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Labor Results ‘without parallel’ 

 

 

 

 
The 2019 Australian May election saw a sitting conservative government returned by a majority of 
one seat. It is interesting to consider the role of independents or to theorise about the swing of 
1.17% against the opposition Labor Party but the most significant element of that swing was its 
minute size.   
 
The Australian Labor Party has now done well in three out of four recent elections. On their own, in 
the current international climate, these results would be noteworthy; when one considers the size of 
its media opposition and the substance of its election platform, the results are without parallel in the 
English speaking world. Some international labour parties have maintained solid successes in 
modern times; none has presented a comparable social justice program in a comparable media 
setting. None contends with the size, reach and opposition of the mainstream media which prevails 
in Australia. i  ii  iii  
 

iv 
 
‘Australian newspaper circulation was the most concentrated of 26 countries surveyed, and among the most concentrated in 

the democratic world.’ 

 

 

Powers of Persuasion 
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An influential modern media company has a vast coverage but requires a vast pocket. The post war 
years saw benefits to international labour with universal suffrage and compulsory education but 
these gains were offset by the rise of mass media with views that were generally unsympathetic to 
labour movements. The internet gave great optimism but with the algorithms of the controlling 
internet companies, Google etc, that dream has weakened. In addition, the propaganda techniques 
of the Second World War gave considerable background to modern marketing; huge media 
organisations have now had decades to hone their powers of ‘persuasion’ which now go far beyond 
opposing labour forces in the heat of an election. 

England’s last Labour Party did extremely well. It, however, was headed by UK Prime Minister Tony 
Blair who believed that nothing could be achieved without winning elections and that no party won 
elections without appeasing the Murdoch press. v Reasonable or not, fair or otherwise, his time in 
office is best remembered for his unswerving support and participation in the America invasion of 
Iraq  2003-11 (defined as an illegal warvi)and  its alleged  ‘weapons of mass destruction’ which 
proved elusive. vii Whether because of the appeasement of Murdoch or the appeasement of George 
Bush, the UK Labour has not been in power since 2011. 

 
 

Comparisons 
 
Nonetheless, the Labour time out of office since 2011 is not that long and there was a surge in 
Labour support at its most recent election.  It should be remembered however, that England’s media 
setting is rich and varied by comparison with its Australian counterparts.  England even has a tabloid 
considered ‘left-learning’. Canada does not have a Labor Party but does have a strong liberal history 
yet its media plurality is also abundant when compared to Australia’s. In America, the influence of 
the conservative media seems to far outweigh its media control; America has no Labor party at all 
and hopes from the ‘New Deal’ were extinguished decades ago. Fox News (Murdoch) is deemed to 
have persuaded between 3 and 28 percent of its viewers to vote Republican yet it is only 6th in the 
top group of media companies in America.viii 
 



At home the Australian Labor Party has also had notable successes but these took place in 
exceptional circumstances such as conscription for the Vietnamese war, larger-than-life personalities 
or when Labor economic policies were more conservative than the contemporary Australian 
conservative parties. Overall, Australian politics has been dominated by a conservative 
media/government duopoly which hasn’t changed – yet something has changed in recent times.  

Change 

Recent Australian elections have seen a major shift. The Gillard campaign of 2010 was not 
contemplating soothing the Murdoch press with its mining tax (which triggered even more 
malevolence than usual) yet she still emerged victorious. And if Gillard’s platform was surprising- the 
recent Labor election platform was breathtaking. 

The most recent election saw an unassuming Labor Opposition Party with low-key leadership, 
minimal use of personal or political attack and an extraordinarily candid account of what it intended 
to do in government- proffer policies which were very close to authentic if mild, social justice.  
 
Integrated fairness is not astonishing- astonishing was its proposal to roll back what could 
reasonably be described as legislative corruption.  To an outsider, Labor policies would seem closer 
to honest bookkeeping than revolution but in the Australian media context they were heroic. One 
policy would have reversed legislature that essentially gave a tax refund to a class of shareholders 
who had paid no tax.ix 
 
Some suggest that the recent, marginal conservative victory was a ‘miracle’ because the sitting 
government had a sparse legislative record and was divided and unstable but this is to set aside 
history and context. Its legislative record differed little from that of its historical counterparts. 
Conservative governments are founded on minimalism.  
 
Prime Minister Howard’s gun laws are much remembered and much acclaimed but in general the 
history of his office is one of support for American invasions in the Middle East, increased opposition 
to refugees, a new GST, the selling of Telstra, the selling of the majority share of the Commonwealth 
bank, some tax breaks and higher government surpluses. In other words, it is not that much 
different in kind or substance from the 2013-2019 conservative Liberal Coalition government which 
no longer has many assets to sell.  
 
Moreover, what the independent press perceived as un-functional, dysfunctional or ineffective in 
this government was quite different from the positive or glowing presentation given to the millions 
of voters in Queensland and Tasmania who have one major newspaper chain and patchyx internet 
access. This is without taking the negative front page Labor headlines into account. 
“Just one of (the Australian’s front pages) favoured Labor — marginally — compared to 25 that 
attacked the ALP and its leader, or pumped up the Coalition, with headlines like these: ‘Shorten 
ignites unholy war’ ‘Senators reject ALP tax grab’..” xi etc.  
 
Nor perhaps does the public consider Prime Ministerial change in the same way as many 
commentators. It may just depend on the result. The removal of Turnbull was not a problem for 
many conservative voters and nor was Rudd’s removal for Labor voters. The Gillard ascendency was 
publically acclaimed until persistently recast as a ‘suspicious betrayal’. (Japan’s many leadership 
changes have rarely been an issue in that country perhaps because no media chain seems to make 
them an issue.)  
 
Many of course, argue that unlimited financial resources and media hostility make no difference at 
all. ‘Australians’ they say ‘are much too smart to be influenced by media views’.  



 
Smartness can do little against the seeding effects of false, ugly stories whether in the tennis club or 
on the national stage. It is mendacious to deny the power of a dominant media. It may have to work 
harder for less return but the conservative press is the overarching force which keeps Australian 
conservatives in or near power.  

Humans are acculturated. Many are conservative by family background or personal inclination but 
for others, the conservative media monopoly is the equivalent of the medieval church.  It is not 
difficult to understand why Australian Labor has historically lost to safe conservative majorities.  
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 the top media company in Australia controls over 29 per cent of the media overall, which ranks it just below 
countries where the media is basically state controlled.3 
https://cdn.theconversation.com/static_files/files/22/68437-2016-11-22-media-concentration-and-public-
concern-in-australia-Research_-_Media_concentration_and_public_concern_in_Australia.pdf?1518059940 
ii
 https://theconversation.com/outrage-polls-and-bias-2019-federal-election-showed-australian-media-need-

better-regulation-117401 
iii

 The Australian (the only general mainstream newspaper that is distributed in every state) favoured Labor on 

one occasion in its front page election headlines compared to 25 that attacked the ALP and its leader, or 
‘pumped up the Coalition..’ https://www.abc.net.au/mediawatch/episodes/election/11130218 retrieved 
24/07/2019 
iv
 https://theconversation.com/factcheck-is-australias-level-of-media-ownership-concentration-one-of-the-

highest-in-the-world-68437 retrieved 24/07/2019 
v
 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/jul/05/tony-blair-iraq-war-chilcot retrieved 24/07/2019 

vi
 http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/middle_east/3661134.stm retrieved 24/7/19. 

vii
  https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Senate_Report_on_Pre-war_Intelligence_on_Iraq retrieved 24/07/09 

viii
 https://www.nber.org/digest/oct06/w12169.html retrieved 24/07/2019 

ix
 https://www.commsec.com.au/support/learn/managing-investments/how-do-franking-credits-work.html 

retrieved 24/07/2019 
x
 For example, the company has a daily newspaper monopoly in Brisbane through The Courier-Mail. It was 

virulently anti-Labor and Labor did astonishingly badly in Queensland. Coincidence? Possibly, but unlikely. 
https://theconversation.com/outrage-polls-and-bias-2019-federal-election-showed-australian-media-need-
better-regulation-117401 retrieved 225/07/2019 
xi

 https://www.abc.net.au/mediawatch/episodes/election/11130218 retrieved 24/07/2019 
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