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In June 2024, a Guardian Essential opinion poll concluded that 54 per cent 
of Australians felt their country was ‘on the “wrong track”’.1 Purveyors of 
right-wing opinion, such as Sky News commentator Paul Murray, were quick 
to celebrate this ‘roaring’ backlash against the federal Labor government 
and its policy agenda.2 A benevolent observer might attribute Murray’s 
triumphalism to amnesia rather than partisanship; he must have simply 
forgotten that 57 per cent of the population had expressed the same view 
back in October 2015 when the political parties most closely aligned with 
Sky News’s own politics had enjoyed two years of power in Canberra.3

On their own, these surveys are ineffectual for diagnosing the health of 
Australian democracy and society. In The Shrinking Nation, Graeme Turner 
takes the ‘vibe’ captured in those snapshots of public opinion and treats it 
as the symptom of a series of larger problems afflicting the national polity. 
Issues with the culture and climate of our political leadership and decision-
making are particularly chronic in his account. Recent cohorts of politicians 
have been ‘self-interested and hyper-partisan’ (8), incapable of distinguishing 
‘the state of the economy’ from the ‘state of the nation’ (122) and ‘dogged’ 
in defence of neoliberal policies whose effects have undermined ‘the sense 

1	  Paul Karp, ‘Guardian Essential Poll: Albanese’s Approval Rating Dips to New Low Amid Signs 
Dutton on Losing Hand with Nuclear’, Guardian, 2 July 2024, theguardian.com/australia-news/
article/2024/jul/02/guardian-essential-poll-albanese-approval-rating-peter-dutton-nuclear.
2	  ‘“Roared”: Poll Shows 54 Per Cent of Aussies See Country as Headed in the Wrong Direction’, 
SkyNews, 2 July 2024, skynews.com.au/opinion/paul-murray/roared-poll-shows-54-per-cent-of-aussies-
see-country-as-headed-in-the-wrong-direction/video/8591e8b1ab91ba803f5983d15ffc106c.
3	  ‘More than Half of Australians Believe That Their Country Is on the Wrong Track’, Ipsos, 6 December 
2015, ipsos.com/en-au/more-half-australians-believe-their-country-wrong-track.
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of security and national belonging once regarded as fundamental to national 
citizenship’ (33, 61). Problems with political efficacy have been worsened 
by ‘structural factors’ (42) such as the defenestration of the public service 
and the unfettered rise of political staffers. There is a particular focus on the 
decade of Coalition government from 2013, although prime ministers Tony 
Abbott and Scott Morrison tend to loom largest in the story. It is perhaps 
a stretch to describe, as Turner does, the making of ‘bad politics’ as ‘Abbott’s 
revolution’ (25), for other comparable democracies have witnessed severe 
civic erosion quite without the former Liberal leader’s help.

Many of the frailties in our society are driven or exacerbated by our media 
ecology. Turner, an international expert on media and celebrity studies, 
is arguably at his best in the chapter on ‘Media and Information 2.0’. 
Rightly, he notes that traditional media companies and the new social media 
behemoths intersect with one another in ways that exacerbate partisanship 
and misinformation, evident in the fact that Sky News is ‘Australia’s most 
shared news site’ online (108). (It was perhaps worth noting that the 
consequences of that broadcaster’s misinformation have been global, not just 
national.4) The vagaries of social media and tabloidisation have undermined 
the ‘universal access to accurate information’ on which a healthy civic life 
depends (90). These processes, along with the introduction of automated 
algorithms that aid individual cultural and media consumption, have led to 
‘echo chambering’ and, consequently, a ‘fundamental fracturing of our sense 
of community’ (102). Few serious scholars of politics and communications 
could disagree.

The conclusion is marked by Turner’s unrivalled expertise in Australian 
cultural studies. The best treatments for the nation’s civic ailments, he suggests, 
are to be found in the realm of culture rather than politics. Investigative 
journalists (where they still exist) and civic-minded book publishers have 
brought greater focus to enduring aspects of gender inequality in our society. 
Television programs such as MasterChef and Love on the Spectrum have 
cultivated a greater embrace of, and respect for, Australia’s diversity. When 
Turner looks at phenomena such as John Farnham, Olivia Newton-John 
and Mitch Tambo performing ‘You’re the Voice’ at Fire Fight Australia in 
2020, or the ‘extensive’ commemorative outpouring that followed cricketer 
Shane Warne’s untimely death in 2022, he sees ‘the imagined community of 

4	  Graham Readfearn, ‘Sky News Australia is a Global Hub for Climate Misinformation, Report Says’, 
Guardian, 14 June 2022, theguardian.com/media/2022/jun/14/sky-news-australia-is-a-global-hub-for-
climate-misinformation-report-says.
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the nation’ reasserting the possibilities of ‘the pleasures of belonging’ (195). 
One gets the feeling that contingency and disaster will matter a great deal 
more than ritual and tradition in the future of Australia’s national identity.

In historical terms, The Shrinking Nation is a valuable thought piece about 
the forces that have shaped our recent past, and one that I hope will provoke 
plenty of further discussion. Intellectually, though, the schema of this book 
lends itself to a kind of sentimentality with which historians will be a little 
uncomfortable. The ‘shrinking nation’ assumes, by default a historical past 
that was better by several orders of magnitude. Historical complexity is thus 
surrendered to the needs of the scaffold. It is true that Australia was a ‘world 
leader in progressive democratic reform’ in the nineteenth century (36), but 
its colonial parliaments had gerrymanders and/or unelected appointees who 
played their part as democracy’s foil.5 Yes, Australian leaders and officials 
once had the ‘experience’ and ‘capabilities’ for ‘large-scale and complicated 
initiatives’ (79) like war and reconstruction, before neoliberalism robbed 
the state of those capacities. But there was plenty of ‘hostility’, ‘controversy’, 
partisanship, federal bickering and public apathy in Australia’s ‘boldest 
experiment’, too.6 Turner also highlights the ‘cosmopolitanising and 
modernising’ (208) that took place in the 1970s and 1980s, reaffirms the 
‘cultural nationalism’ (172) on display in the Keating government’s 1994 
‘Creative Nation’ policy statement, and even finds praise for the ‘political 
bravery’ (37) of John Howard’s goods and services tax, which commenced 
in 2000. But as he concedes, the making of neoliberalism was coeval with, 
not subsequent to, all of this.

Nostalgia is defined by big feelings and simple memories. It has long been 
a servant to the needs of nationalism and collective identity formation. 
The Shrinking Nation is, of course, vastly more sophisticated than mere 
nostalgia, but its perspective on nationalism does lean in that direction. 
Turner affirms the value of the nation as a category of social community 
and invites a new process of ‘nationing’ so that the deconstructed Australia 
can be put ‘back together again’ (177). Social media offers us only personal 
networks of belonging at best (or just as often, antisocial environments) and 

5	  Frank Bongiorno and Joshua Black, That ‘Historic Occasion’: The Joint Sitting of 6–7 August 1974 
(Whitlam Institute, 2024), 8.
6	  Stuart Macintyre, Australia’s Boldest Experiment: War and Reconstruction in the 1940s (NewSouth, 
2015), 267.
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this, he suggests, is no substitute for a welcoming, inclusive kind of national 
belonging. Such a model of nationalism has, of course, been quite hard to 
come by.

Turner embodies the best traditions of public intellectualism in Australia, and 
this book is a testament to his lifetime of scholarship and civic engagement. 
The Shrinking Nation is hardly a relaxing bedtime story, and nor should it 
be. The arguments are serious, the prose sobering. The book engages with 
new, sharp voices in the academy as well as those working in think tanks 
such as the Grattan Institute and the Australia Institute. Turner shares with 
these researchers and intellectuals a conviction that the nation is ‘now less 
than it was, and less than it should be’ (2). This book is his contribution to a 
conversation that we are all required to have, and that implores our leaders 
to do better.
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