Mud doesn’t stick
on faceless men

fter Deng Xiaoping stood
down from his official posi-
tions in the Communist
Partyand the government of
China he was still widelyregarded as
the paramount leaderand ruler of the
country. The only official position he
held was honorarychairman of the
China Bridge Association. [t gaverise
toalot of humour: “Whybotherwith
politics when the real position of
influence is running the card game?”

There was reason to respect his
power and his reach. Deng was the
great moderniser of China. He
deserves the credit forits
economic rise.

InAustralia we have people who
imagine themselves as latter day
Dengs —who hold no office but boast
that they can make and break party
leaders and governments. Theseare
the people the press describe as the
“faceless men" [although we are get-
ting heartily sick of seeing their faces
these days], factional warlords, or
“party powerbrokers”.

The way to become a powerbroker
isto spend an inordinate amount of
time on internal party ballots. It
doesn't matter that these ballots
relate to non-positions of no influ-
ence. Apowerbroker mustengage in
ceaseless activity. This shows every-
one howimportant theyare. It helps
to have a union or followers who
Erovide the factional boss with some

ragging rights. But the mostimport-

ant skill of allis to cultivate good rela-
tions with the media.

The media is always looking fora
story. Whenitisin the interestof the
partyleadership orthe parliamentary
team to clam up and stifle astory, the
media still needs peoplewho claim to
knowthe inside story. And forthis
they turn to the party powerbroker.
The journalist needs to show he is well
connected. The source needs to build
up his relevance. Both have an
interestin maintaining the aura of
power. This gives the opportunity to
powerbrokers to operate in the shad-
ows of both sides of politics.

Ithas always amazed me thatthe
right wing operatives of the NSW
branch of the Labor Party getsucha
soft runinthe mainstream media.
This is a group that brought the public
the mostincompetent state govern-
ment in modern memory - from Carr
tolemma to Rees to Keneally. Outside
theirlittle fiefdom, where loyalty is
rewarded with patronage, most of
them would be unemployable. So
whatarethey good at?

Theyare good at leaking and brief-
ingthe press. Andinreturn the press
protects them from the kind of scru-
tiny and exposure their incompet-
ence would otherwise bring. This is
the mob that thought they were so
clever to bring down Kevin Rudd and
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install a plainlyill-equipped Julia
Gillard inthe Labor leadership. In that
case one of theirnumber - theunion
leader Paul Howes - gave a running
television commentary of events so
he and his group could claim credit
for the assassination.

Think how much we now owe them.
Without their efforts we would not
havethe government we have had for
the past 15 months. This group is well
onits wayindoingto Australiawhat it
managed to do to NSW.

Soitwas amusing toread in the
presslastweek that the NSW Labor
Party boss Sam Dastyari “is believed
to have softened his support for Julia
Gillard” and “powerbrokers within
the ALP’s Right faction concede some
of their MPs are wavering in their sup-
portfor Julia Gillard”. What this
means is that the powerbrokers and

When things work out
badly it is the person

in the spotlight who
takes the odium.

press-briefers are getting ready to
protect their own reputations now
they have given up protecting Gil-
lard's. There is nothing worse than
beinga powerbroker who has no
power. So if Gillard is going down then
the powerbrokers need to getoffher
bandwagon and take credit for her
demise as much as they took credit for
herascension.

Thatis why the powerbroker prefers
the shadows to the brightlight. In the
shadows you can maintain the illusion
that fyou are fullyin control, respons-
ible forevery success and accountable
forno failure. Once youstep into the
fulllight, becoming, say, a minister
where you canactually be assessed on
your record, the facade falls away.

And thatis the other great thing
aboutbeing a powerbroker. When
things work out badlyitis the person
inthe spotlight who takes the odium.

You can move on to your next great
strategic manoeuvre. Beinga power-
broker means never havingto say you
are sorry.
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