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“Howard’s Battlers”: The Electoral Evidence

When John Howard came to power in March 1996, the concept of “Howard’s Battlers” quickly followed. This was the idea that the PM had stolen traditional ALP territory - blue collar and low income white collar workers. Howard’s narrow re-election in 1998 was interpreted as further evidence, despite the Opposition gaining massive majorities in its safe, low income seats. Some western Sydney electorates gave Labor its biggest two party preferred majorities since the Great Depression. But still the mythology grew.

This paper will draw on Australian Electoral Commission voting data, Department of Parliamentary Library Socioeconomic Indexes for Electoral Divisions and the Australian Election Study to argue that the concept of “Howard’s Battlers” is empirically false. Every single urban electorate with low socio-economic indicators continues to vote Labor. The current government’s voter base resembles that of its predecessors: the combination of a reliable “heartland” plus the “election-deciders”, relatively affluent mortgage belt in the outer suburbs of the capital cities, and the so-called “regions” – country areas with large enough town populations to make them marginal.

How did the illusion of Howard’s Battlers take hold? I will suggest it was the absence in 1996 of a ready-made narrative for Australian public life, a story about “why we did what we did”. With few exceptions, electoral behaviour in modern two party liberal democracies is disappointingly prosaic: governments generally get several terms .. and then it’s the other side’s turn. But when there is a change of government, we need to tell a tale about it.

It was not possible to portray Howard’s substantial 1996 victory as arriving on a wave of enthusiasm. He was no charismatic Hawke or Whitlam, Tony Blair or Ronald Reagan. Into this vacuum, our national story-tellers latched onto Howard’s very ordinariness, and part of this is his relationship with “everyday Australians”.

A by-product is a belief in the exceptional nature of John Howard’s electoral record. Apart from Whitlam’s, no Australian federal government had failed to achieve a third term in over seventy years. Over the last decade, governing parties in New Zealand, Great Britain and Canada have been easily returned. Yet Howard’s close re-elections are widely considered magnificent feats. This is inextricably linked with “Howard’s Battlers”.

