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Preface

Marian Simms*

Head of School of History Heritage and Society, Deakin University, Victoria, Australia

The government of John Howard had enjoyed swings in both houses at the 9
October 2004 election, gaining control of the Senate from 1 July 2005. On 24
November 2007, Australian voters went to the polls for a House and half-Senate
election. In December 2004, John Howard had become Australia’s second-longest
* serving Prime Minister and was seen as ‘sitting comfortably’." He continued to enjoy
" strong poll approval ratings, unlike Tony Blair and George W. Bush, who had been
personally damaged for their leadership roles in the continuing War in Iraq.

Labor won the 2007 election with a two-party preferred swing of 5.44 per cent,
securing swings in all states, even Western Australia. Labor won twenty-three seats.
Remarkably, the Prime Minister, John Howard, lost his own seat of Bennelong. It
was only the second time since federation that a Prime Minister had lost his seat.

Labor also made gains in the Senate, winning an additional four seats. The major
party vote in the Senate was higher than at any time in the preceding decade. New
South Wales (NSW), Queensland and Victoria divided their six seats between the
major parties. In Queensland, Ron Boswell was re-elected on a separate National
Party ticket. The Labor vote was weaker in South Australia (SA) and Western
Australia (WA), and the Liberals were weaker in SA and Tasmania. In SA, an
Independent, Nick Xenophon, and a Green, Sarah Hanson-Young, were elected. In
Tasmania, a Green Senator, Party Leader Bob Brown, was re-elected, and in WA a
Green was the sixth Senator elected. Consequently, the Australian Democrats failed
~ to secure the re-election of their four remaining Senators and the party disappeared

from the Parliament on 1 July 2008.

’ This issue on the historic 2007 election includes the first cut of papers from the
Academy of the Social Sciences Workshop of early 2008; a follow up issue will
incorporate additional papers, mainly focusing upon overarching ideas, ideologies
and issues with longer-term implications. The original Workshop was divided into
six parts: the overview, the campaign, the parties’ perspectives, the states and
regions, social constituencies and the results.

Much of the lively discussion at the Workshop related to the role of the Labor
Party’s new leadership team, Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard, the reasons for the
failure of the Howard team to retain its previous popularity and the loss of the Prime
Minister’s own seat of Bennelong. Underpinning the analysis was agreement relating
to the interesting nature of the Rudd/Gillard campaign and the significance of the

*Email: marian.simms@deakin.edu.au
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80 M. Simms

Coalition Government gaining a Senate majority in July 2005. This issue includes
selected papers from each part with more immediate relevance to the key issues that
emerged at the Workshop.

The paper by Marian Simms on the campaigns shows that the Australian
Labor Party’s (ALP) precampaigns featured the new leadership team of Kevin
Rudd and Julia Gillard, elected by Caucus in December 2006.> The Howard
Government pressed on with its selling of government policies and programimes,
but was forced to respond to issues raised by Labor and entered the October
campaign on the defensive. The 2007 election campaign itself .. .became a testing
ground for the Liberal leadership team of John Howard and Peter Costello and a
proving ground for the new opposition leadership team of Kevin Rudd and Julia
Gillard’.?

Crucial to the decline and defeat of the Howard—Costello Government were its
legislative changes after its Senate majority in 2005. The early closure of the electoral
rolls and other changes that fuelled the actions of interest groups, such as GetUp!,
was one such change outlined by Brian Costar in his discussion of electoral law
and the introduction of WorkChoices was another.*

David Adams outlines the parallel stories of the rise of Kevin Rudd who, by
‘November 2007 ‘was more in touch with voters. . .more likeable. . .Jand] cared more
for people’” and the failure of Howard to make additional ground. Howard was not
falling behind, but was staying in the same place. Still, according to Adams, Rudd
remains an enigma.® Murray Goot’s paper demonstrates the importance of the polls
in fuelling the leadership debate and points to their limitations as accurate
predictors. He states that for the two-party preferred vote ‘the prize for the most
accurate poll was a three-way tie: Galaxy and Newspoll, both of which put Labor’s
two-party preferred at 52 per cent (when the election result was finalised the official
figure was 52.7 per cent) and the Morgan phone poll (53.5 per cent)’.” More
problematic ‘were: the Morgan face-to face poll.. .Nielsen online. . .and the Nielsen
phone poll’.® He also argues that there was a worrying trend that sections of the print

media hedged their bets’ rather than presenting a more accurate reporting of the poll
findings.’

A feature of this Workshop series is the analysis of states and regions. Three
states were significant in 2007: NSW, Queensland and SA. The others were
deemed by their authors to be ‘boring’ (Australian Capital Territory), largely
overlooked (Victoria), interesting from a Green’s perspective (Tasmania) or not
contributing to the Labor Victory (WA). Elaine Thompson examines the impact
of the 2005 redistribution on New South Wales, which lost the long-standing
Nationals® seat of Gwydir when its overall numbers were reduced from fifty to
forty-nine.'® Labor’s gains in NSW were attributable to its ‘hard work’, and
‘complacency’ on the part of the Liberal leadership. Thompson also examines the
campaigns in such high- proﬁle seats as Bennelong, Wentworth, Eden Monaro,
Parramatta and Lindsay.'!

Tan Ward discusses the crucial role of the Queensland campaign, even though ‘it
contained but two of the coalition’s sixteen most vulnerable seats, namely Bonner
(0.5 per cent) and Moreton (2.8 per cent)’.'” The 2005 redistribution added a new
division—Flynn in central Queensland—[leaving] Labor holding six of twenty-nine
Queensland seats’.'® Significantly, both major party campaign launches were held in

Brisbane. In addition, the Labor leader and his shadow Treasurer were from rural
Queensland.
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Dean Jaensch shows how important SA was to the campaign.'* Although there
were only eleven seats, the State enjoyed regular visits from both leadership teams.
The Labor vote improved considerably, because it had been in the ‘doldrums’ since
the State Bank collapse of 1993. The Senate result saw volatile independent Nick
Xenophon clected as a member of the tiny team holding the balance of power after
July 2008.

The papers from the social constituencies section proved important in ways
unforeseen. For example, James Jupp’s analysis of the role of the Chinese vote in
the defeat of John Howard in Bennelong was particularly interesting.'> However,
unlike 2001 (The “Tampa’ election), overall immigration and ethnic issues played
little part in the campaign itself, despite the record high immigration levels
occurring under the Coalition. Marian Sawer’s paper on women was of particular
relevance because the election resulted in Australia’s first female Deputy Prime
Minister.l(’ Marian Sawer shows that despite Australia having its first female
Deputy Prime Minister and Deputy Liberal Party leader, in fact the ALP had
‘gone to the polls without a woman’s policy. . .for the first time in twenty years™.!”
After the election, women constituted 20 per cent of the ALP cabinet and 10 per
cent of the shadow Ministry.

One important feature of the Workshop was the session with presentations by

practitioners; first, because the parties’ research now features as part of the media
discussion over polls and poll findings; and, second, because behind closed doors
academics have the opportunity to question party officials and other insiders over
strategic issues. Published here are edited versions of the conversations. In 2008, the
first afternoon session featured a presentation by the ALP Research Director Nick
Martin, on behalf of its (then) National Secretary Tim Gartrell. Nick provided an
interesting overview of the ALP campaign and fielded many questions regarding
tactics and strategies, thus confirming the value of such sessions for academics that
research and teach on elections. The Liberals’ Brian Loughnane argues that the
clection campaign was not the determining factor in the Coalition’s election loss.
Rather, Liberal party research showed that the defeat ‘was driven more by longer-
term strategic issues than a series of short-term tactical events. . .to the magnitude of
our defeat’.'® The Labor Party’s former national secretary Tim Gartrell does not
disagree, in the sense that he attributes Labor’s victory to the ‘year-long campaign’,
based on ‘new values’.'® From the ALP perspective, Maxine McKew’s win in
Bennelong was ‘iconic’. Former Queensland Australian Democrats Senator Andrew
Bartlett argues that, after the 2004 election, when the Party lost four seats (including
the Democrat seat Meg Lees had taken with her when she resigned from the party in
2002), ‘the party faced a very difficult task in the 2007 election trying to keep its four
remaining Senate seats”. %

Rodney Cavalier, a former NSW State Education Minister and writing as an
“insider on the outside’, argues that good leadership was pivotal for the 2007 result,
arguing that the ‘mood for change has existed since not later than 2000, a mood with
which the Labor leadership had not connected in 2001 and 2004’.2" Hence, Rudd’s
achievement was in recognising that ‘mood’ and working with it. Cavalier argues
that ‘the same inclination for change had existed in 1990 and 1993; the then
Opposition failed to offer a leadership who could persuade the electorate the benefits
of change were greater than sticking with the government’.22

The Kevin Rudd ‘leadership’ factor was also picked up in the Australian Election
Survey and, according to Clive Bean and Ian McAllister, was responsible for part of
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the swing to Labor,** second only to industrial relations, which was a central feature
of the campaign and the political debate over the previous year. Overall, Labor
scored well among the under twenty-fives and manual workers, helping to restore it
to previous levels.

Malcolm Mackerras argues that the Howard Government suffered a ‘respectable
loss’ rather than the landslide suggested by some commentators, and ‘Labor gained
most in 2007 where it had lost most in 2004’.2* Mackerras provides details of the
state-by-state swings for the House and the Senate.?S Labor made few metropolitan

gains, the most notable being Bennelong. Mackerras attributes this result to
- demographic changes. .

Looking ahead to the next election—expected in late 2010—the articles in this
special issue agree that a small number of factors were responsible for the defeat of
the Howard Government and the loss of the seat of Bennelong. This sets the stage

for the next election to be highly contested and makes the leadership question on
both sides salient.
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Leadership’
David Adams*

Australian National University, Canberra, Australia

This article examines the leadership attributes and styles of the Prime Minister
‘(John Howard) and the Leader of the Opposition (Kevin Rudd) prior to—and
during—the Australian national election of 2007. Although he led his party to
defeat, John Howard was still held in fair regard by the electorate. Kevin Rudd,
achieved high levels of popularity from the time he became Leader of the
Opposition at the end of 2006 until the election of November 2007. Both leaders
attracted comments about the elusiveness of their political personalities.

Keywords: leadership; John Howard; Kevin Rudd; political parties; elections

“In January 2005, Kim Beazley, who had resumed the leadership of the Australian Labor
. Party (ALP) after the departure of Mark Latham, said ‘I am going to give John Howard
‘the fight of his life and we’re going to win the next election’.! This sounded like the
emptiest of bravado. But Beazley’s prophecy was largely fulfilled. Howard did have the .
- fight of his life, both nationally and locally. And having been feted for becoming
~ Australia’s second longest-serving Prime Minister and then, in March 2006, for
completing the Howard Decade, he passed up the chance to follow Sir Robert Menzies in
leaving office on his own terms and with a high degree of approbation. He chose to stay
on, leading his biographers to suggest (in August 2007) that his best years were behind
him and that he ‘had made the one mistake in politics that he wouldn’t be around to learn
from—misjudging his optimal retirement date’.? The electors of Australia and Bennelong
made the retirement decision for him. As for Beazley, his colleagues decided that he was.
not the man to defeat Howard. At the end of 2006, Beazley lost his position to Kevin
Rudd, who had not been a member of parliament when the Howard Decade started and
ho had not had enough support to contest the party leadership in December 2003 (when
Latham defeated Beazley) or January 2005 (when Beazley was elected unopposed). Rudd
troduced himself to the ALP National Conference of 2007 as follows: ‘My name’s
Kevin, 'm from Queensland, I'm here to help’.> And that is exactly what he did.

The Liberals and leadership

A_lthough Labor had three leaders between the elections of 2004 and 2007, the
Ll,bgrals stayed with John Howard. This was to the irritation of a minority of the

YEmail: David. Adams@anu.edu.au .

Some of the discussion of John Howard’s prime ministership in this article draws on the
Author’s essay ‘Staying on’, in Chris Aulich and Roger Wettenhall (eds), Howard’s Fourth
Government 2004-2007, UNSW Press, Sydney, 2008.

28-8433 print/ISSN 1942-5139 online
9 A P'I Network
80/07288430903164728
formawo;ld,com




104 D. Aduins

members of the parliamentary party, the unhappiest of whom was the man who had
hoped to succeed him, Peter Costello. Costello said that a fifth term was *a very
difficult thing to win" and there would have been more chance of doing so if there
had been *a fresh face on the Coalition’.* But Howard wanted (part of) one more
term before handing over to Costello at some point during the next government. A
clear statement that he planned to leave during the fifth term was not forthcoming
until September 2007. There were a number of occasions when ‘the succession’
became a maiter of live debate. The most significant, perhaps, was in July 2006 when
Glenn Milne reported that as far back as 1994, when they were in opposition, an
undertaking had been entered into that would see Howard give way to Costello after
only a term or two in office.® This undertaking had (obviously) not been honoured.
There was a flurry of comment about the revelation of this alleged arrangement.
Howard said there had been no ‘deal’; Costello said that there had been an
‘undertaking’ and that ‘I took him at his word". He declined to say whether Howard
had lied: ‘I'm not making any allegations about anybody’.® In the aftermath of the
Milne revelations, there were discussions about whether this was now the time for a
change. But Howard was unmoved. He said that his ‘soundings’ had found a strong
view in the party that it should go the next election with the current leadership team
in place. He declined to comment about what would happen after that:

I'll continue to serve as the Leader of the Liberal Party for so long as my party wants me
to and it’s in the party’s best interests that 1 do so. And I don’t think you can expect any
different response from me from now to eternity.’

Howard noted that the party had a perfect right to change its mind. *If that were to
occur, I would not ignore the party’s shift in sentiment’.” The following year, with a
new opposition leader in place and with the opinion polls suggesting another election
victory was looking decreasingly likely, there were further discussions about whether
Howard should make way for Costello. Soundings were taken by Tony Abbott and,
more famously, by Alexander Downer. Nicholas Stuart has given an account of
Abbott’s soundings;’ they were favourable to the prime minister. Stuart reports one
Liberal backbencher saying to Abbott, ‘Howard is the best person to lead us to the
election. We'd be massacred if he left’.'" Downer’s soundings were less favourable to
the prime minister.'' Most of the Cabinet colleagues Downer consulted thought it was
worthwhile making a change, even at this late stage: But Howard would only go, said
Downer, if *he was told to leave by his colleagues’. However, those colleagues “took
the view that if they blasted John Howard out, that would be an electoral disaster, that
we would lose by even more’ and Peter Costello’s leadership would be “stillborn’.!?

Howard would not jump; his colleagues would not push him. And that was the
end of it, except for Howard finally saying in September that at some point in the
fifth term he would ‘probably, certainly’ retire.

I have never contemplated falling on my sword. In other words, I've never
contemplated a situation where I would say to the Australian public it’s all too
hard, I'm going away and give the impression that I was frightened of defeat ... [
want to stay. I've got a lot of fight in me ... But I would expect well into my term, and
after those things have been implemented and battened down, I would probubly,
certainly form the view well into my term, that it makes sense for me to retire, and in
those circumstances, I would expect, although it would be a matter for the party to
determine if Peter would take over."
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This was not the most saleable position about the Liberal leadership: elect Howard
* 4nd—at some point—get Costello. Tensions between Howard and Costello about
. the succession kept coming to the surface. Comments made by the treasurer to
. Errington and Van Onselen in full knowledge of the publication date of their
biography of Howard attracted considerable attention. Most significantly, Costello
~ expressed his concerns about Howard’s penchant for public spending. Errington and
Van Onselen write:

The fiscal price that Howard has been prepared to pay for winning elections has been a
source of tension between prime minister and treasurer. Massaging public opinion has
been expensive for the Howard government. In considering the future, Costello questions
the fiscal responsibility of some of the government’s spending patterns. ‘I have to foot the
bill and that worries me,” Costello says, ‘and then I start thinking about not just footing
" the bill today but if we keep building in all these things, footing the bill in five, and ten and
fifteen years and you know I do worry about the sustainability of all these things™.'*

A little later there was another flap over whether Costello had—in a dinner
conversation with some journalists back in 2005—disparaged Howard’s chances of
winning the election and had foreshadowed a leadership challenge. But no challenge
came; Costello never had the numbers to unseat Howard. However, many people
thought that Howard should have stood down. In May 2007, a survey reported in the
- Bulletin found that a majority of people felt Howard should have retired. But—and

. this was the rub—only 17% believed that Costello would be a better prime minister.'?
- Replacing Howard with Costello in 2006, or even in 2007, may have helped the
- Coalition, but it may not. ‘Who would know?" asked Alexander Downer.'® The one

“thing a change in leadership would have achieved was to take away some, but only
'some, of the force of Labor’s offer of new leadership. As Tony Abbott put it, ‘we
~could’ve provided a different face but not a face that was fresh in the sense that Kevin
“Rudd was fresh’.!” Following the government’s defeat, Peter Costello said he would
~neither seek nor accept the leadership or deputy leadership of the Liberal Party.'®
- Those demanding tasks were taken on by Brendan Nelson and Julie Bishop.

The Labor leaders

“Mark Latham retired hurt in early 2005. But he was not finished with the ALP; his
- published diaries had a good deal to say about his successors, little of it positive.'’
Beazley was ‘publicly avuncular, privately a dirty dog’. He was ‘one of the most
ndecent politicians I have ever come across’. Rudd wasn’t quite as bad. He was
nsatiable for publicity’, ‘a snake in the grass’, ‘a fanatical media networker. He is
addicted to it, worse than heroin’. He was ‘a terrible piece of work ... a junior
linister in government, at best’. Latham reappeared towards the end of the
campaign to suggest it was an election ‘about nothing’ and that, if elected, a Rudd
government would be ‘even more timid, more conservative’ than the Howard
~government.”® Another former Labor leader, Bob Hawke, joined in the fun to
‘describe Rudd in a way that was reminiscent of himself.

While he’s a terribly intellectual man, he’s very much in touch with the issues of working
amilies, ordinary families in this country. If T was asked to use one word to describe
him in relation to the electorate I think ‘calm’ is the word. He’s obviously different from

fark Latham in that he’s a calm man and he doesn’t frighten the horses. And he’s
‘totally sane.?!
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But belore Rudd there was Beazley. Although the opinion polls showed Labor as
being electorally competitive during most of Beazley's time as leader, his own approval
ratings were poor (Newspoll recorded a net rating of minus thirty in November 2000)
and he was not well supported as preferred prime minister. Thus, there was no great
surprise when Rudd and Julia Gillard mounted a challenge for the leadership positions
in December 2006. They were "a new ltddu%hlp team offering a new leadership style
with fresh ideas, fresh vision and [resh energy”.” Rudd won. but it was a cool viclory.

Onc of the barriers to Rudd becoming leader was that his fellow members of caucus
bridled at his overbearing nature and overweening ambition. It was desperation and his
obvious compucnu that in the end made him impossible to ignore Bul they did not
choosc him for his humility or because he was everyone's best mate.”

Having secured the leadership, Rudd started to send oul the messages he wanted

the electorate to hear. Although the prime minister had previously been mindful of

the interests of middle Australia, since winning control of the Senate he had become
an “extremist” and ‘market fundamentalist’. WorkChoices would have made Menzies
turn in his grave. And having invoked Menzies, Rudd stressed that he was “basically
a fiscal conservative. Always have been, always will be': this was on 9 December 2006
in the Svdney Morning Herald** Five days later. liudd was telling the Age 1 have
never been a socialist and I will never be a socialist’.” Yet. two months previously.,
writing for a narrower audleme Rudd had applied “a Christian socialist critique Lo
Australian politics’.”® Any socialism on Rudd’s part was well varnished.

Rudd was remarkably successful in gaining public support. He very quickly
achieved a high approval rating that never dipped below 60 per cent in Newspoll's

published polls. Although his mteuuy came under challenge on a number of
occasions, he suffered little damage.”’ Many commentators. including Bretl. were

perhaps kind to Rudd about his “supping and quaffing with devils’. His meetings
with Brian Burke in Western Australia and his drunken visit to a strip club with Col
Allan in New York suggesied someone who was (100) hungry and thirsiy for the
approval or assistance of significant political and mcdm players. His defences of his
aciions were disingenuous at best.

The main event: Howard versus Rudd

Throughout 2007 the opinion polls indicated that Labor was likely to win the
election. Yet, they showed no great rejection of Howard personally. During 2007,
Newspoll recorded that approximately half the electorate was satisfied with Howard
and over 70 per cent thought he was experienced. had a vision for Australia and was
decisive and strong. Sixty per-cent thought he cared for people and was likeable. Just
over half said he was in touch with voters and was trustworthy. After a decade in
office, these were quite respectable figures. However, there were two problems. First,
Howard was now seen as “arrogant” by approximately two-thirds of those surveyed
and, even more importantly, on several measures he was outscored by Rudd. In
November 2007, Rudd was regarded as more trustworthy than Howard: Rudd was
more in touch with voters; Rudd was more likeable: Rudd cared more for people. On
‘understanding of the major issues’ and “having a vision for Australia’, Rudd
outscored Howard. Understandably, Rudd was not seen as being as experienced as
Howard. Fewer people thought him ‘decisive and strong’, but he only trailed
Howard seventy-two to eighty-four. Rudd was thought to be better at handling
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- education and health. He was not far behind Howard in judgements about his ability

to handle national security (34:47). On the economy, though, Howard continued to
have the advantage. Yet even here the gap had narrowed. In November 2006,
Howard had outscored Beazley 59:20 on being better able to handle the economy.

. That gap of thirty-nine points had been reduced to twenty-two (55:33) by November

2007.2% These figures show that there was still a substantial level of respect for
Howard, but they also show that a great many voters liked Rudd: ‘Rudd, Glorious
Rudd? as The Economist put it.?® From February 2007 through to the election,
Rudd always outpolled Howard as preferred prime minister. ,

Qualitative research also showed the comparative advantage of Rudd. In August,
the Daily Telegraph published extracts from a confidential report written in June by the
Liberal Party pollster Mark Textor.* This report contained glum news for Howard; it
said ‘Kevin Rudd is markedly stronger than previous Labor leaders (Beazley, Latham,
Crean) and attractive in some ways because he is strong and competent in many ways,
so just like John Howard, but younger’. Younger voters, said the report, were attracted
by the prospect of generational change. Rudd was ‘energetic and enthusiastic’. Not
only was he energetic, but he had the ability to remain ‘unfazed’—in contrast with not
only Beazley and Latham, but also Howard. The prime minister was seen as
‘increasingly rattled and not responding well under pressure’.

The APEC meeting in Sydney should have been good for Howard, but it was
another occasion that turned out well for Rudd. As the International Herald Tribune

put it:

Rudd, an urbane former bureaucrat who in appearance could be Howard’s double,
minus 20 years, walked an easy path’ through the diplomatically tricky meeting with
Bush, and later charmed Hu with a personal welcome in fluent Mandarin. Rudd’s
display of a cool and easy diplomacy undermined a key part of Howard’s attack on him:
that he is far too inexperienced to be trusted with the levers of government.}'

In calling the election, Howard said that ‘love me or loathe me, the Australian
people know where I stand and what I believe in’.>* This wasn’t entirely
straightforward. In 2006, George Megalogenis had asked ‘but who is John Howard

and what does he really stand for?.>> Howard’s biographers wrote:

At various times, Howard can be a liberal, a conservative or a radical. The precise mix
depends on the demands of the economy and electoral politics and on the cajoling from
the various wings of his party at any one time.** :

And again: ‘Depending on the audience and the issue of the day, we might have seen
the ideologue or the pragmatist, the conservative or the reformer’.*®

This elusiveness continued into the election campaign when Howard made so
many promises of substantial new public expenditures that Kevin Rudd, in his policy
speech, could climb onto the high horse of fiscal rectitude to say ‘loud and clear that
this sort of reckless spending must stop’.>® During the campaign, Howard threw
‘vast sums of money at almost all issues and all areas identified as problematic for
the party. Never has so much been offered to so many’.”” But while this largesse was
being dispensed, the electorate was also being told by Howard that ‘steady, reliable,
. safe economic management is the bedrock of good government’.*® What Howard

stood for and believed in was far from clear.
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IT part of the campaign was an uncertainty about exactly what Howard did stand

for, the other part was the willingness, or desire, of Rudd to hug substantial parts of
Howard’s coastline. As a cartoon in the Ausiralian Financial Review putit: “Vote for

Rudd, he’s slightly different’.* In a similar vein, Peter Hartcher said that ‘Kevin
Rudd is basically John Howard without the nasty bits’. He wrote:

... there s a great deal of policy convergence, the accusation of me-tooism that rings out
daily in this campaign. It is not complete —there are key differences in industrial relations.
climate change, hospitals, education and Iraq--but insofar as it is real. it is quite
deliberate. It is Howard who has become the radical of Australian politics with his
aggressive deregulation of the labour market, and that is how Rudd wants to keep it.
Rudd wants to give us pretty much a status-quo federal government with a few policy
positives added--climate change. education and hospitals policy--minus the unpalatable
parts-—WorkChoices, the war in Iraq, and Howard himself. Labor is offering a policy
construct that is deliberately risk-averse ... Rudd is making it safe for us (o indulge our
urge {or a change of leader. 1t is not a coincidence that the perpetual backdrop to Rudd’s
campaigh announcements is not a Labor logo but a ‘new leadership® stogan.®

New Leadership had been the manira on the day Rudd challenged for the
leadership of the party. On 14 October, he invoked it fifteen times as he opened his
campaign. [t also appeared in his opening statement in the Debate that took place on
21 October. 1t was joined by ‘the future’ (four times) and ‘working {amilies” (three
times). Howard, of course, said that that the country did not need new leadership or
old leadership—-it needed the right leadership.

The old prime minister

John Howard’s fourth term was not his best. not just because it ended in defeai bui
because, on a number of issues, his political skills were not of the order they had been
during his previous terms. This was demonstrated in small ways, such as his
comments about Senator Obama and the war in Iraq. The take-over of the Mersey
Hospital was hard to defend on the basis of policy rationality, even if the political
rationality was starkly evident. Howard's faltering skills showed in more substantial
ways as he fumbled the leadership succession and lost control of two issues that. like

the leadership messiness, were to damage him in the election: WorkChoices and °

climate change.

Howard had said that people knew what he stood for and what he believed in. But
there was scepticism about various of his initiatives. Here is John Clarke, as the prime
minister, defending the Government’s intervention in the Northern Territory in 2007:

Clarke: It’s degrading. it’s unhygienic Bryan. People should not be living like this.
Dawe: And how long has this been going on?

Clarke: In its current form?

Dawe: Yeah.

Clarke: About 11 years Bryan.

Dawe: Well, that’s terrible.

Clarke: It’s shocking Bryan, we've got to do something about it.

Dawe: Why hasn’t something been done about this beforchand?

Clarke: Well, we had the Ashes last season. Bryan ...*'
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Uncertainty about what was being offered in a fifth term was accompanied by debate
about what had been done in the first four. Janet Alebrechtsen wrote that:

John Howard has been the finest prime minister Australia has had ... He rebuilt a
political philosophy of individual responsibility for a new generation. His legacy is
profound. From workplace reform to welfare to indigenous politics, to our sense of
national identity, Howard has changed the nation in a way very few leaders ever do.
Each step rankled his opponents as they clung to old orthodoxies. Yet Howard, through
sheer dint of character and intellectual fortitude, prevailed.*?

It was character and intellectual fortitude that Howard’s opponents were unwilling
to acknowledge. Those enemies were sometimes called ‘Howard Haters’. But hatred
was not the most common emotion; there seemed more disdain, indignation, anger,
distaste and contempt than hatred. David Marr said Howard was a liar;*® Mungo
MacCallum thought he was an unscrupulous, manipulative fear-monger;** Robert
Manne disliked ‘the incapacity to admit error’, ‘the poll-driven opportunism’, ‘the
mania for control; the unwillingness to engage opponents in honest debate; the
fondness for repetition and cliché; the mock modesty; the moral complacency; above
all, the thinly disguised ruthlessness when engaged in a hunt’;* David Williamson said
the Coalition had ‘abandoned any moral dimension in its quest to retain power’.*®
Howard’s period in office had involved ‘shameless exploitation of fear and hysteria’,
‘moral sleaze’, ‘blatant and immoral pork barrelling’, ‘constant and unrelenting
grovelling to George Bush’ and a ‘deathbed conversion to climate change and
reconciliation-lite’.*” Yet, as noted earlier, most Australians retained a fair regard for
the outgoing prime minister. Howard was not hated by most of the electorate.

The new prime minister

Kevin07 was a kaleidoscopic figure. Cartoonists, comedians, commentators,
opponents and allies delineated a number of Rudd personae or images. He was a
youthful adventurer 4 la Tintin. He was a boy with sharp creases in his short
trousers. He was a rather uninspiring, nerdish, but competent professional: a dentist
or an ‘engineering intern’ with a leaking pocket protector. He was the tough,
experienced administrator who had been a bureaucratic control freak (Dr Death)
during his time in government in Queensland. He was a smarty-boots know-it-all. He
was a man of driving ambition. He was a decent and compassionate social democrat
with a genuine concern for the disadvantaged. He was a man with religious beliefs:
benignly, a man of strong faith; less benignly, a prissy God-botherer—St Kevin. The
drunken visit to a New York strip club was deemed to have helped to ‘humanise’ the
bureaucrat, the nerd and the religionist. And there was the almost-hip Kevin07 of
YouTube, FM Radio and the fluffier television shows, who was also Kevin24/7
because of his relentless work rate. ;
Strands of some of these images came together in the notion of Rudd as robot or
Ruddbot. Annabel Crabb had some fun with this. She pointed out that an infamous
video of Rudd nibbling his earwax was in fact him cleaning his Ethernet port. After
years of careful twiddling, ‘Ruddbot is now a formidably convincing simulacrum of
humanity; only informed observers would ever notice his infrequent slips’. She once
had dinner with him. He left suddenly when a spot on Lateline became available. ‘At
the time I thought him a workaholic. Now I know the truth: he could not allow any
human to watch him eat’.*®
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The suggestion of a robotic Rudd was given some credence by his language. There
was the repetition of the key phrases: working families, new leadership, fresh ideas. And
the strangely non-human in due season and always have been, always will be. There was
also the belief in ‘good evidence-based policy in terms of producing the best outcomes
for this nation’.*” And there was the most parodied element of his style: his penchant
for asking himself questions. John Clarke (as Rudd) and Bryan Dawe nailed this:

Clarke: ... Bryan, do we take the view that we’re not children and we don’t need to be
treated like children?

Dawe: Yes, yes we do. But this is not what I asked you, Mr Rudd.

Clarke: Am 1 interested in what you asked me Bryan? Do I look as if I'm interested in
what you asked me? Do 1 look as if I'm yearning for further information about what
you actually asked me? ... [D]o we like AWAs, Bryan? Do we think they’re fair? No we
most certainly do not. If we don’t think they’re fair, why are we leaving some of them in
place, Bryan, for a limited period? ... That's a very good question. Am I going to
answer the question? No, I'm not. Is it the right question? No it isn’t. ... [AJm I just a
conceited twerp you might ask ...

Dawe: He won’t shut up.>

And he wouldn’t shut up when he gave his election night victory speech. It gave
its listeners a glimpse of the meaning of eternity. The Chaser claimed that if the
speech had been given on the previous night, John Howard would have won the
election. They also claimed that the creators of Kearing—The Musical were now at
work on Rudd—The Muzak. The speech was oratorical Muzak: this great Australian
democracy of ours, this great nation of ours, this great country of ours, our great land,
malking our couniry even greater, a new page to be written in our nation’s history, our
nation’s destiny, our great friends and partners, the great Australian Labor Party, this
nation of ours, this new page in our great nation’s history, blood sweat and iears
(thrice), you know something? (twice). And there was a reference to the mission
statement we have.>' It was easy to agree with Mungo MacCallum that the speech
demonstrated that one of Rudd’s first jobs should be to hire a new speechwriter.”>

As with all new prime ministers, there was conjecture about what sort of prime
minister Rudd would be. His official biographer, Robert Macklin, was starry-eyed:
‘He is the man for our time’. His ‘qualifications: for the leadership are almost
preternaturally designed to meet the great national challenges’.>® Judith Brett was
impressed by those parts of Rudd’s victory speech in which he said he would be
‘prime minister for all Australians’ and promised ‘a new consensus’. She hoped that
Rudd, like Hawke in 1983, may bring to an end a period of conflictual politics
(Whitlam and Fraser; Keating and Howard) and give Australia ‘a few years of
national consensus ... before the next partisan cycle inevitably starts up’.>*

Other -people hedged their bets. Rudd’s unauthorised biographer saw a duality in
him:

He can be inclusive, cooperative, warm and welcoming. He can also be authoritarian,
didactic, cold and unforgiving. Within the one person there seem to be two competing
personalities trying to get out, almost in the manner of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. Who
will Australians see as they look at the 5government over the ensuing term: the friendly
Kevin or the remote, autocratic Rudd?>

For The Economist, Rudd was ‘possibly the most enigmatic prime minister
Australians have elected. The real balance of conservative, reformer and radical in
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him remains to be discovered’.”® Howard had also been called enigmatic®’ and, after
a decade in office, there were still arguments about the balance he had struck between
conservatism, reform and radicalism—not to mention populism and pragmatism.
Rudd is unlikely to be any less elusive, varied or kaleidoscopic than his predecessor
or, indeed, most of his predecessors.

Endnote (June 2009)

Eighteen months into his prime ministership Kevin Rudd was still popular and, if
anything, his personae had multiplied, much to the perplexity of observers of
politics. Tony Wright was typical of many people when he used words like
“morphed” and “transmogrified” to describe the way the prime minister seemed to
slide, chameleon-like, from one persona to another.”®

There has been Kevin the diplomat; Mandarin-speaking Kevin; Kevin 747, Kevin 24]7,
who ends WorkChoices but works his own staff half to death; Kevin the soft guy
hugging bushfire victims; Kevin the rough guy facing down inflation, the global financial
crisis, Brendan Nelson and Malcolm Turnbull; Kevin the compassionate saying sorry to
indigenous Australia; Kevin the incomprehensible speaking to world forums; Kevin the
nasty yelling at a VIP hostie; Kevin the knockabout using sailor’s language with the SAS;
Kevin the churchgoer who throws tantrums behind. closed doors; Kevin the modern
philosopher trying in 8000 words to _fit the pose of an economic conservative inside a
condemnation of free marketeering.*

And there was also Kevin “the bloke” who occasionally broke into old fashioned
Australian slang. And other Kevins could be added to the list: the inclusive Rudd
who set up the 2020 summit; the progressive one who appointed the first woman
Governor-General; the cautious one, proceeding circumspectly on climate change
policy; the hyperbolic one describing people-smugglers as “the vilest form of human
life”; the evasive one sliding away from difficult questions about the budget deficit;
the vindictive one blocking a diplomatic appointment. There was also the Kevin
Rudd who was in charge: the boss. His first ministerial reshuffie owed nothing to the
party’s factions, he said. It was all his own work.

One of the things that happened after the last election is for the first time in 100 years I
have changed the rules. These decisions are now made by me exclusively and not subject
to any deliberation on the part of the caucus. These decisions are mine, they are final.®°

This was a glimpse of Kevin the big-noter or just conceivably the insecure. These
multiple personae made people wonder about Rudd’s authenticity. Just who was he?
This perceived lack of authenticity was taken further by his critics in the Coalition
parties and beyond. There were suggestions that Rudd was a fake or a fraud or not
fair dinkum, changing his persona and his language for each audience. One
commentator called him the Zelig of Australian politics.®’ But while observers and
critics pointed the finger of inauthenticity (or worse) at him, the public remained
largely satisfied and approving.

In 2008 and the first part of 2009 Newspoll recorded Rudd’s satisfaction ratings
at between fifty per cent and seventy one per cent. He was often in the sixties. The
Nielsen poll recorded approval ratings of between 60 and 74 per cent. There were
some flickerings in his ratings on occasions but he had yet to suffer a sustained dent
in his standing. Just one third of Newspoll’s respondents (May 2009) were dissatisfied
with the way he was doing his job; an almost identical proportion of the Nielsen
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respondents disupproved of the prime minister’s performance. The doubts of the

observers, critics and opponents had not extended 1o the electorate. They continued
to hold him in high regard.
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