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WALEED ALY

Just two months ago, Austral-
ia seemed destined for what 
the country’s commentariat 

calls a “Tampa” election. That’s local 
shorthand for a campaign character-
ised by race baiting and scare tactics 
about refugees — a term derived 
from the 2001 election a few months 
after the government of Prime Min-
ister John Howard ordered special 
forces to board a Norwegian freight 
ship called the MV Tampa, carrying 
more than 400 rescued refugees, to 
prevent it from reaching Australia.

A new law that allows refugees on 
Nauru and Manus Island to come 
to Australia for necessary medical 
treatment promised to put refugees 
front and centre in the upcoming 
general election, scheduled for May 
18.

Prime Minister Scott Morrison 
and his coalition government saw 
this legislation passed against their 
will. They had railed against it, 
warning that the law would allow 
“rapists” and “pedophiles” into Aus-
tralia. An opinion poll around that 
time showed a significant bounce 
for the government.

How long ago that seems. In the 
wake of the Christchurch, New Zea-
land, terrorist attack on Muslims 
last month, the Morrison govern-
ment now finds itself under pres-
sure over issues that recently ap-
peared to give it an advantage.

For the moment, this takes the 
form of relentless questioning about 
where the government plans to 
place the far-right, nationalist One 
Nation party on its “how to vote” 
cards in the election. Those cards, 

which are a consequence of Aus-
tralia’s preferential voting system 
in which voters list all candidates on 
the ballot in order of preference, are 
often a matter of political gaming, 
designed to maximise a party’s like-
lihood of success. Normally, they’re 
of interest only to political buffs.

But every now and again, they 
come to be read as a declaration of 
ideological affinity and become a 
mainstream issue. This is the case 
following the horror in New Zea-
land, given One Nation’s history of 
racist politics, recently expressed in 
its leader’s declaration that “Islam 
is a disease; we need to vaccinate 
ourselves against that.”

Will the government pledge to put 
One Nation last on its voting card?

The question has dogged the gov-
ernment — becoming a staple of 
news conferences and interviews 
with parliamentarians — because 
the government hasn’t provided a 
straightforward answer. After some 
hemming and hawing, there is still 
disagreement within the govern-
ment about what to do.

The whole question has arisen 
for the governing coalition because 
it flirts with these kinds of politics.

Indeed, such was the hostility of 
numerous parliamentarians’ rhet-
oric toward Islam that the head of 
Australia’s top intelligence organ-
isation advised them to moderate 
their language.

Perhaps the government’s most 
committed member on this score 
is the Home Affairs minister, Peter 
Dutton, who recently asserted that 
people in Melbourne were “scared” 
to go to restaurants at night because 
of an epidemic of African gang vio-
lence — a supposed epidemic that 
even the state of Victoria, where 
Melbourne is located, says is over-
blown “hysteria.”

By contrast, Dutton has argued 
that Australia should give “special 

attention” to white South African 
farmers, whom he regards as es-
pecially persecuted. He says they 
would “abide by our laws, integrate 
into our society, work hard, not lead 
a life on welfare.” He is not the only 
politician expressing these sorts of 
views.

In October, senators voted in fa-
vour of a One Nation motion in-
corporating the white supremacist 
slogan “It’s OK to be white.” The 
government later blamed an ad-
ministrative error for the vote, after 
having initially trumpeted the move 
as evidence of its opposition to “rac-
ism of any kind.”

The kindest interpretation of all 
this is that the coalition has been 
sloppy and inattentive to the prob-
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vative movement  
could be transformed

ALISA SOPOVA

“No Promises, No Excus-
es!” Such is the only 
political message of 

the comedian who could soon lead 
one of Europe’s largest countries. 
That outcome may seem absurd. 
Yet it could be an opportunity.

Volodymyr Zelensky scored a 
spectacular victory in the first 
round of Ukraine’s presidential 
election on March 31, winning 
some 30 per cent of the votes, 
compared with about 16pc for the 
incumbent, Petro O Poroshenko. 

It was an astonishing result not 
only because the actor’s only po-
litical experience to date consists 
of playing the part of a president 
on TV, but also because he pre-
sented no platform, no policy 
proposal.

Branding himself “Ze,” he cam-
paigned mostly via social me-
dia postings and by touring the 
country with his comedy shows. 
Instead of substantive messages, 
he offered banter and mockery. 
When he was accused of being 
a clown instead of a serious can-

didate, Zelensky proudly agreed, 
posting a video selfie on Insta-
gram with a round red nose su-
perimposed on his face.

His defiance has proved trium-
phant, and it may well make him 
president after the runoff vote on 
April 21. Better to keep silent than 
to say anything in today’s Ukraine 
— the country with the least trust 
in its government, according to a 
recent Gallup survey.

Since the Orange Revolution 
in 2004, politicians of all stripes 
have promised to defeat corrup-
tion and pull Ukraine out of the 
mire of its transition from com-
munism. After so many lies, fail-
ures and disappointments, such 
promises have turned into cruel 
clichés.

The government’s continuing 
war against the Russia-backed 
insurgency in eastern Ukraine 
has also created a toxic public 
discourse. Journalists have been 
called traitors simply for seeking 
accreditation from the separatist 
authorities of the Donbass region. 
Using the word “conflict” instead 
of “war” or “Russia” instead of 
“aggressor state” can destroy a 
reputation. Say something, almost 
anything, and you expose yourself 
to being called too pro-Russian, 
too pro-Western, too nationalistic 
or not patriotic enough.

In this climate, Zelensky’s blank 
slate is an asset for him — as well 
as a canvas onto which people 
can paint whatever they want. 
And what do the people want 
right now? Apparently to pun-
ish Poroshenko for forgetting his 
own slogan to “live in a new way” 
from the 2014 election, and for 
returning instead to the comfort 
of the old, familiar Ukraine of cor-
ruption, poverty, inequality and 
dirty politics. Back then, a popular 
revolt had just toppled President 
Viktor F Yanukovych, who fled 
the country in disgrace. The re-
jection of Poroshenko today is less 
thrilling but no less momentous.

Just a few weeks ago, before 
the first round of voting, he was 
presenting himself as the only 
possible head of state, the nation’s 
saviour. His political message had 
become markedly conservative. 
“Army. Language. Faith.” Those 
three ingredients, the president 
repeatedly emphasised, were the 
keys to the “unique national iden-
tity” of Ukraine — even though the 
country is bilingual and secular.

At a rally in Cherkasy, central 
Ukraine, earlier this year, a lo-
cal activist asked the president if 
he was going to fight corruption. 
Poroshenko answered, “I have a 
request for you: Light a candle — 
because you are a nonbeliever — 

and God will calm you.” He called 
the man, who had spoken in Rus-
sian, a “Moscow provocateur.” A 
video of the exchange went viral. 
Poroshenko’s arrogance was then 
punished in the voting booths.

After that he began to lose his 
nerve. In the opening move of 
the campaigning for the April 21 
runoff, Poroshenko’s team post-
ed billboards that portrayed him 
facing off with President Vladimir 
V Putin of Russia. The move was 
widely ridiculed: Poroshenko, 
having nothing left to offer, ap-
peared to be grasping at nation-
alist straws and trying to instill 
fear in a boogeyman. His staff 
promptly took down the ads.

In a poll taken April 9-14, 17pc 
of respondents said they intended 
to vote for Poroshenko and more 
than 48pc for Zelensky. And while 
Poroshenko has misstepped since 
the first round of voting, Zelensky, 
true to form, has done little except 
mock his competitor. After chal-
lenging the incumbent to a debate, 
Zelensky stood him up on April 
14. (The two men disagreed about 
when to hold the event.) Another 
debate is scheduled for April 19.

Zelensky’s supporters are often 
accused of confusing the TV com-
edy series in which he plays the 
president, “Servant of the People,” 
with real life. The charge is para-

doxical because the show is ruth-
less towards everyday Ukrainians: 
If people vote for Zelensky hoping 

this fiction will become reality, 
they are endorsing a very unflat-
tering portrayal of themselves. 

Maybe we’ll be better off with a clown as president
Ukraine’s absurd election may turn out well for its people
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Despite the fact that 
the Mueller Report 

should not have been au-
thorized in the first place 
& was written as nastily 
as possible by 13 (18) An-
gry Democrats who were 
true Trump Haters, in-
cluding highly conflicted 
Bob Mueller himself, the 
end result is No Collu-
sion, No Obstruction!

@realDonaldTrump

As people become 
more unhappy and 

disturbed in spite of af-
fluence and the new tech-
nology, the Vedic teach-
ings of the unity of Con-
sciousness and the heal-
ing powers of Yoga and 
Ayurveda become more 
relevant to everyone.

@davidfrawleyved

Privileged, honoured 
to be at  historic 

event, of stone laying cer-
emony of Swami Narayan 
Temple at Abu Dhabi just 
now. This one single step 
is giant leap forward for 
entire civilisation. Abu 
Dhabi has honoured Hin-
dustan

@sikka_harinder

Corporate and politi-
cal elites consolidate 

more and more wealth 
while the middle class 
shrinks, then spend mil-
lions to elect right-wing 
politicians and pass poli-
cies that will protect their 
power and slash their tax-
es. That is what we’re up 
against and why we fight 
for justice.

@BernieSanders

 Disclaimer: (Views expressed 
by columnists are personal and 
need not necessarily reflect our 

editorial stances)

attention” to white South African 
farmers, whom he regards as es-
pecially persecuted. He says they 
would “abide by our laws, integrate 
into our society, work hard, not lead 
a life on welfare.” He is not the only 
politician expressing these sorts of 
views.

In October, senators voted in fa-
vour of a One Nation motion in-
corporating the white supremacist 
slogan “It’s OK to be white.” The 
government later blamed an ad-
ministrative error for the vote, after 
having initially trumpeted the move 
as evidence of its opposition to “rac-
ism of any kind.”

The kindest interpretation of all 
this is that the coalition has been 
sloppy and inattentive to the prob-

lem of extremism, even under the 
previous prime minister, Malcolm 

Turnbull, who would frequently 
celebrateAustralia’s success as a 
multicultural country, and contend 
that those peddling Islamophobia 
were helping the Islamic State.

A more likely interpretation is 
that several of the coalition’s mem-
bers are prepared to play the politics 
of race, either cynically or as a mat-
ter of conviction, and that the ris-
ing prominence of One Nation has 
emboldened them. And given that 
the government’s natural areas of 
political strength are around the is-
sue of border protection (especially 
asylum-seeker policy) and national 
security, there is every reason to sus-
pect that the coalition profits when 
politics skirts xenophobic themes.

But  the visceral  real i ty  of 

Christchurch has recast much of 
our politics in new light: not as 
straight-talking honesty about the 
threat of Islamism, but as contrib-
uting to a more polarised, extremist 
environment.

Polling in the aftermath of 
Christchurch found that a remarka-
ble 63 per cent of Australians agreed 
that “white extremism is every bit as 
dangerous as Muslim fundamental-
ism,” while 42 per cent agreed that 
politicians “have deliberately stirred 
up anti-Islamic sentiment as a way 
of getting votes.”

What was once a benefit has be-
come a liability. What was once pop-
ulist is eroding the government’s po-
litical capital. It is perhaps for this 
reason that we’ve seen the govern-
ment pivot to an economic message, 
based mostly on the virtues of tax 
cuts. The Tampa route to retaining 
power seems to be shut off.

There’s no guarantee this political 
moment will last. But if it does, it 
could be a truly transformative one 
for Australian conservative politics.

Since at least the 1990s, Aus-
tralian conservatism has offered 
a highly successful, if philosophi-
cally incongruent mix of free-mar-
ket liberalism and increasingly 
strident cultural nationalism. But 
slowly these pillars have begun 
to erode.

As in much of the world, eco-
nomic liberalism is losing some of 
its lustre in Australia. But perhaps 
more so than elsewhere, nationalist 
anti-immigrant politics is running 
aground, too. The times would seem 
to demand a renewed Australian 
conservatism, attentive to economic 
and social inequality, and comfort-
able enough with cultural diversity 
to search for political capital else-
where. 

(Waleed Aly is a columnist and 
broadcaster and a politics lecturer at 

Monash University in Melbourne.)

1982
Baseball: Rollie Fingers 
of the Milwaukee Brewers 
becomes the first pitcher 
to record 300 saves.

1985
The compound of the militant group The 
Covenant, The Sword, and the Arm of the 
Lord surrenders to federal authorities in 
Arkansas after a two-day government siege.

1987
The Tamil Tigers are blamed 
for a car bomb that detonates 
in the Sri Lankan capital city of 
Colombo, killing 106 people.

1989
Tiananmen Square protests of 1989: In 
Beijing, around 100,000 students gather 
in Tiananmen Square to commemorate 
Chinese reform leader Hu Yaobang.
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In defence  
of the  

media-messenger

The world watched in horror 
last Monday as flames de-
stroyed the famous eighth 

century historic Parisian landmark, 
the Notre Dame. 

Curiously, at almost the same time, 
halfway around the world, a small 
fire broke out at Jerusalem’s 2,000-
plus year old Al Aqsa Mosque, one 
of the most revered shrines of the 
Islamic world. While the larger No-
tre Dame fire destroyed its iconic 
spire and the wooden beams of its 
attic and caused significant smoke 
and water damage to the church and 
its art works, the fire at Al Aqsa was 
thankfully much smaller and quickly 
contained, damaging only a single 
security booth in the compound.

I am going into these details to 
build up for my point here: imme-
diately after the Notre Dame news 
went viral, many people complained 
about the media bias that did not 
highlight the Al Aqsa fire. Now this 
is absurd. Given the huge scale of 
the Notre Dame tragedy, it was ob-

vious that this was 
the bigger news. 
There was no prej-
udice here. 

News-gathering 
and presentation 
is a cruel and of-
ten, dispassionate 
thing. You must 
have heard of the 
phrase ‘as stale as 
yesterday’s news’. 
The media is guid-
ed by the attention 
of  i ts  audience. 
Yet, when assault-
ed by social media 
cries of bias, we are 
quick to (mis)judge 
the media. Indeed, 
it has become fash-
ionable to shoot the 
messenger – which 
is the media! – in-
stead of listening 
to the message and 

acting upon it. 
Most people these days are quick 

to believe the first version of news 
that they hear and most often, this 
comes from their social media. That 
is why, Bahrain has now enacted 
stricter measures to protect its cit-
izens and the Kingdom’s reputation 
from hate-mongering and false ru-
mours, especially over social media.  

As a rule, we need to follow a sim-
ple guideline on social media: nev-
er write or say anything on your 
Facebook, Instagram, Twitter or any 
other account that you would not be 
able to prove, not be able to say face-
to-face to the person or authority 
whom you are addressing and do 
have a suggestion for a constructive 
solution. Think before you type and 
post – remember, your online reputa-
tion is as important as your real-life 
one and can get you into even more 
trouble!

(Captain Mahmood Al Mahmood is the 
Editor-in-Chief of The Daily Tribune and 
the President of the Arab-African Unity 

Organisation for Relief, Human Rights and 
Counterterrorism)        

CAPT. MAHMOOD AL MAHMOOD
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Since at least the 
1990s, Australian 

conservatism has offered 
a highly successful, if 

philosophically incongruent 
mix of free-market 

liberalism and increasingly 
strident cultural 

nationalism.  

this fiction will become reality, 
they are endorsing a very unflat-
tering portrayal of themselves. 

The satire isn’t only about cynical 
politicians and corrupt oligarchs. 
It is also about sycophants who 

abuse their neighbours but wor-
ship ministers’ parking spaces, 
and about housewives pressuring 
husbands to accept bribes so they 
can buy a fur coat.

The series, in a word, is about 
how the corruption of ordinary 
citizens translates into the cor-
ruption of the political class. And 
if that is the closest thing Zelen-
sky has to a political manifesto, 
then his central message is this: 
We are all to blame for what we 
have.

When during the campaign, he 
was asked to share his plans for 
the presidency, “Ze” simply said 
that he would ask the people what 
they want through popular ref-

erendums and ideas crowdsourc-
ing. Whether he meant this or 
not, such statements alone restore 
agency to common people and 
signal that this election may be an 
occasion for Ukrainians to push 
for more transparent governance 
and greater public participation.

Periodic uprisings that replace 
one figurehead with another, 
hopefully better, figurehead have 
not been enough. This abnormal 
election may announce a new 
model for societal change — from 
the ground up, through daily civic 
effort and personal responsibility. 
Put differently: What a Zelen-
sky presidency will look like will 
depend primarily on ordinary 
Ukrainians.

They have sustained democra-
cy by keeping a check on pres-
idential power. Now, they will 
need to keep a check on the new 
president himself. Zelensky is 
inexperienced, politically amor-
phous and thought to have ties to 
the oligarch Ihor V Kolomoisky. 
Clearly, he is no saviour. But if 
Ukrainians can capitalise on this 
fact, plain as it is, the comedian’s 
election to the presidency could 
be a historic opportunity for them 
to help themselves.

(Alisa Sopova is an independent 
journalist from Ukraine.)

Maybe we’ll be better off with a clown as president
Ukraine’s absurd election may turn out well for its people

Periodic uprisings that 
replace one figurehead with 
another, hopefully better, 
figurehead have not been 

enough. This abnormal 
election may announce 

a new model for societal 
change. 


