social media used as a megaphone for conspiracy 
theorists and extremists, and not least the concen-
tration of economic and political power among elites 
and special interests. There has been plenty of due 
criticism for the fascist inclinations and ethnic scape-
goating of Donald Trump, European fringe Right 
movements and the socially corrosive effect of poli-
cies favouring the wealthiest one percent in Australia 
as in America. 

Yet in all this busy Fabians’ agenda there seems 
to have been very scarce deeper probing of the return 
to Maoist totalitarian influences in China and their 
potential to reshape the international system to the 
detriment of democratic values and interests. Left 
thinkers seem more reluctant to directly confront the 
authoritarian excesses and militant hyper-nation-
alism of the contemporary Chinese Communist Party 
than the bumbling malevolence and hyper-nation-
alism of Donald Trump. Unfortunately, the Chinese 

people are unable to boot Xi Jinping as American 
voters did Donald Trump. There is scant critical 
commentary on the Left of China’s broken promises 
on Hong Kong and respect for the Basic Law, intensi-
fying provocative actions towards Taiwan, industrial 
scale abuse of ethnic and religious minorities, corrupt 
exploitation of working people by Communist Party 
elites and frequent incursions into the land, sea and 
airspace of regional neighbours.

Unwillingness to apply the Fabian intellectual 
blowtorch on Xi as much as Trump diminishes our 
claims of intellectual integrity.

Balancing our self-criticism

SiNCE THE biLATERAL tensions escalated there has 
been a constant drum of elite political and corporate 
media commentary blaming Australia for all of our 
difficulties with the Chinese government. 

Few opinion writers have called for China’s intro-
spection or regret for its part in declining trust with 
Australia and across the region. Bob Carr though 
acknowledged that “China has a lot to learn about the 
diplomacy that is appropriate to a rising power,” in a 
media story late last year.

Disproportionate and punitive responses to 
perceived sleights and ‘you-know-what-you-did’ 
accusations followed by very undiplomatic diatribes 
and gaslighting blame have become patterns of 
China’s diplomacy under Xi. This behaviour has all 
the psychological elements of an abusive partner and 
is a technique that has been honed very well by the 
Chinese officials under the leadership of Xi Jinping. 
It’s hard to decide at times if these confronting ‘tools’ 
of contemporary Chinese diplomacy are part of Xi’s 
grand intimidatory stratagem to force an opponent’s 
early submission, genuine ineptitude or signs of 
unhinged megalomania. Melodramatic outbursts 
to issues large and small may also unintentionally 
reveal Xi’s private perception that his and the CCP’s 
power within China is more fragile than projected 
and it’s necessary to misdirect the Chinese peoples’ 
frustration towards the terrible and untrustworthy 
“foreigners” as the bane of all China’s problems.

It is understandably tempting for those on our 
side of politics to lay all the blame with Scott Morrison, 
Peter Dutton and Marise Payne but if that were true it 
means ignoring similar behaviour from the Chinese 
government directed at France, Norway and Canada 
as some examples from the recent past, and lately 
towards Lithuania. If it was all about a cultural clash 
between China and the west, why has there been suffi-
cient raising of hackles in India and Japan to breathe 
new life into the Quadrilateral Security Dialogue (the 

The Fabians’ very name and existence is a 
repudiation of bloody revolution, iron-fisted 
repression or authoritarian conformity in the 
guise of socialism, as much as it is a rejection 

of exploitative laissez-faire capitalism.
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Quad)? Why did Philippines’ Foreign Minister Teddy 
Locsin, a senior member of an otherwise China-
friendly Duterte government, put diplomatic niceties 
aside in May tweeting that China needed to get the 
“expletive” out of Philippines’ waters, calling China 
an “ugly oaf”?

The truth is China’s behaviour is not all about 
Australia nor even about Scott Morrison. Those who 
tell us it is, whatever their motivation, are not being as 
balanced or intellectually honest as we would hope.

Maybe it says more about Australia’s persisting 
cultural cringe that we are not good enough or we 
must have stuffed up that makes us more susceptible 
to the gaslighting techniques being used to further 
Xi’s international agenda. Alternatively Xi’s tech-
niques of blaming the victim have borne fruit with our 
political class because there might be a too well-con-
ditioned tendency to self-censor and not to speak 
assertively for fear of “angering China”. Surely we 
have grown beyond this and can honestly assess our 
mistakes and weigh these against larger geostrategic 
forces at work, not to mention against the words and 
actions of an antagonist with conflicting values and 
hegemonic aspirations. This should not exonerate us 
from any honest self-evaluation of our own foreign 
policy failures but it will help us stay proportionate 
and constructive in becoming better at our diplomacy 
in more uncertain and dangerous times. 

Numerous recent interviews and opinion pieces 
by Gareth Evans and Kevin Rudd offer us a wealth of 
insight and nuance to inform the debates on these 
issues that should be occurring within the Austra-
lian Left. Disappointingly many seem to be having 
difficulty deciphering the nuance that it's ok to ques-
tion Xi Jinping. When we have a genuinely informed 
debate among the Left about Xi’s policies, that goes 
beyond self-blame or the shortcomings of the Coali-
tion, then we might be in a position to more critically 
understand Xi’s success in manipulating thinking 
and constraining our ability to ask direct questions. 
Hopefully, we grow more adept at offering policy 
responses befitting our values as a result. 

Having the right priorities

THERE iS A strong allure of trade with the world’s most 
populous domestic market for moguls with moun-
tains of Yuan in their eyes and Labor premiers with 
jobs for the people in theirs.

Labor governments pride themselves on being 
job creators. And rightly so, if we compare historical 
economic growth and employment rates under Labor 
and Coalition governments. However, higher ethical 
standards and more policy creativity is demanded 

of Labor leaders regarding the means for generating 
economic growth and increased workforce participa-
tion. Labor premiers wouldn’t argue for construction 
of an asbestos production plant as a job maker, so its 
nonsensical they would for sending our raw mate-
rials for processing by forced and exploited labour 
in China as a way to generate Australian jobs. Labor 
governments must be about job creation programs 
that are sustainable, multiply value to the Australian 
economy and avoid harm to working people at home 
and abroad.

Knowing the facts about the exploitation of 
labour in China, particularly forced labour of ethnic 
minorities should be of interest to people committed 
to Fabian principles. An eye on the standard of labour 
rights for all our trading partners is a given for Labor 
leaders when promoting entry into trade agreements. 
But it also requires admitting the existence of forced 
labour of the Uyghur people on a scale unprecedented 
since the Nazi camps of World War ii. While scrutiny 
of these issues is not just applicable to trade with 
China we do need to question the arguments being 
posed about an overriding economic imperative for 
our trade with China at any cost. 

The China market is “too big to ignore” argu-
ment understates the risks of putting most of our eggs 
in the basket of an economy run by authoritarians 
with a strong distaste for many of the workers’ rights 
achieved by the labour movement in Australia. Fatalist 
arguments of China’s inevitable hegemony paper over 
questions about the nature of that hegemony and the 
foundation it is being built upon. Questions must be 
asked rather than a blind acceptance that we have no 
right to question the biggest gorilla in the jungle.

China’s treatment of the Uyghur people has 
been classified by a growing number of independent 
human rights organisations and countries as geno-
cide. Yet there seem to be many on the Left who feel 
comfortable with compartmentalising genocide. We 
cannot on the one hand to shake our heads in horror 
at the independently well-evidenced stories of mass 
incarceration, rape and torture being perpetrated on 
the Uyghur people, yet on the other hand continue 
arguing for a restoration of “normal” relations with 
the government committing these very atrocities 
all because its power is somehow inevitable. As if 
anything is normal about a regime that promotes 
genocidal policies and demands our silence for fear 
of upsetting their economic favour.

Australia is learning from China’s internal repres-
sive practices and its disproportionate economic 
punishment that our over-reliance on a single export 
market, based on sheer size at whatever the human 
cost, may have a higher price than most Australians 
are prepared to pay in the long term.

Listening to the people

THERE iS VERY little political advantage for Labor 
being seen by voters to be obsequious and easily 
pliable to a more aggressive China.

It’s distasteful to many Labor voters proud of 
John Curtin’s legacy that we would so easily seek to 
placate a regime whose representatives issue our 
country patronising lists of unreasonable demands, 
falsely denigrate our defence forces and make implicit 
threats of nuclear strikes on our cities.

Federal Labor at least seems to be receiving the 
message. In the second last parliamentary sitting 
week of 2021, Labor strongly supported the passing 
of an Australian Magnitsky Act enabling sanctions 
against individual human rights abusers, cyber 
hackers and corrupt officials, and agreed to work with 
the government on a potential diplomatic boycott of 
the Beijing Winter Olympics. 

However, misguided subnational agreements 
with China disregarding intelligence advice under-
mine Commonwealth and state jurisdictional foreign 
policy conventions and risk complicating bilateral 
tensions further. Politically ramped up jurisdictional 
divisions and megaphone politicking between state 
and federal leaders may only serve to encourage 
CCP strategists that their wedge tactics are working. 

European colonialists taught Mao all too well about 
the power of divide and conquer strategies. 

State government sojourns into fraught areas of 
foreign policy are more perplexing given the evident 
sharp decline in Australians’ trust and goodwill for 
China demonstrated by Lowy Institute polling this 
year. There has been a near complete reversal of 
strongly positive attitudes of Australians towards 
China to attitudes of heightened threat and mistrust in 
just five years. This is reinforced by recent Redbridge 
Group polling of outer-western Sydney electors, 
including Labor voters, commissioned by NSW Labor.

The Coalition enjoys denigrating Australian 
progressives as inner urban, out-of-touch elites who 
only have disdain for the judgment of the Australian 
people in all their breadth of life experience. They 
likely have Left networks like the Fabians in mind 
when applying that label too. Yet we know that there 
is much more diversity and sincerity among the Left 
than those stereotypes. Equally there are many mile-
stone moments in Australian history that demon-
strate the common sense and goodwill of ordinary 
Australians when presented with all the evidence and 
allowed open debate on an issue of rights and human 
dignity. The 1967 referendum decision on the full 
recognition of citizenship of Australia’s First Nations 
and more recently the overwhelming support for 

There is very little political advantage for 
Labor being seen by voters to be obsequious 

and easily pliable to a more aggressive China.
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marriage equality across most demographic cohorts 
and geographic locations are prime examples of the 
wisdom of the Australian people when trusted with 
the truth.

Australians love to complain about their govern-
ments and roll their eyes at our politicians but we 
should not underestimate their appreciation for our 
democratic way of life and commitment to fight to 
preserve it if need be. Our history is full of examples 
and even our smallest country towns with memorials 
testify to that fact. Every ANZAC Day, Labor and Greens 
politicians stand next to Coalition politicians and bow 
their heads solemnly when intoned “Lest we Forget”, 
and “the price of freedom is eternal vigilance”. 

Fabians should not readily dismiss what the Lowy 
and Redbridge polling is revealing about Australians’ 
current concerns regarding a perceived threat to our 
democracy from China. The degree of shift in attitudes 
in those polls across a range of cohorts, including both 
progressive and conservative voters, in such a short 
duration suggest something more than government 
fearmongering, racial prejudice or cultural ignorance 
is behind it. Equally the fact that such surveys have 
previously shown the highest levels of support for the 
China relationship internationally among Australians 
suggest that fear, race and culture as driving forces of 
attitudes towards China have mostly faded with the 
end of the White Australia policy.

This is not to deny that racist elements in the 
Australian community persist and have exploited 
the current tensions to vilify Chinese-Australians, 
abuse Chinese-Australian community leaders and 
question the loyalty of Chinese-Australian candi-
dates. This behaviour is utterly contemptible and has 
no place in our country. Chinese-Australians are our 
fellow citizens with a shared interest in the wellbeing 
of our democracy, come from diverse backgrounds, 
have unique insights to contribute and have as many 
different views and opinions as all other Austra-
lians. We should be able to tell the difference though 
between calling out racism and legitimate concerns 
held by a large number of Australians about the polit-
ical ideology and practices of the CCP. 

It’s no coincidence that the reversal in Australian 
attitudes has occurred during a period where Xi has 
departed from Deng era openness and engagement to a 
Maoist level paranoia about foreign enemies and calls 
for struggle, resulting in demands for acquiescence 
to China’s power. Such calls are recently evidenced 
by the Party’s Central Committee declaring that Xi 
Jinping thinking is “the essence of Chinese culture” 
alongside the removal of reference to Deng’s policies 
of engagement. Such a statement has only occurred 
three times in China’s history and sets the country in 
a different direction, as reported by the AbC.

It’s hard not to feel that a 100 year old hardening 
party has taken hostage a 5000 year old culture and 
the wonderful Chinese people, who like their counter-
parts in Hong Kong and Taiwan, yearn to determine 
the course of their own lives and be free from living in 
constant fear of their own government.

The sentiment of a broad cross-section of the 
Australian people allows scope for the Left to admit 
that there is a genuine concern about China within 
Australia. Furthermore, this concern is not manu-
factured by the Coalition government, nor media, 
nor a return to ‘White Australia’ and ‘Yellow Peril’ 
racism, but may be responding to the real perception 
of danger presented by the CCP’s triumphalism and 
attempts at coercion. 

Openness to wider sources

EMbRACiNg WidER CREdibLE sources of evidence to 
analyse what is happening in China and measuring 
these against the Fabians well-articulated principles 
will inform how the Australian Left may respond 
more effectively.

No more one-sided Fabian panels on China and 
more opportunities for, and willingness of, partici-
pants to ask direct or tough questions of presenters 
representing a pro-CCP position would help. Unless 
there is determination to dig deeper and not just 
accept CCP assurances or diversions at face value the 
Left risks being trapped in a self-satisfied, inward 
looking bubble that it often accuses Right-wing ideo-
logues and conservatives of dwelling in. 

Withdrawal to a ground that seems least offensive 
to authoritarian regimes to merely appear diplomatic 
and culturally sensitive would be a failure of the 
Australian Left to consistently and firmly represent 
its democratic values; a failure the Left cannot afford 
in this epochal phase where technology, globalisa-
tion and disruptive forces are redefining civilisation’s 
organising principles. Echoing Robert F. Kennedy’s 
fondness for quoting Aeschylus, the Left can be a 
force for good in shaping an Australia that works to 
“make gentle the life of the world”. But it must not 
confuse silence before authoritarians as gentleness, 
nor indifference as diplomacy.

Claims that China has only ever had peaceful 
intentions for its rise do not align with their offi-
cials’ increasing use of violent rhetoric and military 
muscle-flexing against neighbours. China’s history 
has ample cases of the use of violence and war as 
an instrument of projecting state power between 
competing kingdoms, certainly as much as the west. 
Despite protestations by western-based supporters of 
the CCP a very different picture is painted by Chinese 

"Goddess of Democracy" © undersound / Flickr
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officials hectoring and casting insults at academics 
and politicians across the globe who dare criticise Xi’s 
wisdom. Alternative assessments to China’s peaceful 
intentions also have been provided by senior insider 
dissidents and Chinese business leaders who have 
escaped the CCP’s reach. It’s naïve to assume there 
is anything uniquely peaceful about Chinese civil-
isation compared to other civilisations. All human 
beings and cultures have the propensity for violence 
and we should be cynical enough to question claims 
that would have us believe otherwise. In the case 
of one of the most powerful modern challenges to 
the democratic model, there is sufficient evidence 
regarding Xi Jinping’s domestic and foreign agenda 
breaking with Deng style openness and trust-building 
measures with the outside world.

These developments are being analysed and 
reported by independent Australian and interna-
tional sinologists, political thinkers, and policy 
organisations including some compelling research 
from right-leaning foreign policy realists. Much of 
the evidence being considered is in Xi’s own words 
including his stated assumptions about the superi-
ority of the Chinese Communist Party model over 
western-style democracy, and a belief in the decline 
of the west. Any government aspiring to regional or 
global hegemony would naturally desire that the 

rules of the system favour its interests and not hinder 
its capacity to wield influence and raw power when 
needed. The means of exerting such influence may 
not necessarily involve military conflict but that 
does not make the final result any more conducive to 
sustaining democratic principles internationally.

Intellectual networks like the Fabians could be 
examining more closely whether Xi’s goal involves 
shaping an international environment more favour-
able to his authoritarian worldview and less favour-
able to democracy. As well as the means by which the 
CCP might seek to achieve this. 

Journalist and long-time China observer Rowan 
Callick has presented a meticulously researched 
paper in September last year ‘Xi Dreams of 100 More 
Glorious Years for the Party: Might China Awake?’ on 
the factors behind and implications of Xi’s author-
itarian gear-shift. Published by the libertarian 
Centre for Independent Studies but drawing on and 
comparing a wide range of academic and diplo-
matic analyses including from sinologist John Fitz-
gerald and Labor’s own Kevin Rudd, Callick explores 
factors behind the Communist Party’s enduring and 
entrenched power. Consideration is given to the CCP’s 
methods and claims on legitimacy and alternative 
futures for where Xi’s hardening stance in ‘quashing 
dissent’ within the Party may be taking China. Callick 

quotes Australian China correspondent John Garnaut 
as noting “The Party feels compelled to fill all avail-
able space, to make the world safe for itself. There are 
no jurisdictional borders to its ambitions”. 

Features driving CCP jurisdictional border 
crossing include the invocation of a near Party reli-
giosity with Party Congress using terms such as the 
need for ‘faith’, ‘devotion’ and ‘sacrifice’ alongside 
a ‘civilising mission’ advancing Han nationalism 
and Party supremacy into “the far-flung corners” 
of China’s territorial sphere. Uyghurs, Tibetans, 
and other minorities such as China’s small Jewish 
community have borne the brunt of the latter. And 
more recently the people of Hong Kong, resulting in a 
silencing of diverse opinion, ban on commemorating 
the 1989 Tiananmen Square Massacre, and the incar-
ceration of a long list of democratic politicians and 
activists under the draconian new National Security 
Law. One wonders what fate awaits the democratic 
Taiwanese people should Xi gain control by force or 
other means.

Perhaps the most pertinent point made by Callick 
for the purposes of this essay is the need to be aware 
of how Xi seeks to mobilise international ‘discourse 
power’ to capture foreign elite political and intellec-
tual opinion so that the Party’s narrative is unchal-
lenged. Yuan Peng, head of the Security Ministry’s 
Institute of Contemporary International Relations, 
is quoted in Orwellian undertones as saying, “It is no 
longer important whether it is the truth or a lie, what 
matters is who holds the discourse power.”

Challenging the power of propaganda

THE WEST iS not blameless when it comes to our 
governments and corporations mobilising the power 
of propaganda to influence discourse at home and 
abroad. 

Noam Chomsky has argued that democracies 
are more susceptible to propaganda because their 
elite lack control over absolute brute power to blud-
geon people into conformity in the way a totalitarian 
system would work. Propaganda permeates election 
campaigns and public relations in the democratic 
world. It is used to manufacture consent for military 
adventurism and to hide the evils of war to maintain 
popular support as Chomsky has also shown. We 
know too well the human cost of carefully crafted lies, 
misdirection, gaslighting, scapegoating and labelling 
in the west. Both the Vietnam War and the invasion of 
Iraq are noteworthy examples of western propaganda 
having significant life and death ramifications. The 
Left has a proud history of exposing and protesting 
the abuse of information that has been used to 

override rights and destroy lives. 
Despite the propaganda traps set by powerful 

interests in the west, we have democratic systems 
and legal mechanisms that constrain and sanction 
misinformation, compel adherence to standards of 
transparency and enable disclosure in the public 
interest. Sooner or later, with much effort from whis-
tle-blowers and investigators, the truth comes out. 
Sometimes exposure of more serious examples of 
exploitation happens too late and we cannot reverse 
the human toll but it usually has serious conse-
quences for the abusers that stand as a disincentive 
for it occurring again in the future. Mechanisms for 
exposing misinformation and lies include but are 
not limited to parliamentary debate and estimates 
processes, publicly funded media, information rights’ 
legislation, public inquiries and royal commissions, 
private legal proceedings and more recently anti-cor-
ruption bodies like iCAC and ibAC. Our universities are 
backed by taxpayer funding to enable a broad range 
of research projects delving into all manner of dark 
corners in our history and contemporary life and 
freely publishing on them and debating their conse-
quences openly in public. Many of these mechanisms 
have not sufficiently been turned onto the growing 
stream of misinformation from Xi’s China. 

There’s little we can do about the CCP propagan-
dising their own people but we should be thinking 
about how to avoid becoming enthralled to their 
discourse power ourselves. There are abundant 
academic resources for dissecting how propaganda 
tools are used by authoritarians and there may be 
scope for a closer examination in a future edition of 
the Fabian Review. It is interesting to observe though 
that some of the messages from speakers at the 
recent Fabians’ event on China had some similarity 
to frequent arguments proffered by the CCP’s paid 
online propaganda army known as ‘wumao’. Even 
more telling that these views are sometimes imbibed 
in the arguments made by senior opinion makers. 

Five propaganda techniques of interest to 
future Fabian discussions may be characterised as 
‘whataboutism’, ‘fait accompli’ arguments of China’s 
inevitable supremacy, ‘it’s you-not me’ projection, 
‘frozen in time’ and ‘nothing to see here’.

‘Whataboutism” usually takes the form of, well 
how can the west lecture us on genocide when America, 
Australia and European imperialist powers also 
committed genocide? 

Honesty is the only response possible, that yes 
European and New World powers have used geno-
cidal policies and committed untold crimes and 
harm to First Peoples around the world. Most of 
those governments have now acknowledged this 

Perhaps the most pertinent point made by 
Callick for the purposes of this essay is the 

need to be aware of how Xi seeks to mobilise 
international ‘discourse power’ to capture 

foreign elite political and intellectual opinion 
so that the Party’s narrative is unchallenged.
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and continue to grapple with its legacy over recent 
decades with a range of redress strategies and results. 
There is a long way to go for Australia to ever address 
how we have wronged our First Nations. Does any of 
this negate legitimate concerns about Uyghur and 
Tibetan people now or the interest of the interna-
tional community in their welfare? In return, when 
is the CCP prepared to also acknowledge its own fail-
ings in these matters and work with the international 
community on resolving them?

‘Fait accompli’ arguments of China’s inevitable 
hegemonic dominance are usually coupled with pleas 
for us to just accept it and bend the knee. 

There’s no doubt China will continue to be one 
of the most significant global economic and military 
powers but the argument does not necessarily follow 
that other countries must completely subscribe to 
everything demanded of them by the CCP without 
question or challenge. Nor should we with the current 
hegemon, the United States. Most of humanity lives 
outside of China and the United States, and we have 
a stake in how the world is run too. Also, these argu-
ments do not factor in the significant demographic 
trap and economic challenges China faces inter-
nally, nor the challenge from other rising, competing 
powers like India that will soon overtake China in 
population and have a younger population overall; 
not to mention India having a more open and adapt-
able political ethos. The European Union too will 
continue to be a significant global player.

‘It’s not me, it’s you’ projection.
This argument we see most evident in the current 

tensions between Australia and China. Chinese offi-
cials constantly remind Australia that it’s all our fault. 
There’s no indication of a willingness to compromise 
or open dialogue until the Australian government 
completely submits to their argument. No hint of 
self-reflection from China on how any of its actions 
within the region may have caused apprehension in 
Australia. No apparent understanding of the inde-
pendence of Australian think tanks and media. No 
curiosity to understand the Australian point of view 
despite reams of Australian news columns attempting 
to understand China’s. Claims of offense but no 
blushing or regret at foreign office representatives 
sharing doctored images of an Australian soldier.

‘Frozen in time’
This line frequently surfaces on social media and 

international media comment pages from Chinese 
contributors referring to Imperial Japan and its threat 
to China and warnings to other Asian countries about 
modern Japan. Or reference to White Australia or the 

imperialist west. For many of the wumao with their 
CCP talking points, it is as if the past 80 years have not 
happened in the outside world. That foreign countries 
remain frozen in time. There has been no surrender 
of militarist Japan nor evolution of Japanese democ-
racy, no end of the Immigration Restriction Act in 
Australia nor the growth in multicultural Australia. 
China under the CCP alone is permitted to proclaim 
its progress and all others must be labelled in perpe-
tuity with the sins of their past. It’s a very cheap and 
easy tool to dismiss any legitimate questions about 
the concerning trajectory of China under Xi.

‘Nothing to see here’
Verifiable reporting indicates that the Chinese 

Communist Party has been escalating policies to 
eliminate the Uyghur peoples’ culture since 2016.  
Mass incarceration of more than one million Uyghur 
people in re-education camps is not an easy thing 
to hide. Uyghur activists in Australia report being 
followed and intimidated by CCP agents on Austra-
lian soil. Uyghur-Australians have shared with us the 
plight of their loved ones in Xinjiang Province and 
official attempts to deny Uyghur children access to 
education about their culture, language and faith. 
Those who have been able to leave the camps have 
told harrowing stories of rape and torture that require 
further serious investigation by international agen-
cies including full access to the camps and camp 
records. Instead at a media conference in April this 
year China’s former ambassador to Australia Cheng 
Jingye subjected Australian journalists to a two-hours 
lecture about there being nothing amiss in Xinjiang 
complete with videos of happy, dancing Uyghurs. 
Fabians need to be thinking about how all of these 
thought muddling efforts are deployed when making 
judgments on the veracity of claims made by the CCP.

Re-finding Fabians moral courage

AMONg THE MANY complex challenges facing the 
world, it may be argued that there are two major forces 
with the potential to bifurcate the international order.

One is the sincerity of a nation’s response to 
address climate change or its capacity to build resil-
ience. The other is the early stages of fierce ideological 
competition for influence between democratic and 
authoritarian systems. We have seen the latter before 
in the Cold War. It’s ironic that CCP officials castigate 
Australia and its democratic allies for “Cold War” 
thinking all the while China-linked hacking of govern-
ment computer systems proceeds, an Australian 
journalist and activist are held in detention without 
due process, new Chinese aircraft carriers are built, 

nuclear missile stocks increased and new hypersonic 
rockets capable of launching nuclear payloads from 
space are tested. Yet we raise valid questions about our 
own weapons’ programs but not China’s.

The democratic world’s best hopes for integrating 
China into the rule-based order through decades of 
engagement and investing significant public, philan-
thropic and private funds into China’s development 
seem to be giving way to growing fear as Xi’s new order 
emerges. At times it feels like aspirations for a twen-
ty-first century era of globally shared values about 
basic human rights and democracy as the principles 
of relations between nations, seem to be further out 
of reach than ever. Instead the geostrategic landscape 
is reminiscent of a 1930s world order spiralling out of 
control, replete with assertions that might is right, the 
invasion of other countries is not our business, and ‘at 
least the Fascists get the trains to run on time’.

The Fabians emerged even earlier in the last 
century, within a western democratic philosoph-
ical context but during a time where many were 
still excluded from society’s benefits based on class, 
race, gender and the lottery of birth. Early Fabians 
concerned themselves with a fight for greater political 
and economic equality and the emancipation of the 
masses through ideas and words, not guns, threats 
and brute force. Whatever claims that Xi would 

make on sharing the Fabians vision of an emanci-
pated society with ‘common prosperity’, we know 
the reality is not the case. If we are not sure then we 
should concern ourselves with asking the right ques-
tions to determine the truth.

What might be the fate of participants if a Fabian 
style meeting discussing government corruption and 
social and political inequality were held in China? I 
suspect we already know the answer. Isn’t the onus 
on us then to re-find the Australian Fabians moral 
courage, reflected in the values of our constitu-
tion, and to start asking the questions of Xi, and his 
authoritarian program, that a citizen of China cannot 
dare ask? 
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There’s nothing like a crisis for shaking new understandings and 
opportunities to the surface. COVid-19 has taken a terrible toll and the 
scars will take time to heal, but let’s hang on to the positive changes 

it has offered us. 
One of the most profound impacts of the pandemic has been on migra-

tion to Australia. For the first time since the diggers left en-masse for World 
War ii, Australia had more emigrants than immigrants in the year to March 
2021. Many temporary residents had to leave when their jobs dried up. It 
was a despicable act of callousness not to include them in income support 
payments, but they were not the only ones arbitrarily excluded. On the other 
side of the ledger, hundreds of thousands of Australians living overseas 
returned to stay – at least for now. 

This has given the labour market a huge shake-up. Simultaneously, 
the profile of jobseekers and the profile of jobs on offer have both shifted 
abruptly. It’s no wonder that the two don’t match up precisely. Business 
lobbies are clamouring for access to migrants to fill skills shortages, even 
while unemployment remains high. But given time, this gap would close. 
TAFE enrolments have ballooned by 35% in the past year, showing Austra-
lians are willing to retrain. Employers should do their part too, not demand 
migrants as a first resort.

Now is the 
Time to  
Embrace a 
Sustainable 
Australia
Covid gave us a fork in the road.  
Will we choose the path to sustainability, 
or the futile promise of endless growth?

JANE O’SULLIVAN

DEMOGRAPHIC DECLINE
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ONE OF THE most fascinating job markets to watch 
has been horticultural workers. In spring 2020, the 
industry was warning of crops being left to rot in the 
fields. But at the same time, Australians were being 
turned away from those jobs and reports of abys-
mally low pay abounded. By December, growers were 
bypassing labour hire firms, offering better terms and 
getting their crops in with a mix of Australian and 
immigrant workers. Consumers detected no change 
in the price or availability of fruit and veggies. 

The hot button issue is, what should Australia’s 
immigration program look like after border restric-
tions are lifted? The pandemic has provided a unique 
opportunity to reset the program. A number of econo-
mists, including Reserve Bank Governor Philip Lowe, 
put the view that Australia’s extraordinarily high 
levels of immigration over the decade preceding the 
pandemic contributed to wage stagnation. According 
to him, border closures helped to reduce unemploy-
ment more rapidly, but employers won’t raise wages 
if they think the floodgates will imminently reopen. 
Ross Garnaut, in his book Reset: Restoring Australia 
After the Pandemic Recession, proposed halving net 
immigration for similar reasons.

Business lobbies are working hard to head off 
any such retreat. The new premier of New South 

Wales, Dominic Perrottet, has weighed in in favour 
of doubling pre-pandemic inflows for at least a few 
years, to make up for lost ground. Such are the chame-
leons of politics: in 2018, then Treasurer Perrottet said 
recent immigration was “extraordinarily high” and 
“excessively rapid,” arguing that, “we can’t pretend 
that high immigration comes without a cost, and we 
believe growth should not impose an unfair burden on 
those already here.” He sided with many of the voices 
of moderation, explaining that “excessively rapid 
growth puts downward pressure on wages and upward 
pressure on housing prices, both of which have sorely 
stung workers and aspiring homeowners.” Has he had 
a Damascene conversion, or did he incur some debts 
to the growth lobby in his bid for premiership?

If comments on newspaper articles are anything 
to go by, Australians aren’t buying it. The Daily Tele-
graph’s James Morrow captured the public sentiment 
when he said that, “trying to kickstart the economy 
with another immigration binge when there’s not 
enough work or places to live is the sort of folly that 
can only be dreamt up by people who see Australia not 
as a nation but a hotel.” The Canberra Times’ colum-
nist Crispin Hull echoed many others saying that “we 
do not have a skills shortage in Australia. We have a 
training shortage.” Left wing commentators, from 

Van Badham to Peter Lewis, have joined the clamour 
for better pay rather than cheap imported labour. 

Migration advocates often present the debate as a 
binary choice: you’re either for migration, implying an 
open-hearted outlook embracing Australia’s engage-
ment with the world, or you’re against it, implying 
xenophobic nationalist conservatism yearning for a 
whiter past. But numbers matter: it’s not about the 
ethnicity of Australia’s population but its growth rate.

When asked, Australians overwhelmingly prefer 
Australia’s population not to grow bigger. Consis-
tently, around 65-70% of people report this preference, 
including a majority of voters for each of the major 
parties and the Greens. Depending on the survey 
and how it primes the issue, responses to questions 
on immigration are much more varied. Australians 
generally support the idea of multiculturalism, want 
a generous refugee program and are often accepting 
of arguments that immigration (unquantified) bene-
fits our economy. Many aren’t aware that the recent 
scale of immigration conflicts with their preference 
for a stable population, believing it only makes up for 
our low birth rate.

Labor has long held the line that high immi-
gration serves Australia well, and that any contrary 
view is merely manifesting racism. So it was with 
some boldness that Home Affairs Shadow Minister, 
Kristina Keneally broached the subject in May 2020, 
suggesting that Australia might be wise to limit 
temporary migration after the COVid-19 lockdown, 
to avoid restoring exploitative work practices and to 
“make sure that Australians get a fair go and a first 
go at jobs.” The business lobby didn’t need to cut her 
down – they left that to the Left wing anti-racism 
vigilantes, who came out all guns blazing claiming 
it is “oxymoronic” to praise multiculturalism while 
expressing a view to reduce immigration numbers, 
and that it is inappropriate “for an immigrant like 
Kristina Keneally to lecture Australians about the 
need to restrict immigration.” The irony of the latter 
accusation was lost on the media: should an immi-
grant never be considered Australian, and should 
they not voice political views? Never mind that we 
elected her to do just that. 

Labor quickly back-peddled from any allusion to 
the scale of immigration or population growth, merely 
blaming too much temporary migration for low-wage 
work undercutting local jobseekers. Labor seems to 
be playing both sides of the fence here, attempting 
to push back against the Coalition’s aggressively 
pro-growth stance without retracting its own support 
for mass immigration. Are we to believe that merely 
giving migrant workers more direct access to perma-
nent residency will solve all the issues resulting from 
Australia’s rapid expansion?

Population policy needs cooler heads

It is worth taking a step back from the vitriolic mael-
strom of Australia’s immigration debate, and ask 
what it is we want. How does immigration fit into our 
big picture goals? 

I think most of us would agree that we want 
sustainable prosperity. That means achieving a good 
standard of living for everyone: ending poverty, not 
making billionaires richer. And we don’t want to 
sacrifice our grandchildren’s prospects in the pursuit 
of short term wealth. Many of us also believe that 
non-human life forms have value and validity of their 
own, and want a future in which biodiversity can 
thrive, regardless of whether particular species are 
seen as useful to us. But even if that is a step too far 
for you, a healthy self-interest combined with a suffi-
ciently long time horizon demands that we look after 
natural systems. This perspective mirrors that of the 
1991 parliamentary Population Issues Committee, 
which concluded that the proper purpose of popu-
lation policy must be the enhancement of wellbeing 
for Australia, achieved through four goals: economic 
progress, ecological integrity, social justice and 
responsible international involvement.

The blind pursuit of 
neoliberal growth 

economics has led us into 
a trap, and we urgently 

need to retreat before its 
ecological jaws close on us.

We’re kidding ourselves if we think that we can 
achieve sustainable prosperity while expanding both 
our population and our use of natural resources. 
Globally, human impacts far exceed the levels that 
planetary systems can cope with. The Global Foot-
print Network says that we’re using 1.7 planets’ worth 
of resources per year, relying on millions of years of 
stored biomass in the form of fossil fuels. But that 
calculation is only part of the story. We could poten-
tially swap out fossil fuels for renewable energy, but we 
can’t so easily replace the aquifers we’re draining and 
the glaciers we’re melting and the soils we’re mining of 
nutrients, in order to keep us all fed and watered. The 
blind pursuit of neoliberal growth economics has led 
us into a trap, and we urgently need to retreat before 
its ecological jaws close on us. Economic degrowth is 
emerging as a serious area of study, which should be 

The hot button issue is, what 
should Australia’s immigration 
program look like after border 

restrictions are lifted?
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brought into the mainstream. Within it, 
ending and reversing population growth 
is an essential element.

Somehow we think that ending popu-
lation growth globally doesn’t need to 
apply to us here in Australia. After all, 
migration just shifts where people are, 
without increasing the total number of 
snouts at the trough. But our popula-
tion policies affect those of other coun-
tries. Many of them still have high birth 
rates – particularly in Africa but also our 
near neighbours like Papua New Guinea, 
and their population growth is a debili-
tating barrier to development. If Australia 
insists, no matter how misguidedly, that 
rapid population growth is the bedrock 
of our economic success, it’s hard to 
generate political will for providing the 
family planning services women in those 
countries lack, let alone advocating for 
smaller families. Some countries, like Iran 
and Turkey, have already moved to restrict 
women’s access to birth control, through 
unfounded fears of population ageing. 
By slowing their population stabilisation, 
we deepen poverty and heighten risks of 
famine and conflict for many more people 
than our immigration program can rescue 
from harm. It also doesn’t help if we entice 
away most of the skilled people they train, 
leaving the local population underserved.

Ending global population growth 
requires that individual countries embrace 
their own population peak and decline. 
There are many good reasons for doing 
this, apart from the long term feasibility 
of modern civilisation. Even in the short 
term, the benefits are enormous. Countries 
with near constant or declining popula-
tions have lower unemployment, afford-
able housing and generally improving 
environmental conditions. It’s much easier 
for them to achieve rapid reductions in 
greenhouse gases, when their energy 
needs aren’t growing and they don’t need 
masses of heavy construction. The ageing 
of their population didn’t mean that jobs 
went unfilled, it meant more working 
age people participated in the workforce. 
Large injections of young people can keep 
the proportion of retirees a little lower 
in an ever-growing Ponzi scheme, but 
providing enough infrastructure for the 
additional people is so costly (more than 

$100,000 per person) that it cancels out 
any saving on pensions and aged care. 
That’s before factoring in the suppres-
sion of wages and proliferation of part 
time, insecure work, meaning lower tax 
returns per household. As Macrobusiness 
economist Leith van Onselen quipped, 
“if the federal government was required 
to internalise the cost of immigration by 
paying the states $100,000 per permanent 
migrant that settles in their jurisdiction, 
so that the states can adequately fund the 
extra infrastructure and services required, 
then Treasury would no longer tout the 
‘fiscal benefits’ of immigration.”

What would a sustainable population 
policy look like?

For Australia’s population to stabilise, we 
need no more net immigration than is 
needed to top up each generation. How 
much that is depends on Australia’s fertil-
ity rate. If each couple averaged two chil-
dren, there would be no need to top up and 
immigration should equal emigration. 
If fertility stays around 1.7 children per 
couple, a net migration rate of 50–60,000 
per year would keep the numbers roughly 
stable, once our growth momentum has 
played out. If we let fertility fall to Europe’s 
average of 1.5, sustainable net migration 
would be around 80,000 per year. 

In contrast, we have averaged around 
240,000 per year over a dozen years prior to 
the pandemic, driving population growth 
at around 1.6% per year. At that rate, we 
were on track for nearly 40 million in 2050 
and 90 million by 2100: far more people 
than Australian agriculture can feed, 
even before factoring in climate change. 
But before 2005, 50–80,000 per year was 
considered normal. The 1995 Australian 
Academy of Science report Population 
2040: Australia's Choice concluded that 
Australia was on track to stabilise with 23-25 
million, and pushing the population higher 
was not in the interests of Australians.

There is little argument that migra-
tion usually benefits migrants, but it 
is better for migrants when its scale is 
modest. Then people can be absorbed into 
the workforce without displacing locals 
or suppressing wages, and the pressure 

© Cameron Casey / Pexels
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for new housing doesn’t force people into high-rise 
apartments or remote, underserviced suburbs. In 
any case, we can’t satisfy the demand from potential 
migrants. According to Gallup polls, there are over 750 
million people who would like to migrate. More than 
25 million of them cited Australia as their first prefer-
ence, but many of the others would opt for Australia 
if our door was the one widest open. Whether you 
advocate Australia’s immigration quota to be 50,000 
or 500,000 per year, it is barely a drop in the bucket. 
Better to focus on the quality of experience we can 
give to migrants than pretend that a bigger number is 
pro-migrant and a smaller number anti-migrant. 

Refugees are one group that suffers badly from a 
crowded labour market. They often lack the language 
proficiency and skill training to compete for jobs. 
Australia currently offers 13,750 humanitarian visas 
per year, making us the second most generous intake 
in the world, on a per capita basis, behind Canada. 
But it is a tiny fraction of our immigration program, 
and we could do more. Instead of favouring the 
people who most need a new place to live, we import 
hundreds of thousands of non-refugees per year, 
ostensibly for the benefit of our economy. 

The problem is that those economic promises 
have not been realised. After 15 years of super-charged 
migration supposedly filling critical skills shortages, 
we’re claiming no fewer skills shortages. Meanwhile, 
entry level wages have gone backward, youth under 
employment has gone through the roof, Australian 
university graduates are not finding jobs that use their 
skills and young couples are taking on million dollar 

mortgages. Is this all so that we can afford the pensions? 
If so, it is a gross act of intergenerational theft. 

Let’s be clear that Australia does not have struc-
tural skills shortages. That list of skills needed is 
drawn up just so that immigration can match the 
number that Treasury wants, to make gdP growth 
look good. That, and to placate the vice chancel-
lors who know overseas students won’t come if they 
don’t believe they have a good chance of staying. 
Indian engineers are flooding into the country on the 
promise that their skills are needed, only to end up 
delivering pizzas. 

A permanent migration quota of 50,000 might 
comprise, for example, 20,000 refugees, 20,000 
skilled (including their families) and 10,000 family 
reunion. This would be ample to meet real needs for 
specialist skills, and would ensure Australia remains 
among the most multicultural countries in the world. 
All skilled migrants should be initially employ-
er-sponsored and on temporary visas. Self-sponsored 
skilled migrants have a poor record of finding work 
in their skill area, and regionally-sponsored migrants 
typically don’t settle in the region that sponsored 
them. Employer-sponsored migrants have a job to 
go to, but we need stronger labour market testing 
requirements to ensure that job can’t be filled locally. 
The Temporary Skilled Migration Income Threshold 
(TSMiT) is currently below Australia’s average wage, 
which includes the unskilled. It should be raised to at 
least 75 per cent of weekly full time earnings to ensure 
temporary migrants are not used to undercut Austra-
lian skilled workers. 

Students and backpackers should be able to fill 
any jobs as temporary workers, but would need to 
earn employer sponsorship to apply for permanent 
residence. The Pacific guest worker program is also 
compatible with a sustainable population policy, but 
the far larger scope offered under the new agricul-
tural visa for Asian workers is a recipe for entrenched 
exploitation and massive low skilled permanent 
migration. Already applying to meatworks, fisheries 
and forestry, it will inevitably spread to other sectors 
like construction and hospitality, creating a new 
underclass. 

While labour markets can change quickly, house 
prices ratchet upward in a way that is very difficult to 
reverse. We can’t blame housing inflation entirely on 
population growth: it was capital gains tax conces-
sions that kicked it off, and as we’ve seen over the past 
year, the government can force house prices up with 
low interest rates and first home buyer grants if that’s 
what it wants to do. And clearly that is what it wants to 
do, more interested in appeasing the property devel-
opers who donate to election funds than relieving the 
stress on young homemakers. But high immigration 
has been essential to sustain the property boom to 
reach such painful heights. To cool it off, we need to 
remove the tax advantages enjoyed by investors over 
home buyers, as well as slowing the influx of people. 

Labor’s focus on whether migration is temporary 
or permanent, rather than the conditions that allow 
exploitation, is misguided. Giving low skilled migrants 
permanency will not make farms pay them prop-
erly, it will mean they won’t work on farms. The only 

ethical solution for horticultural work is to ensure that 
workers don’t get less than the minimum wage, using 
piece rates only as an added bonus for fast workers. 
Before we’ve tried this, we can’t say Australians won’t 
do the work. The labour hire model has become part 
of a vicious cycle of exploitation and dependence on 
migrants and should be wound back. It only exists to 
lower wages and to circumvent public service staffing 
caps, another absurd concession to ideology.

It will take a long and detailed policy consultation 
to reset Australia’s complex visa system, to ensure 
maximum fairness and equitable transitions from 
current settings. But the overarching imperative, that 
Australia’s immigration must allow long-term ecolog-
ical sustainability, should not be compromised. Not 
for the business lobby’s self-serving pleadings, nor 
to appease false accusations of racism. The pandem-
ic’s migration hiatus provides an ideal moment to 
abandon big Australia and embrace sustainable 
Australia. Let’s not throw this opportunity away. 

Better to focus on the quality of 
experience we can give to migrants 
than pretend that a bigger number 

is pro-migrant and a smaller 
number anti-migrant. 

Dr Jane O'Sullivan is an Honorary Senior Fellow within the University 
of Queensland’s School of Agriculture and Food Sciences. She 
has interests in food security, crop science, population growth and 
sustainability. She is an activist for Sustainable Population Australia. 
@OSullivan_Jane

39I S S U E  338 A U S T R A L I A N  FA B I A N S  R E V I E W



We Need an Industrial Policy Down Under

JOHN MCKAY

Even before the onset of the current pandemic 
it was abundantly clear that the Australian 
economy was facing serious structural prob-

lems: too many jobs are casual, uncertain, and poorly 
paid; the disruption of global supply chains has high-
lighted the catastrophic decline of manufacturing; 
the inability of companies to recruit skilled migrants 
from overseas has exposed the national scandal of our 
inability to properly equip young people with essen-
tial skills. The list goes on, and behind all of this lurks 
our inability to deal with two issues of existential 
importance: climate change, and levels of inequality 
that threaten our already fragile social compact. 
Added to this, the global economy has entered a new 
phase of development, driven primarily by rapid 
advances in technology. 

It is now obvious that economic policy in this 
country must be fundamentally re-thought, but the 
current crisis provides a real opportunity for the plan-
ning of fundamental reform. The responses by the 
Federal Government have demonstrated a welcome 
willingness to set aside entrenched positions and 
accept that direct government intervention is essential 
in the face of problems of the complexity we now face. 

In this essay I want to argue that Australia needs 
to embrace modern industrial policies – as several 
other countries in Europe, Asia and North America 
have already done - and I will explore how we can 
learn from this international experience, and how 
such policies can be designed and implemented to 
meet our local circumstances.  

Key Weaknesses in the Australian Economy

Structural Problems
Our failure to limit both greenhouse gas emissions 
and the enormous levels of inequality that now prevail 
have had a myriad of flow-on effects. The over-re-
liance on the export of mineral resources – particu-
larly coal - and the slowness in moving to the use of 
renewables has resulted in the degradation of natural 
environments and the extinction of many species of 
plants and animals. 

The enthusiastic acceptance of neoliberalism 
and its particular concept of globalisation has seen 
the decline in support for Australian manufacturing. 
The acceptance of wholesale movements of manu-
facturing offshore has resulted in the demise of the 
Australian manufacturing sector, which formerly 
contributed a significant percentage of national 
income as well as large numbers of good jobs. As a 
result, the economy now has an undue predominance 
of casual, low-skill, low-wage activities. 

Slow wage growth has also resulted from successful 

attacks on the trade unions, which have seen dramatic 
falls in membership and in the effectiveness of collec-
tive bargaining. The demise of local manufacturing 
has created serious vulnerabilities to disruption in 
supply chains, demonstrated during the pandemic 
when adequate amounts of medical supplies have 
been difficult to obtain. For decades there has also 
been a serious lack of investment in the education and 
training system at a time when it is imperative to create 
more technologically sophisticated activities. 

Neoliberal policies have led to staggering levels 
of inequality, made worse by a taxation system that 
is increasingly regressive. In the globalised world 
system in which Australia is now embedded there is 
a constant threat of instability and potential crisis. 
The Global Financial Crisis provided a stark reminder 
of these threats from a financial system that is essen-
tially out of control, but there are also threats from an 
impending ecological disaster as well as the fallout 
from a continued trade war, a new Cold War (or even a 
hot war) between the US and China. It is not surprising 
then that many people are fearful of the future, and 
that predictions of social instability are becoming 
more frequent. 

 
The Technological Challenge
The global economy has now entered a Fourth Indus-
trial Revolution, driven by the application of advanc-
es in artificial intelligence, robotics, and biotechnol-
ogy. Several countries have developed strategic plans 
to meet the challenges of this new technological 
environment, but it is painfully obvious that Austra-
lia is being left far behind. Germany has introduced 
its ‘Industry 4.0’ program based around new smart 
factories harnessing linkages between automation, 
data exchange, 3D printing, cloud computing and 
the internet of things. China’s ‘Made in China 2025’ 
blueprints plans to replace labour-intensive indus-
tries with cutting edge technologies. Japan and South 
Korea have both developed similar visions: Japan has 
instituted its ‘Centre for Fourth Industrial Revolution’ 
while Korea has announced a ‘Presidential Commit-
tee on the Fourth Industrial Revolution’ to implement 
a ‘Digital Infrastructure New Deal’. In early 2020 the 
European Commission set out a strategy on ‘Shap-
ing Europe’s Digital Future’ including programs for 
‘Factories for the Future’, necessitating the upgrading 
of both infrastructure and skills in the labour market. 

Each of these initiatives has its own features 
reflecting local needs and priorities, but they all share 
some key elements. All emphasise advanced tech-
nologies and the need to create continuous waves 
of innovations to stay ahead of the competition and 
accept that active government intervention will 
be essential. Universities are seen as central to the 
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creation of these new ideas and technologies as well 
as providing new labour market skills. There is also 
a realisation that individual companies can perform 
best when they are embedded in productive regional 
systems consisting of firms that share information 
and ideas and which together can support an essen-
tial range of specialised producer services, as for 
example in Korea’s ‘Smart City’ program.  

The Return of Planning and Industrial Policy
Continual processes of innovation and the applica-
tion of advanced technologies require intense govern-
ment involvement at all levels, creative collaboration 
between governments and the private sector and a 
willingness to undertake serious reforms in several 
areas, notably in education and skills development. 
Recent crises, notably the Global Financial Crisis of 
2007-8, have demonstrated that markets by them-
selves cannot be relied upon to solve the myriad prob-
lems created by neoliberalism and its over-reliance 
on market mechanisms. In several countries, then, 
we are seeing the return of planning and industrial 
policy – both of which had fallen out of fashion in the 
neoliberal obsession with market-based approaches - 
to spearhead such national approaches to the design 
and implementation of better futures. 

Industrial policy can be broadly defined as an 
intervention by governments at various levels – 
regional, national, state or local – to produce results 
that are superior to those possible by market mecha-
nisms alone, and in this essay I want to explore what 
kinds of industrial policies are most appropriate for 
Australia in this current context. But first I want to 
ask what lessons we can derive from the application 
of such policies in a range of other countries both in 
the past and more recently.

Learning from Overseas Experience

iNdUSTRiAL POLiCiES OF various kinds have been used 
successfully in several countries, and we can learn 
some useful lessons from their experience; although 
we need to recognise that it is not feasible to take poli-
cies that have been implemented in other countries, 
however successfully, and simply bolt them on to our 
existing framework. 

In Australia we must be constantly aware of our 
own history, institutions and much else and think 
what would work here, and what modifications would 
need to be adopted if these innovations are to have 
any chance of success. But with careful and reflective 

thought it is possible to learn from overseas successes 
and failures, to provide inspiration for new initiatives 
and to avoid repeating the same old mistakes. With 
all these caveats in mind I want to examine what 
we can glean from various kinds of industrial policy 
frameworks that have been initiated at different 
times and in diverse places. What all these initiatives 
have sought to achieve is the harnessing of innova-
tion processes to propel countries or regions to higher 
levels of growth through the creation of new political 
and economic structures, something I would argue is 
desperately needed in Australia. 

Industrial Transformations are Possible 
Critics, pessimistic about the opportunities for signifi-
cant structural change in Australia, have often argued 
that small countries like ours struggle to compete in 
global markets and are inevitably at the mercy of 
wider forces over which they can have no influence. 
But in fact, there are numerous examples in recent 
history of small countries that have successfully 
embarked on programs of ambitious industrial trans-
formation. Let me illustrate this point with reference 
to Sweden and some small countries in East Asia.

Regional policy in Sweden, and the industrial 
policy framework within which it has been set, has 
struggled with a series of important challenges since 
the early years of the Nineteenth Century: basically, 
the geopolitical challenge of being a small nation 
hemmed in by much larger powers. Since 1814 the 
policy response, especially during the Cold War, has 
been one of neutrality coupled with a determination 
to build an economically, politically, and socially 
strong nation able to forge an independent exis-
tence. A distinctively Swedish model emerged in the 
1930s following the election of the Social Democratic 
Party, which was to remain in power for virtually 
the whole period between 1932 and 1976. The overall 
aim was to create a more egalitarian society, a place 
of safety for all citizens who could enjoy a compre-
hensive welfare system. During the 1930s the country 
avoided the worst effects of the Great Depression 
by implementing early versions of Keynesian poli-
cies. Between the end of the Second World War and 
the early 1970s increases in per capita income were 
among the highest in the world. 

Sweden’s success in these endeavours has rested 
on some essential structural elements in the society: 
investment in a strong education system for all age 
levels, from kindergarten onwards; emphasis on 
technical and skills development, and on retraining 
workers displaced by structural change; the mainte-
nance of a strong university system, and the fostering 
of productive links between universities and their 
local and wider communities; and the creation of a 

collaborative relationship between governments at 
all levels, employers and the trade unions. Perhaps 
most basic of all in creating a climate conducive to 
innovation has been the retention of a strong welfare 
state. Some elements of the social support system 
that existed in the 1970s have now been wound back 
but much has been retained, and this basic guarantee 
has given potential innovators the courage to strike 
out in new directions. 

However, within the Swedish system the presence 
of support at the regional level has also been crucial: 
the challenges that are faced and the necessary 
support vary enormously across the country, hence 
policy needs to be tailor-made for specific locations 
to take account of, for example, the particular skills 
available in the labour force and the specific strengths 
of the local universities. Much innovation involves 
the sharing of knowledge between organisations, and 
this type of knowledge tends not to travel over long 
distances even in the current era of rapid electronic 
communications, hence a regional perspective is 
essential. Swedish regional policy has for many years 
stressed the importance of creative collaboration 
between private industry, the universities and various 
levels of government and this has been formalised in 
the ‘Triple Helix’ theory of innovation, which is the 
conceptual foundation for the creation of ‘Arenas’ 
of new activities. For example, the Saab aerospace 
company, noted for its high levels of innovation has 
based its whole strategy around productive collabora-
tion with various university research centres as well as 
programs within national and regional governments. 

The development experience of some relatively 
small countries in East Asia is also instructive. Since 
the middle of the Twentieth Century, East Asia has 
been transformed from wartime devastation and 
poverty to a major powerhouse in the global economy. 
South Korea at the end of the Korean War in 1953 had 
average incomes well below those found in almost all 
African countries at the time, but before the end of 
the Century it was admitted to the OECd, the so-called 
club of the rich nations. Japan and Taiwan achieved 
similar transformations, and all this was made 
possible through the creative use of industrial policy. 

From the very beginning, the success of indus-
trial policy in East Asia was based on two essential 
pre-conditions. First, these policies did not address 
just questions of manufacturing industry or even the 
wider economy, but of society as a whole. Secondly, 
industrial policies were able to tap into shared under-
standings of a national project supported by all for 
the benefit of all, and hence enjoying widespread 
public support. 

In the 1950s the urgent problem facing planners 
in Japan, South Korea and Taiwan was the creation of ©
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new industries that could generate increased levels 
of national income and jobs. These countries had few 
advantages and natural endowments, and few people 
had any experience of industrial work. Initially all 
three countries specialised in the production of simple 
goods that were within the capacities of their manage-
ment and labour force. Certain companies were 
chosen to undertake this production and they were 
given special tax advantages and access to finance at 
very favourable rates. There was some public resent-
ment against these favoured entities, but at the same 
time there was strong government action to ensure 
that these companies lived up to their promises and 
delivered benefits for the whole nation. 

From the beginning it was recognised that exports 
would have to be the driving force in the economy, 
and foreign exchange levels were carefully managed 
to maximise export growth. As companies grew, as 
management and workers acquired more skills and 
greater experience, and as more sophisticated tech-
nology could be introduced, the product mix became 
higher value. 

Government was central in planning and co-or-
dinating all aspects of the process, hence the term 
developmental state is usually applied to these 
administrations. With no real experience of sophisti-
cated industries but with strong government backing, 
South Korea for example quickly became one of the 
largest steel manufacturing and shipbuilding nations 
in the world.  

The international environment facing these 
countries, especially in the period up to the 1990s 
was certainly very different from today. Japan, 
South Korea and Taiwan were all seen as key allies 
of the United States during the Cold War, and hence 
were given significant trade concessions that would 
certainly not be available today, however there are 
still some important lessons for us today. 

The constructive role that governments can play 
in fostering industrial learning and technological 
upgrading is central, and in the story of Asia’s rapid 
transformation there are no examples of markets 
operating alone to achieve such levels of success. 
While East Asian success was initially in more tradi-
tional manufacturing industries, more recent experi-
ence has shown that many of the methods of indus-
trial policy – including many more examples of Triple 
Helix forms of collaboration - are equally applicable 
to high-tech and information technology industries 
in which the region is now a global leader.

New Initiatives in Industrial Policy
Many European countries have also implemented 
versions of industrial and regional policy. The Euro-
pean Union’s Regional Fund, also labelled (signifi-

cantly) its Cohesion Fund, is the second largest item 
after the agricultural support fund in the EU budget. 
Its central aim being to invest in economically 
deprived areas. 

Two particular forces have been contributing to 
growing inequalities within Europe: the decline of 
many older industrial regions hit by the effects of 
globalisation; and the periodic enlargement of the 
Union through the addition of less developed coun-
tries in Eastern and Southern Europe. Over the years 
a variety of policy targets and funding mechanisms 
have been put in place to support companies in 
deprived areas, upgrade educational opportunities, 
refurbish and expand infrastructure, and enhance 
opportunities for innovation. In its most recent iter-
ation, the budget for this Cohesion Fund has been set 
at EUR 373 billion – or some 30 per cent of the total EU 
budget – for the period 2021-2027. 

More generally, there has been a strong resur-
gence of interest in industrial policy in the EU as the 
region faces the challenges of climate change, the 
transition to new digital technologies and intensified 
competition from China and other Asian countries. 
There are also concerns for the future of small and 
medium enterprises and in early 2020 the European 
Commission put forward a vision for a new European 
industrial strategy dealing with all these elements. 
Included here are a European Green Deal and a 
Strategy on Shaping Europe’s Digital Future. 

What Kind of Industrial Policy for Australia?

Australia’s Experience with Industrial  
and Regional Policies
The history of industrial policy in Australia is a long 
one, going back to the period before Federation. It was 
spurred by concerns for lagging regions and a funda-
mental dichotomy in the Australian economy. On the 
one hand, Australia had an export sector sending first 
wool and other agricultural products, and then a vari-
ety of minerals to the world economy. On the other 
hand, Australia also had a poorly developed manu-
facturing sector, providing goods predominantly for 
the domestic market. 

The export sector provided few jobs, hence the 
expansion of labour-intensive manufacturing was 
seen as essential. The colony of Victoria began a 
concerted push for new manufacturing enterprises 
shielded by high tariff wall. By the early part of the 
Twentieth Century these heavily protected industries 
did indeed develop, with car production commencing 
in the 1920s, and this was given added momentum 
during the Second World War. 

By 1940 manufacturing provided about one-quarter 

of total jobs, and in the immediate Post-War period this 
expanded even further, contributing 30 per cent of gdP 
by the early 1960s. However, the sector still concen-
trated on products for the local market at a time when 
global demand for a wide range of goods was expanding. 

With hindsight we can now say that this was 
a missed opportunity to establish Australia as an 
important exporter of industrial products. Instead, 
companies were comfortable behind the tariff walls 
and the ‘Lucky Country’ meandered on while the rest 
of the world, and in particular Asia, moved ahead at a 
breakneck pace. 

The first steps were taken to open the economy 
to the world were taken by the Whitlam Government, 
with an across-the-board reduction of tariffs insti-
tuted in 1973. This was followed up by the Hawke-
Keating Government with a much more ambitious 
program of deregulation. 

After the defeat of Labor in 1996 the process went 
even further with the full embrace of the tenets of 

neoliberalism. Great swathes of government activ-
ities were privatised, and programs to stimulate 
research and development and industrial innovation 
were slashed. The dismantling of tariff barriers was 
inevitable but Australian industry was ill-prepared 
and poorly supported for this dramatic policy change. 
Most basic of all was the lack of a well-prepared and 
credible plan to guide the future of the economy and 
the place of manufacturing within it. As a result, 
Australian manufacturing was swept away by the 
flood of cheaper products and by 2020 contributed 
only 6.6 per cent of total employment. 

Over the years Australia has implemented several 
policies designed to stimulate development at the 
regional level - for example the programs of the old 
Cities Commission and the Albury-Wodonga Devel-
opment Corporation - particularly aimed at reducing 
inequalities between regions and attracting popula-
tion away from capital cities and into regional centres 
and rural areas. 
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Much more limited in scope have been the 
numerous attempts to create and foster industrial 
clusters, in both metropolitan and regional areas. 
Here the generation of innovation is a clear require-
ment but there has been little understanding within 
various levels of government of how such processes 
work and can be facilitated, and how other actors 
such as the universities need to be incorporated into 
the programs.  

  
Why Australia Needs a New Industrial Policy
As I have argued, Australia faces two massive chal-
lenges – a rapid and persistent increase in inequality 
and the truly existential crisis of climate change. The 
common element here is the quasi-mystical status 
accorded to the unfettered operation of the markets, 
which are portrayed as the only mechanisms able to 
determine the most efficient allocation of resources 
and the correct prices of all goods and services. But 
these narratives are looking increasingly suspect. 

Socio-economic inequality has intensified in almost 
all countries that have implemented neoliberal agen-
das, and nations with higher levels of inequality have 
performed poorly in a variety of ways: social capital 
and levels of trust have been eroded, leading to social 
unrest and volatility, and growth has been signifi-
cantly affected. 

In the post-Covid environment the issue of jobs 
is also crucial. Responses by the Federal Government 
have included temporary assistance to companies to 
assist them until business conditions improve, but 
while emergency assistance to struggling companies 
is necessary in the current situation, I would suggest 
that we also need to evaluate and improve on-going 
programs to assist companies to be more productive 
and employ more workers in good, well-paying jobs. 

The whole question of job creation has been 
made even more difficult by the rapid advance of 
the digital economy. It might be that automation 
will make many traditional jobs redundant, and thus 

generate massive levels of unemployment, but it is 
also plausible to suggest that many new kinds of jobs 
will be created by these new technologies. However, 
any future industrial policy will certainly need to take 
seriously the whole question of technological change 
and its impacts.

Underlying our efforts to plan for a more sustain-
able and egalitarian future, one in which far greater 
numbers of attractive and well-paid jobs are essential, 
is the question of how to prepare for new forms of risk, 
uncertainty and instability. It seems inevitable that 
there will be further pandemics, causing still more 
recessions. In past periods of crisis, as in the current 
pandemic, it has been clear that the markets are not 
capable of either dealing with current problems or 
planning how to deal with future events, and the weight 
inevitably falls on government. Part of the argument 
for an industrial policy in Australia, then, concerns the 
need to deal with any crises, and to prepare for these 
future events that we all know are inevitable. 

What Kind of Industrial Policy with What Objectives?
In the design of this new policy framework there will 
need to be two distinct but interrelated phases. 

The first will be essentially a rebuilding process, 
seeking to claw back some of the skills and capacities 
that have been lost through several decades of disas-
trous neoliberal approaches. As I emphasised earlier, 
until the 1970s Australia had a globally competitive 
manufacturing sector but that was allowed to be lost. 
In many countries the automobile sector has been 
seen as not just an important employer but as a reser-
voir of skills and manufacturing expertise that can be 
transferred and used throughout the economy, yet the 
Australian car industry was allowed to close for want 
of a relatively small amount of government support. 
By contrast, the German government now provides 
the equivalent of $A7.9 billion per year to encourage 
product upgrading and environmental compliance 
in its car companies. What had been a cornerstone of 
local industrial capacity was sacrificed on the altar of 
neoliberal purity. One part of a new industrial policy 
will be to rebuild such capacities – in particular the 
skill base in engineering - and their ability to propel 
other enterprises. This rebuilding exercise will be an 
essential prerequisite for the second part of this new 
policy, which will involve the development of indus-
tries of the future. 

This is a daunting agenda that raises many com-
plex questions, but at this stage it is also important to 
say what I believe a new industrial policy for Australia 
should not be. 

First, I am certainly not suggesting a return to the 
old style, ‘hard’ industrial policies of the past, with 
a Tariff Board, import quotas and the like. Australia 

has gained great benefit from international trade and 
the regulations that govern it and will continue to 
rely on the benefits of free and fair trade. The design 
of modern industrial policy need not resort to such 
old-fashioned methods, nor to the kinds of economic 
nationalism that inspired the ‘America first’ slogans of 
the Trump administration. We are talking about some-
thing that is quite different, and much more creative. 

Secondly, I am also not advocating the creation 
of a massive Soviet-style bureaucracy here that is 
involved in a detailed and all-encompassing national 
planning exercise. 

Rather, what is involved is the creative steering 
and enhancement of markets to achieve more desir-
able outcomes for the nation and to ensure that some 
of the key priorities that I have already identified are 
achieved.

At an operational level, an important priority 
should be the creation of an independent authority 
charged with the development and management of 
Australia’s industrial policy. I believe that the new 
body needs to be established at the national level but 
one of its key roles must be the development of link-
ages between national policy mechanisms and the 
counterpart organisations in each of the states and 
territories, which will in turn work closely with local 
governments. This should replace the current Produc-
tivity Commission, which has done some useful 
work but is very much a creature of neoliberalism 
and has an agenda that is far too narrow. Designing 
a new industrial policy framework is a complex task 
that requires the widest possible consultation – with 
Federal, State and Territory, and local governments, 
as well as the private sector, trade unions, think tanks 
and research institutes, and a range of other stake-
holders. Collaborative work at these sub-national 
levels will be essential, and it may be desirable for 
each state and territory to create its own equivalent 
body, since as I outlined earlier – particularly in rela-
tion to Swedish government programs - many of the 
most productive potential initiatives are located at 
the regional and local scales. 

Questions of environmental sustainability – 
including energy policy, the amelioration of climate 
change, care for priceless natural features such as the 
Great Barrier Reef, and the protection of threatened 
animals and plants – have been one of the key fail-
ures of government policies. There is now abundant 
evidence to show that the move to renewable energy 
can create many more jobs than it destroys, although 
there will need to be programs to retrain displaced 
workers. An innovative energy policy can also help 
to rejuvenate all parts of the economy. New and revit-
alised industries can emerge using low-cost elec-
tricity generated by solar, wind and other renewable 

The dismantling of tariff barriers 
was inevitable but Australian 
industry was ill-prepared and 

poorly supported for this dramatic 
policy change.
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technologies. New forms of aluminium and steel 
production can be created using these resources, 
and these new production facilities can be located 
in regions that have lost jobs with the closing of coal 
mining and similar carbon intensive activities. 

The disruptions caused by the pandemic have 
also highlighted problems in the labour market. 
For several years the Reserve Bank and others have 
lamented the low levels of wages growth in many 
sectors of the economy, but a central principle of the 
neoliberal model has been to take all possible steps 
to reduce labour costs to an absolute minimum, 
and whenever minimum wage determinations are 
being discussed both the government and employers 
have argued that now is not the time for significant 
wage increases. Perhaps one-third of all workers in 
Australia can now be classified as being in ‘irregular’ 
employment of some kind. While these arrangements 
are hailed by some as providing the freedom and flex-
ibility that is highly prized by some workers, others 
have argued that those who prefer such arrangements 
are probably in a minority. Clearly labour market 
reform is needed, but not the search for ‘flexibility’ 
that the adherents to neoliberalism champion. Rather, 
we need to look carefully at the labour market, how it 
works, how workers are rewarded and how skills need 
to be constantly upgraded as the economy moves 
forward to more sophisticated kinds of activities. 

A key element should of course be the revival of 
Australia’s manufacturing sector to avoid dangerous 
over-reliance on global supply chains. Australia’s 
agricultural resources offer scope for expanded 
manufacturing activities – by value-adding in food 
processing, and wool spinning, weaving and fashion 
creation for example. There have been some prom-
ising signs in recent pronouncements by the Federal 
Government on the need to revitalise the Australian 
manufacturing sector as a key component of the 
post-pandemic recovery. Five key industries have 
been identified as offering special promise for the 
future – resources technology and critical minerals 
processing, food and beverage, medical products, 
recycling and clean energy, defence, and space.

While this initiative can be applauded as an initial 
stage in the development of a more comprehensive 
industry policy there is certainly no vision of how 
these industries of the future need to be supported 
within a broader framework of economic and social 
revitalisation. Similarly, the assumption that massive 
investment in a ‘gas-led recovery’ will magically 
push markets towards this new vision of the future is 
extremely simplistic, even leaving aside the serious 
environmental consequences of expanding gas 
production.  

Rather, as I already noted, we need to think about 

rebuilding Australia’s industrial capacity and the 
longer-term generation and commercialisation of new 
innovations. Research on innovative clusters already 
outlined has emphasised the role of universities in 
the generation and propagation of innovations, and it 
is essential that the long running problems in univer-
sity funding be addressed. The sector is under-funded 
and is overly reliant on overseas students and a more 
secure funding model is desperately needed. A more 
sophisticated and innovative economy will also need 
more highly educated and trained workers, and the key 
area of skills – including programs for the continued 
re-skilling and upgrading of all employees - will be 
central to this innovative future. 

Efforts to escape the straight jacket of the 
resources curse will require the development of a 
long-term science policy designed to foster research 
and to provide future generations of scientists with 
the necessary skills and experience. 

It is also important to remember that innovation is 
not just about the development of the ‘hard’ sciences. 
The dissemination of innovation also depends on the 
application of knowledge in a wide range of areas in 
the social sciences. As noted earlier, there is ample 
evidence on the role of cities in the exchange of ideas 
between companies, and between government and 
the private sector. It has also been demonstrated that 
some kinds of cities are more likely to attract and 
propagate innovative activities than others. Thus, 
we need to look at Australian cities in this light and 
develop strategies for the building of more innova-
tive industries through the fostering of these effec-
tive networks of information exchange. But in recent 
years city planners and governments at all levels 
have been far too involved in a mad rush to keep up 
with high levels of population growth - through the 
provision of housing and infrastructure – to give any 
attention to visions of longer-term development. 
For many years economic strategies have had at 
the centre of their economic strategies the mainte-
nance of high rates of population growth - especially 
in Sydney and Melbourne - allowing politicians to 
trumpet that gdP growth has been ensured. However, 
these policies have not resulted in increases in gdP 
per capita: rather, there have been steady declines in 
this more important measure of national well-being, 
and coupled with the general stagnation in wage 
levels there has been a dangerous lack of increases in 
aggregate demand. Part of the development of a new 
industrial policy should be a thorough review of this 
whole policy area, involving a hard look at whether 
high levels of immigration are in the national interest 
at this stage of our development.

This is a daunting agenda involving nothing 
less than a complete rethink of the economy, its 
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structure and how it can deliver much more satisfac-
tory outcomes for all citizens. 

So far, I have looked at individual sectors or areas, 
but it is also important to remember that equally 
important will be the ways in which these sectors 
interact, stimulate and support each other. Thus, for 
example, in looking at opportunities to build larger and 
more innovative manufacturing industries we must 
consider how best to develop linkages with the finan-
cial sector. Examples like this abound, and an indis-
pensable part of the whole industrial policy approach 
will be to develop a strategic overview of these link-
ages, how they can be improved and how any bottle-
necks can be removed. Harmonisation of policies is 
vital, including the role of a reformed taxation system, 
to create credible incentives to move the economy in 
the positive directions that I have outlined. 

Strong and innovative government leadership 
will be essential, but so will be our capacity to come 
together – government, the private sector and civil 

society – to create a national consensus on future 
aspirations and on the means that will be needed to 
achieve them. This will also involve a wide accep-
tance of the costs that will need to be borne and 
shared through, for example, a restructured taxa-
tion system, and an agreement on how the benefits 
of future developments can be distributed in a fair 
and equitable manner. Again, this presents a massive 
challenge, but we live in challenging times and the 
East Asian experience suggests that bold actions can 
yield great rewards, but only if citizens can unite 
behind a national agenda.   

Part of the argument for an industrial 
policy in Australia, then, concerns 

the need to deal with any crises, and 
to prepare for these future events 

that we all know are inevitable. 
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Speaking at the online Jackson Hole Symposium 
on August 27th, US Federal Reserve Chairman 
Jerome Powell confirmed that the US central 

bank was considering ‘tapering’ its $120 billion per 
month quantitative easing (QE) program later this 
year. Like all good central bankers, Powell’s main 
virtue is that everything he says tends to be very dull 
and uninteresting to most people. His choice of words 
to communicate a fairly seismic policy change is no 
exception to this. The ‘taper’ has become fashionable 
bureaucratic econobabble meaning that the Fed will 
be printing less new money to give to the government 
through a roundabout arrangement with the bond 
market. If it occurs, the taper will mark an inflec-
tion point in the monetary response to the COVid-19 
pandemic; it means that the central bank, which 
issues the world reserve currency that underpins 
virtually all global trade, the US Dollar, will begin to 
gradually unwind the emergency policy settings that 
it adopted last year to support the economy through 
the crisis.

Though this all sounds very arcane, it has huge 
implications for ordinary people, their wellbeing and 
their hopes for their children, and their children’s 
children, perhaps much more so than any policy 
intervention from governments, which we actually 
get to elect. As Nathan Mayer Rothschild famously 
remarked in 1815: “I care not which puppet sits upon 
the throne of England to rule the Empire on which 
the sun never sets. The man who controls the British 
money supply controls the British Empire.” This is a 
remarkable statement from over 200 years ago, but 
the fundamental truth behind Rothschild’s candour 
has not changed in the years hence. In this respect we 
would do very well to look closely at the people who 
control our money supply and ask some serious ques-
tions about the wisdom of what they are doing, espe-
cially since much of it now falls into the realm of the 
wildly experimental. 

To understand the significance of the policy shift 
that the Fed is signalling will be shortly underway, 
it is important to first understand what quantitative 
easing actually is, how it came to be adopted, and 
what it is that central bankers hoped it would achieve. 
Please persevere with me while we run through a 
short history lesson.

QUANTiTATiVE EASiNg iS described by central bankers 
as an ‘unconventional monetary policy’ tool. That is, 
it is something very different from the raising and 
lowering of the overnight cash rate (or Fed funds rate) 
that most Australians would be reasonably familiar 
with from nightly news broadcasts or the barrage of 
emails one gets from real estate agents. ‘Overnight’ 
money is simply a loan that is due to be repaid the 

next day. It is the shortest loan period in the money 
markets. When the central bank changes the over-
night cash rate, it is manipulating the interest rate 
payable on short term loans made between banks 
by either providing more liquidity to the money 
markets, or by taking liquidity out. The interest rate is 
best thought of as the price of money. If the supply of 
money outstrips the demand, the price (interest rate) 
will be low. If funds are scarce and demand is high, 
the interest rate will be high. The cash rate is an unse-
cured lending rate, so it does not include a margin to 
compensate the lender for the risk that the loan may 
not be repaid tomorrow.

The next thing to understand is that loans made 
over a period of more than one day typically include 
a ‘term premium’. That is, if I lend you $100 today 
for one year, I will expect a higher interest rate than 
would be the case if I made the loan for just one day. 
The higher interest rate compensates me for the 
greater risk that I will not be repaid (anything could 
happen in a year) and for the fact that I won’t have 
my $100 available for other uses in that time. If we 
plot lending rates on a graph with time on the x axis 
and the interest rate on the y axis, we normally expect 
to construct an upward-sloping yield curve whereby 
long-term interest rates are higher than short-term 
interest rates, like so:

Government Bond Yield Curve

By raising and lowering the overnight cash rate, 
the central bank is changing interest rates payable 
on short term loans (the short end of the yield curve). 
The yield curve is anchored by the cash rate at the 
short end, but interest rates for longer maturities are 
typically set by the supply and demand dynamics of 
international capital markets. As the world’s largest 
and most credit-worthy borrower, the US Treasury’s 
10-year bond is considered the benchmark for 
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long-dated loans and provides the closest thing to a 
‘risk-free’ interest rate that exists in the market. For 
that reason, what happens with the US 10-year has a 
big influence on interest rates for other currencies 
(like 10-year Aussie government bonds, for instance).

So where does quantitative easing come into this? 
Quantitative easing is simply a process whereby the 
central bank creates new money out of thin air and 
uses it to purchase bonds from banks and insur-
ance companies in what we refer to as the secondary 
market (i.e., not bought directly from the Treasury). 
That is, the US Federal Reserve, or the Reserve Bank 
of Australia, ‘prints’ new money and uses that money 
to purchase government bonds, and other securities 
that the central bank deems appropriate, from the 
banking system. This process results in supply of 
longer-term money being artificially inflated, and has 
the effect of lowering the interest rate on long-term 
debt as supply of funds increases relative to demand, 
effectively ‘flattening’ the yield curve. 

WHEN THE US real-estate bubble popped in 2008, 
sparking the Global Financial Crisis, major econo-
mies including the USA, UK, Japan and the EU sought 
to protect their banking systems and economies by 
taking steps to ensure that credit could still be freely 
provided to the economy. Failure to do so was seen 

as a disastrous possibility that would surely result in 
the death of hundreds of thousands (maybe millions) 
of businesses that could no longer fund their opera-
tions through working capital and term debt facili-
ties. The unemployment and widespread misery that 
would have come as a consequence of this presented 
the very real prospect of a Great Depression Mark ii. 
The prevailing view at the time was that central banks 
needed to intervene to overcome the fears of counter-
party credit risk that had infected the banking system 
as defaulting mortgages had been packaged up and 
on-sold throughout the banking system as AAA-rated 
financial time bombs. With the collapse of Lehman 
Brothers and Bear Stearns in the USA, and Northern 
Rock in the UK, along with emergency government 
bailouts of Aig, Fannie Mae, Freddie Mac, Halifax 
Bank of Scotland, Royal Bank of Scotland and Lloyds 
TSb, there was real fear amongst bankers that if they 
made a loan today, their counterparty might not be 
around to repay it tomorrow. Banking is, at its core, a 
trust game, and as trust in counterparties evaporated, 
money markets ceased to function. Central banks 
became the lender of only resort because they were 
the only counterparty that couldn’t go broke.

In November of 2008 the US Federal Reserve 
determined that in order to restore confidence to the 
banking system, it would need to step in to provide 

a market for the toxic mortgage-backed securities 
that had become the source of financial contagion. In 
essence, the Fed would be providing liquidity to the 
banking system by creating new money and giving it 
to the banks in exchange for toxic assets that nobody 
else wanted to buy. With this action we witness the 
death of free-market capitalism (and perhaps any 
sense of personal responsibility) as the major Wall 
Street and City of London banks were insulated from 
their own greed and stupidity by benevolent govern-
ment agencies. This marked a dramatic escalation in 
‘moral hazard’, which is the simple idea that if there 
are no adverse consequences for obscene risk-taking, 
there is no reason not to take the risk. Of course, this 
auspicious event was the birth of quantitative easing 
in the UK and USA.

A further consequence of the credit crunch, and 
fears of its spread, was that the appetite for corporate 
debt had dried up and the premium that organisa-
tions had to pay to raise long-term debt finance subse-
quently went through the roof. One of the intended 
outcomes of quantitative easing was a reduction in 
corporate borrowing costs by forcibly flattening the 
yield curve. Since corporations raise term debt at a 
spread to the ‘risk-free’ rate (US Treasuries), a lower 
yield for US Treasury Bonds would also mean lower 
borrowing costs for business. With conventional 
monetary policy already tapped out by cash rates at 
zero percent, Fed Chairman Ben Bernanke, and his 
counterparts in Europe, the UK and Japan, thought 
that by lowering term borrowing costs they could 
coax corporations into borrowing to invest in new 
capital. In theory, this would support employment as 
companies sought to buy and build new things.

Bernanke also had another theory for why quan-
titative easing would be good for the economy. The 
Fed predicted that lower interest rates would increase 
asset prices, as the future cashflows generated by 
those assets would now be discounted at the lower 
rate. A fundamental idea in finance is that the value 
of an asset is simply the sum of all its future cashflows 
adjusted for how far in the future those cashflows are 
expected to be received. This simple idea is used all 
around us in everyday life. It is how real estate agents 
calculate the value of commercial real estate. It is also 
how merchant bankers determine the value of compa-
nies that may be acquired or spun-off. In simple 
terms, the iron law of asset valuation is that if interest 
rates are lower, the value of the asset is higher. 

Therein lies the rub: central bankers knew that 
quantitative easing would increase stock prices and 
real estate prices. They did this intentionally, because 
they were betting that these rising prices would 
create a ‘wealth effect’ whereby households would 
start spending again as rising asset prices made them 

feel more affluent. This is a neat trick, but only if it 
works, and only if it works sufficiently well to offset 
the horrendous consequences it entails.

The Fed was certainly correct that quantitative 
easing would raise asset prices. In the 13 years since 
quantitative easing was introduced, the benchmark 
S&P 500 Index has gained more than 386% (not 
including dividends). The tech-heavy NASdAQ, whose 
value is even more sensitive to the discount rate on 
future cashflows, has risen an astonishing 857% in 
that time. Quantitative easing was not introduced in 
Australia until 2020, but our markets have not missed 
out on the torrent of cheap money sloshing around 
in international capital markets. Our benchmark S&P 
200 index is up by more than 102% since November 
2008 (not including dividends). This is a tidy capital 
gain of 5.6% per annum, but the real beneficiary in the 
Australian context has been our real-estate market. 
The housing market has long been a bbQ stopper in 
Australia; it is a national obsession. The median price 
of established housing in Australia is up 132.5% since 
November 2008. That represents a capital gain of 
about 7% per annum. before we factor in rental yields 
or tax benefits. Capital city markets like Sydney and 
Melbourne have performed even more strongly.

Over the same period since 2008, Australian 
wages have increased by 35.5%, or about 2.5% each 
year on average. The obvious implication here is that 
the price of things we want to buy (namely, housing) 
is increasing much faster than the wages that we use 
to buy them. The household debt to income ratio 
has reached new all-time highs of more than 
200%, and the proportion of Australians who 
own their own home (with or without a mort-
gage) has decreased from 70% to 66% between 
1997-8 and 2017-8. The number of Australians 
who own their home without a mortgage 
has fallen by 10 percentage points over 
the same period and more and more 
Australians are now retiring with 
outstanding mortgage debt. Home 
ownership rates are especially poor 
amongst young people, which 
has had a flow on effect for 
both family formation and 
fertility rates.   

In essence, the Fed would be 
providing liquidity to the banking 

system by creating new money and 
giving it to the banks in exchange 
for toxic assets that nobody else 

wanted to buy. 
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world over double down on QE, with several central 
banks (the RbA included) adopting it for the first time. 
Unconventional monetary policy has become the 
convention. The irony in this is that the economic 
shock from COVid-19 has been largely supply side 
driven because dramatically fewer goods and services 
are being produced and distributed around the 
world. Any reductions in demand are largely artifi-
cial and are primarily occurring because consumers 
have been physically restrained from spending (by 
lockdowns), not because they lacked confidence or 
spending power. Indeed, household incomes dramat-
ically increased in 2020 and purchases of goods (as 
opposed to services) increased also. Policies to further 
increase consumer spending power are unhelpful in 
this context. In their response to the COVid-19 crisis, 
central bankers have proven the aphorism that every 
general fights the last war.

Meanwhile, the balance sheet of the US Federal 
Reserve has increased from approximately $900 
billion in August of 2008 to $8.5 trillion today. The 
change in the Fed’s balance sheet is a crude short-
hand for the expansion of the money supply. Short-
lived attempts to ‘normalise’ the balance sheet have 
completely failed, and we are now seeing it growing at 
the fastest rate ever. The House of Lords committee, 
and several eminent economists, have argued that 

national governments have become addicted to 
the cheap credit that central bank bond-buying has 
provided. As governments seek to spend their way 
out of crisis, or use the cover of COVid-19 to justify 
immense spending commitments on pet projects, 
central banks are increasingly in the position of having 
the tiger by the tail, unable to normalise interest rates 
or end the methadone of QE, lest the patient go into 
violent budgetary withdrawal as a result.

Despite the failures and negative side effects of 
QE we have one thing to be thankful for: the ill effects 
have been largely confined to the financial economy 
(i.e., financial assets). Because QE operates through 
the secondary market for bonds, it relies on commer-
cial banks as a transmission mechanism, and for that 
reason the runaway price growth has been limited 
to financial assets like stocks, bonds and real estate. 

It requires some particularly 
powerful imagination to make 

the case that QE has been a 
resounding success in spurring 

on economic growth. 

By pricing the current generation of young people out 
of the housing market, we are doing our best to ensure 
that the subsequent generation doesn’t exist at all. 
The data is almost certain to be worse again when the 
2021 census figures are released next year.

So, what of Bernanke’s claims that rising asset 
prices would boost the economy by reviving house-
hold consumption? Well, in the period between 2001 
and 2008, US consumption growth averaged 2% per 
quarter. In Australia the average was 1.1%. From the 
start of 2009 to today, US consumption growth has 
averaged 1.7% per quarter, in Australia it is just 0.6%. 
It’s always hard to argue a counterfactual, but on 
these numbers, it requires some particularly powerful 
imagination to make the case that QE has been a 
resounding success in spurring on economic growth. 
Even one of the initial architects of QE, former Bank 
of England Governor Mervyn King, as a member of 
a House of Lords committee examining its success 
as a policy tool, found that there was little evidence 
that it had been effective in increasing investment or 
growth, but that it had artificially inflated asset prices 
and exacerbated wealth inequality.

In recent years, politicians in Australia, and 
abroad, have spent a lot of time hand wringing 
over housing affordability. This is not limited to 
social democrats, who are rightly concerned about 
inequality and the prospect of a generation locked 
out of home ownership. Even on the conservative 
side of politics, many are waking up to the fact that 
young people may never become conservatives if 
they have nothing to conserve. Many countries are 
experiencing polarisation and radicalisation in their 
domestic politics as the widening gulf between the 
haves and the have nots exacerbates into the have 
nots and the have yachts. There have been a number 
of policy prescriptions floated to address the issue: 
bans on foreign investors, curbs to negative gearing 
or capital gains tax concessions, stamp duty conces-
sions and tax-preferred savings devices for first home 
buyers, zoning changes to increase supply, taxes on 
empty investment properties, the list goes on. What 
all these policy prescriptions have in common is that 
they fail to address the key driver of unaffordable 
housing: artificially low interest rates and central 
bank money printing. Nobody should be surprised 
that this has happened. This was always the intention 
of QE policies. To put it into tech industry parlance: 
it’s a feature, not a bug.

So where does that leave us today? Despite 
the warnings of Lord King and his colleagues, and 
the scant evidence that QE has been a net positive 
for the world economy, central bankers have been 
unwilling to abandon it as a policy response. In fact, 
the COVid-19 pandemic has seen central banks the 

As national governments 
rack up record fiscal deficits, 
the independence of central 
banks is being increasingly 

called into question. 
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However, this may not remain the 
case forever. As national governments rack up 
record fiscal deficits, the independence of central 
banks is being increasingly called into question. 
Central bankers assure us that central bank inde-
pendence is an important condition for central bank 
credibility, and central bank credibility is critical to 
ensure effective transmission of monetary policy. 
That is, if we were to pull back the curtain and subject 
our economic wizards to inconvenient ideas of 
democracy, the magic might not work and the blunt 
tools of monetary policy could be commandeered for 
the interests of a narrow section of society. Young 
people locked out of the housing market and retirees 
watching the increasingly meagre interest paid out 
on life savings might justifiably scratch their heads at 
this claim as it is surely already the case. 

The current policy settings of central bankers 
pursuing Bernanke’s formula of raising asset prices 
in order to raise spending is the enemy of the tradi-
tional virtues of prudence, enterprise, hard work 
and saving, and the friend of the spivs and rentiers 
making themselves very wealthy through no special 
genius aside from the application of massive leverage 
of stocks and real estate that are now traded like foot-
ball cards. Astonishingly, despite the obviousness of 
this perverse incentive structure, our policy makers 

remain bamboozled as to why there is no 
productivity to be had in the economy. Worse 
still, we now find ourselves in the position 

where financial commentators openly suggest 
that central banks cannot unwind ultra-easy mone-
tary policies because it would cause interest rates to 
rise, and that would mean that spendthrift govern-
ments could no longer afford to service their colossal 
debt obligations.

A small, but increasingly influential group of 
post-Keynesian economists have proposed a solu-
tion to this problem. They call it Modern Monetary 
Theory, or MMT. Adherents say that MMT is simply a 
more accurate description of how the economy really 
works, that sovereign, currency-issuing governments 
have no financial constraints and that they are only 
constrained by the real factors of production: land, 
labour, and capital. Under this prescription, central 
banks can create new money at a keystroke and 
provide it to governments to spend until inflation 
hits some predetermined rev limiter. MMT is also the 
acronym for methadone maintenance treatment, 
or magic money tree. In my opinion, this solution 
is a mirage. It will take quantitative easing one step 
further by releasing it from the financial economy and 
importing its worst side-effects into the real economy. 

Printing ever greater quantities of money to 

spend on a pool of goods and services that pandemics 
and trade wars are causing to shrink is a recipe for 
runaway inflation. We are already seeing this in the 
United States where the almost $5.6 trillion worth 
of COVid-19 stimulus packages have seen inflation 
reach 5.4% this year, the highest since 2008. Most of 
that spending has effectively been bankrolled by the 
US Federal Reserve, whose balance sheet has almost 
doubled since March last year, an increase of more 
than $4 trillion. That is, roughly $4 trillion worth of 
bonds issued by the US Treasury has been bought by 
the central bank, with money that they created out 
of thin air. MMT advocates say that governments can 
keep inflation in check by raising taxes or cutting 
spending, but what is the definition of ‘in check’? 
We’ve already had an inflation target of 2-3% since the 
early ‘90s. Should inflation be higher than that? If so, 
how much higher? If you believe that politicians will 
take the unpopular step of raising taxes when infla-
tion runs too hot, I’ve got a bridge to sell you.

The truth is that none of these ideas are really all 
that new. They have been tried many times before 
in various guises and they do not work. There is 
simply no shortcut to prosperity. The unfortunate 
truth is that you need to produce before you can 
consume, and that government spending needs to 
be funded either through taxes, debt or inflation. 

No other option exists. In the case of QE, or other 
types of money printing, the spending is funded by 
destroying the value of people’s incomes and savings. 
This is the most regressive tax of all because it bene-
fits those who already hold real assets (the rich) and 
penalises the elderly, the poor and people who rely 
on selling their labour to fund their consumption. 
In light of this, the most economically progressive 
thing that a new government could do would be to 
balance the budget and appoint central bankers who 
will dispense with this ridiculous new monetary 
orthodoxy that continues to be the cause of so much 
misery. Prominent MMT advocate Stephanie Kelton 
opens her book, The Deficit Myth with a quote from 
Mark Twain: “It ain’t what you don’t know that gets 
you into trouble. It’s what you know for sure that just 
isn’t so.” I couldn’t agree more. 

If you believe that politicians will 
take the unpopular step of raising 
taxes when inflation runs too hot, 

I’ve got a bridge to sell you.
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Ahead of calling the 2019 federal election the 
Liberal Party added “Back in Black” coffee 
mugs to its range of fundraising merchandise. 

Those mugs have since been withdrawn from sale. 
Not only did the Coalition Government fail to return 
the budget to surplus, it now projects deficits as far as 
the eye can see. 

To be fair, nobody predicted a once in a century 
pandemic, and government support for workers 
and their employing businesses was crucial. But the 
government has said that all the debt must be repaid. 

That is a monumental task. The latest Intergener-
ational Report, released in mid-2021, projects budget 
deficits not just for the next four years but for the next 
four decades.

Already government net debt is projected to reach 
$1 trillion in 2025, sharply up from the $200 billion when 
Labor left office in 2013. And remember, Labor needed 
to contend with the aftermath of the Global Financial 
Crisis, navigating the economy to avoid recession; one 
of only a handful of advanced economies to do so.

The Liberals condemned $200 billion a “debt and 
deficit disaster” but claim $1 trillion and rising every 
year for 40 years as manageable.

If, as the Liberals assert, all the debt must be 
repaid, there are three ways of doing it: increase taxes, 
grow our way out, or cut spending.

Tax increases off the table

Having legislated tax cuts for higher-income earners 
from 2024, which Labor has waved through to prevent 
the election being fought around new or increased 
taxes, a re-elected Morrison Government would not 
cancel them. Nor would it be able to push through 
an increase in the gST rate or a broadening of the 
base without first taking it to an election. The Senate 
would block any changes to the gST in the absence 
of a pre-election announcement, which will not be 
forthcoming.

Increases in other taxes, such as capital gains tax 
and the taxation of superannuation savings, would 
also be off the table. The last Liberal prime minister to 
touch the taxation of superannuation for high income 
earners was Malcolm Turnbull; the Liberal Party 
never forgave him.

Growing our way out of the debt

If the Australian economy were to grow faster than the 
interest on government debt our capacity to repay the 
debt would rise. But our economy was weak before the 
pandemic struck. In fact, the OECd’s September 2021 
country report on Australia points out that during the 

A Sea of Red Ink
Who will pay down the  

federal government’s debt?

CRAIG EMERSON

61I S S U E  360 A U S T R A L I A N  FA B I A N S  R E V I E W



period 2015-2019 Australia’s gdP per person grew at 
only one-quarter the rate of the rest of the OECd.

The Morrison government doesn’t have an 
economic growth agenda of the sort implemented 
by the Hawke and Keating governments. At best it 
is half-hearted about Australia’s energy transition 
which, given our abundance of renewable energy and 
carbon storage possibilities, could be a big new source 
of economic growth and rising incomes.

Austerity

In the absence of tax increases and a surge in econom-
ic growth, the only conventional way of paying down 
the debt is to cut spending. But spending is set to rise 
owing to the ageing of the population and the defence 
bill associated with nuclear-powered submarines.

Austerity would put the NdiS, unemployment 
benefits, Medicare and spending on other social 
programs in the firing line. 

Following the Great Recession of 2008-09, the 
governments of many developed economies sought to 
reduce their budget deficits quickly through austerity 
measures, sharply cutting government spending. 
These cutbacks moved these economies back towards 
recession. 

Unconventional monetary policy

Realising their error in pursuing austerity, govern-
ments of developed countries tried a new manoeuvre 
called quantitative easing (QE). This involves central 
banks buying debt – most often government bonds – 
in exchange for money the central banks had created 
for this purpose.

Australia’s Reserve Bank adopted QE in 2020, 
having already reduced its overnight cash rate to 
negligible levels.

QE is designed to reduce longer-term market 
interest rates. It has done this, but it has also pumped 
up house prices, increasing wealth inequality.

Is ‘quantitative investing’ a smarter way?

A new approach to macroeconomic policy during or 
ahead of an economic crisis would be for the Reserve 
Bank to fund new, productivity-raising investments 
directly. A revamped, independent and properly 
resourced Infrastructure Australia would develop a 
list of infrastructure projects that are shovel ready. 

These are more likely to be small-scale projects 
such as road and rail maintenance, construction and 
refurbishment of public housing, refurbishment of 

schools and hospitals and any medium-scale projects 
that were ready to go with all approvals granted. 

The Australian government would tick off these 
projects in advance, ideally following a parliamentary 
debate, but to qualify for Reserve Bank funding they 
could not include politically appealing projects that 
failed a rigorous cost-benefit analysis performed by or 
on behalf of Infrastructure Australia. 

The Reserve Bank would decide the outer enve-
lope of funding, independently of the government, 
and would announce it in advance. 

In a crisis, the Reserve Bank would determine and 
announce how much of this fund it was going to acti-
vate. It might, for example, announce it was activating 
$100 billion of a $300 billion funding envelope. This 
decision would be made by the Reserve Bank, inde-
pendently of the government, just as it independently 
determines the amount of QE now. 

During an economic downturn, the Reserve Bank 
would buy bonds directly from the Treasury instead of 
in the secondary market, transferring funds into the 
Treasury’s account on the condition that the money 
was only used for the projects prioritised by Infrastruc-
ture Australia adding up to $100 billion. The Treasury 
would then disburse those funds to the departments 
responsible for their spending on capital projects. 

While the Reserve Bank would argue that this 

approach compromises its independence, it is 
already funding all sorts of government spending no 
questions asked, including that spending which is 
wasteful and politically motivated.

At least the projects it funded through quanti-
tative investing (Qi) would be subjected to a proper 
cost-benefit analysis.

Qi would not pay off the existing government debt, 
but it would help halt its rise in another economic 
crisis while strengthening the economy’s capacity to 
pay down debt by investing in valuable economic and 
social infrastructure.

Paying down the debt could be done through 
growth arising out of a new program of economic 
reform which, like the Hawke-Keating reform 
program, brought together trade unions, business 
and civil society in a cooperative endeavour. It really 
is the only sustainable way. 

The latest Intergenerational 
Report, released in mid-2021, 

projects budget deficits not just 
for the next four years but for 

the next four decades.

Craig Emerson is a former Labor Minister for Trade in the Gillard 
Government and economic adviser to Bob Hawke. He is Chair of 
the McKell Institute, a distinguished fellow at the ANU and adjunct 
professor at Victoria University’s College of Business. 
@DrCraigEmerson
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How the News Media Bargaining 
Code failed Australian Journalism

LIZZIE O'SHEA

The fourth estate is an essential part of any mod-
ern democracy, and it should be a preoccupa-
tion of social democrats to promote a diverse 

and thriving media. 
Journalism makes an invaluable contribution to 

holding political leaders to account, inspiring social 
movements and imagining ways to advance equality. 
But promoting a robust media comes with its chal-
lenges, as news organisations can play a trouble-
some and - regrettably - occasionally harmful role in 
public debate. Yet it remains an indispensable insti-
tution, and the alternative is far worse. In the Origins 
of Totalitarianism, Hannah Arendt wrote about a 
world in which propaganda encouraged people to 
think that “everything was possible and nothing was 
true.” In guarding against this, the institution of the 
media is paramount, to generate a public sphere that 
is defined by critical thinking and a common interest 
in the accountable exercise of power. 

The passage of the News Media Bargaining Code 
earlier this year was a catastrophic step in the wrong 
direction. The aim of the code was to set up a regime 
of forced arbitration in the event that Facebook and 
Google couldn’t come to a deal with news organisa-
tions to pay them for their content. There is no doubt 
that it has facilitated thriving news organisations, but 
the diversity of the media is far from assured. Left 

unchecked, this policy setting will be a foundation 
that undermines rather than supports speaking truth 
to power. 

The origins of the News Media Bargaining 
Code can be found in the Digital Platforms Inquiry, 
commissioned by the then-treasurer, Scott Morrison. 
The Australian Competition and Consumer Commis-
sion (ACCC) was asked to examine the impact of 
digital platforms on the supply of news and journal-
istic content, and the implications of this for media 
content creators, advertisers and consumers. It is 
telling that the problems facing news media were 
framed through the lens of the market and its failure, 
a necessarily narrow window for understanding and 
responding to the deterioration of an institution that 
is central to democracy. 

Such framing cast our gaze in the wrong direc-
tion. It’s certainly true that the digital revolution has 
seen enormous tech companies gobble up the income 
that can be generated by monetising content creation 
and its distribution. Many people, not just journalists, 
have been concerned by the excessive profits of Face-
book and Google, which explained in part the popu-
larity of the proposal. Meanwhile, advertisers, the 
traditional sources of income for news organisations, 
have deserted the industry. The simplistic assump-
tion that motivated the News Media Bargaining Code 

Everything is 
Possible and 

Nothing is True
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In essence, news media could not 
beat big tech in the business of 

surveillance capitalism, so now it 
has joined them.

done between news organisations and platforms as a 
result of the code impose no requirements that such 
money be spent on quality journalism, or regional 
reporting. Indeed, a number of news outlets in 
Queensland and Victoria have seen job losses. Quality 
journalism continues to struggle to reach audiences. 
A recent report released by Facebook revealed the 
most viewed link on its site in early 2021 was an article 
that implied, without evidence, that the COVid-19 
vaccine may have been responsible for the death of a 
Florida doctor. It did not emanate from a conspiracy 
site, but the reputable mainstream outlet the Chicago 
Tribune. The story spurred clickbait headlines on 
sites like the Australian Daily Mail, a perfect example 
of journalism optimised for platforms. Social media 
platforms are now the default distribution model 
for news, creating a powerful incentive to optimise 
content for them.

THE NEWS MEdiA Bargaining Code has directly aligned 
the business models of big tech organisations with 
those of news organisations, which is detrimental 
for the institution of the free press. Platforms and 
news outlets now share a common interest in accu-
mulating personal information about users to inform 
their capacity to advertise, as well as an incentive to 
prioritise engagement above all else. The Code has 
accelerated and exacerbated the worst elements of 
news organisations, degrading the institution as 
whole. In essence, news media could not beat big tech 
in the business of surveillance capitalism, so now it 
has joined them. 

It has also been an opportunity missed. One of the 
great positives of the digital age has been the capacity 
for independent producers of content - including 
quality journalism - to find new audiences and build 
new communities. Yet independent and investigative 
journalists who have managed to create a following 
online have mostly been ignored or have been posi-
tively excluded from the operation of the Code. It is 
not even a problem that is just faced by smaller outlets 
- Facebook has refused to do a deal with SbS or The 
Conversation. But now the major commercial organ-
isations have done their multi-million dollar deals, 
there is demonstrably little appetite among them to 
advocate for their counterparts in other news rooms. 

We are left with a media in which some news 
organisations thrive at the cost of media diversity and 
quality. And who has done very nicely out of all this? 
Rupert Murdoch. His news organisations have proved 
themselves highly skilled at optimising content for 
YouTube and Facebook by peddling conspiracy theo-
ries and climate denialism. It’s not difficult to see 
why: Facebook’s strategy for increasing engagement, 
recently documented in the Wall Street Journal, has 

relied on inflammatory content, which the platform 
in turn (and sometimes preemptively) promotes. 
Meanwhile, the gaps in the media that have been left 
unfilled will soon be occupied, with Sky News recently 
launching a regional free-to-air news channel. (The 
launch coincided with the suspension of Sky News 
channel by YouTube for spreading Covid-19 misin-
formation.) News Corp and Google have launched a 
journalism academy which aims to teach “commer-
cial realities” of today’s media industry, including 
“digital business models and marketing.” This is the 
future of the Australian media under the News Media 
Bargaining Code: a world in which news outlets and 
social media platforms cooperate to encourage people 
to think everything is possible and nothing is true.

And who has done very 
nicely out of all this? 

Rupert Murdoch.

iT iS POSSibLE to address this policy disaster, but it 
will require bold government action. Investing in the 
public broadcaster is essential. Indeed, it is possible to 
re-imagine the purpose of the AbC more expansively, 
to be the provider of the social infrastructure of online 
life. This has the potential to create a digital public 
square that is not subservient to surveillance capi-
talism, and thereby allows space for critical thinking 
and respectful exchange. This has been the pitch of 
the Centre for Responsible Technology. From a more 
grassroots perspective, there is important work to be 
done in mapping how artists, content creators, activ-
ists and communities understand their needs when it 
comes to building an inclusive internet economy. 

This is work that we at Digital Rights Watch are 
currently doing. Former editor and fellow of Monash 
University Andrew Jaspan has proposed an Indepen-
dent Future Fund for Journalism, to directly invest 
in quality news content via an independent body, 
not unlike a journalistic equivalent of the Australian 
Research Council. Now more than ever we need a 
government that is prepared to take on the tech plat-
forms and the dominant news organisations – the 
future of the fourth estate depends on it. 

Lizzy O’Shea is a lawyer and writer. Her commentary on law, 
technology, and human rights is featured regularly on television 
programs and radio. In print, her writing has appeared in the New York 
Times, Guardian, and Sydney Morning Herald, among others. She is 
a founder and the chair of Digital Rights Watch, which advocates for 
human rights online. @Lizzie_OShea / lizzieoshea.com

was that big tech platforms were not paying their fair 
share for content created by news organisations – that 
they were unfairly taking revenue that was generated 
by news media content. It was not difficult to make 
sweeping claims in support of this, given the dramatic 
changes to the media industry in Australia. 

But thinking of the problem in the aggregate 
misses some important nuance. There is surprisingly 
limited research on the changes in the media industry 
in recent decades, though it is possible to identify 
some trends. The Public Interest Journalism Initiative 
tracks the closure of newsrooms. Since January 2019, 
221 newsrooms contracted, with a net decline of 112. 
The pandemic accelerated this trend rapidly, though 
the last year has seen the trend slow, and even reverse. 
Other research suggests that the market for journalism 
jobs has contracted only really since 2016, though 
it did increase in volatility, and this trend has stuck. 
This research also indicates that social media skills are 
increasingly sought after, as compared to traditional 
journalistic ones. We also know that regular rounds of 
redundancies have led to a significant loss of profes-
sional experience across the industry. 

So, gaps have emerged in recent decades in the 
media, but it’s also clear that the impact of digital 
platforms is both qualitative and quantitative. It is 
incontrovertible that regional and rural areas have 
been particularly affected by news room closures. The 
other obvious problem is that specialised and long-
form investigative reporting is expensive to produce 
and not always well suited to the 24-hour news cycle 
when compared to other kinds of journalism. Journal-
ists also need time to train and learn, rather than be 
placed under endless pressure to pump out content.

When we approach the problem from this starting 
point, there are potential policy solutions that come 
to mind. We need to invest in the public broadcaster, 
especially in regional and rural areas. We need to 
subsidise training and professional support for jour-
nalists, most pressingly in the early stages of their 
careers. We need to encourage forms of journalism 
that do not focus on superficiality and content 
designed to be consumed as part of the endless scroll 
of social media newsfeeds. 

None of these policy proposals are part of, or even 
ancillary to, the News Media Bargaining Code. Deals 
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The Ethical 
Case for a  
Basic Income

The progressive side of politics only succeeds 
when it offers a vision of a future, a Good 
Society that would overcome the structural 

failings of the existing form of capitalism. Today, in 
Australia and across the whole world, as a result of 
four decades of neo-liberal economic ideology, we are 
confronted by a virulent form of rentier capitalism 
that has made the global economy uniquely fragile 
and subject to numerous unpredictable shocks, while 
depleting nature’s bounty at an unprecedented pace 
and rapacity.

Rentier capitalism means that more and more 
of the income, wealth and power is flowing to the 
owners of property – financial, physical and intellec-
tual – while less and less is flowing to those who rely 
on labour and work for their income. As a result, the 
income distribution system on which the preceding 
industrial capitalism was based has broken down 
irretrievably. The result is an incredible fragility, 
epitomised by high public, corporate and household 
debt and by a new global class structure in which the 
precariat is the growing mass class, most of whom are 
living on the edge of unsustainable debt. 

To make matters worse, the COVid-19 pandemic 
is already the sixth pandemic this century, and has 
demonstrated to us all that the global economic 
system is neither robust (immune to shocks) nor resil-
ient (able to handle and recover from shocks). We are 

learning the hard way that the resilience of both indi-
viduals and society depends on the resilience of the 
most vulnerable.

Despite all this, political parties on the Left, 
particularly labour parties and social democrats, have 
been floundering ineffectually. They are seemingly 
unable or unwilling to forge a new progressive vision 
and agenda, timidly tinkering and promising jobs and 
more basic services, altogether looking suspiciously 
like yesterday’s politics. 

That in a nutshell is the context in which we 
should consider basic income (bi), and why it should 
be an anchor of a new income distribution system, 
linked to the dismantling of rentier capitalism. 
Definitionally, a bi would be a modest guaranteed 
monthly amount of income, paid in a form in which 
the individual recipient could decide how to spend 
it. It would be paid individually, equally to each man 
and woman, with a smaller amount per child, paid 
unconditionally in behavioural terms, without means 
tests, work tests or other behaviour tests. It would be 
non-withdrawable; that is, it would be an economic 
right, with supplements for those who have disabil-
ities or frailties with associated extra costs of living 
and fewer economic opportunities. 

Note that there is nothing in the concept or defini-
tion to say what level a bi should be, although clearly it 
should be an amount which would make a substantive 

The findings have been consistent – improved health, 
less stress, reduced debt, increased work, and more.

GUY STANDING
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difference to living standards. And there is nothing to 
suggest that it could not be clawed back from the rich 
through a tweak to the tax rates. The point is that it 
would be an economic right to which all legal residents 
would be entitled. And as we surely know from many 
decades of practical experience, paying on a quasi-uni-
versal basis makes for much more efficient and cost-ef-
fective distribution than does trying to operate a 
means-tested scheme to identify ‘deserving poor’. 

The justification for a basic income is fundamen-
tally ethical, not instrumental, as is briefly explained 
below. There is no space here for rebutting the 
common objections, which is done at length in my 
book, Basic Income: And how we can make it happen, 
drawing in part on findings from the many experi-
ments that have been conducted.

The first ethical justification is that it is a matter 
of common justice. The right to a bi can be traced to 
the Charter of the Forest, sealed in 1217, alongside the 
Magna Carta. This constitutional foundation stone 
asserted that every free man has a right to subsis-
tence, in the commons. 

The wealth and income of each of us is due far 
more to the efforts and achievements of the many 
generations before us than anything we do ourselves, 
however clever we think we are. But we do not know 
whose ancestors contributed more. If society allows 
for private inheritance, ‘something-for-nothing’ for a 
minority, then we should allow for social inheritance, 
a form of social dividend.

A related strand of common justice arises from 
the fact that over the centuries, elites have taken 
much of our commons, acquiring vast riches without 
compensating commoners. A bi would be compen-
sation for that loss, a view associated with Thomas 
Paine and Henry George. The commons belong to us 
equally, including not just land, waterways, forests, 

parks and natural ‘resources’, but also the amenities 
and public services we inherit as a society, and the 
body of ideas and knowledge. 

Elsewhere, I have proposed that the optimum 
way of funding a basic income would be through 
a Commons Capital Fund, designed to respect the 
principle of intergenerational equity, i.e., recognising 
that the state has a stewardship role in protecting the 
commons for future as well as current generations. 
Building such a fund in Australia would be a relatively 
straightforward task, primarily by using a carbon tax 
and other ecological levies.

A bi could also be seen as a matter of religious 
justice: since God has given people unequal talents, 
it would be a way of compensating those with lesser 
talents. It is also a matter of ecological justice, seeing 
that the rich pollute more, while the poor are more 
afflicted with the consequences. It would promote 
ecological justice more than does the prioritisation of 
resource-depleting jobs. 

It is also a matter of ‘compassion justice’. By giving 
everybody an equal economic right, it would roll back 
the charity state and reliance on pity, which, as David 
Hume showed, is akin to contempt. A bi promotes 
‘public dignity’. 

Finally, it would be a matter of ‘work justice’, 
rewarding work that is not labour, notably unpaid 
care and voluntary community work.

A second ethical justification is that, by defini-
tion, a bi would increase basic security, even if only 
modestly initially. Basic security is a fundamental 
human need and is also a public good, in that the 
value to anybody increases if everybody has it. 
Moreover, psychologists have shown that insecurity 
reduces ‘mental bandwidth’ - one’s iQ. If that is the 
case, it is unfair to expect rational responsibility from 
those who do not have basic security. 

Basic security is a fundamental 
human need and is also a public 

good, in that the value to anybody 
increases if everybody has it.

A bi would also respond to the reality that, with 
today’s globalised rentier capitalism, the main form 
of insecurity is uncertainty, for which social and 
private insurance systems are ill-suited. And it would 
strengthen robustness and resilience in response to 
shocks, including pandemics. Unless everybody has 
resilience, nobody is likely to have it.

The third ethical justification is that it would 
enhance freedom. The Left has been bad at champi-
oning freedom. A bi would enhance the three types 
of freedom. First, it would enhance libertarian 
freedom, the freedom from artificial constraints and 
the freedom to choose and to say ‘no’. Second, it 
would enhance liberal freedom, that is, the freedom 
to be moral, having the ability to decide on what is 
the appropriate thing to do. You cannot be moral if 
you have to do what you are told or steered to do by 
bureaucrats, however well meaning. Third, it would 
enhance republican freedom. Such freedom exists 
if you are free from potential domination by figures 
in positions of unaccountable authority. A woman 
does not have this if she can only do things with the 
approval of a husband or father, even if they usually 
‘allow’ her to do as she wishes. In this regard, pilot 
studies have found that women who had a basic 
income were more likely to leave abusive relation-
ships, and escape domestic violence, which has 

Guy Standing is Professorial Research Associate, SOAS University of 
London, and honorary co-president of the Basic Income Earth Network. 
guystanding.com 
 
This article is based on an address by Guy Standing to an online event 
hosted by the WA branch of the Fabians in August 2021

become more prevalent during COVid lockdowns. To 
be able to make decisions for oneself is surely what we 
should want for everybody.

Finally, there are the economic arguments. In 
1942, William Beveridge said it was “a time for Revo-
lutions, not for patching” and that his welfare reforms 
were intended to slay five Giants – Disease, Ignorance, 
Idleness, Squalor and Want. Today we are confronted 
with eight Giants, and a basic income would help 
weaken all of them. Properly designed, it would 
reduce Inequality, it would reduce Insecurity, partly 
by providing an automatic economic stabiliser, it 
would cut Debt, reduce Stress and roll back Precarity, 
defined as loss of citizenship rights and the feeling of 
being a mere supplicant, reliant on charity. It would 
make ever-increasing Automation - Ai and robots - 
less threatening. Above all, it would lessen the threat 
of Extinction. We need high eco-taxes to control 
greenhouse gas emissions and other pollution, but 
these would be regressive unless the revenue were 
recycled as equal dividends. And having a bi would 
encourage more care and community work rather 
than resource-depleting jobs. Finally, providing basic 
security would help halt the drift to neo-fascist Popu-
lism, which feeds on insecurity.

It is no panacea, but a 
basic income will be a 

vital component of a new 
progressive politics.

There have been dozens of basic income pilots 
and experiments around the world, with different 
methodologies, durations and sizes. As reviewed 
elsewhere, what is remarkable is that the findings 
have been consistent – improved health, less stress, 
reduced debt, increased work, stronger bargaining 
positions, particularly for women, and better social 
attitudes. It is no panacea, but a basic income will 
be a vital component of a new progressive politics. It 
is time for the Left to be courageous and offer a new 
ecologically sustainable vision of a Good Society.  
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Thrive by Five
Reforming Early Childhood Development will 

enrich all Australians today and tomorrow

JAY WEATHERILL

in the history of our nation. The economic and social 
benefits would be equal to any of the great achieve-
ments, including Medicare, the floating of the dollar, 
or universal education.

It would not take much for either major polit-
ical party to develop an early childhood develop-
ment reform agenda. Dr Mustard’s report provides 
a blueprint, rich in inspiration but practical in its 
application. His ideas are as fresh today as they were 
then, and have only assumed greater salience as we 
approach the 2022 federal election where the central 
question will be: how do we rebuild in the aftermath 
of the COVid-19 pandemic?

The intellectual awakening that Dr Mustard 
inspired in me arrived at an auspicious moment. I 
was a father of two daughters, both under five years 
of age, and I had ministerial responsibility for Early 
Childhood Development. And before long, my sense 
of wonder and awe was deepened with the arrival of a 
further Thinker in Residence: Professor Carla Rinaldi.

Professor Rinaldi was, and remains, President 
of the Reggio Children - a foundation dedicated to 
sharing the experience of the educational philosophy 
of that small town in northern Italy. Professor Rinaldi 
invited us to reimagine our vision of the child, not 
just a fragile subject with needs, but also a competent 
citizen with rights: the right to learn, the right to be 
loved and be nurtured, and the right to play. 

It is impossible to forget the moment you first grasp 
the importance of the early years to a person’s life-
long development. Epiphanic. It immediately takes 

you to another place – a different understanding and 
perception of the world. Your understanding of learning, 
of education, of parenting, fundamentally changes. 

In 2007, Canadian Professor Dr J Fraser Mustard 
accepted an invitation from the South Australian 
Government to become a Thinker in Residence. From 
the moment I heard Dr Mustard explain the forest of 
neurons with which every child is born, and how the 
sensing pathways of sight, sound, touch, and smell, 
when stimulated form connections between these 
neurons which form the basis for all later capability, 
I knew this was life-changing knowledge.

As Thinker in Residence, Dr Mustard published a 
report which called for “…the continuing establishment 
of universal early child development and parenting 
centres linked to local primary schools. These centres 
must provide integrated services, with an integrated 
program that is supported through whole-of-govern-
ment funding.” Dr Mustard further argued for “the 
inclusion of publicly funded childcare and preschool 
education within the centre program … the State to 
support paid family leave over a period long enough to 
influence the healthy development of children.” 

Taken together, these ideas represent a reformist 
program that would be as significant as any reform 
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It would not take much for 
either major political party to 

develop an early childhood 
development reform agenda. 

Dr Mustard’s report provides a 
blueprint, rich in inspiration but 

practical in its application. 

Dr Mustard and Professor Rinaldi are two 
wonderful mentors who have shaped my belief that 
reform of the early years is our most important public 
policy issue. It offers our best hope for the future. To 
realise the potential of every unique child is to build 
a capable and flourishing society and avoid unneces-
sary costs and suffering. 

This moment of illumination became my 
enduring ‘light on the hill’. It guided me as a father, 
and as a politician. It also informed the purpose of 
my career after politics. I remain convinced that 
reform to the early years is the reform agenda that has 
the greatest potential to transform our families, our 
communities, and the nation.

The Thrive by Five campaign

I was therefore overjoyed to find the Minderoo Foun-
dation, a philanthropic organisation which amongst 
other things, is dedicated to ensuring every child 
thrives by five – not only in Australia but around the 
world. My role as CEO of the Thrive by Five initiative 
allows me to return to a reform agenda that has the 
greatest potential to achieve the most good. 

The Minderoo Foundation has over the last 20 
years, initially as its first incarnation as the Austra-
lian Children’s Trust, supported place-based projects 
which demonstrate new ways of working together to 
advance the wellbeing of very young children. Previ-
ously, Minderoo Foundation published evidence 
papers which described international best practice 
and thought leadership pieces, such as the ‘Cost 
of Late Intervention’ report, which conservatively 
estimated the cost of late intervention at $15.2b per 
annum in Australia alone. 

This was important work, but ultimately the 
Foundation’s leadership concluded that the pace of 
change needed to be accelerated. Or, as Dr Mustard 
put it, “the gap between what we know and what we 
do” needs to be closed, and fast. Our decision makers 
are aware of the importance of the early years, and 

their profound importance in shaping the health, 
learning, and behavioural trajectory of every child. 
Yet the chasm, between what they know and what 
they do, remains. 

Consequently, in a wealthy country like ours, 22.7 
per cent of our children are developmentally vulner-
able on one or more domains by the time they reach 
school. The rate of vulnerability is three times as bad 
in some remote Aboriginal communities. Clearly, the 
quality of the arguments promulgated by Minderoo 
Foundation and other like minded and equally enthu-
siastic bodies were not enough to inspire real change. 

So, frustrated at the pace of change, Minderoo 
Foundation hired a former politician. There appeared 
to be a subconscious recognition that the strength 
of the arguments, or the weight of evidence, was not 
enough to drive systems change. In the absence of 
real leadership, politicians will act only when there is 
pressure for action. 

Minderoo Foundation, as a substantial and 
well-connected philanthropic organisation, could 
speak directly to the nation’s leaders. But we needed 
instead to be talking to the Australian people. Only 
they could apply the political pressure necessary 
to bring about change. Only when a critical mass of 
people hears the ‘brain story’ will governments finally 
invest the time and energy in developing a system 
that reflects the importance of early childhood devel-
opment to our development as a nation. 

We needed to create a movement that could 
put pressure on the political process for change. So, 
the idea of a public campaign - the Thrive by Five 
campaign - was born. The goal was a universal high-
quality early learning system for Australia. We sought 
to bring together early educators and other early child-
hood development professionals, parents, the business 
community, and groups committed to gender equity. 

We needed to unite this campaign coalition 
behind a coherent message, to promote the reasons 
for reform and how families and children would 
benefit. The idea of ‘many voices, one message’ was 
born. And many groups and individuals sacrificed 
their previous unique focus on one aspect of the 
broader reform agenda, to join a campaign capable 
of winning the big prize of systems change. This took 
courage. The goal of gradual change is appealing 
because it carries less risk. 

Everyone recognised what was at stake. The 
crucial importance of the early years for children to 
their healthy development – the quality and early 
experiences at home and in early learning settings 
- will have a profound impact on children’s life pros-
pects. Conversely, adverse childhood experiences 
will have a damaging effect on a child’s development. 
These are a compelling set of alternative scenarios. 

The group recognised there were also broader 
questions of economic and gender equality. Cost of 
living pressures on young families, paying more than 
7 per cent of their disposable income on childcare, 
were significant. These circumstances place signif-
icant financial burdens on families - and deprive 
many children of the opportunity to experience high-
quality early learning. The significant disincentives 
for the second income earner (usually the woman) to 
work means that many women suffer life-long career 
and earnings disadvantages. 

The opportunity for change

Investment in the early years is good for the economy. 
The reforms can be easily afforded and have many posi-
tive economic consequences: we unlock the talents 
of our highly educated female workforce, we equip 
our children with the brain skills so essential for our 
knowledge economy, and we avoid the cost of chronic 
disease and other tertiary interventions to remedy the 
damage created through our failure to intervene early.

All this can be achieved if the Commonwealth 
Government adopts a simple five-point plan. Which is:

 
1.  Agree to formally place a universal high-quality 

early learning system on the National Cabinet 
agenda;

2.  Agree to enter into a National Agreement with 
the States and Territories for universal access to 
three- and four-year-old preschool;

3.  Agree to guarantee three days of high-quality 

early education and care to all two- to five-year 
olds in Australia;

4.   Agree to guarantee 26 weeks of paid parental 
leave shared between both parents for all fami-
lies in Australia;

5.  Agree to undertake a review and adjustment of 
the remuneration and conditions of the early 
years workforce. 

This next federal election presents an opportunity 
to rebuild in the aftermath of the COVid-19 pandemic. 

During the pandemic, we have all become more 
aware of the essential nature of early learning, but 
also how precarious it is and how undervalued its 
workforce is. We have become more aware of our 
own vulnerability, and questions of wellbeing are 
now foremost in our thinking. We have become more 
aware of the need for self-sufficiency during the isola-
tion caused by the pandemic and the need for us to 
make the most of our citizens’ talents. And we have 
become aware of the burden of informal care which 
falls disproportionately on women. 

All these reasons have combined to elevate the 
early years on the national political agenda. The next 
election is an opportunity for leadership to be shown 
in the next great social and economic reform – the 
building of a first-class early childhood development 
system for our country. 

Jay Weatherill is the CEO of Thrive by Five, Minderoo Foundation’s 
early childhood development initiative. He is a former premier of South 
Australia. @JayWeatherill

Cost of living pressures on young 
families, paying more than 7 per 
cent of their disposable income  
on childcare, were significant.
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JENNY MCALLISTER

Rose Schneiderman’s striking phrase has 
rallied women in the labour movement since 
1911. These dual imperatives call to us still, 

demanding we tackle the poverty and hardship that 
blights too many women’s lives, and unlock the 
opportunities for full participation and recognition 
that fill young women’s dreams.

It also defines a core difference between us and 
our Liberal opponents.

Equality is grounded in economic justice. Ignoring 
the particular impacts of our economic arrangements, 
or excusing them as consequences of the market, fatal-
ly hobbles our capacity to understand the persistent 
inequality between men and women.

Indeed, more than 100 years later, Schneider-
man’s insight – that a stable, adequate income is 
intimately connected with dignity and recognition – 
continues to resonate with contemporary challenges 
for Australian women.

The research that exists about women’s experi-
ence at work confirms the hunger for both recogni-
tion and economic security.

In a seminal study of more than 2000 working 
women under 40 conducted by University of Sydney 
researchers, respondents were asked to say what mat-
tered “a lot” to them at work. The two most prominent 
responses featured equally amongst respondents: 80 

percent nominated “a job where they are treated with 
respect”, and 80 per cent wanted a job that was “secure”. 

The modesty of these two claims is slightly dispir-
iting. The fact that 80 percent of women prioritise 
respect at work above other potential priorities strikes 
me as a depressing reflection on contemporary work-
places for women. 

However, we respond to the world as it is, not as 
we would like it be. 

LAbOR’S TASK, NOW as in 1911, is to join with women 
in demanding recognition and respect at work, along 
with stable employment paid at a level that reflects 
the value of women’s economic contribution. 

We must demand no less than bread and roses. 
It is a profoundly different world view to that held 

by our opponents in the Parliament, who conceive of 
equality for women in quite different terms. 

I’m not easily shocked by speeches in the Senate. 
But one afternoon in March 2017, during a Senate 
debate on the Annual Wage Review, I drew a sharp 
breath when Liberal Party Senator, and then-Minister 
for Women, Michaelia Cash told the parliament that 
the minimum wage had little impact on the gender 
pay gap, arguing “if you want to look at a gender pay 
gap, you actually have to look further up to higher 
paid people.” 

We Fight for 
Roses Too

"What the woman who labors wants is the right to live, not simply 
exist — the right to life as the rich woman has the right to life, and 
the sun and music and art. You have nothing that the humblest 

worker has not a right to have also. The worker must have bread, 
but she must have roses, too. Help, you women of privilege, give 

her the ballot to fight with."

– Rose Schneiderman
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It’s an argument that reveals the priorities of the 
contemporary Liberal party.  

However, perhaps more importantly, it also speaks 
to the limitations of liberal feminism in conceptual-
ising the gender pay gap. It’s true that in the poorest 
paid jobs, men and women earn equally little. But the 
truth is that these jobs are overwhelmingly occupied 
by women, and this is not an accident. It’s a conse-
quence of structural arrangements which discourage 
women from participation in the higher paid indus-
tries and confine too many women to industries where 
flexible work is available but pay is poor. 

iN MY RESPONSE to Senator Cash, I reminded the 
Senate that the annual wage review “matters for the 
people on the minimum wage and it matters for their 
families. Many of these people are in care work, caring 
for our ageing population, for people in our commu-
nity with a disability and for children—and care work 
is highly feminised and underpaid.” 

Labor has always been concerned with the struc-
tures of economic injustice. 

We draw on a rich vein of analysis that helps us 
explain why despite formal equality at law, women 
still earn 20 percent less than men when total remu-
neration is considered. 

The opportunities and employment choices of 
women are shaped by the economic structures in 
which they find themselves. This includes the avail-
ability of work and training, and the social expec-
tations placed on women to be primary carers of 

children or older people. The majority of jobs that 
accommodate the part-time or flexible work condi-
tions that primary carers require are low-paid, precar-
ious and too often allow little scope for career and 
financial progression. In contrast, highly paid sectors 
offering stable, permanent jobs are organised in ways 
that preclude women’s participation. 96.8 percent of 
the jobs in the mining industry are full time. 

The data is compelling. 
Women are concentrated in jobs that pay less and 

come with little social recognition. It’s a key contrib-
utor to the gender pay gap. In 2018, the average total 
wage for women in female dominated sectors was 
more than $20,000 less than for men in male domi-
nated sectors. 

Value at work is not assessed on pay alone, not 
least by the workers themselves. When I meet with care 
workers, the refrain I hear more frequently than any 
other is that they feel disrespected because their work 
is not valued or recognised as ‘real’ or ‘skilled’ labour. 

The pay data bears this out too. Women’s work 
is less likely to be valued the more it resembles work 
women undertake for free in the home. 

Women working in caring roles understand this 
connection perfectly - including the intimate rela-
tionship between their gender, their pay, and the 
industries in which they work. 

COVid-19 has graphically exposed these dynamics. 
At the peak of COVid-19 restrictions in early 2020, 

almost 8 percent of Australian women lost their jobs, 
and the total hours worked by women went down by 

12 percent. At the same time, outside the workforce, it 
was presumed for many families that women would 
take up additional domestic tasks in caring for the 
sick and vulnerable and conducting home-learning 
for children. 

In designing their pandemic response, the 
Morrison Government showed little indication that 
they either understood, or cared. Many women were 
casually employed in industries such as retail and 
hospitality and found themselves excluded from the 
government’s JobKeeper program. Unbelievably, the 
first sector to lose access to financial support was the 
early childhood education sector. And throughout 
the pandemic, women denied economic support were 
encouraged to withdraw from their already meagre 
superannuation balances, forcing them to choose 
between their financial security now and their finan-
cial security in retirement. 

COVid-19 exposed the fragility of many of the 
gains that women have made over the past decades. 
Australian women have noticed – and are demanding 
that we do better. 

During this critical time there are many advo-
cates who quite appropriately concern themselves 
with women in leadership roles, and the elevation of 
women to positions of power in numbers equal to men. 

LAbOR SHOULd NEVER resile from our own ambitions 
for Australian women in this regard. Our own insis-
tence on equality in the parliament is demonstrated 
by our female representation in the Parliament, 

which stands at nearly double that of the Liberals. It 
makes an enormous difference to the way our caucus 
responds to issues which predominantly affect 
women, including our policy legacies in combating 
sexual and family violence, access to childcare, and 
paid parental leave.

Importantly though, our labour roots mean our 
feminism seeks to embrace and respond to the prior-
ities of the majority of women. And in this, it differs 
from the approach offered by liberal and conserva-
tive women.

Labor’s distinctive contribution at this time must 
be to maintain a laser-like focus on the vast majority 
of women who experience the realities of an unequal 
labour market. 

We have a responsibility to continue to address the 
structural challenges that face women at work and in 
the home - including the availability of work and train-
ing, and the social expectations that surround women. 

This is not just about highlighting the fact that 
the opportunities and employment choices of women 
are shaped by the economic environment in which 
they find themselves, but actively remedying them. 
This task remains as urgent as ever. 

Jenny McAllister is a senator for NSW, Shadow Cabinet Secretary, 
and Shadow Assistant Minister for Communities & Preventing Family 
Violence. @jennymcallister 
 
Cover illustration: Igor Duibanov / @ russoturisto_o

We have a responsibility to 
continue to address the structural 

challenges that face women at 
work and in the home.

Sc
hn

ei
de

rm
an

 jo
in

ed
 th

e 
N

ew
 Y

or
k 

W
om

en
's

 T
ra

de
 U

ni
on

 
Le

ag
ue

, c
. 1

90
5 

©
 K

he
el

 C
en

te
r

79I S S U E  378 A U S T R A L I A N  FA B I A N S  R E V I E W



The States 
of the Nation
COVid-19 and the Federation
FRANK BONGIORNO

The pandemic has provided Australians with 
an overdue lesson on the character of their 
federation. Earlier this century, the Common-

wealth’s power seemed unassailable. The High 
Court challenge to the Howard Government’s Work-
Choices legislation ran into the expansive under-
standing of Commonwealth corporations power, an 
understanding adopted by the court since the early 
1970s. The defence power proved useful to the same 
government in its imposition of a control order on 
an Australian citizen suspected of being a terrorist 
threat. Howard himself advocated ‘aspirational 
nationalism’, by which he seemed to mean that his 

government should be able to do pretty much what 
it liked. Centralisation was especially attractive at a 
time when all state and territory governments were 
Labor, but it was a strange attitude for the leader of a 
party that had so often identified, at least rhetorically, 
with states’ rights.

All of that seems a long time ago. Scott Morrison’s 
nationalism may well be aspirational too, but the prac-
ticalities of dealing with a pandemic have required 
cooperation with the states and territories that has 
sometimes been forthcoming, and sometimes not. 
Many commentators have seen the resurgence of the 
profile and power of state governments as likely to 
have some long-standing influence on how we are 
governed, whatever the future of the National Cabinet 
initiative itself. Public expectations of state govern-
ment, and appreciation of its powers, have climbed 
rapidly and dramatically. COVid-19 has issued Austra-
lians a reminder of the continuing sovereignty of the 
states, and of their responsibility for the many matters 
that touch on their everyday lives. 

The dwindling of state government to insignifi-
cance and obscurity has long been anticipated. In the 
hands of federal politicians, the wish has frequently 
been father to the thought. Alfred Deakin’s anony-
mous articles for the London Morning Post, many of 
them written while he was prime minister, are as much 
celebration as prediction: “Power has departed from 
them”, he remarked of the states in 1902, “and they are 
just discovering the fact.” It was on the issue of finance 
that Deakin believed their power would be wrecked. 
“The rights of self-government of the States have been 
fondly supposed to be safeguarded by the Constitu-
tion. It left them legally free, but financially bound to 
the chariot wheels of the central Government.”

Deakin was far from wrong. Federal financial 
power did, over the years, shift the balance of power 
in the federation toward the centre. The federal 
government started sending tied grants to the states 
in the 1920s, to build roads. It took over the income 
taxing power from the states in the Second World War 
and kept it afterwards. By the 1960s, an ambitiously 
social-democratic future Labor prime minister, 
Gough Whitlam, could see in grants to the states an 
alternative to Labor’s older preference for nationalisa-
tion and state ownership.

From the very earliest years of the Common-
wealth, both conservative and Labor governments 
found that the constitution had imposed limits on 
their ability to nationalise and to control. Efforts 
to amend the constitution via a referendum failed 
in 1911 and 1913, and were abandoned in the First 
World War. States suffered fewer disabilities of this 
kind, and they experimented in state ownership in 
fields extending from butcher shops in Queensland, 

Tom Roberts (1856–1931) Opening of the First Parliament of the Commonwealth of Australia by H.R.H. The Duke of Cornwall and York (Later King 
George V), May 9, 1901, 1903, oil on canvas © Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II 2016
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through brickworks in New South Wales, to the 
massive edifice of the State Electricity Commission 
of Victoria. Frederic Eggleston called the latter “State 
Socialism in Victoria” and he published a book with 
that title in 1932, contrasting Victoria’s avoidance 
of “the petty, expensive, catchpenny socialism” of 
the other states, with its concentration on the “great 
common services likely to become monopolies”. That 
said, he still thought Victorian experimentation a 
failure, which he saw as reflecting a wider fault in 
democratic citizenship. State socialism failed because 
individuals, becoming accustomed to having things 
done for them, had neglected to discharge their polit-
ical responsibilities.

What was never in doubt was that the states could 
exercise their own sovereignty to engage in such 
experiments. These are not the kinds of activity we 
should expect of state governments any time soon, but 
what remains is the substance of the sovereignty that 
made such experiments possible. Writing in the wake 
of Howard’s “aspirational nationalism”, former Labor 
premier of Western Australia, Geoff Gallop, argued 
that federalism allowed for policy experimentation, 
with the states’ constitutional status permitting them 
to be both “awkward” and “creative”. Innovation could 
be undertaken in one jurisdiction, which then acted 
as something like a social laboratory for others, who 
might even improve on the original. And there was no 
doubt about “awkward”, either: Gallop had been one 
of the Labor premiers and chief ministers who walked 
out of a Council of Australian Governments meeting 
with Howard in 2003 over health funding.

We have seen some of this awkwardness and 
creativity throughout the history of Australia’s feder-
ation, but the common wisdom that states and terri-
tories were being inevitably reduced to a quasi-mu-
nicipal status has perhaps led many to underestimate 
the significance of it all. Yet premiers and chief minis-
ters from both sides of politics have managed to find 
opportunities for innovation at times when, in terms 
of policy achievement, the Canberra cupboard has 
often seemed poorly stocked. For instance, there has 
been little interest among federal Coalition politi-
cians in extending human rights, but state and terri-
tory Labor governments experimented with charters 
of rights – the Australian Capital Territory (2004) 
and Victoria (2006) leading the way, followed more 
recently by Queensland (2019). Although falling 
short of being justiciable bills of rights, these require 
governments and parliaments to act consistently 
with their obligations and to justify departures from 
agreed national and international norms. 

Federal stasis was nowhere more evident than 
on same-sex marriage. Yet again, several states 
and territories, while constrained by the Common-
wealth’s authority in marriage law, undertook moves 
toward marriage equality. Beginning in 1994 with the 
Australian Capital Territory, they had all given legal 
recognition to same-sex relationships by 2007. The 
Tasmanian parliament, a laggard in decriminalising 
homosexuality, was nevertheless ahead of the pack 
in legislating a system for registering civil relation-
ships in 2003. Greens parliamentarians introduced 
marriage equality bills into parliaments in Tasmania, 

New South Wales and South Australia. The ACT Stan-
hope Labor Government’s Civil Unions Act 2006, 
which included provision for same-sex partners, was 
disallowed by the Howard Government, but the ACT 
managed to introduce civil partnerships while Labor 
was in office federally. When it tried going further 
by introducing same-sex marriage, the High Court 
struck down its legislation after a challenge by the 
new Coalition Government in 2013. 

Territory governments, even when they shared 
a party allegiance with the federal government, were 
vulnerable to the latter’s authority for the simple 
reason that their sovereignty was more qualified 
than that of the states. In the ACT, a brave attempt 
by the Carnell Liberal Government of the 1990s to 
introduce a heroin trial foundered on the opposition 
of the Howard Government. And a Country Liberal 
government in the Northern Territory introduced the 
nation’s first voluntary euthanasia legislation but it 
was overturned by the federal Coalition in 1997. It was 
another twenty years before a state government would 
resume legislating again in this field, when Victoria’s 
parliament passed a bill that could not be overridden 
by Canberra. Western Australia and Tasmania soon 
followed. Similarly, state and territory governments 
resumed their consideration of that great humanist 
and feminist cause of the 1960s and 1970s, abortion 
law reform, with several jurisdictions decriminalising 
abortion, beginning with Western Australia in 1998 – 
the result of a private member’s bill from Labor Legis-
lative Councillor Cheryl Davenport after two doctors 
were charged. 

Labor governments in Victoria, South Australia, 
Queensland and the Northern Territory have engaged 
quietly and productively in treaty negotiations with 
Indigenous people, a cause that has repeatedly failed 
at the federal level. Some legal scholars have gone so 
far as to argue that an agreement between the Western 
Australian government and the Noongar people of 
that state’s South-West was the country’s first treaty 
between Indigenous people and the state.

State governments have also sought to influ-
ence the national agenda. Perhaps the best known 
example of this was the Bracks Labor Government’s 
national reform agenda, focussed on ‘human capital’. 
Called Governments Working Together and sold as 
‘a third wave of national reform’ – following the 
economic deregulation of the 1980s and national 
competition policy of the 1990s – the agenda sought 
to boost productivity and workforce participation. 
The principal statement predicted that the plan 
would add around six per cent, or $65 billion, to gdP, 
around $3000 per capita. It exercised some influ-
ence over the ailing federal Coalition Government, 
the other states, and the Labor federal opposition. 

Terry Moran, the formidable public servant who had 
led the reform agenda, would close the circle when 
he became Secretary of the Department of Prime 
Minister and Cabinet under a new federal Labor 
government the following year.

The patterns continue. The Morrison Govern-
ment remains at sea on climate change policy, while 
state governments – both Labor and Coalition – set 
targets that remain unacceptable to conservative 
federal politicians and the fossil fuel interests behind 
them. When I delivered the John Cain Lecture in 
Melbourne in November 2018, I argued:

“The future of Australian social democracy may 
well be more dependent on state government 
than often assumed. It is now a commonplace of 
political discourse to complain that major reform 
at the national level has become more difficult 
than ever, given the complexity of the interests to 
be negotiated, the scrutiny of a 24/7 news cycle, 
the febrile nature of social media, the difficulty of 
managing kaleidoscopic internal party factions, 
the challenges of dealing with minor parties and 
independents, and much else that makes the way 
of the reformer in Australia an unenviable one. 
In these circumstances, there is something to be 
said for looking to state government, not as an 
alternative to the federal sphere, but as a sphere 
in which to effect reforms in a more piecemeal 
way that would not otherwise be possible.” 

The events of the pandemic have confirmed this 
assessment. State governments today remain finan-
cially constrained in many ways. But Deakin’s notion 
that their powers and functions would wither away 
to a narrow range of parochial concerns is belied by 
where we now find ourselves. 

The states gained greater power to borrow in their 
own right in the mid-1990s and they were the benefi-
ciaries of the introduction of the Goods and Services 
Tax at the beginning of this century. Once they moved 
beyond treating the credit ratings agencies as some-
thing like a third chamber, they have rediscovered 
some of the impulses and ambitions that have often 
made the states and territories the bold innovators in 
Australian political history. Like the federal govern-
ment, they have made their mistakes during the 
COVid-19 pandemic, but their profile has never been 
greater, the reputation of the best of them is high, and 
they have built up the stores of trust that are the hard 
currency of social democratic reform. 

Frank Bongiorno is Professor of History at the Australian National 
University. He is writing a new political history of Australia to be 
published in 2022. @fbongiornoanu
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Market

SharingChanging our broken merger 
laws to promote competition 
and a better economy

JOE SAUNDERS

Tackling the problem of market concentration 
is a fundamental challenge facing competition 
regulators across the globe. There is a clear 

opportunity in Australia now, and following the next 
federal election, to take meaningful strides in the 
pursuit of a fairer market structure.

Government intervention to protect consumers 
from the damage and distress caused by faulty prod-
ucts, misleading or deceptive advertising, unfair 
terms, or unconscionable corporate dealing is of a 
rare kind. It has no serious detractors - not even the 
free speech crowd gets up in arms when Nurofen is 
fined for making misleading claims on its drugs. It 
is seen as a necessary good assuaging consumers’ 
instinctive – and universal – reaction to being taken 
for a ride. 

For this, and from its strong track record and 
brand awareness among the public, the Australian 
Competition and Consumer Commission (ACCC) 
holds its head high. But the Competition half of the 
agency’s title serves the same overriding purpose; 
effective market regulation to promote the welfare 
of Australian consumers. Competitive markets are 
better for consumers than uncompetitive ones. Firms 
unburdened by the constant forces of strong compe-
tition inevitably offer consumers any combination 
of less choice, less innovation, lower service levels, 
higher prices and, in our Information Age, less privacy. 
Through monopsony power (monopoly = one seller, 
monopsony = one buyer), concentrated markets also 
harm wages growth and mobility, cornering workers 
into fewer options and with less leverage.

On 27 August 2021, the Chair of the ACCC, Rod 
Sims, outlined at an introductory level the case to 
reform Australia’s merger laws. At least, it was billed 
as introductory and ‘starting the debate’, but the 
reality is that the ACCC has been flagging a move 
along these lines for over two years, in speeches and 
in media releases, particularly following a string of 
court losses. The current law, which has been in place 
since 1992, prohibits acquisitions that would have, or 
be likely to have, the effect of substantially lessening 
competition. While the majority of mergers are good 
or at least benign from an economic perspective (for 
efficiencies through economies of scale, for example), 
the simple reality is that mergers between competi-
tors, or potential competitors, is the quickest way to 
kill competition. 

A merger is the ultimate cartel, but without 
the need for a wink and a nod. Where competition 
between firms is lost once they merge, concentration 
in the relevant market increases, with fewer firms 
competing and the larger ones holding an even larger 
market share. And when concentrated markets lead 
to firms enjoying market power, Australian wage 
earners and consumers are worse off. As Sims said in 
his August address:

“Market power, or the lack of competition, 
is having broader effects on the Australian 
economy. It appears to be a contributor to 
the slowdown in overall productivity and 
wages growth. Market power can contribute to 
economic inequality by promoting the interests 
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of the few with power over the interests of many. 
It also undermines trust in the operation of 
markets, and encourages wasteful rent-seeking 
activities to protect monopoly profits.”

Sims’ address, delivered to the Law Council of 
Australia, came on the heels of President Biden’s July 
2021 executive order promoting competition in the 
American economy. As a call to arms to rejuvenate 
America’s antitrust posture, Biden’s sweeping order 
(and its accompanying sales pitch) is a clear recog-
nition of the need for government to play a greater 
role in addressing increasing levels of concentration. 
It decries government inaction over past decades, 
inaction that increased “the power of corporate 
employers” and led to “workers, farmers, small busi-
nesses, and consumers paying the price”. And while 
it goes beyond just merger control – with a total of 
72 initiatives including the establishment of a White 
House Competition Council – it contains several key 
statements prioritising enforcement of the merger 
laws and a particular scrutiny of healthcare and tech-
nology mergers.

In explaining its purpose, Biden cut straight to 
the chase, arguing that decades of corporate consol-
idation have resulted in higher prices for consumers, 

lower wages for workers, and stunted economic 
growth and innovation. This much should be clear: 
merger law reform, and strong and effective compe-
tition policy more generally, is not a mere technical 
economic issue. It’s a productivity issue, an inequality 
issue, and a mobility issue. 

The clarion call for tax reform for big business – 
particularly those firms exploiting transfer pricing 
to offshore entities – is unquestionably made for 
sound policy and political reasons. Strong compe-
tition policy is its less easy to explain complement. 
Like effective progressive tax policy, it’s critical for 
economic fairness; tweak ‘pay their fair share’ to ‘play 
by fair rules’. But where the multinational tax debate 
has harnessed simplicity and tapped into voters’ 
instinctive sense of the unfairness of the ‘zero tax bill’ 
enjoyed by mega corporations, merger control has 
struggled to break out from the pages of The Austra-
lian Financial Review and the Federal Law Reports. 
Taxpayers pay tax, and don’t like the idea of wealthy 
corporations avoiding the principles that apply to 
them. Taxpayers don’t, however, acquire each other 
in listed takeovers or private equity buyouts. It’s a 
realm of regulatory practice that doesn’t neatly fit in 
with most voters’ normal experiences. 

Or at least, it doesn’t in an immediate sense. 

What’s missing from our discourse – and what Pres-
ident Biden made centrepoint in his executive order 
– is that competition policy and enforcement is, at its 
heart, about everyday consumer and worker experi-
ences. When domestic borders are freely open, most 
people on most air routes will have the option of 
Qantas, Qantas-owned Jetstar, or the severely crippled 
Virgin Australia. While ALdi and the Metcash-sup-
plied igA supermarkets are doing their best, Wool-
worths and Coles not only dominate the choices 
and prices available for people doing their grocery 
shops, but increasingly their fuel, liquor, and even 
retail insurance products. And, in a recent deal not 
opposed by the ACCC under the current merger laws, 
Woolworths acquired PFd Food Services, Australia’s 
second largest food distributor to pubs, cafés, and 
takeaway food chains. Whether it’s an avocado from 
the supermarket, or smashed avo for brunch, there’s a 
good chance Woolworths Group is involved. 

The Biden administration had no qualms in 
making plain the connection between market concen-
tration, corporate power, and poorer outcomes for 
consumers and workers. The press that accompa-
nied July’s policy commitment reflected its meaning 
and significance: ‘America’s 40-Year Experiment 
with Big Business is Over’ said The New York Times, 
with coverage focussing not on the technicalities 
of the initiatives, but the broad brush strokes of the 
commitment to address ‘broader social and political 
concerns about the destructive effects that big busi-
ness can have on our nation.’  

ANALYSES bY THE Grattan Institute and 
Sasan Bakhtiari show that concentra-
tion in Australia is getting worse, econo-
my-wide. Analysis in a June 2021 Treasury 
Working Paper concludes that increasing 
market power, and decreasing competitive 
pressure, has resulted in higher mark-ups 
and may be a contributor to slow wages 
growth in Australia. And while some 
specific sectors are seeing more competi-
tive market structures, plenty of consum-
er-facing sectors are leading the charge in 
the wrong direction. Retail fuel, hardware, 
pharmaceuticals, and groceries are among 
the sectors where the existing dominant 
players are only increasing their already 
dominant market shares. Treasury’s paper 
notes the further worry that, in the context 
of our current economic recovery, “small 
young firms are known to be more exposed 
to shocks, suggesting that large incumbents 
may gain market share and market power as 

a result of COVid-19.” 
Granted, there hasn’t been a major acquisition in 

the supermarket sector since Metcash bought Frank-
lins in 2011, nor in energy since AgL’s acquisition of 
Macquarie Generation assets in 2014. But the ACCC 
has struggled to restrain further concentration – and 
its concomitant harms to consumers – in the telecom-
munications, media, freight, and gambling sectors in 
recent years. Merging firms tend to have legal teams 
that outgun the ACCC’s for size and depth, but recent 
court losses are not the result of skill at the bar table 
or legwork in case preparation. Instead, they are the 
result of the increasingly inescapable conclusion that 
the current statutory prohibition on anti-competitive 
mergers fails to provide a workable mandate for the 
ACCC to protect and promote competition. 

To take one recent example, the ACCC sought 
to have the courts block Australia’s largest rail 
freight operator, Pacific National from acquiring the 
network-critical Acacia Ridge rail freight terminal in 
Brisbane from its old competitor, Aurizon. The ACCC 
argued that Pacific National’s effective monopoly 
meant that once it held this piece of critical infrastruc-
ture, any chance of a new entrant coming in to disrupt 
the monopolist would be dashed. Pacific National 
would refuse the upstart access to the terminal, and 
that would be the end of competitive threat. In simple 
terms, the deal was akin to Qantas buying Brisbane 
Airport. How would the competition from Virgin 
and Rex fare once their dominant competitor was 

able to decide if, and on what terms, they 
could access the runway, taxi aprons, and 
terminal? 

When the High Court refused to 
entertain the ACCC’s appeal from the Full 
Federal Court, the reasoning was simple: 
there was no hope for success for the ACCC. 
The agency couldn’t prove what would 
happen in the future without the acquisi-
tion going ahead; it couldn’t demonstrate 
that a competitor would in fact be likely to 
come forward should the terminal remain 
in neutral hands. If it couldn’t prove that, 
how could it demonstrate that Pacific 
National owning the terminal would be any 
worse? Pacific National’s monopoly in rail 
freight on the east coast will continue with 
virtually zero chance of new competition, 
leaving producers and retailers shipping 
their goods vulnerable to the monopolist’s 
whims. When freight prices for moving 
everything from beer to bananas goes up, 
consumers suffer at the till. 

A similar tale ended the ACCC’s attempt 
to block Vodafone’s merger with TPg in 

A merger is the ultimate 
cartel, but without the need 

for a wink and a nod.

90 
%

Market share of the 
mobile network enjoyed 

by the major three - 
Vodafone, Optus, and 

Telstra.

87I S S U E  386 A U S T R A L I A N  FA B I A N S  R E V I E W



Joe Saunders is Chief of Staff to Minister Tara Cheyne in the 
Barr Government. He has previously been a Director of Merger 
Investigations at the ACCC, and a solicitor at King & Wood Mallesons 
specialising in competition and regulatory law.

2020; while the Commission had evidence indi-
cating that TPg planned to roll out a mobile network 
in competition with Vodafone, Optus, and Telstra, it 
could not prove this future state of affairs. The possi-
bility of Australia having a less concentrated mobile 
telecommunications sector was killed off, and the 
major three continued on, enjoying over 90% of the 
market share and no longer burdened by the spectre 
of TPg entering the market.

SiMS’ AUgUST 2021 address outlined four key concerns 
with our merger law (and the jurisprudence envel-
oping it) as it stands. Firstly, the prohibition on an-
ti-competitive mergers has a flawed footing, requir-
ing as a threshold matter the ACCC to prove the likely 
level of competition in the future with and without 
the merger. Cases are won and lost on the evidence 
basis of the ACCC’s posited future before the true ques-
tion at hand is contemplated, leaving proceedings fo-
cussed on a sideshow heavy on speculation and light 
on fundamental principles. 

Secondly, and relatedly, Sims calls out an insuf-
ficient focus on the true structural conditions of the 
market and the reality that those conditions place on 
competition. As a starting point, Sims proposes that 
mergers involving a firm with already substantial 
market power should be deemed to contravene the 
law when the transaction would entrench or increase 
that power further, with the onus then placed on the 
firm to prove otherwise. 

Third is the almost unique (and uniquely bad) 
nature of Australia’s merger regime being voluntary 
and non-suspensory. This is in contrast to the model 
largely used in similar economies whereby mergers 
(generally meeting certain size or concentration 

thresholds) are per se prohibited, and suspended from 
proceeding, until the regulator is satisfied that the 
transaction won’t have a substantial anti-competitive 
effect. Australia’s system relies on firms voluntarily 
notifying the ACCC of a transaction, and then holding 
all the cards. Increasingly, firms appear to be gaming 
the system or calling the ACCC’s bluff by threatening 
to complete the transaction before a proper assess-
ment is carried out. 

Fourth is the wicked problem of mergers in 
the digital sector. Our current merger prohibition 
simply cannot cope with the structure and dynamics 
of digital markets, particularly given the practice of 
‘killer acquisitions’; giants like Google, Facebook, or 
Amazon buying nascent tech firms, often at prices 
dramatically higher than their nominal market value. 

Sometimes, killer acquisitions end up being a 
waste of money. But other times, the giants either nip a 
potential competitor in the bud before it has a chance 
to offer innovations and new products to consumers 
or they acquire a foothold in a new and developing 
segment of the market, broadening their reach and 
dominance across the digital ecosystem. In either case, 
the effects on future competition can be profound but 
difficult to foresee – let alone prove in court – at the 
time of the transaction. To address this, Sims proposes 
a special provision within the merger law to deal with 
acquisitions by large digital platforms, potentially 
involving lower thresholds and mechanisms to stop 
killer acquisitions while the prey is still alive. It’s no 
coincidence that Biden’s statement accompanying his 
executive order explicitly calls out killer acquisitions 
and, like Sims, announces a specific policy of greater 
scrutiny of mergers involving nascent competitors.

The ACCC’s policy staff, lawyers, and economists 
are the experts, and their work is soundly led and 
prosecuted by Sims and his fellow commissioners. 
There is no doubt that the agency will be at the fore-
front of the early stages legislative reform. But that 
acknowledgement doesn’t mean that politicians 
should vacate the field. As the regulator, it is not 
the ACCC’s job to craft the broader political message 
necessary for reform; that job needs to be taken up by 
our political leaders who, on taking the advice of the 
regulator, make the changes happen. 

PRESidENT bidEN HAS now given the ultimate polit-
ical weight to what had previously been American 
regulators’ important but relatively apolitical obser-
vations. Biden’s executive order curated technical 
reform initiatives into a policy message that speaks 
to his ‘Build Back Better’ refrain and appeals to the 
common ground of ‘economic liberties, democratic 
accountability, and the welfare of workers, farmers, 
small businesses, startups and consumers’.  

In Australia, Treasurer Frydenberg’s only response 
to Sims’ call for reform was a few lines on his aversion to 
“regulatory barriers”. Given the point of the reform is to 
reign in big business, for the benefit of smaller compet-
itors and consumers, we shouldn’t hold our breath for 
anything with a semblance of serious engagement to 
come from the Coalition.

Federal Labor, on the other hand, has backed 
stronger competition laws for some time. Dr Andrew 
Leigh has researched and written extensively on the 
harms of concentration, and Labor took a clear policy 
framework to the 2019 election, grounded in the 
chilling effect on productivity and wages that uncom-
petitive markets inevitably bring. Labor’s shadow 
economic team understands the issues and, in looking 
to the American example, can take confidence and 
comfort in making the matter a priority for the next 
federal government. 

When the Whitlam Government introduced the 
precursor legislation in 1974, Attorney-General Lionel 
Murphy said the new law was designed to “promote 
efficiency and competition in business, to reduce 
prices and to protect all Australians against unfair 
practices”. In its current incarnation, section 50 of 
the Competition and Consumer Act doesn’t live up to 
Murphy’s intention. 

The time is ripe for Australia’s political leaders to 

harness the inherent popularity of reigning in corpo-
rate power and diversifying choice and fairness for 
Australian consumers. Addressing the great chal-
lenge of an overly concentrated market is good policy 
and good politics. Campaigning for fairer and more 
competitive markets means campaigning for ordi-
nary consumers and workers. Heeding the calls of 
the ACCC and delivering merger law reform in govern-
ment will protect and promote competition, ward off 
the steady creep of monopolisation, and make firms 
compete harder for consumers and for labour. Far 
from being a matter of wonkish technical debate, 
competition should be a feature of the narrative of 
fair prosperity. With those on the treasury benches 
shelving even the slightest hint of leadership, the 
moment is Labor’s to seize. 

The time is ripe for Australia’s 
political leaders to harness the 
inherent popularity of reigning 

in corporate power and 
diversifying choice and fairness 

for Australian consumers.
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Antipodean 
Promise:

Lucien Henry, the Griffins and a 
visual language of nationhood

90

In their respective fields of decorative arts and architecture, Lucien 
Henry and Walter Burley Griffin put forward unique and radical 
propositions for how Australian identity might be expressed. Each 
did so in a time when Australia’s cultural identity was in flux. 
A series of major international exhibitions and the centennial 
celebrations of 1888 prompted sustained consideration of how 

Australia might represent itself outwardly to the world.

The federation of the Australian colonies in-
spired idealistic hope in Walter Burley Griffin, 
who saw the potential for the new nation to 

fulfil the kind of Jeffersonian promise that the United 
States had yet to embody – a utopian state founded on 
the ‘civic religion’ of democracy.

EdMUNd bARTON ENTHUSEd that federation would 
provide ‘a nation for a continent and a continent for a 
nation’, but this neat oratory papered over a complex 
and often fraught relationship between the settler 
society and the landscape that surrounded it. 19th 
Century Australian literature typically characterised 
the landscape as a place of hardship and struggle, 
if not outright malevolence. Visual artists such as 
Eugene von Guerard, John Glover, William Piguenit 
and Conrad Martens ‘Europeanised’ the landscapes 
before them to such an extent that to many contem-
porary viewers, they would seem unrecognisable as 
Australian. To contemporary viewers, these cultural 
artefacts exude a sense of dislocation – of their non-In-
digenous creators being but not belonging here.

To most Australians in the 19th Century, the 
concept of an ‘Australian style’ within creative arts (as 
distinct from that of Britain) had seemed as novel as 
the notion of a distinctive Australian cultural iden-
tity. However, by the final decades of the 19th century, 
those within the architectural and arts establishment 
had begun to tentatively explore the possibilities of 
employing Australian nature in representations of 
nationhood. Artists of the Heidelberg School, notably 
Tom Roberts, Arthur Streeton, Charles Conder and 
Frederick McCubbin, were consciously formulating a 
distinctively Australian style of painting that sought 
to understand the landscape on its own terms, rather 
than contort it to European expectations. Their work 
was suffused with the nationalist enthusiasm that 
characterised the period immediately preceding 
Federation. This rising nationalist sentiment is also 
evident in the literature of the time, in the works of 
Henry Lawson, Mary Gilmore, A B Paterson and Miles 
Franklin. It was during this time that The Bulletin 
became the centre of a literary tradition that fostered 
the notion of a distinct Australian nationhood and 
idealism about its future.

At the threshold of the 20th century, Australia 
was seen by many observers abroad as a place of bold 
reform, experimentation and social progress. Innova-
tions such as the 8-hour working day, the minimum 
wage, women’s franchise, the secret ballot and the 
introduction of free, secular and compulsory educa-
tion contributed to its reputation as an antipodean 
utopia, a ‘working man’s paradise’, which might spare 
itself the most extreme social effects of capitalism. 
In his poem Song of the Republic, Lawson gave voice 

to the optimism that Australia might ‘banish from 
under your bonny skies, those old-world errors and 
wrongs and lies’. 

For Lucien Henry and Walter Burley Griffin, 
Australia held particular appeal. To Henry, Australia 
offered more fortunate prospects for his own career 
as well as the opportunity to create anew a distinc-
tively Australian style of decorative arts. To Griffin, 
Australia offered the hope that a new nation might 
avoid the worst excesses of modernism and capi-
talism. To both, it was an opportunity to imagine and 
experiment in ways impossible in the lands of their 
birth and an opportunity to give voice to utopian 
aspirations.

Lucien Henry

THE ARTiST LUCiEN Henry moved from Provence 
to Paris at the age of 17. His life there was difficult. 
Capable artists vastly outnumbered the opportuni-
ties available to them. Career progression was contin-
gent on finding favour within the elite salon system. 
Henry struggled in this world and began making a 
place for himself within the firmament of radical poli-
tics. He was a key figure in the 1871 Paris Commune 
– the socialist uprising that took place in wake of 
the collapse of Napoleon iii’s Second Empire. The 
Communards’ control of the French capital proved to 
be short lived. After two months, the French National 
Army took back Paris, killed around 20,000 of the 
combatants and arrested up to 38,000 more. Henry was 
sentenced to death for his actions as Chef de Legion 
of the communards defending the 14th arrondisse-
ment – although his sentence was later commuted to 
exile to the French prison colony of New Caledonia. In 
1878, after seven years there, Henry and other commu-
nards were granted an amnesty. Rather than return to 
France, Henry chose to begin a new life in Sydney.GUY BETTS
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As Henry stepped ashore, the skyline behind 
the wharves was in the midst of an urban metamor-
phosis. New towers and domes were rising – those of 
the Sydney Town Hall, General Post Office, Colonial 
Secretary’s Building and the Queen Victoria Building. 
The 1880s were prosperous and confident years for the 
colony. The colony’s economic expansion, fuelled by 
the booming wool and gold trades, seemed indomi-
table and its major cities were robing themselves in a 
newfound grandeur.

Henry had arrived at an important moment 
in the development of Australian cultural identity. 
Several major events created the impetus to express a 
distinctive Australian cultural identity. These events 
included the Sydney International Exhibition 1879, 
the Melbourne International Exhibition of 1880, the 
Melbourne Centennial Exhibition of 1888 and the cele-
brations to mark the centenary of the foundation of 
the colony of New South Wales in 1888. These outward 
facing events prompted inward contemplation. Polit-
ical developments also shaped the cultural climate: the 
movement to bring together the Australian colonies in 
a federation was gathering support and calls for the 
creation of an Australian republic were gaining force.

Australia lacked an artistic tradition through 
which these ambitions could be adequately made 
manifest. Unlike European states, Australia lacked a 

visual language of nationhood. The desire to express 
an Australian identity distinct from that of Britain 
was not widespread amongst the artists and designers 
active in Australia until the end of the 19th century. 
In formulating this new language, Lucien Henry was 
hardly displacing or competing with a pre-existing 
one. Indeed, perhaps the ‘foreignness’ of an artist such 
as Henry, whose training had been outside the British 
tradition, was a distinct advantage. Moreover, Henry’s 
radical politics, republican sympathies and utopian 
ideals disposed him well to such a task. First Nations 
culture was poorly understood, respected or appreci-
ated in this period, much less favoured as the basis for 
the visual expression of nationhood, and it would be 
many decades before such a possibility would be seri-
ously contemplated.

Henry’s primary creative mission during the ten 
years he spent in Sydney was the development of an 
‘Australian Style’ of applied arts. He codified the princi-
ples of this style and presented hypothetical examples 
of it in Australian Decorative Arts, a richly illustrated 
volume that remained unpublished during his lifetime. 
In it, Henry advocated an aesthetic style which would 
celebrate Australian flora and fauna in a way incompa-
rable to any of his antecedents or contemporaries. His 
designs combined the flamboyant ornamentation of 
the French Second Empire style with the lush colours, 

Far left: 'Waratah column', 
Museum of Applied Arts and 
Sciences.

Left: 'Stenocarpus column', 
Museum of Applied Arts and 
Sciences.

Right: 'Pediment for Natural 
History Museum', Museum of 
Applied Arts and Sciences.
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afforded only to Sydney’s wealthiest residents. The 
lush, almost verbose decoration of these public conve-
niences could be read as a glorification of the common 
good and the basic dignities of the citizen.

However, not all of Henry’s creations were so 
purely civic minded. His designs for private settings 
proposed an altogether new style of extravagance. The 
opulence of these pieces can be read as an expression 
of confidence in the future of Australia’s prosperity, 
whose economic expansion in the 1880s appeared 
unassailable. This extravagance is evident not only in 
the craftsmanship and fine materials they demanded, 
but in the lushness of their representation of Austra-
lian nature. These objects reflect Henry’s curiosity 
and delight in Australian flora and fauna. 

Jarring to contemporary viewers, however, is 
Henry’s depiction of Aboriginal people: they are dehu-
manised, an element of the natural world, rather than 
a sovereign people to be respected and understood 
on their own terms. While such depictions reflect the 
prevailing attitudes of the time, they should qualify 
any nostalgic outlook on Henry’s work.

Henry contributed allegorical representations 
of Australia to the visual language of nationhood at 
a time when this vocabulary was increasingly rele-
vant. With rising republican sentiment, the prospect 
of the federation of the colonies and the introspection 

prompted by centennial celebrations, the distinction 
between British and Australian identity became more 
plausible; and in many parts of Left-wing society it 
was actively championed. 

“It is characteristic of the spirit of the man that his 
first act on arriving in Australia as a free man was 
to find clay and model a head of the ideal republic”
 Journal of the Institute of Architects of NSW, 
  
‘Lucien Henry: An Appreciation’, 1904

Henry’s experiments in the depiction of an antip-
odean Marianne took a range of forms. In one bust, 
Henry depicts Australia allegorically, as a woman 
cloaked in sea grasses, wearing a pendant in the form 
of an anchor – an allusion to the nation’s maritime 
influence. She wears a crown of seven-pointed stars 
– a symbol that would later adorn the Australian flag 
as the ‘federation star’. A later work, a stained-glass 
window for Sydney Town Hall titled New South Wales, 
is dominated by an allegorical representation of the 
colony – a woman robed in its flag, standing atop a 
globe marked ‘Oceania’ with a rising sun behind her. 
She carries symbols of the colony’s industries – a 
portable lamp symbolising mining, a trident in refer-
ence to shipping and a crown formed of ram’s horns in 

Henry contributed allegorical 
representations of Australia to the 
visual language of nationhood at 
a time when this vocabulary was 

increasingly relevant.

novelty and diversity of Australian nature. Henry 
sought to create a style that would speak the estab-
lished language of nationhood but in a local dialect. 
Henry took the classical forms that evoked civic virtue, 
order and the authority of the state and suffused 
them with particularly Australian natural elements. 
Classical columns were rendered with waratah and 
stenocarpus capitals; pediments were adorned with 
lyrebirds, native foliage, wallabies – and still more 
waratahs. Although his work was rarely overtly nation-
alist, Henry’s chosen subjects reflect his interest in 
the institutions of state. He prepared designs for Sir 
Henry Parkes’s project to construct a State House - an 
unrealised building which was to house a museum, art 
gallery and a crypt for the remains of distinguished 
Australians. Curator Charles Pickett has suggested that 
Henry’s design for this building was influenced by that 
of the Pantheon in Paris – France’s secular temple to 
the republican nationhood. His other work included 
designs for the Australian Technical College in Ultimo 
and an extension to the Australian Museum. 

Other designs, such as richly ornamented gates 
for a public garden and drinking fountains, indicate 
an interest in the enrichment of the public realm as 
a contribution to the welfare of the people. At the 
time Henry completed his designs for a public foun-
tain, clean drinking water was still a convenience 

'Chairs, table and dado', Museum 
of Applied Arts and Sciences.

'Public Park Fountain', Museum 
of Applied Arts and Sciences.
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reference to the wool trade. The figure is surrounded 
by waratahs, stenocarpus and four seven-pointed 
stars arranged in the form of the Southern Cross.

One of the most significant progressive reforms 
to take place in Australia during Henry’s time here 
was the Public Instruction Act, 1880 – legislation that 
introduced free, secular and compulsory education to 
New South Wales. The rapid development of the tech-
nical education system during this time promised to 
advance the prospects and social standing of working 
people. These reforms would have been observed 
favourably by Henry, a committed socialist. Such a 
system would have served to redress the lack of oppor-
tunity that he had himself faced as a young artist in 
Paris. Writing at the time, Henry commented that:

“the colonies have all awakened to the fact that 
the wealth of nations and their prosperity reside 
in the working out of national industries and 
have therefore undertaken to give a prominent 
position to Technical education…[the] success 
of the attempt depends to a great extent on the 
practical encouragement given to the workers”

Not only would technical education enhance 
the welfare of working people, but the integration of 
applied arts within this system would be a means by 
which Henry’s Australian style would be introduced 
to architecture, decorative arts and engineering. 
Henry was himself an active agent within this system. 
Having lobbied persuasively for the inclusion of art 
within the technical education system, Henry was 
appointed the first Instructor in the Department of 
Art at Sydney Technical College (now the National 
Art School). In this role, Henry would advocate the 
principles of his Australian Style. His influence over a 
generation of students can be appreciated in the inte-
gration of native natural elements into the Federation 
and Arts and Crafts styles of residential architecture 
in Australia, albeit in a less extravagant form than that 
espoused in Australian Decorative Arts. 

In 1891, Henry returned to Europe for the first 
time since his exile, seeking to arrange the publica-
tion of his magnum opus, Australian Decorative Arts. 
Though the work itself was well received, the interna-
tional economic depression of the 1890s rendered the 
project unviable to publishers. His health and finan-
cial position progressively deteriorated, and Henry 
found himself once again destitute in the land of his 
birth. He would never return to Australia, where he 
had found such extraordinary and rapid success. He 
died from tuberculosis on 10 March 1896 in Haute 
Vienne in southwest France.

In 2001, the Powerhouse Museum in Sydney 
presented Visions of a Republic the first exhibition of 

Top: Watercolour painting of stained glass window in Town 
Hall, Sydney, designed by Lucien Henry and made by 
Goodlet & Smith Ltd. Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences.

Bottom: 'Waratah punch bowl', design from the unpublished 
book, 'Australian Decorative Arts' by Lucien Henry.

Top left: 'Waratah Electrolier', Museum of Applied Arts 
and Sciences.

Top right: 'Lyre-bird - Hand mirror' design from the 
unpublished book 'Australian Decorative Arts' by Lucien 
Henry, Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences.

Bottom: 'Federation Bust' design from the unpublished 
book 'Australian Decorative Arts' by Lucien Henry, 
Museum of Applied Arts and Sciences.

Henry’s work. In the exhibition catalogue, curators 
Ann Stephen and Charles Pickett noted the pecu-
liar complementarity of the radical French artist and 
his place in the new world. Henry took on a role that 
would have been impossible in his home country and 
made a contribution in Australia that he was uniquely 
positioned to make - “It is likely that Lucien Henry’s 
brand of utopian socialism would have been lost in 
the crowded world of late 19th century Paris…Henry’s 
radical French origins brought a particularly repub-
lican and non-British imagery to colonial culture”. 

The themes explored in Visions of a Republic were 
particularly timely at the turn of the 21st century. The 
Sydney 2000 Olympic Games, like the international 
exhibitions of the 1880s, demanded the performance 
of national identity on an international stage. The 
centenary of Federation which took place in 2001 
once again prompted contemplation of how to define 
and express Australian nationhood. A referendum on 
an Australian republic had been held in late 1999. In 
these years immediately preceding the presentation 
of the exhibition, it seemed a realistic prospect that 
the republic so fantastically conjured up by Henry 
might soon come into being. Instead, the Australian 
republic remains as mythical as the unrealised designs 
of Henry’s imagination.
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The Griffins

AS FOR LUCiEN Henry, Walter Burley Griffin’s place 
outside Australian society and culture gave him 
a critical distance and a perspective altogether 
different from that of his antipodean counterparts. 
Like Henry, he saw Australia as a land of immense 
promise. Like Henry, Griffin sought to articulate a 
relationship between Australian nature and the built 
environment in a manner that few of his contempo-
raries were apt to.

Walter Burley Griffin was an innovative Chica-
go-based architect working in the first decade of the 
20th century. He worked in the studio of Frank Lloyd 
Wright, before the two fell out, prompting Griffin to 
work independently in his own practice from 1906. 
He worked alongside his wife and creative collabo-
rator, Marion Mahony-Griffin – an equally talented 
architect and a gifted architectural illustrator. 

Griffin had long been fascinated by Australia 
and the political innovation and social reforms that 
arose from it. When the Commonwealth Govern-
ment announced in 1911 that a competition to design 
the new federal capital city would be held, Griffin 
was ready, having anticipated such a development a 
decade earlier. Griffin had misinterpreted the Federa-
tion movement as a bid for independence by a young 
nation from its imperial parent. Griffin’s separation 
from Australian society perhaps predisposed him to 
the most idealistic of assessments. While working 
on his plans for the city in Chicago, Griffin described 
Australia as “the newest of the great Commonwealths, 
already the most advanced economically, and with 
the fewest steps to retrace”. 

The Griffins worked feverishly on their design 
for the city, working until the last available moment 
- dispatching their submission ‘to the last train that 
could meet the last boat for Australia’, in Marion’s 
words. In May 1912, Griffins were notified that theirs 

was the winning design for the city, which was to 
later be named Canberra. 

“I have planned a city not 
like any other in the world… 

I have planned an ideal city – 
a city that meets my ideal of 

the city of the future.”
Walter Burley Griffin

Griffin’s plan was a physical manifestation of 
democratic values, signifying the transformation of 
the will of the people into their highest aspirations, 
using the organising force of democratic government. 
The northern ‘municipal’ axis of Griffin’s parliamen-
tary triangle (now Constitution Avenue) was envis-
aged as a lively cosmopolitan boulevard. With cultural 
institutions and recreation facilities, this axis repre-
sented the social, cultural and economic life of the 
Australian people. Looking across the ornamental 
lake, courts of justice would be seen on its southern 
shore, behind which the departments of government 
would be arranged in formal, symmetrical groupings, 
evoking order, balance and rationality. The parlia-
ment, to which these departments would be account-
able, would stand to the south of the ‘government 
group’, on a site close to where Old Parliament House 
is located today. To the south of the government group 
was the to be the centrepiece ‘Capitol’ building, in the 
position presently occupied by new Parliament House. 
Rather than a parliamentary building, the Capitol was 
to be a temple of Australian culture and nationhood, 
a place of ceremony and commemoration, as well as a 
keeping place of historical and cultural treasures – not 
dissimilar in its ethos from the State House designed 
by Lucien Henry for Henry Parkes. The Capitol was to 
be positioned in a symbolically superior position to 
that of parliament, on higher ground – a spatial rela-
tionship that signalled the supreme sovereignty of the 
Australian people and their dominion over the institu-
tions of politics. It was to be the single most prominent 
building in Griffin’s city.

One of the defining characteristics of Grif-
fin’s plan compared to the competing proposals 
was the ease with which the urban form related to 
the landscape. The monumental axes of Griffin’s 
design created confident connections between the 
most prominent mountain tops and other natural 
features. For a settler society which was often ill at 
ease with the Australian landscape, Griffin sketched 

a city which not only relaxed into the landscape but 
rejoiced in it. The landform itself became the well-
spring of national identity, as Griffin’s biographer 
Alasdair McGregor wrote: 

“measured not by human spans but in deep 
geomorphic time, the hills and watercourse 
symbolised the forces of an ancient past. 
Australia as a nation was but a decade old, and in 
the absence of a centuries-long cultural heritage 
on which to draw, nature logically became the 
emblematic underpinning of the Griffins’ city.”

The high-mindedness that characterised Grif-
fin’s outlook on Australia and its democratic culture 
was tempered by his experience of its polity once he 
was appointed to lead the development of Canberra. 
Almost as soon as he began work on the project, his 
efforts were met with bureaucratic obstructionism 
and political interference. His plan was incremen-
tally compromised and depleted of much of its poetry 
and symbolism. By 1921, Griffin was entirely dissoci-
ated from the project and working on new projects in 
Australia.

The nominal failure of Griffin’s plan has afforded 
him a form of martyrdom. Far from forgotten, the illus-
trations crafted by Marion Mahony of their proposed 
city are now widely reproduced and treated almost as 
sacred documents from the city’s birth. In contem-
porary Canberra, the proposition of major changes 
to the city’s urban form such as the introduction of 
light rail, the extension of the city to the lakefront and 
the development of Constitution Avenue are typically 
justified by highlighting their complementarity with 
‘Griffin’s vision’. This contemporary deference to 
Griffin can be partly explained as a latter-day contri-
tion for the poor treatment he received from both the 
political elite and the architectural establishment in 
Australia. It can partly be explained by the simple fact 
that many of the values and ideals embodied in Grif-
fin’s plan have a timeless relevance which is only now 
widely appreciated. But this is not the whole answer. 
The plans and illustrations of Griffin’s utopian capital 
serve as an antidote to contemporary cynicism about 
what Canberra has come to represent. To many, Grif-
fin’s Canberra represents the earnest expression of 
idealistic democratic ambitions in a way that the 
archetypical Canberra does not. 

Above: 'View from Summit of Mount 
Ainslie', Marion Mahony Griffin, 1911. 
National Archives of Australia.

Top Left: Walter Burley Griffin and 
Marion Mahony Griffin, National Library 
of Australia.
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respect that Canberra’s grand axes did. A sense of 
continuity between the houses and their bushland 
setting was sought. Constructed principally of stone, 
the houses were designed to reflect the materiality 
of the landscape that surrounded them. The exten-
sive use of picture windows and thoughtfully framed 
views of the bushland outside celebrated nature 
itself as the primary form of visual interest. Build-
ings were to nestle themselves within the bush rather 
than impose themselves on the landscape. The bush-
lands throughout Castlecrag were carefully protected 
from excessive development and the planting of new 
native trees was undertaken to soften every edge 
between man-made structures and the natural world. 
A network of pathways, waterfront reserves and bush 
trails separated people from roadways. Simply put, 
Castlecrag was conceived as a human community 
at peace with its natural surroundings. This was a 
thoroughly unique contribution to Australian land-
scape architecture at a time when Australian suburbs 
sought to subdue and domesticate nature through 
ornamental gardens of introduced species.

"I am what may be termed a naturalist in archi-
tecture. I do not believe in any school of architec-
ture. I believe in architecture that is the logical 
outgrowth of the environment in which the 
building in mind is to be located".

– Walter Burley Griffin

At Castlecrag, the delineation between prop-
erties was to be completely obscured, eliminating 
the visual manifestations of private ownership and 
social division. In this sense, it was radically diver-
gent from the prevailing architectural fashions of the 
time, which favoured cottage-like houses set within 
neatly formed gardens whose boundaries were 
clearly delineated. Griffin criticised the suburbs that 
reflected these tastes, and the uninspired grid-based 
street patterns that formed them. 

While Canberra may have challenged Griffin’s 
idealism, Castlecrag reflected his determination 
to focus his utopian imagination on a project of a 
humbler scale than a national capital. A utopian 
community was to be created wherein the archi-
tecture and landscaping organically allowed social 
connection to occur. Castlecrag’s community was 
energised by a dynamic social life that included 
dramatic and musical societies as well as walking 
and nature clubs. An amphitheatre created a locus of 
community life in a natural setting. It reflected the 
Griffins’ utopian beliefs and embodied the ideals of 
community that Canberra had failed to. This idealism 
attracted a bohemian and progressive clientele, but 

Top: 'Plan of city and environs', Marion 
Mahony Griffin, 1911. National Archives of 
Australia.

Left: 'Exterior view of Fishwick house, 
Lot 331, Castlecrag, Sydney, New South 
Wales' 1929, Walter Burley Griffin. 
National Library of Australia

Perhaps the most ambitious of Griffin’s projects 
in Australia following Canberra was the development 
of Castlecrag on Middle Harbour in Sydney. By the 
time the Griffins began work on this project in 1921, 
they had become seduced by the natural environ-
ment surrounding Sydney. Through the Naturalists' 
Society of New South Wales, the Griffins frequently 
took bushwalks and were in contact with botanists 
knowledgeable about Australian flora. Their letters 
and writings recall an infatuation with the diversity 
of the natural environment around them. The preci-
sion and tenderness of Marion’s art works from this 
time are an expression of both a keen interest and a 
reverential outlook on the Australian landscape. 

The Griffins’ work on the planning of Castlecrag 
reflects this sensitivity to, and admiration of, nature. 
Castlecrag’s winding roads embraced the peninsu-
la’s topography with the same understanding and 
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in the broader community and within the archi-
tectural community, Castlecrag was met with a 
mixture of curiosity and ridicule. The development 
of Castlecrag was severely curtailed by the onset of 
the Great Depression. Griffin was forced to take on 
more utilitarian work – the design and construction 
of incinerators – before taking up a commission in 
India, where he died in 1935 at the age of 60. 
bOTH HENRY ANd Griffin were figures vastly ahead of 
their time. Both arrived here from foreign shores with 
utopian visions of Australia in their minds. Both were 
uniquely placed to contribute to the formulation of 
a new Australian creative outlook by virtue of their 
origins outside the artistic and architectural estab-
lishments in Australia. 

Henry took familiar architectural and decorative 
forms and infused them with an Australian character, 
taking inspiration from the continent’s flora and 
fauna. He did so at a time when the political climate 
demanded something different from the loyal repro-
duction of British visual styles. While neither the 
‘Australian style’ as conceived by Henry, nor the 
manifesto that advocated it ever came to pass during 
his life, his designs extended the boundaries of possi-
bility, and this new terrain was more thoroughly and 
constructively explored by the generation of artists 
and artisans that followed his example – many of 
whom were taught directly by Henry himself at the 
Sydney Technical School. He was feted in his own life-
time as one of the first and most effective advocates 
of the integration of Australian natural elements into 
architecture, art and design. Their moment in the 
sun was brief. The rise of modernist design in the 
post war era, with its distaste for ornamentation and 
figuration, left little space for the forms of literal and 

allegorical representation espoused by Henry.
Griffin, too, sought a new relationship between 

non-Indigenous Australian society and the land-
scape. Nature itself was to be a source of identity 
and belonging. This notion was radical and poorly 
received in many quarters at the time but has become 
a hallmark of some of Australia’s finest architecture 
and urban planning of recent decades. While Griffin’s 
utopian city was compromised by the narrow-mind-
edness of the political institutions it was designed to 
accommodate, the high-mindedness of the proposal 
has created an objective towards which the city 
continues to strive in establishing its legitimacy. This 
is an accomplishment in itself. 

The ambitions of these creative expatriates were 
never fully realised within their own lifetimes, but it 
is perhaps this sense of incompleteness that renders 
their work enduringly compelling and relevant to 
us. The questions they each strove to answer are still 
germane to Australia’s sense of identity. The quest 
for distinctiveness will doubtlessly continue as the 
homogenising influence of globalisation is felt on 
Australian culture. In the 19th and 20th centuries, 
Henry and Griffin - two immigrants - provided novel 
answers to the questions of how to relate a nation to 
its continent and how to express a distinctive cultural 
identity. It is to be hoped that in the 21st century, 
answers to these questions from First Nations voices 
might be given their long overdue audience. 

Left: 'Eucalyptus Urnigera Tasmania 
Scarlet Bark, Sunset', Marion Mahony 
Griffin, watercolor and ink on silk, c. 1919, 
Mary and Leigh Block Museum of Art.

Right: 'Unidentified perspective, plan 
and landscaping of proposed dwelling, 
Castlecrag, Sydney, New South Wales', 
c. 1925, Marion Mahony Griffin, National 
Library of Australia.

Guy Betts is a curator based in Sydney. His areas of expertise include 
Australian art, history and architecture. His professional practice is 
focused on the development of exhibitions, heritage interpretation and 
cultural projects that engage the public with the past.

It is to be hoped that in the 21st 
century, answers to these questions 
from First Nations voices might be 
given their long overdue audience.
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The 
Far  

Right
in  

Australia

From Fringe  
to Threat:

SENATOR THE HON Kristina Keneally is a powerful 
force in Australian politics. Senator Keneally served 
as the Member for Heffron in the New South Wales 
Legislative Assembly between 2003-2012, culmi-
nating in her becoming the state’s 42nd premier. 
Soon after moving to the Federal Parliament in 2018 
as a senator for NSW, she assumed her current roles 
as Shadow Minister for Immigration and Citizen-
ship, Home Affairs and Government Accountability, 
and Deputy Leader of the Opposition in the Senate. 
I sat down with Senator Keneally in early November 
to discuss the rising threat of far-Right extremism in 
Australia, an issue she suggests we have not yet prop-
erly reckoned with as a nation. 

BC You’ve been active in speaking out against the 
rise of far-Right extremism in Australia for a 

number of years now, and particularly in the last 18 
months. What motivates you to speak out and put your 
political force behind this issue?

KK Two main things have motivated my interest in 
the issue. One, I'm the Shadow Minister for 

Home Affairs, which means I take seriously those 
things that are national security threats. And ASiO has 
told us now for nearly two years that Right-wing 
extremism is a growing terrorist threat in Australia. 

this space. The most direct being the ongoing Parlia-
mentary Joint Committee on Intelligence and Security 
(PJCIS) Inquiry into Extremist Movements and Radi-
calism, which I understand you are a member of. There’s 
also the ‘Abhorrent Violent Material’ amendments to 
the Criminal Code, and the Taskforce to combat 
terrorist and extreme violent material online.

However, would you say that the Coalition could be 
doing more in this space, and what are those additional 
steps that a federal Labor government would take?

KK Well, one let's look at what happened in the 
aftermath of the Christchurch Terrorist Attacks, 

and that is Australia never really had a proper conver-
sation about the extent to which the Christchurch 
terrorist was radicalised in Australia. We had to wait 
for the New Zealand Royal Commission to make the 
observation that the Christchurch terrorist was in fact 
radicalised by far-Right extremist voices in Australia. 
And we've never really, as a country, grappled with 
that.

Now, the Abhorrent Violent Content laws that 
the Government ushered in after Christchurch were 
understandable because they were to respond to 
what was the intent of the Christchurch terrorist, 
which was to terrorise people by live-streaming his 
attacks. And there was a determination not just here 
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in Australia, but indeed around the world to stop that 
from happening again.

Now those are good laws, but they really don't 
go far enough. Because they really only deal with the 
perpetration or the execution of an attack, and they 
really only deal with live streaming content as it's 
happening. What they don't deal with are things like 
the sharing of Right-wing extremist manifestos, either 
online by sale or through just sharing and distribu-
tion. And why does that matter? Because manifestos 
matter to Right-wing extremists. You know, if you go 
through the tragic history of Right-wing extremist 
shootings, you've got the Oslo attack and the Christ-
church attack and the El Paso attack, each manifesto 
cites the other and builds upon it. Manifestos play 
such a key role in radicalization. And yet, you could 
find that manifesto online right now.

And that's the effect of the internet, Right? 
You contrast that with the Unabomber, who used to 
go around to gun shows to hawk his manifesto. He 
would've been lucky to distribute several hundred 
copies. You can distribute these things now, globally 
and instantly. I make that point about manifestos 
because the Australian Federal Police in their submis-
sion to the Parliamentary Joint Committee on Intelli-
gence and Security Inquiry into extremism has argued 
that there is a gap in our laws that allows people to 

During COVid, we've seen it grow from about 15% of 
ASiO's priority counter-terrorism case load to now 
50%. And so that's a rapid growth and while it is true 
that Islamic jihadism remains the primary terrorist 
threat in Australia, we cannot dismiss or ignore this 
growing and serious threat in our communities, and 
to our community safety.

The second reason is that I am quite inter-
ested in ensuring that Australia has both the tools 
and the laws and the community resources to tackle 
this threat; it goes to the very nature of who we are 
as Australians. Far-Right extremism wants to under-
mine democracy. It wants to replace democracy with 
a fascist or dictatorial authoritarian government. 
And it also strikes at the very heart of who we are as 
a country: a multicultural, tolerant, respectful demo-
cratic nation. And so there is the physical security, 
and then there is the very real identity of who we are 
as Australia and as Australians that are in the target of 
Right-wing extremists.

Responding to the far-Right threat since 
Christchurch

BC Since the Christchurch Terror Attacks, there 
have been several substantive federal efforts in 
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possess and view hate-filled violent content and to 
possess what are clearly hate symbols. So things like 
the swastika, although there are others. And what the 
AFP have said is that if those things were criminalised 
it would make it easier for them to deal with people 
on a pathway to radicalization, to intervene earlier, 
and to really criminalize what is the radicalization 
process or to stop it from starting.

On the Inquiry of the PJCiS, you asked what 
Labor would do and you asked what the Coalition is, 
or isn't doing. Let's be clear: the Coalition did not seek 
an inquiry into Right-wing extremism. In fact, it was 
the first time that the Labor as an Opposition had ever 
moved to have an inquiry at the PJCiS. These inquiries 
can either come from a house of Parliament or they 
can come from the Executive. They have always come 
from the Executive. This was the first time an Oppo-
sition actually moved to have one through the House 
of Representatives. And we did that because several 
years after the Christchurch terrorist attacks, it was 
clear that the Government wasn't taking seriously 
the advice of our national security agencies about the 
rapid rise of this threat.

And, you know, if we're going to talk about how 
we keep Australians safe, we need to not just look 
at the idea that there are extremists who want to do 
us harm. We have to understand who they are, what 
they want, how they operate, what their risk is. The 
AFP tells us that, for example, Right-wing extrem-
ists have more ready access to firearms in Australia 
than Islamic jihadists. We know that they are fund-
raising in new and different ways online, using finan-
cial services that are outside the traditional banking 
sector. You know, there are lots of things that they are 
doing that we haven't really started to grapple with. 
And we haven't really started to grapple with how we 
counter it. The one thing though, that we should be 
doing right now that we are not, is proscribing Right-
wing extremist groups that operate in Australia.

There are Right-wing extremist groups in this 
country that have linked chapters overseas in Five 
Eyes partner countries. Those five eyes partners, 
Canada and the UK notably, have proscribed those 
organizations as terrorist organizations. But yet we 
haven't done that here. We have some 29 groups in 
Australia that are proscribed as terrorist organiza-
tions. Almost all of them are Islamic jihadist. Some 
of those are tiny little groups that have no interest in 
Australia. We've proscribed them because our allies 
have done it. We've proscribed them because we want 
to send a message about what we reject. Yet, there 
are Right-wing groups that are operating in Australia 
today that are proscribed overseas and they haven't 
been done so here.

Editorial note: Since we conducted this interview, 

the Australian Government has also proscribed the 
neo-Nazi organisation: ‘The Base’. This is the second 
far-Right organisation to be proscribed as a terrorist 
organisation in Australia this year, following Sonnen-
krieg Division in August. 

Unite the Right: From Charlottesville to 
Outback Australia

BC Last week in the United States, the civil trial 
began against the far-Right extremists involved 

in organising Charlottesville, also known as the 'Unite 
the Right' rally, in 2017. And despite that event eventu-
ally devolving into chaos, it was actually really carefully 
planned and organised for some months beforehand. 
And the objective was to send a message that many 
parts of the far-Right had much more in common than 
they had separating them, and that they were showing a 
sort of consensus through meeting.

Are you aware of whether similar efforts are 
at play in Australia at the moment to 'unite the Right', 
particularly since the start of the pandemic?

KK I'd take advice from the ASIO Director-General 
Mike Burgess, who makes the point that, you 

know, one of the reasons he's moved to language that 
talks about "ideologically motivated extremism" is 
because there is quite a panoply of "isms" that sit un-
der ideological motivation. And a lot of them are far-
Right. And ASIO has made clear in Senate Estimates 
last week, that using the term "far-Right extremism" 
is still appropriate where it's relevant to do so.

But even under far-Right extremism, you've got: 
eco-fascism, you've got extreme misogyny, you've got 
your traditional neo-Nazis, you've got your just out 
and out racists and white supremacists. So you have 
a real mixture there and those ideologies can be fluid 
and they can move from one to another. I haven't 
seen evidence of that at the same scale, although the 
rise and rise of the National Socialist Network is an 
example of a group that is growing in prominence, 
that is gathering followers, that is happy to embrace 
a media presence, it would seem. And yet, I also note 
that one of their key organisers is currently facing 
charges. So it remains to be seen how that group 
ends up. But I do think the media attention we've had 
on them has been quite good because it has alerted 
Australians, and alerted our political and public 
conversation, about this growing threat.

You know, when I was initially talking about 
this threat, Mike Burgess explicitly named far-Right 
extremism in his first annual threat assessment two 
years ago. Remember that the Minister at the time, 
Peter Dutton, used to run a ‘what about ism' argument? 

He'd be like "well, I take all forms of extremism seri-
ously, Right-wing or Left-wing". Trying to say there is 
an equality between these two threats is ludicrous. Of 
course there are groups you might consider Left-wing 
extremists, but I have yet to have any national secu-
rity agency tell me that Left-wing extremism poses a 
threat to Australia, or that there is a violent form of 
Left-wing extremism we should be concerned about.

I will say this though, about both Charlottesville 
and the US Capitol attacks. I think the other thing that 
alarmed me about Peter Dutton's approach to this is 
he used to say, "oh, these these far-Right extremists, 
they operate on the dark web". Well, no, they don't. I 
mean, some groups will move to encrypted platforms, 
but they actually operate in plain sight often (ie Face-
book, the publicly accessible channels of Telegram). 
Nobody should have been too surprised about the US 
Capitol attacks in hindsight, because they were organ-
ising them on Facebook! These are the new types of 
challenges that our security agencies face.

And let me say this as well about the kind 
of idea about "uniting", the real challenge for our 
national security agencies, including the Australian 
Federal Police, is that unlike Islamic jihadism (which 
has a defined set of texts, a predictable objective, 
and also somewhat predictable geographic spread), 
when we're talking about far-Right extremists, they 

have fluid ideologies, they have differing objectives 
sometimes, and they are geographically spread across 
the country, and often in rural and regional parts of 
Australia. And so it does make it much harder for our 
national security agencies to police and to counter 
the threat.

BC And working on that point, particularly around 
the spread of and where recruitment drives are 

happening within the far-Right, there's been sugges-
tions that the far-Right plays at an identity politics of its 
own in grabbing onto cultural and economic anxieties. 
Primarily of young white men, and then capitalising on 
that, dragging them towards more ethno-nationalist or 
global Right-wing causes. Do you agree that cultural 
and economic anxieties are being taken advantage, 
and do you think either one is more at play in an Austra-
lian context?

KK So I reckon it's spot on, and ASIO and the AFP 
agree with that analysis that, you know, there are 

economic and cultural issues at play here. And partic-
ularly during COVID, I would say the economic chal-
lenges during COVID combined with isolation, time on 
screens, conspiracy theories, frustration, anger, all of 
that has combined to almost create a perfect opportu-
nity for far-Right extremists to capitalise on people's 

It was clear that 
the Government 

wasn't taking 
seriously the 
advice of our 

national security 
agencies about 
the rapid rise of 

this threat.
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KK Neo-Nazis are clearly a part of the extremist 
Right. Yet at the same time, they are just one 

subset. You know, I spoke earlier about the different 
panoply of views that make up far-Right extremism, 
and they really can be weird and diverse. There is this 
whole notion of eco-fascism, that nature was created 
for the pure white race. And therefore what we need 
to do is install a fascist government that's going to 
protect the environment for the enjoyment of the 
white man. That is literally, at its most basic, their 
argument. Um, so, uh, you know, what I would say to 
people is not to think about far-Right extremism only 
as your traditional neo-Nazis. Mike Burgess is right 
when he makes the point that there are people who 
are saluting swastikas and gathering guns, but that is 
not the extent of it.

And I find disturbing as well, the rise of some-
thing called the incel (involuntary celibate) move-
ment, which has a deep misogyny to it. You know, 
this view of men who feel like all women are rejecting 
them, and therefore they're forced into this life of 
involuntary celibacy. And it manifests itself in an 
extreme hatred towards women, and the view that 
men are being hard done by, by women. These are all 
views that very much run counter to who we under-
stand ourselves to be as Australians, where everyone 
should have a fair go.

So, do I welcome things like the Victorian 
Government's decision to ban the swastika? Yes. The 
AFP have called for the same thing, it's a recommen-
dation that the PJCiS will have to consider. But I don't 
think that's where it begins and ends. What we are 
seeing is a far more diverse set of views and ideolo-
gies, and many of them really targeted at young men. 

And I want to go back to that point about using 
language around culture and economic frustration. 
Because what a lot of these extremist groups will do 
is they will take very positive notions, or what can 
be very positive notions, of patriotism and cultural, 
ethnic pride, and 'pro-family', and they will use them 
as a gateway to bring people in. They'll tell you it's 
okay to be proud of the fact that you come from Anglo-
Celtic stock. Well, okay, great. I come from Anglo-
Celtic stock, you know, I am proud of my ancestry. But 
then to move that along into a propaganda and radi-
calization process that then takes people to darker 
and darker places, preying upon their frustrations 
and their fears and telling them there's someone else 
to blame. And that's where I think, you know, we're 
not just talking about Nazis there. We are talking 
about people who know how to prey upon people's 
vulnerabilities.

The CFMEU Protests: Workers or ‘man-baby Nazis’?

BC On this topic of taxonomy and calling a spade, a 
spade when it comes to far-Right extremism, I 

wanted to use the September lockdown protests in 
Melbourne as a case study on how we talk about the 
far-Right. The makeup of that crowd was, ideologically 
speaking, very dispersed, and organisationally it was 
confused. It wasn't centrally organised, and changed 
form over the several days it played out And yet there 
were multiple community and media commentators 
that insisted that the event was heavily infiltrated by 
neo-Nazis. 

‘Neo-Nazis’ was a specific term that was thrown 
around by a few different commentators. And while it 
appears that some neo-Nazis were in attendance, there's 
been no evidence to suggest that they had any signif-
icant scope in terms of numbers or were otherwise of 
significance to the actual on-the-ground events. And so I 
wanted to get your perspective on why you think Nazi-la-
belling is invoked so quickly in situations like this. And 
whether you think that there is risk involved in using that 
phrase where it doesn’t paint a full or accurate picture. 

KK This is a really good question. And it goes back to 
my point that Australia hasn't really had a reckoning 
of what happened with the Christchurch shooter, and 
we aren't having proper, real conversations with the 
Australian community about Right-wing extremism.

I do think the 
economic 

circumstances and 
the pandemic have 

really accelerated 
the rise of Right-

wing extremism in 
Australia.

fears, anxieties, distrust, frustration and perhaps 
disappointment of the last two years.

One of the ways that we would have to think 
about countering the rise of Right-wing extremism 
is to think about the economic opportunities, the 
training. You know, is it a coincidence that at the 
same time we've had massive cuts to apprenticeships 
and traineeships, that we have had a rise in univer-
sity fees? We have also seen the historically highest 
ever number of temporary visas, and the risk that we 
become a migrant worker nation. And at the same 
time we've had this pandemic, we've had the borders 
shut, we've had people out of work and it has just 
created a near perfect, you know, soup for the Right-
wing extremists to mess around in.

The good thing about Australia is that unlike my 
home country of the US, or indeed parts of Europe, we 
are not as infected with anti-immigrant, anti multi-
culturalism views. Modern Australia is a very multi-
cultural, diverse place, and we still have very positive 
views about that as a country. I do think the economic 
circumstances and the pandemic have really acceler-
ated the rise of Right-wing extremism in Australia.

BC Moving more to a specific subset of the far-Right, 
what can you tell us about the role of neo-Nazis 

and neo-Nazi-ism in Australia today?
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And I think it's important that we do think 
about the language that we use. And I try to be quite 
deliberate when I use this language. You know, I don't 
think people like Craig Kelly and George Christensen 
and Senator Gerard Rennick, are Right-wing extrem-
ists. I think they have Right-wing ideologies. I think 
at times they are willing to give a wink and a nod to 
Right-wing extremist views or platforms, and George 
Christensen openly does that. Or they don't protest 
when their content is shared by groups like the Proud 
Boys and other Right-wing extremist groups.

So I think there's a spectrum there. And I think 
we do a disservice to understanding the threat that 
we face from violent, Right-wing extremism when 
we label, you know, any Right-wing ideology as ‘the 
far-Right’. So that's the first point I'd make. There 
is a legitimate role for people who hold what would 
be considered Right-wing or conservative views to 
participate in democracy. But they're participating 
in democracy. When we start to get into Right-wing 
extremist views, these are groups that want to under-
mine democracy. Either they're playing a long game 
to undermine democracy, or they're playing a short 
game to use violence to disrupt democracy. And then 
when we get to violent Right-wing extremism, it's 
groups that will seek to inspire others to violence or to 
create acts of violence themselves. And I think those 

distinctions are really important, because I don't 
think we help the population at large or ourselves 
understand the threat, if we label anyone who holds a 
Right-wing view as a Right-wing extremist.

In terms of those protests in Melbourne, I think 
sometimes people go to the phrase 'Right-wing nut jobs' 
or 'Nazis' because we haven't really talked about what 
it is to be a Right-wing extremist. We haven't talked 
about what the types of groups are that sit underneath 
that. So I do think people reach for familiar language 
that may not always be helpful. There's also kind of a 
fluid blending that occurs between conspiracy theo-
ries and groups like QAnon, or anti-vaxxer conspiracy 
theories that were circulating widely online (and by 
the way, were shared by some members of Parliament), 
and then through to more extremist and violently-mo-
tivated extremist groups.

Now what the violently-motivated, extremist 
Right-wing groups did was they made very clever 
use of those conspiracy theories. They made very 
clever use of the fact that people were willing to look 
for conspiracies to explain the pandemic or to resist 
getting a vaccine.

What did we see in Melbourne? I don't know 
entirely what we saw in Melbourne. I've had different 
evidence come before me in the Senate from different 
types of agencies. But what's clear is that all of that 

environment fed into motivating some people to go 
out and protest, and to protest in ways that were quite 
violent that were anti-police, anti-democratic. Not 
what I think most people in Australia would look at as 
an appropriate form of demonstration in a democracy.

BC You say that the Australian public might not have 
fully reckoned with the reality of far-Right 

extremism in Australia. Do you think as well, that it 
might've been hard for commentators on the Left of 
politics to confront the reality that the crowd was, by 
and large, comprised of disgruntled, very angry, and at 
times violent, workers?

KK Look, I think that you have to acknowledge that 
that was a part of the crowd. People who are frus-

trated because their livelihoods, they felt, were being 
cut off from them. And they felt they were being told 
they had to do something that they didn't want to do.

And I think the whole pandemic has been 
almost a bit confronting really for us as a democ-
racy. You know, we've had to basically encourage and 
coax members of the public to check themselves in 
when they do the most mundane things like go to the 
grocery store or the petrol station, in ways that I don't 
think any of us could have ever imagined before. 
We've had public health orders that have really 

forced people to be in their own homes, have stripped 
them away from their livelihoods. That's been a very 
confronting thing.

And if I look ahead as we come out of this 
pandemic, I think there's a lot of hope as we come out 
of it. But I'm also a little concerned. Off the back of 
the rise of Islamic jihadism, off the back of the Global 
Financial Crisis, now we've had this pandemic, which 
has wreaked havoc on people's lives in the most direct 
ways. I am concerned about the emotion, the anger, the 
frustration that does exist in the community. There's a 
lot of hope. There's a lot of optimism, but there's also a 
lot of difficult times I think coming forward.

And I just look and watch what goes on in social 
media, some of the anger, some of the vitriol, some of 
the conspiracy theories, some of the quick-to-judge. 
I think we are potentially in for a very difficult time 
over the next few years. And I think the risk for us 
as a country, is that Right-wing extremism is now a 
present threat in our country that has worked out how 
to organise online and is tapped in and ready to take 
advantage of that. 

Either they're 
playing a long 

game to undermine 
democracy, or they're 

playing a short game 
to use violence to 

disrupt democracy.

“
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November 2021.
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A review of Van Badham’s ‘QAnon and On: A Short and 
Shocking History of Internet Conspiracy Cults’.

ZANN MAXWELL with VAN BADHAM

“What if you married an adaptable set of paranoid 
conspiracy theories to an insecure population expe-
riencing a period of tremendous social change? What 
if the most extreme and violent accusations imagin-
able were levelled at targets in the language of a holy 
and patriotic war that promised to make heroes of its 
warriors? What if these accusations were grounded in 
thousands of years of cultural messages that promoted 
dehumanisation and hate? What if it all cloaked itself 
in pious symbolism, and seized at powerful religious 
pretexts for its actions? […] What if those conspir-
acist ideas could replicate as fast as they were gener-
ated through a global information pipeline? What if 
technology had fractured the very notion of a shared 
majority truth? What if political actors - foreign adver-
saries, ambitious ideologues, media grifters, populist 
demagogues - had an interest in maintaining that frac-
ture? What if their own profit came from chaos? What 
would happen? QAnon answered that question.” 

– QAnon and On, Chapter 5: The Great Awakening

I didn’t have access to a proper computer or 
internet until after I left home for university in 2007. 
So, despite being in my early 30s I’m no ‘digital native’. 
I get by fine now, but gamer culture, message boards, 
LARPing, and the deep trenches of the online world 
might as well be the bottom of the ocean as far as I 
understand what goes on there.

With her new book ‘QAnon and On: A Short and 
Shocking History of Internet Conspiracy Cults’, Van 
Badham took my hand, warned me to brace myself, and 
plunged me into the murky origins of the coordinated 
online misinformation movement that culminated in 
the January 6th Insurrection in Washington dC. I am 
grateful to her for writing it and opening my eyes to 
the true extent of this darkest and most deranged of 
modern threats to democracy and social cohesion.  

If you’re lucky enough to have so far avoided 
knowledge of what the substance of the QAnon 
conspiracy theory involves, Van explains it as follows:

‘QAnon is a conspiracy theory that came out of 
the online swamp known as 4Chan in 2017 in late 
October. And it was just an anonymous poster 
(the overwhelming majority of posters on 4Chan 
are anonymous) saying that Hillary Clinton was 
about to be extradited and there was going to 
be this military intervention and she was going 
to be brought to justice for all of her crimes. 
The poster called themselves the ‘Q Clearance 
Patriot’ and made out that they were a high-
level secret service official in the United States 
government and they would be sharing clues 
about what was really going on. 

Then over the course of the next four years, until 
after the 2020 US election, Q started sharing all 
these wild stories of the machinations of govern-
ment and the secret service and the military and 
international affairs. It was essentially about 
Donald Trump as a plucky, savvy hero fighting 
a war against the operatives of a deep state 
who were aligned to a cabal of pedophile elites. 
These Hollywood celebrities and politicians, and 
all kinds of other people, were supposed to be 
involved in this massive conspiracy and coverup 
to kidnap children and molest and torture them 
because their screams would produce a chem-
ical called adrenochrome. The pedophile elites 
would then supposedly consume this chemical 
in order to keep themselves young and beautiful 
and vital… I have a feeling they've just got plastic 
surgeons for that, but okay.”

Literally the worst experience of her life

TO WRiTE THE book, Van went undercover in the 
online conspiracy communities for a year, creating 
fake profiles and getting to know people who have 
chosen to bow out of mainstream opinion. When I 
interviewed her for this review, Van told me that she 
has a particular fascination for people who make that 

choice and why they do it; in the past she has simi-
larly infiltrated the Hillsong Church and the online 
pick-up artistry communities (with a view to writing a 
musical and a play respectively). 

As repugnant as she found both of these groups 
and the substance of their beliefs, Van told me that 
she couldn’t help but develop a kind of empathy 
for many of the individuals involved. On the latter, 
she reflected that ‘… these were people who were 
desperate for connection and seeking it out in an 
absolutely deformed and disastrous way, but who 
wanted to know love and sexual fulfilment. And that's 
pretty human’. 

Van found, however, that her empathy could not 
be as sincerely extended to those she encountered 
during her undercover research into QAnon adher-
ents; a process she describes as literally the worst 
experience of her life. 

So, who are these people?

Lumpenbourgeoisie

iN THE bOOK, Van explains that there is little in the 
way of clear commonalities between QAnon adher-
ents; at least not a clear economic or class experience 
that they have in common. 

Political scientist Isaac Kamola has drawn on 
Marxist class analysis to identify QAnon adherents 
within the ‘lumpenproletariat’. Van defined this as ‘a 
class ravaged by capitalism - made desperate by it - but 
without clear ideology or a sense of class solidarity’. At 
the time Kamola was writing, there was not much data 
on the class or economic breakdown of QAnon adher-
ents, but what he saw was the yearning of people to 
participate in QAnon’s be-a-hero role playing games 
and simple dark-to-light narrative, as an understand-
able escapist channel away from economic dread. 

However, studies have since shown that the poor 
and uneducated are not more likely to join extremist 
movements. If we look at QAnon’s January 6th Capitol 
offenders, Van shows us that their backgrounds were 
economically diverse, and while there were certainly 
people who’d struggled with unemployment and drug 
problems among them, many had ‘affluent back-
grounds’ with high levels of educational attainment 
and no criminal history. In particular, a University 
of Chicago study has since found that overall 40 per 
cent of those taking part were likely business owners 
or white-collar workers, while only 9 per cent were 
found to be unemployed. Van posits that what we 
seem to have here is not so much the ‘lumpenprole-
tariat’, but rather the ‘lumpenbourgeoisie’. 

That checks out. But if these people are relatively 
economically comfortable, why are they going off the 

BOOK REVIEW 

Some People are Just 
Complete Dickheads 
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deep end like this? Or as Van more diplomatically 
puts it, why are they ‘choosing to bow out of main-
stream opinion’?

Van attempts to make some sense of it for us by 
drawing the reader’s attention to, among others, the 
work of a team of psychology researchers from the 
University of Kent, who make the point that conspiracy 
belief is built on a ‘… collective narcissism - a belief in 
the in-group’s greatness paired with a belief that other 
people do not appreciate it enough’. In the beginning, 
Q had identified them as ‘patriots’ worthy of insider 
knowledge into some level of spycraft. By 24 June 2020, 
Q was telling them they had been ‘selected to help serve 
your country’ and calling them ‘digital soldiers’. 

The University of Kent team also say that this 
kind of shared fantasy of personal specialness partic-
ularly appeals to people who perceive their positive 
image of themselves or their in-group to be threat-
ened in some way. Indeed, the book goes on to refer 
to political scientist Thomas McCauley, who clarified 
the ideological impetus of QAnon with some preci-
sion in a 2021 academic paper about contemporary 
diversities within right-wing extremism. He saw 
QAnon’s movement not as one concerned with loss 
of economic security, or even racial supremacy, but 
rather a fear of losing cultural supremacy:

‘They fiercely defended the rituals, rhetoric and 
iconography of a culture in which people like 
them inherited a privileged position. In places 
like the US, Australia, Britain, and Canada, the 
attachment was to predominantly white, Chris-
tian, patriarchial, heteronormative, proper-
ty-owning and xenophobic traditions that had 
long centered people like themselves. QAnon’s 
fixation on government, the media and Holly-
wood as targets could be understood as a fight 
with the entities with enough power to upend an 
existing culture in which they perceived them-
selves as important.’

I asked Van whether she thought there was 
anything that the Left of politics could be doing 
differently to reduce the sense of zero-sum ‘displace-
ment’ that these people felt in the face of a culture 
and society that the Left rightly wants to continue 
evolving to be more inclusive. She looked at me with a 
sort of tender exasperation and was very clear: 

‘I think there's got to be a fundamental recog-
nition that some people are just complete dick-
heads. I'm not going to join a coalition with those 
people. I'm not interested in reaching them. I 
think that it is a waste of resources […] I think the 
Left’s inability to see beyond our own paradigms 

of understanding about who does what, when and 
for what political reasons has been really prob-
lematic for us. Bringing a class analysis from our 
own perspective, and speaking to our own biases 
as well, we think that if people are angry, rising 
up against the establishment, it must mean that 
they're from an oppressed class. But that's not 
who these people are. These are people who have 
the money and the material conditions in their 
own lives to play with a bit of political adven-
turism, which is why they can travel and attend 
Trump rallies and fly down to Washington to try 
and overthrow the government while staying at 
the Hilton. That's who these people are.”

Web Centipede 

AT THE bEgiNNiNg of the book Van says her aim was 
to ‘identify how bad-faith political actors aligned to 
a mixture of opportunistic greed and far-right causes 
have weaponised the internet in the service of private 
manipulations’. 

She goes into some enlightening detail about the 
roles that each of these played, but the book doesn’t 
ultimately settle on an answer to the core mystery of 
what the initial organising force behind Q was - i.e., 
was it some ideological mastermind - or group of 
them - directing a complex disinformation campaign, 
or the sophisticated influence operation of a hostile 
foreign government, or just a channer whose LARP 
spun wildly out of control? 

Instead, Van’s tilt at answering this unknown is alto-
gether more interesting: ‘It doesn't really matter who Q 
is. It's about how this community was used and who 
used it and why. What matters is that someone, some-
where, understood the web centipede well enough to 
know where to poke a thing like Q with a stick to make 
the creature move where they wanted it to’. 

At least one thing that is clear though, is that 
thousands of Russian backed ‘bots’ amplified Q in a 
coordinated way from the start, and the social media 
algorithms of radicalisation did the rest. As Van 
explains, the Russian influence operations in these 
online spaces was always to encourage political and 
social discord in targeted countries and communities: 

‘The paranoia may not be initiated by political 
actors, but it self-generates propaganda that 
those actors are all too ready to manipulate for 
their own purposes. […] The Russian operations 
had amplified Q because Q was doing that work 
for them. Q’s posts encouraged followers to 
mistrust some of the most powerful sources of 
truth and icons of freedom in Western society’. 

Saved by Our National Blandness?

VAN bAdHAM’S iS a voice that Australian Fabians know 
and trust. An especially interesting aspect of her book 
is the Australian perspective that Van brings to what 
is seen as a largely, though not exclusively, American 
phenomenon.

Political scientist Associate Professor Aaron 
Martin has dismissed QAnon’s capacity to influ-
ence majoritarian electoral politics in Australia. He 
argues that because modern Australia was ‘founded 
as a bureaucratic as much as a colonial exercise by 
the British, the resultant local political culture lacks 
the heft of revolutionary zeal, or the enthusiasm of 
pilgrims seeking out religious freedom, and is there-
fore less susceptible to passionate narratives recalling 
the “spirit of 1776” or dramatic images like Wash-
ington Crossing the Delaware.’ It’s our national bland-
ness, Martin argues, that is likely to save us from 
being stirred into the passions of a holy war.  

Van points to Martin only to gently dismiss his 
sense of security. ‘By 2021, those wanting to believe 
that QAnonism had mostly spared bland and isolated 
Australia had an increasing amount of evidence to 
ignore’. 

Beyond the engagement and connections with 
the online conspiracy communities of several conser-
vative politicians, including Scott Morrison, Van also 
highlights a 2020 paper released by the British-based 
think tank the Institute for Strategic Dialogue, 
which revealed that Australia was the fourth largest 
producer of QAnon content worldwide, creating even 
more than Russia. In the meantime, polling from 
Essential Media has revealed a worrying 12 per cent of 
Australians actually believe 5G towers are being used 
to spread COVid-19. 

If you want to know more, including about the 
threat in Australia and what Van Badham thinks we 
need to do about it, I wholeheartedly recommend 
reading her excellent new book and tuning in to our 
interview on the Fabian podcast. 

Bringing a class analysis from our 
own perspective, and speaking to our 

own biases as well, we think that if 
people are angry, rising up against 

the establishment, it must mean that 
they're from an oppressed class.  

But that's not who these people are. 

Zann Maxwell is the editor of the Australian Fabian Review. 
@Zann_a_Duu
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MEMOIR 

Our  
Destiny

Late in the afternoon, I arrived at the hospital. A concrete humidicrib 
for the freshly delivered innocents. A building of little significance in its 
structure, yet one that held the fate of so many within its walls.

I was to enter an area that in our culture was secret; it was women’s 
business. I was to face the opposites of our beliefs. A place where men 
could enter and even be included. I had to dismiss the past and try to 
embrace what was now the norm.

These sterile helpers had no idea of what our women were facing. 
We were no longer special nor our business secret. We were exposed, 
stripped of our strength and vulnerable to this dominant race, yet we 
went along with their rules.

A place where the pain could be eased or even taken away. A place 
where you could see and feel your creations or simply wake to a small 
living resemblance of yourself, not knowing how it was delivered.

Life had become easy but in exchange for smooth and pain free 
childbirth we had lost our feeling of who we are. We had accepted, too 
easily, another way of life, another culture, throwing ours away when it 
suited us.

I had become an Aboriginal foster carer a year before this event. I 
had wanted to be useful, to try and help a child, a family. I wanted to be 
able to establish some sort of familiar ground between the child and the 
biological family.

Foster care is not what it seems. Sure, there are families that need 
help with parenting and there are plenty of children who need parent-
ing, but the system is clinical.

The only sentence you will hear from most of these agencies is, “it’s 
in the best interest of the child”. Really, they don’t know what that means.

In our culture, back in the day, there were no drugs and no alcohol, 
and if there was a problem with parents or children, it was sorted out 
by the elders. The children were not ripped away from their families. 
But now, in this too easy society that we choose to be a part of, the un-
thinkable happens: the children are removed from the very people who 
created them.

I can understand both sides, but it doesn’t mean that I like it or that 
I agree with the system.

I had not experienced caring for another person’s child, as a foster 
carer. This was to be my first.

It was a steamy October afternoon when I was summoned to the 
concrete edifice. I couldn’t help but wonder if this was what I should 
be doing. Did I have the right to take someone’s child from them? Was 
I conveying the message that I was a better parent than they were? I 
would make sure that they didn’t feel this way.

I stood outside my car and watched a woman pacing outside the cafe-
teria of the building. She did look very erratic, changing her pace from fast MARIE CLEAR
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to slow, sometimes just stopping and looking at the cars coming and go-
ing, then she would pace again. She was dishevelled, barefoot and erratic.

This is her mum, I immediately thought. This is how I would feel if 
my child was being torn from my life: this is what defeat looked like, this 
was a picture of emptiness, a heart in pieces. I felt her despair.

I entered the lift, and rose to where the trauma would begin. I was 
told by the sterile ones that the mother was still here, she was some-
where downstairs. They described her, and she was indeed the woman I 
had watched pacing. She was white, and I was told the baby’s father was 
Indigenous.

I was told that the great aunt and the grandmother were still with 
the baby saying their goodbyes. They asked me to come back in half an 
hour. My stomach churned as I felt their loss. How could I take this babe 
from them?

I was delivered downstairs by the electric box, where I walked to the 
cafeteria, bought a coffee, and, yet again, watched the pacing woman.

Another similar woman came to her, they talked, the pacing woman 
cried, they both turned and entered this concrete abyss, and were gone.

I waited the mandatory half hour, and returned along the trail to 
the electric box; I was swallowed by it, pressed its lighted eyes and di-
rected it to take me to the maternity ward.

In our culture I would have simply walked to the expectant moth-
er, but I chose the easy way. Was I choosing ease over culture? I had to 
be more aware. I had to think of culture and what I was giving up if life 
became an effort.

I arrived at my destination. The sterile people said the mother had 
been up with her sister and they had left, but the grandmother and great 
aunt were still with the baby and had requested that I meet them.

I imagined being them, and I felt their anguish. I decided to bite the 
bullet and meet them.

They were an ordinary pair. Grandmother was holding this precious 
little girl, six weeks old, named Destiny. She had jet black hair envelop-
ing her small head, with curls kissing her chubby cheeks. How could 
they bear to lose her, how could I be the one to take her? She was going 
to be my responsibility. I was to care and love her. I was to withdraw her 
from drugs. The poison that would never be in her body if we were living 
our culture.

Drugs, the unnecessary evil introduced by another culture to make 
life easy, more pleasurable for its adults. No thought for the damage or 
the pain it would cause the embryo, the host continuing her lifestyle not 
realising the interruption of development in utero; not realising the risk 
of removal of the soft being within her womb. Not knowing that some-
where out there, people could decide what was “in the best interests of 
the child”.

A voice called me over to this precious baby. I was on automatic; I 
just walked towards the voice.

It was the grandmother nursing Destiny, feeding her the last bottle 
that this little baby would receive from her. Did the grandmother realise 
this? She asked me if I wanted to feed her. I told her no, as I knew she 
would not be able to do this again. “It’s ok,” I said, “she looks so com-
fortable with you.” I had to stay strong. I had to be able to take this baby 
home with me. I had to start the cruel regime of administering the mor-
phine into her tiny mouth. She was being weaned off the drugs that had 
been delivered into her small frame through the life source of her moth-
er, through her umbilical cord.

We stayed a while, talking about the circumstances that had led us to 
meet. Two worlds colliding. Forming a bond from despair. A despair that 
I was determined to erase. We would take the mistakes of both cultures. 
We would find a medium ground. We would work together as a family.

I had been embraced by the family. I felt like I was betraying them 
by taking Destiny, but I overcame this feeling when I was asked to love 
their baby, their Destiny.

This baby was to become our Destiny. A link to both cultures, a 
change, a hope, a love that could only grow and never be denied.

In this present day, I have loved and cared for Destiny for five beau-
tiful years. I have become a family member to both white and black fam-
ilies. Two colours joining. We all focus on the future. Destiny is growing 
in two cultures. We are all together for this little girl. 

Marie Clear is a 63-year-old Wiradjuri woman and a foster carer for children in out-of-home care. Her interests are 
writing poetry and short stories about a range of subjects, first and foremost about Aboriginal children in care and 
about the beauty of her culture.
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FICTION 

Motel

A burning issue

Erle’s taking off his boots and lining them up next to the chair on the 
verandah. Jan’s decided to tell him when he comes inside and washes 
his hands. Before he has a beer.

‘I’m too knackered to move, Jan,’ he shouts. ‘Bring my beer out here, 
love?’

Jan takes a stubby out of the fridge and uses the opener hanging 
from a hook on the wall. Maybe saying it outside would be better.

‘Ta,’ he says. ‘It’s too bloody hot to be working.’
She leans on the verandah railing and looks out at the parched gar-

den, the withered paddocks, the remorseless blue of the sky. They need 
rain. A fire could gallop across those paddocks and incinerate the garden 
and house in minutes. She shakes the thought away. Needs to keep her 
focus. She loves this place, they both do, but it’s consuming Erle and if 
they don’t do something it will consume her too. When I turn around, I’ll 
tell him.

‘Bloody tractor’s stuffed. Wouldn’t start,’ he says, taking a long swig 
from the stubby.

Jan hears the frustration in his voice. It’s not the first time the tractor 
has let him down. He’ll be out in the shed tonight prodding and poking 
at the wires in the engine instead of feet up with a cup of tea watching 
Four Corners. Would they ever have a moment to relax together or even 
talk over dinner about something other than debt and drought? These 
thoughts butt her into blurting it out.

‘Erle, I’ve accepted the cleaning job at the motel.’
He frowns. ‘Not that rubbish talk again,’ he says. ‘Thought we’d 

agreed. Your place is here. On the farm. Looking after us, me and the kids.’
‘You said that, not me. Erle, it’s 2001, not the fifties. There are dif-

ferent ways of looking after family. Me staying at home won’t buy Jess 
that dress she wants for the deb ball or the bike Craig’s saying he can’t 
live without or’ – and she thinks this is a bit of an inspiration – ‘pay for 
the tractor repairs.’

There’s a plaintive note in her voice. She wanted to sound surer. 
Firmer. She backed down last time. She stands a bit straighter. ‘I’ve al-
ready accepted the job. I start Monday.’

The two creases between his eyebrows squeeze together, deepen. 
He lifts the bottle, drains it and says, ‘That’s it then ... not going to talk? 
You know I don’t want my wife working.’

‘We’ve talked, Erle. Endlessly. It’s not paying the bills.’
He levers himself out of the sagging chair. The screen door screeches 

as he wrenches it open. It slaps shut behind him.
She bends and picks up the discarded bottle, straightens the boots 

he’d kicked aside. He’ll get used to the idea. She hopes.BEVERLY LELLO
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Keeping the home fires burning

May 2002
Dear Margie,
Thanks for the lovely letter. Your European trip sounded amazing. Who knows when we’ll 
ever get to travel or even go on a holiday? Probably, if we do, we’ll choose somewhere 
wet, like the Sunshine Coast. This drought seems endless. The summer was so harsh. I’ve 
given up on the garden. Even the bath water hasn’t been enough to save the veggie patch. 
The paddocks are crackling dry but so far, no fires and winter is almost here.

You’ll be wanting to hear how the job’s going. Confession. I want to write this in 
capital letters: I LOVE iT. ‘Slave labour,’ Jess calls it. Do you know what she said when I 
told them where I was going to be working? ‘It’s embarrassing, Mum. What if you barge 
in on someone you know, having an affair or something.’ ‘Too much daytime television 
during the last school holidays,’ is what I said to her. ‘Besides, no one in Yackandandah 
would be silly enough to stay in the only motel in town if they were having an affair. I’ll 
be completely anonymous.’ Not true, I’ve discovered, but she doesn’t need to know that.

You’ll laugh, but even though it’s housework, there’s something about stepping in the 
doorway of Room 3 or 5 or 8, seeing chaos and smelling the lingering odours of the night’s 
occupants, then stepping out twenty minutes later with order restored and the room 
smelling of air freshener and clean sheets. You can never get the bedspread smooth on our 
lumpy old mattress – you know, the one we inherited from Erle’s parents – but these motel 
beds, you can make them as smooth as icing on a butter cake and there’s a special way 
the pillows tuck under the top of the bedspread that’s just perfect. Maybe when Erle gets 
more used to the idea of a working wife, we’ll treat ourselves to a night in the Deluxe Suite!

I can see you rolling your eyes. I’ve never worked like you though. It’s not to say that 
I haven’t been happy with the farm and the kids. And Erle. But women’s lib passed me 
by. And now I can contribute. Erle’s still making it a bit difficult. Stubborn, you know 
how he is.

I’m keeping the home fires burning though and Jess and Craig have been great. 
Amazing what the promise of a deb dress and a bMX does for teenagers’ level of cooperation.

Hope to see you up this way soon.
Love Jan xxx

There’s a change in the wind

‘Jan, a word if you don’t mind,’ says Martin, the motel owner, peering around the door of 
the room she’s cleaning. ‘Just pop into the office after you’ve finished in here.’

Jan’s heart does a flip. She had been miles away, thinking about a new recipe she 
wants to try when the kids come home for her birthday on the weekend. Fifty has to be 
special, even if she is cooking the meal herself.

Things had looked up on the farm recently. Good rains at last. High prices for cattle. 
She’d scaled back on the cleaning job for a few months when Erle had his bypass; he’d 
hoped she’d quit altogether. His resistance was like a lick of something sour when she 
prattled on about an incident at the motel. There were so many stories to tell, but that 
crease in his forehead made her turn back to the sink and scrub much harder at a stub-
born bit of congealed egg.

There’d been quite a few empty rooms in the motel lately. The owner had installed a 
new manager and he wasn’t up to the job. The person in that front office needed to make 
people feel welcome. A friendly smile. A bit of interest shown in where they were from, 
where they were going. She’d done a stretch at the front desk when the manager before 
last left suddenly. She’d liked the extra responsibility and the booking.com ratings had 
risen a couple of points. And now another manager has quit. Jan senses change in the 
wind. Dare she hope he’s going to offer her the job?

Ten minutes later, she leaves the office, Martin’s words butterflying around in her 
head, words tumbling out of her mouth even though there’s no one to hear them. ‘Me, 

managing the place. What will the kids think? Margie won’t believe it. Erle, well, be brave 
Jan. He has said you’re too clever to be a cleaning lady.’

She gives the pillows an extra hard thump, tugs the bedspread into place and sings, 
‘I’m on fire.‘

Fire burn

The TV is on in the office all day. Jan wants to block it out but feels compelled to keep 
listening. They’re saying eighty-four people have been confirmed dead in Victoria’s 
bushfires. Updates are a remorseless litany of tragedy. The flames are raging, merging, 
ravaging, blackening swathes of bushland, incinerating towns. Smoke clogs the air.

She hears that six people have been found dead in one car. A whole family. That fiend 
they’ve always dreaded is here.

Jess and Craig are safe in the city but it’s Erle she’s worried about. He’s out there 
with the fire truck. Thank heavens they won’t let him man a hose anymore. Still, it’s 
unpredictable, this beast devouring the state. Last night, they stood on the verandah and 
watched the fire burn along the ridge line above the farm, bright flickering arcs of red 
kept at bay, for now, by the southerly.

The image of that family in the car is lingering in her head as she listens to yet another 
interview from a survivor: ‘It was like a bombing attack, explosions, things crashing. 
Terrifying.’ There’s a horn blast outside and she rushes out the door.

‘I’ve got some special customers for you, love,’ Erle says as he climbs out of the truck.
A young woman tumbles out the passenger side, her face streaked with soot and 

tears. She stumbles toward Jan. ‘I tried hosing the front of the house,’ she gasps. ‘The 
heat just sucked up the moisture. I could hear the fire coming, like a train. I threw the 
kids in the car. It wouldn’t start. He saved us.’ She gestures toward Erle who is opening 
the back door, lifting a small child into his arms.

Erle’s soot-blackened face is streaked with sweat. The look on his face and the thin 
arms of the child clenching his neck make her want to cry with love.

Like a house on fire

Jan decides it’s time to retire. On the morning of her last day, she selects the newest and 
crispest sheets from the linen cupboard and makes up the bed in the Deluxe Suite, even 
though it is no longer her job.

Later that night, Erle throws back the sheet and heads for the shower. He’s still got 
a great body, she thinks, settling back against the pile of pillows. Then he’s back in the 
room. ‘Where are my glasses? Am I the only person who can’t read the labels on these 
little bottles?’ He wants to shampoo his hair and he can’t tell the difference between the 
shampoo and the conditioner. He’s already grumbled about the impossible-to-open-
with-wet-hands tiny soap bar encased in paper. He finds some of these fiddly things even 
harder now with the burnt hand. He’s loving being here, though. He’d whispered that and 
more in her ear just half an hour ago. They might not be on the Sunshine Coast, but she’s 
finally got him into a motel room on a holiday of sorts.

After the fire – its appetite eventually quenched, their town and property spared – 
he’d agreed it was time to scale back the farm. They’d do more things together. So, on this 
her last day of work, she’d phoned Erle from the motel office and said casually, ‘Come 
and pick me up, bring your toothbrush. You might not be going home tonight.’

It was as good a time as any to make a start on a new direction. 

Beverley Lello’s short stories are inspired by the people who live in her small country town in north-east Victoria and 
the places she visits on her frequent travels. Many of the stories have won awards and been published in anthologies, 
magazines and journals. She has published two collections, Tailwind and Borrowed Spaces.  
Visit her website, www.beverleylello.com. 
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