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Malcolm Turnbull has reasserted this week that the Liberal Party needs to be in the 'sensible
centre'.AAP/Lukas Coch

Now that the Liberals and commentators have overdosed on a debate about where the party’s
founder stood on the centre-right spectrum, could someone go to a shopping centre and ask a
dozen people under 40 who Robert Menzies was?

How many would know? And if the mall happened to be in multicultural western Sydney, what
chance “Ming” would have any recognition?

This week’s argument may have meaning for the Liberal tribe, and in the context of Malcolm
Turnbull’s fightback against the conservatives who are making his life hell. But to many families
in the suburbs and the regions, it would likely come across as just irrelevant “insider” stuff.

While a lot of people just shrug impatiently at insider politics, a substantial number have turned
to “outsider” players. The challenge to the Coalition vote from the confronting “outsider” Pauline
Hanson brand was clear in polls out this week.

Newspoll had Pauline Hanson’s One Nation on 11% for the second poll running. This was
ahead of the Greens, who were at 10% in the latest poll, and 9% in the previous one.

ReachTEL polling commissioned by The Australia Institute, a progressive think-tank, and done
on June 8 in the seats of six ministers and the prime minister, shows very diverse but some
substantial results for One Nation. The figures are: Cook (Scott Morrison) 16.7%; Curtin (Julie
Bishop) 4.3%; Dickson (Peter Dutton) 14.1%; Flinders (Greg Hunt) 8.9%; Kooyong (Josh
Frydenberg) 3.6%; Sturt (Christopher Pyne) 3.8%; and Wentworth (Turnbull) 8.1%. If the
“undecideds” were distributed, the figures would be higher.
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According to polling analyst John Stirton: “In 27 separate polls this year (from Newspoll,
ReachTEL, Essential and YouGov 50 Acres) One Nation has averaged 9% of the primary vote,
although there is some polarisation with Newspoll and ReachTEL tending to be above average
(10-11%) while Essential and YouGov have been below average (7-8%).”

Although it’s unclear how much of the One Nation vote would hold at an election, the Newspoll
level should be of concern to the Coalition, especially as the minor party has had a lot of bad
publicity recently from internal scandals.

It’s a national figure for a party whose support is lumpy. We know it is particularly strong in
regional Queensland. How strong will be tested in the coming state election, when the Liberal
National Party (LNP) will be looking to harvest One Nation preferences, formally or informally.

Unlike the situation with the Greens and Labor, where the ALP can rely on receiving the
overwhelming bulk of Green preferences, the One Nation flow on to the LNP will be less
disciplined. Some One Nation voters would be former Labor supporters.

The test major parties face from “outsider” players is explored in a new book by respected
British political commentator Steve Richards, The Rise of the Outsiders: How Mainstream
Politics Lost its Way. He looks at the phenomenon across national boundaries, including a
modest reference to Hanson and the Australian experience.

In an era of globalisation and rapid change, the answer to the question “who rules?” can be
unclear. Richards notes that insiders’ power is less than it looks. “Elections, opinion polls, the
media, constitutional checks and balances and the near-impossibility of managing a party’s
internal tensions mean that elected power is fragile and often fleeting,” he writes.

“Most leaders or governments in democracies rule precariously, partly because they pay so
much attention to the voters.

"Yet voters regard the democratically elected as out of touch, part of a lofty, arrogant elite. The
opposite is closer to the truth.

 2 / 4



Grattan on Friday: Hanson's 'outsider' politics a challenge for Turnbull as he sits in 'sensible centre'

Written by Michelle Grattan, Professorial Fellow, University of Canberra

”… Elected leaders rule in an era of extreme mistrust. If they do not do x, y or z, the instinct of
some voters is to assume that those they elected are liars … At the very least some voters feel
ignored and overlooked … The instinct to mistrust elected leaders is fuelled by some media
outlets …"

The outsiders offer simplicity and clarity, albeit their messages are simplistic. They are
fancy-free and so can be self-contradictory in the positions they take – although things become
more complicated if, as with Donald Trump, they win power and become the new insiders.
(Hanson has a lot of Senate power, but it doesn’t seem to have affected the view of her as an
outsider.)

Richards argues that one inadvertently positive contribution the outsiders have made “is to
trigger constructive questions from mainstream parties about what form the centre ground
takes, and tentative questions about the role of government in a globalised economy”.

In the Australian context, this week Turnbull has reasserted that the Liberal Party needs to be in
the “sensible centre”. We have recently also had the Coalition embrace a more active role for
government than the Liberals would have advocated three or four years ago – such as a stated
willingness to invest in a coal-fired power station, and the use of export controls to ensure a
bigger supply of gas for the local market.

It seems obvious that the best place for the Coalition to pitch its tent is the “sensible centre”.
That, we know – or believe – is where elections are decided. Turnbull is competing for swinging
votes that could go to either him or Bill Shorten.

Many of these voters are pragmatic, uninterested in ideological wars, or in what Menzies might
say if he were alive now. They just want things done – about power prices, health, education,
whatever.

But that 11% is a different kettle of fish, or maybe it contains several kettles. They are deeply
cynical about today’s political process and major parties; the siren call of Hanson, and some in
the media, picks up on that.
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These people, like some in the Liberal base – and they are overlapping cohorts – will be more
drawn to Tony Abbott’s manifesto than Turnbull’s sensible centre.

The Turnbull government has genuflected to them by playing gesture politics in immigration,
revamping foreign worker arrangements, and proposing the English test for potential citizens be
ridiculously tough. It will have a careful eye to the demands of the coal lobby as it tries to land
its clean energy target.

But those attracted to “outsider” politics would prefer the Abbott-style bald negativity toward
immigrants and renewables.

The Liberals enjoy pointing to the two core constituencies Labor has to juggle – lower- and
middle-income workers, and affluent inner-city progressives. But the Coalition has its own dual
constituencies – the mainstreamers, and the punishers on the right whose power is a protest
vote.

Michelle Grattan does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any company
or organisation that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant affiliations
beyond the academic appointment above.
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Read more http://theconversation.com/grattan-on-friday-hansons-outsider-politics-a-challenge
-for-turnbull-as-he-sits-in-sensible-centre-80967
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