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Swimming with or against
the tide of populism

Kurt Sengul and Marian Sawer

Abstract

Populist discourses were ubiquitous during the 2025 election campaign,
with the spectre of Donald Trump once again looming large. Drawing on
content analysis data from 2024 and 2025, this chapter explores the key
vectors of populist discourse in the 2025 election, including the roles of
Sky News Australia, conservative digital campaigning group Advance and
right-wing populist minor parties Trumpet of Patriots and Pauline Hanson’s
One Nation. It critically examines how the Peter Dutton—led Coalition
initially found itself swimming with the tide of populism, buoyed by the
defeat of the Indigenous Voice to Parliament and the success of anti-elite
discourses in Trump’s presidential campaign. However, as the association
with Trump became a political liability, the Coalition found itself unable to
pivot effectively in a new direction. The chapter concludes by arguing that
Labor’s emphatic victory highlights the contingent nature of populism in
the Australian political landscape.
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The background to the 2025 federal election was a rising tide of populism
in many parts of the world. The re-election of Donald Trump to the
American presidency in 2024 seemed to confirm the power of populist
discourse, mobilising resentment against ‘out-of-touch elites’ and their
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supposed contempt for the values and interests of ordinary people. Populist
discourse had a long history in Australia but in its modern form had been
disseminated by the Murdoch media since the 1990s.

This chapter examines vectors of populist discourse in the 2025 election,
including the important roles of Sky News Australia and the digital campaign
organisation Advance, and draws on content analysis conducted in 2024
and 2025. It looks at the extent to which such discourse was adopted by the
Coalition and the attempt to depict the Albanese government as driven by
inner-city elite agendas that disregarded everyday Australians.

Constructing elites

The essence of populist politics has been a discourse mobilising the people
against elites, creating an ‘us and them’ frame of reference. From the 1990s,
the way that ‘elites” have been constructed in this discourse has undergone
a dramatic change, thanks to the Murdoch media and particularly
the Australian newspaper (Scalmer and Goot 2004). Today, those at the
forefront of disseminating anti-elite discourse still include the Awustralian,
but it has been joined by Sky News Australia and the digital campaigning
organisation Advance.

While social scientists from Pareto to Mosca have understood ‘elites’ in
different ways, one crucial factor has been the idea that elites hold some
kind of power. In the older version of rural populism in Australia, elites were
seen as bankers, corrupt politicians and big businessmen. In the more recent
version, elites are not necessarily rich or powerful but have values acquired
from university education that are different from those of ordinary people.
This newer version of populist discourse has itself been evolving and, since
2018, the term ‘woke’ has become the favoured shorthand for elite values,
whether that is concern about climate change, gender equality, the treatment
of refugees and asylum-seekers, Indigenous issues or other progressive causes.
In the Murdoch media over the past 20 years or so, elite membership has been
defined by such concerns rather than by economic power or assets.

However, elites are not only identified by their opinions. In this discourse,
they are also characterised by their contempt for ordinary people. While
they may not directly exploit ordinary people, they lecture and preach at
them rather than respecting their values. Examples given of such disrespect
include attitudes towards the flag or Australia Day and the ‘mini-lectures’
involved in Acknowledgements of Country.
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Figure 4.11tems on elites in Australian newspapers, 2000-2024
Source: Compiled by Marian Sawer using Factiva data, 5 July 2025.

There is certainly a gap in political attitudes and behaviour between those
with a university education and other Australians, and populist discourse
helps to fuel resentment across this education gap. This resentment
contributed to the defeat of the Voice referendum in 2023, which was
framed as a ‘divisive elite project’ (Kelly 2024). This framing resulted in a
peak of items on elites in Australian newspapers in 2023, particularly in
Murdoch mastheads, although not as high as the peak in 2016 when both
Brexit and Trump’s successful bid for the US presidency were framed as
defeats for the elites (see Figure 4.1).

An older feature of anti-elite discourse still to the fore in the 2025 election
campaign was the spatial dimension. There is a long history of rural
populism in Australia mobilising resentment of city-based elites. Today this
spatial dimension has shifted slightly, so that elites are now located in the
inner city, as contrasted with everyday Australians in the suburbs as well as
in rural and regional Australia. ‘Canberra’ and ‘Canberra-based bureaucrats’
also continue to be particular targets as do international bureaucrats; in
2024, Peter Dutton made it clear he was not going to try to please ‘people
in Paris’ over climate policies.
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The role of Murdoch mastheads

In the runup to the 2025 federal election, the Murdoch media continued to
play a leading role in disseminating anti-elite discourse as they had done since
the 1990s (see Table 4.1). When the Nine newspapers ran items on elites, they
used the term in a more traditional sense to refer to those with socioeconomic
power rather than in the Murdoch sense of those with progressive values.

Table 4.1 Items on elites in the Australian and other newspapers,
2003 and 2024

Date (1 January - Newspaper No. | Percentage
31 December)

2003 Australian 70 22.4
2003 All 17 Australian newspapers in Factiva | 313 100.0
2024 Australian 159 29.7
2024 Australian Online 180 337
2024 AllL17 Australian newspapers in Factiva | 535 100.0

Source: Factiva, 4 April 2025.

Liberal leader Peter Dutton was increasingly framed as a hero of the
struggle against elites over issues such as identity politics, immigration,
the flag and Australia Day: ‘(H]e is becoming a symbol for people who feel
disenfranchised, overlooked by the system, denied a voice and patronised by
the elites’ (Kelly 2024).

In November 2024 the success of Donald Trump in the US presidential
election resulted in a record number of items on elites in Australian newspapers,
with Murdoch columnists blaming the Democrats’ defeat on elites being out
of touch and too concerned with minority rights (Sawer and Sengul 2025).
The lesson they drew was that elites needed to listen to ordinary people rather
than sneering at them. A good example was the Courier-Mail editorial with
the headline ‘Lessons for Labor as sneering elites trumped again’. The message
was that ‘Labor ... needs to urgently rid its inner sanctum of the elite sneering
class’ (6 November 2024). The Adelaide Advertiser also editorialised about
how Trump’s win over the elites meant wokeism was dead and that everyday
Australians did not like to be lectured to (8 November 2024).

As found in a study of the Murdoch press 20 years before, elites were
primarily defined in cultural terms: holding ‘progressive values’ was
sufficient to make one a member of the elite (Scalmer and Goot 2004).
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However, even corporations could now attain elite membership for non—
profit-making activities such as support for the Indigenous Voice. But
elites were characterised not only by their progressive views but also by
their attitude towards ordinary Australians—expressed by lecturing them.
The main example provided of objectionable lecturing by elites was the
Acknowledgement of Country at the start of meetings. At the Sky News
anti-Semitism summit in February 2025, then attorney-general Mark
Dreyfus was booed as he began his speech with such an acknowledgement.

Further insight into how elites were being constructed was provided by
reporting of a CT Group (Crosby Textor) survey conducted in October
2024 that split respondents into mainstream and elite voters. The elite group
comprised voters with a postgraduate degree, earning more than $120,000
in household income and living in metropolitan areas. The minimum
household income of these elite voters is immediately noticeable, being far
less than the household income of a nurse married to a primary schoolteacher.
The findings were that gaps between mainstream Australia and elites were
growing on issues including migration, trust in government and climate

change (Chambers and Ferguson 2024).

The role of Advance

The online campaigning organisation Advance was created in 2018 in
response to the role of GetUp! on the other side of politics or, as its website
put it: in response to ‘woke politicians and elitist activist groups taking
Aussies for a ride’. During the 2025 campaign, it described its mission as
being ‘to give voice to the mainstream Australians who are silenced and
ignored by the elite-run media and institutions in Australia (Advance
Update, 11 April 2025).

Advance had campaigned in the 2019 and 2022 federal elections—for
example, in Warringah—but became nationally prominent in 2023 for its
role in defeating the Voice referendum. Reflecting on this success a year
later, Advance spokeswoman Sandra Bourke said: ‘So many Australians
came out to fight with Advance to stop the elites and activists cementing
division in our Constitution. It has become the biggest grassroots movement
in Australian political history’ (Advance Update, 4 October 2024). By this
time, Advance already had more than 300,000 online ‘supporters’, rising to
355,000 in 2025.
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Plate 4.1 Advance Facebook advertisement: Weak woke sending us broke
Photo: Meta Ad Library, 4 April 2025.

In the wake of its referendum success, Advance received a record amount
of income in 2023-24. According to the AEC’s Transparency Register, it
tripled its income—receiving $15.7 million, including $500,000 from
Liberal Party affiliate the Cormack Foundation. It enabled the hiring of
23 full-time staff and paid for ongoing culture wars to ‘save’ Australia Day
and the national flag from elites and activists, and two election campaigns
described below, the ‘Greens truth’ and the “Weak, woke and sending us
broke’ campaigns. The overriding message of its email updates and Facebook
ads was that inner-city elites were out of touch with mainstream or ‘real’
Australians and thought they were better than them (for detailed content
analysis, see Sawer and Sengul 2025). Characteristic of this discourse was
a Facebook summons to ‘say no to the elites’ with images of Greens leader
Adam Bandt, Labor leader Antony Albanese and Independent Zali Steggall
(posted 14 August 2024).
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Plate 4.2 Advance Facebook advertisement: Activists and elites are
pushing ‘Welcome to Country’ ceremonies

Photo: Meta Ad Library, 16 April 2025.

Advance’s most significant expenditure from 2024 was on its ‘Greens truth’
campaign, targeting six electorates and aiming to persuade voters that the
Greens were ‘not who they used to be’ (Koutsoukis 2024). It suggested the
Greens had turned into a ‘malignant political force’ promoting immigration,
decriminalisation of drugs and ‘death taxes. Sometimes this campaign
resulted in the odd formulation of ‘extreme elites and activists’ juxtaposed
with ‘mainstream Australians like you’ (Advance Update, 11 March 2025).
By February 2025, Advance claimed that its ‘Greens truth’ ads had been
seen 2.2 million times on Facebook and seven million times on Google and
YouTube and that 70 large billboards had been placed in seats held by the
Greens or targeted by them. Advance claimed credit for the Greens losing
a State seat in Melbourne in February and later for ‘smashing the Greens’ in
the federal election.
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From March 2025, Advance’s ‘Greens truth’ campaign was joined by
its “Weak, woke and sending us broke’ campaign targeting the Albanese
government. During the campaign, the most popular of the Advance online
petitions—more popular than ‘Stop immigration—was its ‘End Welcome
to Country’ petition, endorsing Senator Jacinta Nampijinpa Price’s call to
stop spending taxpayer dollars on ‘elite and activist ceremonies that divide us
by race’. Advance ran 14 different ads attacking woke ceremonies in April,
with messages such as ‘Don’t welcome me to my own country’. In the last
week of the campaign, the Opposition Leader had a similar message—that
Welcome to Country ceremonies had been ‘overdone’ and were divisive.

Another example of discursive sharing by Advance, the Murdoch media and
the Coalition was triggered by an unguarded comment by senior minister
Senator Penny Wong during a Betoota Talks podcast on 30 April, three
days before the election. Wong responded to a question about the Voice
referendum by saying, ‘I think we’ll look back on it in ten years’ time and
itll be a bit like marriage equality ... [I]t]l be like ... did we even have
an argument about that.” Sky News and the Australian promptly claimed
Wong had resurrected the Voice and had declared it would be ‘inevitable’
(Crotty 2025). On the same day, Advance put out five different ads with
the Australian’s headline ‘A resurrected Voice is inevitable, says Penny Wong’
and messages such as “You voted NO, but Labor didn’t get the memo’.

By 1 May, the LNP had also put out ads comparing Wong’s alleged statement
with the percentage of ‘No’ voters in different electorates. On the same
day, Wong’s musing became a ‘stunning admission’ in an article by Price,
which began: ‘Albanese’s response to the question of welcomes to country
this week, along with Penny Wong’s comments, show that Labor has refused
to learn from its failure of [sic] listening to the activist elites” (Price 2025).
By 2 May, Advance was saying, ‘Once again, mainstream Australians are
being dismissed, talked down to, and pushed aside’, while Dutton was
claiming Labor had ‘a plan’ to bring the Voice back despite Australians
having voted against it (Advance Update, 2 May 2025; Tingle 2025).

Sky News Australia

As one of Australia’s only rolling news channels—alongside the ABC’s
24-hour news channel—Sky News Australia continued to play a prominent
role in the election (Carson and Jackman 2023). Despite its small domestic
viewership, Sky secured the first leaders’ debate, which was hosted in
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conjunction with its Murdoch stablemate the Daily Telegraph. Sky has
always maintained an outsized influence on the Australian political and
media landscape despite its marginal audience share (Young 2009). Rupert
Murdoch’s News Corp Australia gained full ownership of Sky in 2016,
which signalled an aggressive rightward shift in the network’s opinion
side—pejoratively referred to as ‘Sky After Dark’ by its critics. The network
has also invested heavily in its digital media strategy and has become
one of Australias largest digital news organisations. Boasting 5.5 million
subscribers on its YouTube channel and 1.7 million Facebook followers,
Sky’s digital footprint now exceeds its commercial and public service rivals,
including the ABC, 9News and 7News Australia.

Since 2016, Sky’s opinion programs have embraced the unabashed right-
wing populist style of its American sister network Fox News. Its nightly
roster of conservative opinion hosts, including Andrew Bolt, Rowan Dean,
Paul Murray, Rita Panahi and Peta Credlin, are textbook examples of
media populism, characterised by anti-elitism, appeals to common sense,
in-group favouritism and out-group antagonism, and highly emotionalised,
personalised and tabloid-style rhetoric (Krimer 2014). In recent years,
Sky has leaned heavily into culture war issues, vigorously prosecuting
the Australian iteration of the ‘war on woke’ on issues including climate
change, LGBTQIA+ rights and the Indigenous Voice to Parliament (Sawer
and Sengul 2025). Sky’s brand of media populism very much mirrors the
style of right-wing populism endemic to Australia: hostility towards cultural
and political elites, privileging socio-cultural issues over socioeconomic
concerns and a spatial divide between the cities and the regions (Moffitt
and Sengul 2023).

Unsurprisingly, Sky’s editorial content throughout the election was highly
critical of the Labor Party, the Greens and the so-called Teal or Community
Independents. Opposition leader Peter Dutton appeared on the network
several times throughout the campaign and was openly endorsed by several
of Sky’s evening hosts, including Sharri Markson and Murray. In the leadup
to the election campaign, Sky host and editor of the Spectator Australia,
Rowan Dean, urged Australians to ‘vote out woke garbage at the next
election’. In the early stages of the campaign, the term ‘woke’ was prominent
in Sky’s digital election content.

The Coalition was initially praised for its commitment to ‘remove the woke
agenda in the education system’. On the other hand, Labor and the
Greens were derided as ‘woke’ on the issues of gender and climate change.
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Outsiders host Rowan Dean accused Foreign Affairs Minister Penny Wong
of ‘ramming woke garbage’ such as gender studies and climate change down
the throats of Papua New Guineans. Fellow Outsiders host Rita Panahi
ridiculed Labor’s election commitment to invest $10 million into ‘inclusive
and culturally safe’ LGBTQIA+ primary healthcare training, commenting,
‘(Wlho knew it was this expensive to enforce pronouns?’ Several hosts
defended shadow defence spokesman Andrew Hastie from ‘insane political
correctness’ after he came under fire during the campaign due to resurfaced
comments suggesting that women should not be allowed to serve in close-
combat roles in the Australian Defence Force.

As the campaign progressed, however, several Sky hosts became increasingly
frustrated with the Coalition’s campaign for a perceived lack of attention
to culture war issues. Indeed, in late April, Dean criticised Dutton for not
attacking Labor ‘for being woke’ and, ironically, accused the Liberal Party
‘of going woke’. Much of this criticism concerned the Coalition’s decision
to centre cost-of-living concerns over culture war issues in its campaign
materials. In particular, several evening hosts suggested that the Coalition
had ‘missed an opportunity’ to campaign against transgender rights
in the wake of the UK Supreme Court’s ruling to define women based on
‘biological sex’.

As previously mentioned, while Price was roundly criticised for her Trumpian
call to ‘make Australia great again’, the senator’s comments were celebrated
on Sky, with one host referring to Price as ‘a rockstar’. Indeed, several
hosts were critical of Peter Dutton for distancing himself from Donald
Trump throughout the campaign as well as forcing Price to walk back her
comments. As Sawer and Sengul (2025) have discussed, Sky’s digital content
is heavily geared towards international audiences with pro-Trump and ‘anti-
woke’ content generating significant views. Despite Trump being widely
unpopular in Australia, the network’s primetime hosts are overwhelmingly
supportive of Trump’s right-wing populist agenda, creating tension with the
Coalition’s desire to distance itself from the US President. As the Coalition
found itself swimming against the tide of populism, ‘Sky After Dark’
became increasingly dissatisfied. This tension was seized upon by Australia’s
most successful populist politician, Pauline Hanson, who became a frequent
fixture on the network throughout the campaign and used her appearances
to attack the Coalition’s strategic retreat from Trumpism.
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Post-election media narratives highlighted Dutton’s affinity with Trump
as a factor contributing to his loss (for example, Knott 2025). Sky’s
brand of right-wing media populism (Sawer and Sengul 2025) presents
an ongoing challenge for the Liberal Party as it seeks to modernise and
recapture support in major cities. While former Liberal ministers such as
George Brandis have urged the party to move away from so-called culture
war issues that alienated women, multicultural communities and inner-city
voters (Karvelas 2025), on Sky, the post-mortem consensus was that the
Coalition should have embraced Trump-style populist policies and rhetoric
even further. Indeed, during Sky’s election-night coverage, both Credlin
and Bolt attributed the Coalition’s loss to their apparent refusal to fight
‘wokeness” and the culture wars.

Several commentators interpreted Labor’s landslide victory as a sign of News
Corp’s waning influence over Australian politics (Simons 2025). While there
may be some truth to this, the influence of the Murdoch media within the
conservative side of politics should not be understated. In a post-election
interview with Barrie Cassidy for the Guardian Australia, RedBridge pollster
and former Liberal Party strategist Tony Barry reflected on the influence of
Sky News Australia on the party membership: ‘Our branch members love
“Sky after Dark”. It’s their newsletter. And they are incredibly influential
over pre-selections and over our membership’ (Barry 2025).

The Coalition’s populist campaigning

After the success of Trump’s presidential campaign, the Coalition appeared
keen to identify with his attacks on elites and the government waste for
which they were responsible—such as diversity, equity and inclusion (DEI)
projects. Trumpian themes that surfaced during the Australian campaign,
particularly when the Opposition Leader was speaking on Sky News,
included hostility to ‘woke agendas’ in universities and schools, which
taught students to be ashamed of their country (for example, Sky News,
24 January 2025).

University education had become a key characteristic of elites as identified
by the Murdoch media and some Coalition politicians: ‘One of the most
important shared characteristics of elites across the West is their university
education and qualifications’ (Alston 2024: 33). In November 2024, Labor
made an election commitment to a one-off 20 per cent reduction in student
loan debt—cost-of-living relief for three million Australians with university
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or vocational education and training loans, the majority of whom are
women. This was labelled by the Coalition as ‘elitist’ and unfair to young
tradies or those who had paid off their student debt—a response like that
of Donald Trump to president Joe Biden’s student loan forgiveness plans
(Minsky 2024).

Another aspect of the Trump campaign taken up by Opposition leader
Peter Dutton was mockery of ‘woke’ personal pronouns and concern for
minorities. At the time of his ‘Let’s get Australia back on track’ launch
in January 2025, he said on Sydney radio station 2GB that the Albanese
government was ‘more interested in pronouns and a $500 million Voice
campaign than it was in the cost of living’ (Barlow 2025). In addition to
the portrayal of the Voice campaign as dividing Australians by race, related
themes concerned the display of flags on official occasions and Welcome to
Country ceremonies. Dutton’s commitment on flags echoed campaigning
by Advance as well as the Trump administration’s ‘one flag policy’.

In January, Senator Jacinta Nampijinpa Price became shadow minister for
government efficiency—a portfolio echoing the Trump administration’s
Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE) led by Elon Musk. As part
of the targeting of government waste, she outlined her plans to redirect
funding currently used for Welcome to Country ceremonies—something
heartily endorsed by Advance, for whom she was previously spokeswoman.
Along with Advance, Senator Price continued to echo Trump campaign
themes after the imposition of US tariffs made identification with Trump
a liability for conservative parties. One example was her call to ‘Make
Australia great again’, uttered at a campaign event in Perth the day before the
Coalition campaign launch. Dutton also returned to anti-woke themes in
the last week of the campaign, suggesting Welcome to Country ceremonies
were ‘overdone’ and divisive.

The theme of government waste on woke projects had been highlighted
in March with the release of Stop the Bloat by the Liberal Party’s Menzies
Research Centre (Louw 2025). Top of its list of wasteful expenditure was
a ‘decolonising breastfeeding’ project, intended to help increase breastfeeding
rates among Indigenous Australians. Advance said such projects showed
that ‘Albo is the PM for the inner-city, not the suburbs or the regions’ and
the breastfeeding project became a lead item in Advance’s “Weak, woke and
sending us broke’ video (Advance 2025). The Opposition Leader’s theme of
the Prime Minister being ‘weak’ (rather than a strongman who would keep
Australians safe) was also highlighted in the Advance video.
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The calls to slash woke government waste—for example, Andrew Hastie’s
Facebook ad of 7 April—were combined with the traditional spatial
dimension of Australian populism. In 2023 Dutton had called the Voice
proposal an elite ‘Canberra voice’. At the soft launch of its 2025 campaign,
the Coalition depicted itself as standing up for for everyday Australians
from our suburbs to our regions and foreshadowed a major campaign
theme of attacking government waste in Canberra. The main target was the
36,000 extra Canberra-based bureaucrats’ employed by Labor—a number
later updated to 41,000 (LPA 2025).

Regardless of statistics showing most of the additional public servants were
employed outside Canberra (APSC 2024), the Coalition pressed on with
the anti-Canberra theme. Dutton underlined the message by saying at the
end of March that he would not move to Canberra if elected to government.
On 24 April, he confirmed that the proposed cut of 41,000 public servants
would be in Canberra only, amounting to about two-thirds of federal public
servants employed there (Bell and Crowley 2025). Other frontbenchers
qualified this slightly by saying the cuts would be ‘Canberra focused’.
Advance had justified the hostility towards Canberra on the grounds that
the Australian Capital Territory’s ‘Yes’ vote to the Voice showed it had
‘no understanding of real Australians or the struggles you face’ (Advance
Update, 15 January 2025).

A spatial dimension also underlay the Coalitions promised fuel excise cut,
particularly benefiting ute-drivers in the outer suburbs and regions, unlike
Labor policies supposedly benefiting inner-city elites. As Advance had said
about Labor’s fuel efficiency standards, ‘[M]ake no mistake: it’s about slugging
Aussies in the regions and suburbs with more expensive cars while the inner-
city elites get cheaper Teslas’ (Advance Update, 8 September 2024). Despite
the failure of the anti-elite campaign to resonate with the electorate, after the
election, Senator Price was still repeating it, lamenting that Labor had walked
away with ‘three more years to ignore mainstream Australians and listen to the
elites and activists’ (Advance Update, 26 May 2025).

Swimming with the populist tide:
Trumpet of Patriots and One Nation

While the Coalition campaign attempted to eschew comparisons with
Trump, minor parties on the populist right were vying for the mantle of
Australia’s most Trumpian party. The two most significant of these parties,
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Pauline Hanson’s One Nation (PHON) and Clive Palmer’s Trumpet of
Patriots (TOP), openly embraced Trumpism as a panacea for a range of social,
cultural and economic woes. Unsurprisingly, given its salience in Trump
discourse, immigration formed the centrepiece of both campaigns. Both
parties framed ‘out of control’ immigration as the root cause of Australia’s
cost-of-living and housing crises. Trumpet of Patriots campaigned on an
80 per cent cut to immigration while PHON promised to cut immigration
by 570,000 from current levels as part of its Trump-like Australia first
housing policy’. Moreover, both parties sought to scapegoat immigrants
and international students as the cause of the housing affordability crisis.
TOP committed to doubling tuition fees for international students and
‘restricting foreigners from buying homes’. Interestingly, while Pauline
Hanson has always campaigned for lower net migration (Moffitt and Sengul
2025), PHON’s anti-immigration rhetoric was amplified in this election.
In addition to drastically scaling back Australia’s migrant intake, Hanson
campaigned heavily on her party’s plan to deport 75,000 illegal immigrants.
PHON’s emphasis on deportations was a significant development in the
party’s immigration approach (Sengul 2023), particularly in the context
of the Trump administration’s aggressive deportation efforts in the United
States and its popularity with the Make America Great Again (MAGA) base.

Although Clive Palmer’s previous personal parties (United Australia Party
and Palmer United Party) were noted for their ideological promiscuity
(Kefford and McDonnell 2016), there is little doubt that Trumpet of
Patriots is a distinctly right-wing, populist party. The party leaned into
its MAGA bona fides, claiming that “Trump-like policies were needed to
secure the nation’s future’ and promising to ‘drain the swamp’. Its first
televised campaign advertisement featured an interview between Palmer
and prominent far-right commentator and Trump-aligned former Fox
News host Tucker Carlson. The party’s campaign materials were replete
with far-right populist discourses and grievances, railing against ‘unelected
bureaucrats’ and ‘the scourge of globalist bodies’ such as the World Health
Organization and the World Economic Forum. Both PHON and TOP
committed to withdrawing from the Paris Climate Agreement and ending
Australia’s commitment to achieve net-zero carbon emissions by 2050. Like
the Coalition, both PHON and TOP took inspiration from the Trump
administration’s DOGE led by Elon Musk with his chainsaw, promising to
cut wasteful government spending and inefficiencies.
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Consistent with the 2022 election, anti-elitism and ‘anti-wokeness™ played
a key role in the campaigns of both populist parties (Johnson 2023). In the
first week of the campaign, the Trumpet of Patriots invested heavily in
‘anti-woke” advertisements across print, digital, television and radio media
markets. Part of this campaign was a front-page ad in the Newcastle Herald
featuring the slogan: “There are only two genders: male and female.” The
paper’s decision to feature the ad on its front page generated backlash from
the Herald's editorial staff, and its publisher, Australian Community Media
(ACM), issued an apology to staff and readers (Muller 2025). Both PHON
and TOP railed against the so-called woke indoctrination of children in
schools, with a particular focus on ‘gender ideology’ (see Chapter 6, this
volume). In populist fashion, TOP promised ‘common sense solutions’ to
‘get the woke agenda out of schools’ while PHON argued that ‘there should
be no room for Western, white, gender, guilt shaming in any classroom’.

Anti-Indigenous rhetoric was a feature of both campaigns. Trumpet
of Patriots and PHON both attempted to leverage the rejection of the
Indigenous Voice to Parliament in 2023. Indigenous Acknowledgement and
Welcome to Country ceremonies were singled out by both parties and TOP
ran several campaign ads featuring the slogan “We don’t need to be welcomed
to our own country’, including unsolicited text messages. PHON has been
consistently critical of the ‘Aboriginal industry’, promising to abolish the
National Indigenous Australians Agency and calling for Indigenous land
recognition ceremonies to be ‘ended altogether’.

Plate 4.3 A meme posted on Pauline Hanson’s One Nation Facebook page,
28 April 2025

Photo: Pauline Hanson’s Please Explain Facebook account.
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In the final week of the campaign, several neo-Nazi agitators booed and
jeered Bunurong man Uncle Mark Brown as he delivered a Welcome to
Country at an Anzac Day dawn service in Melbourne (Thompson and
Sengul 2025). While the stunt was widely condemned, Hanson instead used
itas an opportunity to call for such ceremonies to be abolished. Post election,
PHON has doubled down on its opposition to Acknowledgement and
Welcome to Country ceremonies. Hanson and fellow PHON senators were
widely condemned for turning their backs during the Acknowledgement
of Country ceremony in the Senate on the first day of the Forty-Eighth
Parliament.

Concluding discussion

Populist discourse was ubiquitous during the 2025 campaign, whether the
“Weak, woke and sending us broke’ campaign of Advance or the front-page
messages from the Trumpet of Patriots telling readers, “We don’t need to be
welcomed to our own country’. As we have seen, in the leadup to the 2025
campaign, the Coalition appeared buoyed by the populist tide associated
with the re-election of Donald Trump and the defeat of the Indigenous
Voice. However, when the association with Trump became a negative, the
Coalition campaign found itself swimming against a tide that was going out.

Ironically, the political editor of The Australian published an article
immediately after the election blaming the Liberal Party for its ‘untested and
superior assumption that Labor was out of touch and unaligned with the
mainstream values of Australians’ (Benson 2025). The Awustralian had done
more than any other newspaper to promote this assumption that Labor and
the Greens were dominated by out-of-touch woke elites.

Labor’s emphatic victory was a reminder of the unpredictable and
contingent nature of populism. While attacks on inner-city elites appeared
to be a winning card during the Indigenous Voice referendum, this was
not so in the 2025 election. Indeed, the hostility to inner-city elites helped
rewrite the electoral map, with the Liberal Party ending with only two of
the 43 inner metropolitan seats. Dutton’s inconsistent attempts to distance
himself from Trumpism were undermined by his own frontbench, including
Senator Jacinta Nampijinpa Price. Despite the electoral landslide, anti-elitist
rhetoric has been normalised within conservative politics thanks in large
part to the influence of the Murdoch media.
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