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Thank you for the opportunity to speak with you today.   

I acknowledge and pay respect to the Tasmanian Aboriginal people as the traditional 

and original owners, and continuing custodians of this land on which we gather today 

and acknowledge Elders – past and present. 

A journalist I know and respect once told me, when we were lamenting one of the federal 

government’s illiberal initiatives, that it is not written in stone anywhere that Australia is a 

democracy.  Australia could well slide into becoming an ersatz democracy.  That is, the 

obvious institutional features of democratic life exist such as elections, partial freedom of 

speech, legislatures and independent courts, could still exist while at the same time the 

nation’s soul and its collective mind became captured by conformist culture. 

He was right then and he is right today.  The abject failure of the body politic and much of 

the media in this nation to ensure that intelligent, evidence based and nuanced policy 

discussions are thriving in the community is not accidental.   

There is a deliberate attempt by the reactionary conservatives in Australia to impose what 

has been termed, in the US context, a cultural democracy.  

Writing on the public affairs website Salon.com David Masciotra1 earlier this year 

described what has been happening in the United States for a number of years, via the 

medium of the Republican Party, Donald Trump and news outlets like Fox News; 

To compensate for its failure to create a genuine political democracy, America has 

marched drunkenly into the gutter of what could be termed cultural democracy — a 

pathological condition in which all opinions are equal, and to argue otherwise invites 

accusations of snobbery, pretentiousness and down-the-nose contempt for the "forgotten 

man." 

In cultural democracy, the enemy of freedom is not the Wall Street executive hiding his 

wealth in an offshore tax haven and corrupting the political process through the 

deployment of large donations and lobbying firms. It is not the SWAT team conducting "no 

knock" raids that result in the deaths of innocent people. It's not the real estate tycoon 

turned television star who rides his golden escalator — and relentless racist rhetoric — to 

political power. 
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The true villain in a cultural democracy is the intellectual. The intellectual insists on 

standards of evidence, reason and logic when attempting to reach a conclusion 

regarding a matter of social import. She undermines the dogma that all nonsense is 

created equal, which renders her (or indeed him) unfit for participation in the increasingly 

masochistic rituals of liberty. 

Substitute Australia for America and you have a picture of what has been, and is, 

happening in Australia.   

A similar point was made by Ken Hayne2, former Banking Royal Commissioner and High 

Court judge who observed in a speech earlier this year; 

Nativist populism founded in slogans and denial has succeeded elsewhere, why would it 

not succeed here? Those who will not now grapple with the truth will not do that until they 

feel compelled to do so by those upon whom they depend for success. Those who now 

resort to slogans and untruths will continue to rely upon those tactics until they feel that 

those upon whom they depend for success require them to abandon those tactics and 

engage with issues through reasoned and respectful debate. But how can we begin to do 

that in the age of social media and a perpetual news cycle? 

It is of course in the interests of the authoritarian right to “dumb down” a culture.  Attacks 

on institutions such as the ABC and universities is part of the armoury of those who spew 

out their nasty bile on Sky News after 6pm, or in the pages of The Australian.  In fact they 

do so obsessively.  Look, for example, at Chris Kenny on Sky and in The Australian.  Here he 

is on April 6 this year: 

The ABC’s Insiders panel chat program is “relentlessly anti-conservative” and “makes a 

mockery” of the national broadcaster’s claim to objectivity and diversity says Sky News 

host Chris Kenny. He said regular viewers of the program would “know only too well the 

panel is usually filled by green left journalists” and “small 'L'” liberals. 

In fact it is fair to say there is rarely a week goes by without The Australian and Sky News 

after 6pm – it is a different beast before that time and refreshingly balanced – that the 

ABC is not subjected to an excoriation. 

The themes of the ‘critique’ are familiar.  The ABC is full of left wing and green voting 

journalists.  The ABC is anti Trump.  The ABC’s Norman Swan is no more qualified to talk 
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about Covid than an anti vaxxer.  The ABC is biased and refuses to give voice to 

“ordinary” or “mainstream” Australians. 

These are not new themes.  They were peddled by the man who started Australia’s slide 

into authoritarianism – John Howard, Prime Minister from 1996-2007.  Mr Howard used the 

language of anti-intellectualism, dividing Australia into ‘elites’ and ‘mainstream 

Australians.’ His toxic legacy lives on today in the Liberal Party in the form of the current 

Prime Minister Scott Morrison. 

The right’s consistent and constant attacks on the ABC manifest themselves not just in 

routine swingeing budget cuts but in a frustration that the national broadcaster is not what 

every authoritarian politician wishes for – a tame national propagandist broadcaster.  

Remember that other former Australian Prime Minister Tony Abbott once lamenting he 

wished the ABC could be on the side of Australia! 

In my book Rise of the Right: The War on Australia’s Liberal Values3 I observed that what 

the right really wants is an ABC which toes their line.  They want nothing less than a Fox 

News or a Sky News after 6pm or an audio and visual version of The Australian newspaper.  

That is, a broadcaster which praises the Coalition and that only supports opposition parties 

if they adopt conservative policy positions. 

Recently Allan Patience put it better than anyone else when he observed; 

The Morrison government’s persistent dumbing down of the public broadcaster is 

evidence of the deep-seated anti-intellectualism and cultural philistinism at its walnut-like 

heart. What was once thought of as our ABC, with an enviable history of respected news 

reporting, cultural sophistication and information sharing, is turning into their ABC – a pale 

version of the glibbest offerings in the overly-commercialised media. With a limited 

autodidact as board chair, and a pusillanimous senior management team, things are 

unlikely to get better while this government remains in power4. 

Part of the anti-intellectualism drive of the right is to not only relentlessly attack the ABC so 

that it cowers and cringes and desperately tries for “balance” when frankly none is called 

for – for example the crimes against humanity that constitutes policy towards asylum 

seekers for two decades is what it is and the ABC should never seek to allow voices which 

seek to defend it – but in its undermining of serious art by packaging it up as would a 

commercial broadcaster. 
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ABC Classic FM was once a veritable powerhouse.  It was the place where you learned 

about classical music and jazz.  It was a repository of some of the finest minds in talking 

about music.  But what is it now?  Its just another cost centre which peddles demeaning 

products such as the ‘Classic 100’ and which plays a movement here and there of lengthy 

works rather than the whole piece.  Jazz has been relegated to a digital station.   

The ABC is flawed and has given up the ghost too often to crass commercialism and the 

bleating of the right, but it is still one of the most important vehicles and repositories of 

critical thought in Australia.  In particular Radio National.  Programs such as Background 

Briefing, Between the Lines and Big Ideas are fora where ideas and arguments can be 

had and important and contentious issues aired reasonably and in an atmosphere of 

knowledge building. 

It is critical that the relentless attack on the ABC by the right be halted.  What would 

replace those programs I have mentioned if the ABC were so gutted it simply became a 

money spinner for government returning a dividend each year? 

But enough of the ABC because as Friends you know the depressing landscape better 

than me. 

What of the universities? 

The Morrison government’s contempt for universities is manifest in its regressive and nasty 

package of funding which seeks to turn universities into tech colleges.  The homes of 

critical thinking such as Arts, Humanities, Law and Social Inquiry have been relegated 

because that is where this populist anti-intellectual government wants them.  

Anthony Albanese, the federal Opposition Leader, was right when he observed,  

Australians are entitled to wonder whether the shift away from the humanities and 

towards more practical degrees is linked to the Coalition’s anti-intellectual streak and its 

culture wars over what universities teach, particularly in areas such as history.5 

You don’t have to wonder though because it is blindingly obvious this is exactly out of the 

authoritarian playbook.  As Professor Jeff Malpas, a distinguished philosopher from the 

University of Tasmania, has observed the Morrison government’s attack on humanities 

“represents a desire to shut down Australians’ capacity to think critically about themselves 

and those who govern them, to reflect on who we are and what we want to be, to make 

properly informed decisions about the challenges that face us.”6 
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It is not an exaggeration to observe that Mr Tehan’s attack on critical thought, shamefully 

supported by the Centre Alliance but courageously and passionately opposed by Senator 

Jacqui Lambie, is no different to what Russian President Vladimir Putin has done to the 

European University in St Petersburg.  Force its downward spiral because it churns out 

critical thinkers. 

As former British academic and writer Marina Warner artfully put it, in a 2015 interview; 

“Investing in the humanities should be seen as infrastructure,” she argued.  “It’s not a 

balance-sheet equation where if you put in this much you’ll get that much out, but if 

you’re teaching people to be articulate, if you’re teaching people about the traditions of 

the country and the traditions of their culture…that’s how people connect. If we diminish 

that, we will all be the poorer and I really do think you can put that in value terms.”7 

Sadly Tasmania has played a key role in aiding and abetting the Morrison government’s 

attack on critical thought.  The Vice Chancellor of the State’s university Rufus Black 

supported the Morrison government’s package.  His intervention was crucial because it 

enabled Education Minister Dan Tehan and is advocates to say, look here is a VC who 

backs us. 

Black has no background in academia.  He was a consultant at that epitome of bland 

and vacuous management speak, Mckinseys, and he ran a university college at 

Melbourne University where he earned himself a headline in 2015 for censoriously and 

patronisingly trying to stop adult students from watching porn!8 

Black’s recent long winded and platitudinous email to all University of Tasmania staff 

essentially said that despite the misgivings Black had about Mr Tehan’s offering, he would 

rather have the money on offer.  Self interested, short term thinking at the expense of this 

State’s critical thinking capacity now and into the future. 

The title of this talk is Critical Thought in Australia-RIP.  Make no mistake it is real.  The 

authoritarianism of the right is aggressive, unmuted and shows no sign of abating.  The 

current government in Canberra is its ally and sadly too often the ALP charts a course 

close to the right’s coastline. 

It is incumbent on all of us to push back against what is happening and to rescue our 

democracy. 

Thank you 
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