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Introduction

From Confusion to Stability

Paul Strangio

 


[I]t cannot yet be pretended—and I do not for a moment pretend—that upon either side of the House we have reached a fusion of parties. We have reached a confusion, but not a fusion.1

Alfred Deakin, House of Representatives, 12 October 1904



To nominate defining events in a nation’s political history is to court controversy, not only about the choice of landmarks but their meaning. But let us brave dispute: what have been some of the watersheds of political life in the hundred and more years of Australian nationhood? The dawning of Federation surely deserves inclusion in any shortlist, as do the key moments of nation-building legislatively enshrined in the Commonwealth’s first decade (the laying down of the so-called ‘Australian settlement’). Going forward chronologically, it is the calamitous episodes that principally fill the imagination: Labor prime minister Billy Hughes leading a walk-out from the party room in November 1916 over the issue of conscription; Joe Lyons resigning from James Scullin’s cabinet in January 1931 precipitating the second major split of the Australian Labor Party (ALP); the formation of the modern Liberal Party in 1944–45; the May 1945 release of the White Paper on Full Employment, the emblematic document of postwar reconstruction; Menzies’ charged Cold War announcement in April 1954 of the defection of the Soviet embassy official Vladimir Petrov; and Dr Evatt’s denunciation in October the same year of a secretive anti-communist Catholic ‘movement’ operating in the ALP that became a catalyst for the third and most devastating of the Labor schisms. In more recent times, it would be difficult to overlook the election of the Whitlam ALP Government in 1972 or its contentious dismissal three years later; while the Hawke Labor Government’s deregulation of the foreign exchange rate at the end of 1983 heralded an era of economic reform that dismantled the edifices of the ‘Australian settlement’. Perhaps the onset of the global financial crisis in late 2008 has brought us to another watershed, but only time will tell.

Because it is generally less well known, one event that might struggle to find a place in the canon of Australian political landmarks is the 1909 realignment of the federal party system: the moment of non-Labor party ‘fusion’. Yet, in the durability of its effects, fusion ranks as a profoundly important turning point in the nation’s political history. What was fusion and why is it so significant in Australia’s political development to this day? In May 1909, following protracted and complex negotiations, the Protectionist leader and colossus of the first decade of the Commonwealth parliament, Alfred Deakin, struck an agreement with the leaders of the other non-Labor parliamentary groupings, Joseph Cook and Sir John Forrest, for the three parties to merge into one. Upon completion of this agreement, the newly aligned non-Labor forces defeated Andrew Fisher’s seven-month-old ALP ministry in the House of Representatives, and Deakin formed a new ‘Fusion’ ministry. At the next election, in April 1910, popularly known as the ‘Fusion election’, the two-party contest resulted in a sweeping victory for Labor, with the Queenslander Fisher becoming the first prime minister to lead a majority government in the history of the Commonwealth. The two-party system had consolidated—the ‘three-elevens’ (or ‘four-elevens’ as it had been since 1906), to use a cricketing-inspired phrase of Deakin’s, had become two: Labor and Liberal, as the Fusionists had officially become known by the next federal election of 1913.2

The party system created in 1909–10 has endured essentially intact ever since: Australian politics is still fundamentally played out within the frame of Labor versus non-Labor (Liberal). Challenges to the stability of that system have come and gone or, alternatively, been accommodated within the ‘two-party dominant’ regime. The system has survived the three serious splits in the ALP, and several re-organisations of the major non-Labor Party, which, following incarnations as the Nationalist and then United Australia Party, reverted to the title of the Liberal Party in 1944. Agrarian parties emerged in all Australian legislatures by 1920, but at federal level at least, the Country (later the National) Party has been virtually continuously in coalition with the senior non-Labor Party thereby preserving the Labor/anti-Labor settlement of 1909; to quote one famous characterisation: ‘a trio in form’, but a ‘duet in function’.3 Other ‘minor’ parties have also entered the parliamentary arena, but most have enjoyed only a relatively short-lived existence, few have made a significant dent on the electoral market share of the major party duopoly and none have vied for government.

The remarkable stability of Australia’s two-party dominant system is reflected in voting figures for the House of Representatives since the ‘Fusion’ poll of 1910. In the thirty-nine elections held over that 100-year period, the Labor and non-Labor Parties (including the National nee Country Party) have averaged almost 92 per cent of first-preference votes.4 That stranglehold has loosened over the past couple of decades with the comparable figure declining to around 83 per cent in the seven federal elections since 1990.5 This has occurred on the back of long-run and interrelated developments— the erosion of traditional societal cleavages (class and religion) that once segregated Labor and non-Labor supporters; and the concomitant rise of a multitude of new, frequently crosscutting, sociocultural dividing lines; diminishing ideological distinctions between the major parties; and falling levels of voter identification with either side of politics. Nonetheless, to paraphrase Mark Twain, reports of the death of the two-party dominant regime and its displacement by a multi-party system have been exaggerated.6 In the aforementioned seven elections, only on one occasion has a minor party claimed more than 10 per cent of the primary vote—the Democrats in 1990— and this proved a precursor not to continued progress but precipitous decline. At the last two federal polls, the much-vaunted minor-party advance receded. Even in the Senate, where a proportional voting system and its evolution as a ‘house of review’ create a more conducive climate for the election of minor parties, the major parties have pretty much held their combined ground in recent years.7

The durability of the two-party dominant system and the resilience of voter support for the traditional major parties in Australia are also striking from an international perspective.8 At the beginning of the twenty-first century, only the United States boasts a party system of greater longevity among the polities to which Australia is commonly compared. The British system, organised around two major parties (Conservative and Liberal) by the nineteenth century, underwent a fundamental transformation following World War I when the Labour Party supplanted the Liberal Party. Since the 1970s, Britain has sustained a third party that has routinely claimed around one-fifth of the House of Commons vote and, more recently, regionalbased cleavages have further complicated the party system. New Zealand parliamentary politics also aligned around labour and non-labour parties during the twentieth century but, again, this settlement occurred after Australia’s. Moreover, New Zealand’s traditional two-party system, which had been eroding for at least two decades, broke down in the 1990s following the introduction of mixed member proportional voting. Canada, another country to which Australia is often compared, has a history of cyclical reconfigurations of its federal party system, the most recent and dramatic change occurring in the early 1990s.

How do we account for the comparative stability of the Australian party system? The diversification of New Zealand party politics since the adoption of a mixed member proportional electoral system is a reminder that preferential voting has been one of the anchor points of Australia’s two-party dominant system. Compulsory voting is also surmised to have provided ballast to the major parties and insulated Australia from commensurate rates of partisan de-alignment experienced in other advanced democracies. The argument here is that by compelling citizens to vote ‘they are forced to think, however superficially, about the major parties’ and that this effect is amplified by the ‘frequency of elections at the state and federal levels’.9 Arguably, the continuing hegemony of the major parties is also linked to the phenomenon of cartelisation. This refers to a political science theory that proposes that established major parties in advanced democracies have been able to weather the collapse of mass memberships and the weakening of their other social linkages by engaging in collusive arrangements that limit competition from rivals and also because they enjoy privileged access to state patronage (for example, government election funding).10 The political scientist Ian McAllister has offered a more situation-specific explanation for the stability of Australia’s two-party dominant system. He suggests that the major Australian parties have been ‘particularly adept at responding to and incorporating incipient political challenges’, whether, for example, environmentalism or free-market ideas.11 Above all, though, McAllister attributes the resilience of Australia’s party system to the nation’s ‘utilitarian political culture’:

 


Australian parties fulfil the same functions as their equivalents in other societies—simplifying the choices of voters, educating voters and providing systemic support—but ordinary voters provide little questioning of their role. Parties are viewed as an integral part of a system of political institutions which exists solely to maximise efficiency; they attract neither undue loyalty nor overt disaffection.12



McAllister’s argument implies that a significant element of path dependency underpins the stability of Australia’s party system—as long as the system is seen to provide reasonably conscientious and effective government there is a cultural bias towards maintenance of the ancien régime. Thus, even though the ideological and sociological rationales for the Labor versus non-Labor binary system have diminished, voters and political activists alike continue to find it too convenient and compelling a formation to bypass.

In simplest terms, it might be said then that history favours the established party order. All the more reason, therefore, on the centenary of the system’s dawn to revisit the circumstances of the original formation of 1909, which is the purpose of this study. It remembers a historical moment that shapes the present. This volume seeks to delineate the forces that led to the fusion of the non-Labor parties, as well as those that had impeded such a settlement. How did the political parties understand and portray the act of fusion? What role did the contest of ideas and personal inter-relationships between the principal players have in shaping events? What were the dynamics of fusion in the key states of New South Wales and Victoria? The volume also reflects upon the legacies of the 1909–10 settlement. What was the long-term fate of the two competing visions of liberalism that were conjoined into a single party as a result of fusion? And what effect did the party dichotomisation have on the self-identity of the ALP?



Before summarising the book’s contents, let us lay out some preliminary context for the events of 1909–10. A paradox of the post-Federation decade in Australia is that out of such an inchoate period, so much of the foundations laid down—both in terms of institutions and guiding ideas—proved so enduring. It was a time when the principal political actors, if not quite groping in the dark, were improvising furiously. They were crafting laws for a newly created nation in a federal political system of rudimentary structures and institutions and in a parliamentary setting disorderly to the contemporary eye.13 The inaugural federal election of March 1901, itself a meandering and regionally fragmented affair set the pattern for the following eight years by producing a parliament with three major party groupings: Protectionist, Free Trade and Labor, each with substantial, if uneven representation.14 The tripartite order was reinforced at the following election of December 1903 when each party obtained roughly an equal share of seats.15 It was in the aftermath of that result that Deakin famously compared the situation to ‘three elevens’: a scenario ‘absolutely impossible’ in the parliamentary arena as it would be on the cricketing field. The trio, he declared, ‘should somehow be resolved into two … He had not the slightest idea as yet which of the parties were going to endeavour to unite, but unite they must’.16

The governing arrangements of the post-Federation decade were certainly topsy-turvy, though legislatively they were far from unproductive. Between the swearing in of Edmund Barton’s inaugural ministry in January 1901 and the fusion election of April 1910, there were seven separate ministries and five prime ministers.17 None of these ministries governed with an absolute majority in the House of Representatives, but instead relied on a mixture of formal and informal alliances to underwrite their formation and survival. Only one (Deakin’s 1909–10 ministry) was terminated by the vote of the people—defeat on the floor of the parliament being the usual catalyst for a change of administration.18
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Figure 1: The ministries, their principal source of parliamentary support and the circumstances of their termination for the post-Federation decade.

Promethean as federal politics was in its first decade, it was also in the thrall of its inheritance from the pre-Commonwealth colonial era. Almost without exception the main players of the early federal parliaments—Barton, Deakin, Fisher, Forrest, William Morris Hughes, Charles Kingston, Sir William Lyne, George Reid and John Christian Watson to name but a few—were veterans and, in some cases, had been giants of their respective colonial legislatures. Similarly, the three competing parties all had their origins in colonial politics. In the case of the Free Traders and Protectionists, this ancestry owed little to organisational continuity. Rather, the parties were expressions of the dissonant political economy traditions of the two dominant colonies and now states, New South Wales and Victoria. This reality was borne out in the asymmetrical regional patterns of support for the two parties in the three pre-fusion federal electoral contests of 1901, 1903 and 1906. As the following table illustrates, the two states were as foreign lands insofar as their allegiance to the Protectionist and Free Trade parties.
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Figure 2: Political allegiances in Victoria and New South Wales.

SOURCE: BASED ON ELECTION RESULT FIGURES FROM THE AUSTRALIAN GOVERNMENT AND POLITICS DATABASE, HTTP://ELECTIONS.UWA.EDU.AU/INDEX.LASSO, ACCESSED DECEMBER 2008.

A preoccupation of the early post-Federation parliaments was finding a way to resolve the differences between the preferred fiscal policy positions of New South Wales and Victoria and to a lesser extent those of the smaller states. This was achieved in fits and starts with protectionism largely winning the day. By 1906 the Free Trade forces, led by Reid, effectively conceded ‘the tariff question had been settled—at least in principle—in favour of protection’ and urged ‘fiscal peace’ on the basis of the existing tariff. For reasons pragmatic and principled, the Reidites now sought to re-orient the political debate away from the theme of protection versus free trade to anti-socialism versus (Labor-inspired) socialism.19 However, it was the tariff revision of May 1908 that is usually seen as having formally put the fiscal issue to bed. How much this settlement was not just a prerequisite but a catalyst for fusion is one of the issues explored in the forthcoming chapters. What cannot be doubted is that fusion’s reconciliation of the erstwhile Free Traders from New South Wales with the predominantly Victorian Deakinite Protectionists marked a further point towards the consolidation of a national polity. From 1910, while there was certainly not uniformity in electoral behaviour among the states, a reasonable congruity was achieved as opposed to the stark differences of 1901–06 that had come out of the uneasy compact of colonial constituencies and political traditions. By this light, fusion is part of the unfinished business of Federation. The fact that the 1910 election galvanised voter interest in the federal parliamentary scene like never before—turn out jumped by more than 10 per cent—reinforces the sense of it being a milestone in the making of a national politics.20

The greater federal coherence achieved in 1909–10 was purchased at the expense of another form of dichotomisation of the electorate. Class, tangled up with religious affiliation (the latter not necessarily a corollary of the former), thereafter became the fundamental basis for party allegiance and, according to orthodoxy, remained that way for the best part of the next two-thirds of the century.21 In the crudest of terms, a largely unionised working class (and Roman Catholics) supported the Labor Party, while the core constituency of non-Labor was the (Protestant) middle class and small business. The precocious, indeed internationally unparalleled, progress of the Labor Party in the first decade of the Commonwealth is unquestionably the crucial ingredient to the ‘classed’ political settlement of 1909.22 This advance can be plotted in the party’s performance at the first three federal elections. In 1901 Labor captured 18.7 per cent of the vote, giving it fourteen members in the 75-seat House of Representatives; in 1903 it won 30.9 per cent of the vote and twenty-three seats; and in 1906 it gained 36.6 per cent of the vote and twenty-six seats.23 The result was that Labor went from being the smallest of the three parties in the parliament in 1901 to the second-largest by 1906, just marginally behind the Anti-Socialists. This growing might was inextricably linked to the fact that Labor was Australia’s first truly ‘mass’ party—and indeed one of the first in the world. Whereas Labor’s development had initially varied across the different colonies, the need to mobilise for federal election contests was one of the catalysts for organisational growth in the party’s previously laggard state branches following 1901.24 The party was well on its way to having a nation-wide permanent and powerful extra-parliamentary wing comprising affiliated unions and leagues (or branches) whose relations with the party’s political representatives was guided by a novel collectivist organisational ethos. Uniquely, Labor politicians were conceived as subordinate to the outside party rather than as autonomous agents. Labor’s ‘machine’, as Deakin called it, aroused the awe, but mostly revulsion, of its political competitors.25 For liberals, the notion of parliamentarians relinquishing their individual judgement to the dictates of an outside organisation was an inversion of how representative democracy ought to operate; as one former Protectionist minister wrote to Deakin in April 1909, Labor was ‘a party that like snakes are moved by their tails’.26

Federal Labor’s electoral advances did not come at the exclusive expense of either of the non-Labor parties; the pattern of encroachment varied in the different states. Yet, when coupled with Free Trade (Anti-Socialist) incursions into previously Protectionist-held territory, the effect was a pincer move on the latter. By the middle of the first post-Federation decade the pendulum of electoral politics appeared to be swinging inexorably towards Labor and away from the Protectionists. Furthermore, a significant number of the surviving Protectionist members—particularly those with seats in the industrial suburbs of Melbourne—were just hanging on against the rising Labor tide. Beyond the problem of ceding electoral ground on the left to Labor and on the right to the Free Traders, the Protectionist predicament was exacerbated by fractiousness, philosophical and tactical, in its own ranks. A conservative grouping of ‘Tariff Reformers’ defected in protest at Deakin’s continuing fraternisation with the ‘socialistic’ Labor Party. The West Australian warhorse Forrest joined this breakaway ‘squealing dozen’ on the parliamentary corner benches in July 1907.27 Meanwhile, the pressure for a realignment of politics in the direction of a Labor versus non-Labor paradigm was intensified by the 1906 re-branding of the Free Traders as Anti-Socialists, and Reid’s electorally rewarding efforts to transform the focus of political discourse to a debate about the acceptable limits of state intervention (and socialism)—a debate Labor radicals and fellow-travelling socialists were also keen to have. Moreover, Deakin and his dwindling parliamentary supporters had to deal with the reality that Labor’s electoral advance was strengthening the hand of those in that party who insisted on absolute independence—which in practice meant being merciless to the Deakinites in the constituencies. A final piece in this jigsaw was the strong economic upswing in the second half of the decade, which brought an expansion of the workforce, especially in manufacturing, and a sharp rise in the number of unions and union members.28 The latter development, which was also encouraged by compulsory arbitration, enlarged the army of affiliated union Labor rank and file, thus adding to the reality and impression of a movement on the march.

Nor can the influence of what was occurring at the state level of politics be overlooked.29 This was a period when the primacy of the Commonwealth parliament was still well into the future, and political parties were almost exclusively state-based entities. The emergence of political parties characterised by disciplined parliamentary voting and permanent (or at least semi-permanent) extra-parliamentary organisations was an uneven process across the different colonies and then states. For example, something akin to a rudimentary two-party system developed in Victoria and Queensland before the 1880s, though in neither case did that arrangement nor the parties endure. At the other end of the spectrum, Western Australia and Tasmania were laggards, with political parties not really developing in either of those states until the first decade of the twentieth century. In all cases, the rise of Labor parties—something that again occurred at an uneven rate in the different colonies and states—acted as a spur to anti-Labor party organisation and the consolidation of a party system. Other variable factors, including the transfer of the fiscal issue to the federal sphere (most relevant in New South Wales and Victoria), leadership and personalities, regionalism and the nature of electoral systems, also influenced the course of party development in the states in the post-Federation decade. Notwithstanding this diversity, the trend towards a Labor versus non-Labor party system was pretty well universal by the second half of that decade and that transition, even if not complete, reached separate watersheds in the critical eastern seaboard states in 1907.

Did all this make inevitable the events of 1909, not just the party rationalisation but the form of that rationalisation? Peter Loveday, writing in a previous major study of the formation of the Australian party system, suggested so when he concluded his analysis of the federal sphere by remarking that ‘[t]he surprising thing about the fusion was that it took so long to arrive’. In his estimate, there had been inexorable momentum towards the eventual settlement of 1909 since at least mid-decade.30 It was a view that echoed Geoffrey Sawer’s judgement about fusion in his chronicle of the first three decades of federal politics.31 Some contemporary players had also believed in the inevitability (and desirability) of a non-Labor merger, not least Reid and Forrest who both were impatient for the Free Traders and Protectionists to make common cause against the true enemy.32 Deakin, however, temporised. He sometimes seemed to accept that a Labor versus non-Labor alignment was the most probable outcome of the constitutionally necessary transition to a two-party system. Yet, even if the combination of the electoral mathematics and Labor’s alien organisational culture pointed to such an outcome, Deakin recoiled at the thought of uniting with the conservative Free Traders (particularly his enemy Reid).33 For the greater part of the decade it was with Labor, rather than the Free Traders, that the Deakinite Protectionists had co-operated in the parliament. This partnership had been responsible for filling the statute books with much socially progressive legislation, especially during Deakin’s second government of 1905–08. The fruits of this ‘Indian Summer’ of Deakinite liberalism included old-age pensions, anti-monopoly legislation, higher tariffs, and ‘New Protection’ that linked industry protection to the provision of wage justice.34 Poised between the devil and the deep blue sea, Deakin at other times continued to dream that the centre would hold. Even as fusion beckoned, he flirted with the idea of sustaining a middle party: ‘Liberal always, radical often and never reactionary’.35

Was that aspiration forsaken by the act of fusion? Opinion has differed on this question both then and since. According to one interpretation, fusion actually turned out to be a coup by the Protectionists that resulted in Australia’s liberal tradition coming to be defined by ‘Deakinite statism, populism and conservatism’ whereas true (laissez faire) liberalism, of which the Free Traders had been custodians, was marginalised until its resurrection in the 1970s.36 Most contemporary critics of the merger had feared the opposite: that conservatism would now overwhelm liberalism. Sir William Lyne, one of a handful of Deakinites who refused to join the new non-Labor party, warned his fellow Protectionists at the momentous meeting of 25 May at which the decision was taken to endorse the merger: ‘We are asked to join men who will hoodwink us in the carrying out of our programme. If the party does the thing contemplated we will go down, down, down, as conservatives!’37 It was an assessment that assumed the Free Traders were conservatives rather than liberals, an assessment that had particular currency in Victoria, where liberalism was synonymous with the protectionist faith and gave greater licence to state activity. That was a characterisation that Reid and others in his party rejected. They were adamant about their liberal credentials, even after the metamorphosis of the Free Traders into Anti-Socialists lent an undeniably reactive aspect to their politics.38

There was ambiguity in other ways about which party to the agreement had gained the upper hand. For the Protectionists who acceded to the union there were grounds for arguing that they had got the better of the arrangement. In a spur to the negotiations for a merger that commenced their fitful course after Labor withdrew support from Deakin’s second ministry in November 1908, Reid stood aside upon being tapped on the shoulder by his own party as a means to ease the path to an agreement with the Protectionists.39 It was also true that in those negotiations Reid’s replacement as Anti-Socialist leader, Joseph Cook, bowed to virtually all of the policy conditions stipulated by Deakin. Indeed, so extensive were those concessions that they (temporarily) mollified the concerns of the self-appointed guardian of protectionist liberalism the Melbourne Age, which had been among the most vocal fusion sceptics.40 What is more, Deakin, as he subsequently wrote to his sister without trace of self-aggrandisement, had been ‘the pivot of the whole political situation’41—the acknowledgement that he, and he alone, could lead the Fusion Party another apparent sign that amalgamation had been achieved on the Protectionists’ terms.

On the other hand, neither policy nor leadership could disguise an incontrovertible truth of the union: the former Protectionists were to be substantially outnumbered in the newly merged party. ‘Behind me sit the whole of my opponents since Federation’, wrote Deakin to his sister.42 And surely it said something that the Protectionists had submitted to the marriage joylessly. Deakin had admitted to his colleagues:

 


I would have done almost anything to avoid taking the course I now recommend. It has been taken, and is recommended, only as a last resort, and as pure matter of intellectual judgement. I may be wrong, but I can see no other alternative!43



By contrast, when the erstwhile Protectionists and Anti-Socialists assembled for their first joint party meeting that afternoon, the sidelined Reid did not disguise his delight:

 


Nothing in my political career has given me greater pleasure than the union of the Parties which this meeting regularises and confirms. There are now but two Parties in the Commonwealth: the Labour Party, or more correctly the Socialistic Caucus Party, and the Party who are opposed to the improper interference with personal liberty and freedom of conscience.44



Reid’s words were not only an assertion of the line of cleavage between Labor and non-Labor, but a pre-emptive strike at staking out the philosophical ground of the latter regardless of the conditions of the fusion.

For all the ambivalence that surrounded the act of fusion for Deakin and the majority of his Protectionist colleagues, the decision of May 1909 did serve the purpose of returning ‘the chief’ to the prime ministership for the third time and interrupted Labor’s forward march. However, when the public were asked to bestow their blessings on the union in April 1910, it was the now avowedly chaste Labor that received the electoral spoils. For Deakin, that result effectively brought down the curtain on his political career, even though, according to some readings, his interventionist, social liberal vision continued to exert a hold over the nation’s political imagination for several decades to come. The larger irony is that the two-party system of ‘last resort’ not only consolidated but became a venerable institution of Australian politics. Indeed, 100 years on, despite some creaking in its joints, that system shows little sign of imminent expiry. From Deakin’s confusion of 1904 had emerged a foundation for enduring order.



As editors of this volume, we have refrained from imposing a rigid formula upon the contributing authors. Having assembled a stable of seasoned and highly accomplished political historians, our view was that we ought to grant them licence to run with their respective subject areas within the broad parameters that had been laid out. The result is a plurality of styles and interpretations. In some cases, the interpretations conflict—this is a volume without a unified ‘line’. This, we believe, is entirely fitting because the complexity of fusion does not lend itself to monolithic approaches or answers. We trust that as a historical tapestry the volume conveys the intricacy as well as the colour of fusion.

The volume is divided into three sections. In ‘Parties’ the authors examine fusion from the perspective of the ‘three elevens’. Judith Brett identifies Labor’s collectivist organisational culture as the insuperable barrier that stood between the Deakinites and Labor and which ultimately drove the Protectionists to join with their hitherto opponents, the Free Traders. In repudiating Labor’s organisational ethos, Brett suggests, the Deakinites made an enduring contribution to the ideological tradition of non-Liberal politics in this country by enunciating the liberal values of the Protestant middle class. Sean Scalmer ponders why the Free Traders, who were gaining in parliamentary strength vis-à-vis the Protectionists, so eagerly pursued a fusion with the Deakinites. He concludes that the solution lies in the realms of tactics, politics and ideology and that the Free Traders were shrewd and decisive agents in the anti-Labor fusion. Nick Dyrenfurth examines Labor’s portrayal of the events of fusion. He argues that Labor was able to plausibly present itself as the innocent victim of a class-based political conspiracy, despite the fact that the party’s precocious electoral gains had made the fusion somewhat inevitable.

‘Other Perspectives’ begins with two chapters that explore the development of events in the states that were most crucial to fusion— New South Wales and Victoria. In each of these chapters the focus is primarily upon the realignments that occurred in party politics at a state level, but consideration is also given to how those changes influenced the federal sphere. Michael Hogan shows that in New South Wales there was less an amalgamation of the non-Labor parties than the collapse of the ‘old’ Protectionist Party—a development that was rooted in issues of leadership but also related to the ideological traditions of the colonial fiscal parties. Paul Strangio examines the circumstances of the post-Federation collapse of the Lib–Lab alliance that had been a defining feature of colonial politics in Victoria. He argues that the collapse was crucial to the federal fusion, yet also notes the paradox that a binary Labor versus non-Labor party arrangement was stillborn in Victorian state politics in 1911. Marian Quartly’s attention is on the extra-parliamentary sphere and in particular on the role of women’s political organisations. She suggests that the propagandising activities of the powerful Australian Women’s National League were important to naturalising the concept of anti-Labor politics and, accordingly, helped lay the groundwork for fusion. James Walter delineates the ideas, especially the variants of liberalism, which were in contest during the first Commonwealth decade. Walter also shows that the influence of ideas was mediated by personal relationships between the leading political actors of the day. He identifies Deakin as the central player in a ‘court’ politics that enabled the Protectionist leader to delay and then orchestrate the conditions of fusion.

The volume’s final section, ‘Legacies’, is a discussion of postfusion ideological and political trajectories. Stuart Macintyre puts the case for a better understanding of the patrimony of Deakinite liberalism. He disputes the concept of a Deakinite ‘settlement’—a notion that gained currency in the 1980s as Deakin came under censure for bequeathing to the nation a set of policies and institutions that were blamed for Australia’s late-twentieth-century economic stagnation. Deakinism, according to Macintyre, was a far more nuanced, creative and time-contingent project than such interpretations have allowed. Similarly, Frank Bongiorno draws out the complexities of the postfusion fate of Free Trade liberalism. Rather than lying in fallow ground between 1909 and its re-flowering in the 1980s in the context of the rise of neo-liberalism, Bongiorno suggests that Free Trade liberalism exercised a patchy influence in the half century after fusion. Bongiorno also questions whether its ideas were equipped to meet the challenges of Australia’s economic and social development during that period. Nick Dyrenfurth argues that fusion and Labor’s glorious victory in the 1910 ‘Fusion’ election contained a nasty sting in the tail for the party. Fusion was a critical moment in legitimating Labor’s class-based organisational culture and also in crystallising a particular conspiratorial understanding of the relationship between Labor and its opponents, which actually obscured the role that this culture played in the party’s later undoing during the Great War and its further schisms of the twentieth century.
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Part I


Parties


CHAPTER 1


‘the fortunes of my own little band’

The Dilemma of Deakin and the Liberal Protectionists

Judith Brett

 


For reasons known only to himself, which are a perpetual subject of controversy in our Press, Mr Deakin pursues his enigmatic methods of action. He has been busily employed in this city [Sydney] when passing to and returning from Queensland in consultation with his friends and supporters. It has become known that here they are anxiously pressing him to come to terms with Mr Joseph Cook so that the three sections of the Federal Parliament opposed to the Labour Caucus may be consolidated without further delay. To this prompt settlement, on grounds which can only be guessed even by his intimates, he remains determinedly opposed. He left for Melbourne, as chance would have it, in the train taking Mr Cook to the same State, but, as we learn this morning, nothing whatever occurred during the journey. Sir John Forrest arrives from Perth in a day or two, and consequently the three leaders must be in proximity to each other in Melbourne. But in spite of Mr Deakin’s persistent elusiveness the pressure brought to bear upon him, from within his own party as much as from without, appears so strong that some unexpected development must be at hand.

Morning Post, 10 May 19091



These prophetic words were written by Alfred Deakin himself in the days before the meetings that finally agreed to the terms on which the three opposition groupings in the parliament would combine. Since November 1900, Deakin had been writing anonymous weekly letters on Australian politics for the conservative London newspaper the Morning Post. With a six-week time lag between writing and publication, by the time his English readers learned of the uncertainties besetting Australia’s non-Labor parties he was prime minister again, for his third and last time.

The ins and outs of governments in the first decade of Federation are difficult for modern readers to comprehend, accustomed as we are to the disciplined two-party contests that followed fusion, and to governments changing as a result of shifts in popular support at the polls rather than changed alliances within the parliament. Fusion marked not just the end of instability in the parliament as it finally settled into the pattern of government and opposition. It also marked the transformation of political parties in Australia from the leader centred parliamentary groupings of the colonial period to the disciplined parties of the twentieth century, with permanent electoral organisations and distinctive political philosophies or ideologies.2 In discussing fusion from the perspective of Alfred Deakin and the Liberal Protectionists, this chapter will draw out the contribution they made to the ideological formation of the main non-Labor party. Although the organisational identity of Labor’s major opponent changed a number of times in the decades following the watershed events of 1909–10, there is a clear ideological continuity, as well as continuity of electoral support and key personnel, through these successive changes. As leader of the Fusion government, Deakin fought the 1910 election under the banner of the Liberal Party, a title that survived on the non-Labor side of politics until 1916, to be succeeded by the Nationalist Party, then the United Australia Party (UAP) in 1931, and finally in 1944–45 by the Liberal Party of Australia. It is significant for my argument that the men and women looking for a name for the new non-Labor party in the mid-1940s chose the name of Deakin’s party. In doing so they were attempting to reconnect with the political ideas and values that Deakin and his political colleagues had used to explain to themselves why it was that they were now in a party co-habiting with their old enemies. As I will argue, organisation was the key.

In 1909 the Labor Party looked like a modern party. It had an external organisation with an extensive branch structure that formulated policy, selected candidates and organised elections. The parliamentarians voted together after coming to a majority decision in Caucus, the name given to the meeting of the parliamentary party. Were a Labor parliamentarian to break ranks and vote according to his own independent judgement, he would be expelled from the party and lose his endorsement as the Labor candidate at the next election. And the parliamentarians were bound in matters of policy by the decisions of the deliberative assemblies in the extra-parliamentary organisation. By contrast, the non-Labor parties were much looser. Groupings of like-minded men in the parliament, they were held together by loyalty to a leader, shared history and a fair degree of self-interest, as leaders used posts and resource allocation to electorates to bind votes. Electoral organisations were, on the whole, intermittent and weak, apart from the formidable Australian Women’s National League (AWNL), which prided itself on its independence. So too did the elected representatives. Although generally participating in semi-permanent parliamentary voting blocks, non-Labor parliamentarians were not formally bound in the way Labor members were and retained the right to vote according to their judgement. And although both parties retained federal structures, Labor had the stronger national organisation and identity.

The first leaders of the new federal parliament were the erstwhile colonial premiers. Alfred Deakin, George Reid, John Forrest; these had been the big men of their colonies and they carried their considerable personal power and their personalised modes of political operation into the new parliament. The Liberal Protectionists called Deakin ‘the chief’ and he referred to them as ‘my own little band’.3 The view of the Liberal Protectionists on fusion was first and foremost Deakin’s view. It was he who initiated negotiations with the other leaders; he who set the terms, accepted the advances, and took the proposal to the party meeting just the day before parliament was to resume; and it was he who became prime minister for the third and last time as a result. As he wrote to his sister about the negotiations over fusion, ‘I have become more than ever the pivot of the whole situation, the prize fought for and now the unquestioned leader of friends and foes, the latter more than three to one of the motley gathering on our side of the House.’4

Alfred Deakin had been prime minister the first time when he succeeded Edmund (Toby) Barton, Australia’s first prime minister, in 1903 after Barton resigned and moved to the High Court. After the 1903 election Deakin governed with Labor’s support, but he resigned in April 1904 after Labor moved an amendment to the Arbitration Act. Labor formed a government that lasted barely four months, and was succeeded by a non-Labor government led by New South Wales Free Trade leader George Reid. Deakin, who had a deep personal antipathy towards Reid, stood aside. In May 1905 the Liberal Protectionists withdrew their support from Reid’s ministry and voted with Labor. Deakin became prime minister for the second time with the backing of Labor.

Deakin’s second ministry, sustained by Labor’s support, lasted the remainder of the term, through the election at the end of 1906, until November 1908, providing three relatively stable years during which the core of what Paul Kelly later called ‘the Australian settlement’ was established.5 Coming from slightly different perspectives, both Labor and the Liberal Protectionists believed in using the capacities of the state to ameliorate the harsher outcomes of market capitalism and to protect the most vulnerable. The trade-off of the New Protection was achieved, which gave manufacturers rebates or exemptions from excise if they provided fair and reasonable conditions for their employees. And with the introduction of old-age pensions and some workers’ compensation for industrial accidents, the first moves were made in the establishment of an Australian welfare state.6

The Liberal Protectionists’ alliance with Labor had deep roots. The Liberal Protectionists’ base was in Victoria, where manufacturing industries had developed to absorb the gold-rush immigrants. Victorian colonial governments had used tariffs to protect the fledgling industries, provide employment and put a floor under wages. Colonial liberalism posited a harmony of interests between the fair-minded employer and the honest artisan, working together for the progress of the new country.7 Victorian Liberals regarded themselves as the friends of the working class in an alliance against the interests of the squatters and merchants.8 They had fought together during the 1860s and 1870s against the plutocratic interests in the undemocratic Legislative Council; and during the 1890s the new Labor Party was reliant on the Liberals to give legislative form to their various demands. At the high point of legislative achievement in the interests of the working class, the 1896 Factory Act, middle-class activists had taken the lead.

To the Liberal Protectionists, co-operating with Labor was a natural thing to do. But Labor’s view was different. It was the rising political force in the new parliament, and as its numbers grew so did its confidence in using them. In the new federal parliament, Labor refused to play the parliamentary game as it had hitherto been played, and parliamentary leaders found themselves stalled at every turn as they tried to put together workable majorities in the usual way. A frustrated Deakin wrote to Reid in 1904 that where the best option would be for all the parties to unite, so far as principles would allow, for the business of carrying on the government, the Labor Party maintains such a control as ‘to make it hopeless to approach its members upon any terms of equality, even under the present exceptional circumstances’.9 The face-to-face, man-to-man way of building majorities from coalitions of like-minded individuals, which had operated in the colonial parliaments, was no more, and there is a sense in Deakin’s words of personal rebuff and loss as well as of political frustration. If they couldn’t approach members on terms of equality, how could they approach them? In opposing Labor’s disciplined parties, Deakin looked also to the experience of ‘the mother country’, where, as he told the House in October 1904, ‘those who are allied with one party at the commencement of their career, often conclude by belonging to the opposite party … Each member is left with his responsibility, to find his way where his judgement and conscience lead him’.10

At its 1905 federal conference, shortly after the formation of the second Deakin ministry, the Labor Party determined that it would not enter into an alliance that extended beyond the current parliament; nor would it grant electoral immunity.11 This last was a declaration of electoral war, and crucial in precipitating the fusion a few years later. In the third parliament, Labor’s strategy was support in return for concessions. And although it had twenty-six parliamentarians against only seventeen Liberal Protectionists, because it would not enter into a coalition its leaders could not participate in the ministry. It was only a matter of time before Labor used its superior numbers.

This happened in November 1908 when Labor, led by Andrew Fisher, withdrew its support from Deakin and subsequently formed a government, with Deakin’s support. The parliament went into recess at the end of 1908, to meet again on 26 May, and an election was due in 1910. Until December the Free Traders had been led by George Reid whom Deakin despised. When he was replaced by Joseph Cook as leader, co-operation between the two non-Labor parties became possible. Deakin began working towards the new party early in the New Year, though, as he confessed to his sister and confidante Catherine, he had little hope of success when he embarked on what he saw as a futile mission to save ‘the fortunes of my own little band … so that when the crash came I should at least have the satisfaction of knowing that I had left nothing undone on my part, and that our annihilation was simply inevitable’.12 His terms for joining with the other opposition parties were acceptance of the Liberals’ policy. This was the stable ground on which he stood as he considered the political possibilities. Cook finally capitulated, accepting nearly everything Deakin required. Fusion also drew in a small anti-socialist protectionist grouping, known variously as the Corner group, the Tariff Reformers, and the Western Australian Party, led by the former Western Australian premier, Sir John Forrest.

Deakin’s next task was to persuade his own little band, the nineteen Liberal Protectionist federal parliamentarians. Victorian Liberal, James Hume Cook, wrote a vivid, detailed account of the meetings on 25 and 26 May when the Liberal Protectionists considered whether to withdraw their support from the Labor Ministry.13 Everyone knew this was a prelude to their joining with the Opposition. Hume Cook conveys the arguments and the emotions in what appears to be a verbatim account of much of the debate. Dominant was frustrated anger with Labor for forcing them into an alliance with their erstwhile bitter enemies. Joining with the conservatives they had fought for the past forty years, the Liberal Protectionists feared that their core principles would be compromised and their historic identity lost. Queenslander Ernest Littleton Groom blustered that ‘The proper thing to do was to wipe out the Labor Party and get back to natural divisions’. But everyone knew it was too late for this, that the ‘natural divisions’ had been transformed by Labor’s electoral rise and its refusal to grant electoral immunity to its Liberal allies. With sad resignation, William Trenwith felt ‘very strongly that we are about to make a mistake, and yet I am sorry to say I see no way of preventing it’. He did, however, vote against the proposal.

Sir William Lyne, who had fought hard for protection in the hostile political environment of pro–free trade New South Wales, was implacably opposed and stormed from the meeting before the vote. He had been treasurer in Deakin’s second ministry, and had participated in an alliance with Labor when it went into opposition in 1904. Perhaps because he was from New South Wales, he was the most dismayed by the thought of sitting beside the conservatives from that state, his enemies of twenty-five years. ‘The Party is being thrown into the boiling cauldron. We are asked to join men who will hoodwink us in the carrying out of our programme. If the Party does this contemplated thing we will go down, down, down as conservatives.’14

In the end, Deakin’s view prevailed. As Deakin wrote in his Morning Post letter of 31 May, ‘At last the Federal political situation has crystallised … Just as it seemed hopeless to expect anything better than a three party struggle in the session that opened last week the position suddenly became subject to a magical transformation’.15 The new Fusion Party had the numbers on the floor of the House. When parliament resumed on 27 May, Deakin moved what amounted to a no-confidence motion in the Labor government, which was carried thirty-nine votes to thirty. Lyne roared ‘Judas! Judas! Judas!’ Over the next few days he continued to fire bitter recriminating interjections from the Corner. Labor’s master orator Billy Hughes jumped at the chance to extend the attack. ‘I heard from this side of the House some mention of Judas. I do not agree with that; it is not fair—to Judas, for whom there is this to be said, that he did not gag the man he betrayed, nor did he fail to hang himself afterwards.’ This was hyperbole, however memorable. More to the point was his attack on Deakin’s constancy and motives. ‘What a career his has been! In his hands, at various times, have rested the banners of every party in this country. He has proclaimed them all, he has held them all, he has betrayed them all.’16

Hughes’ intelligence could be forensic. To attack Deakin for inconstancy was to attack the core of his identity. Deakin is a remarkable figure in Australian politics. He was the most politically able of the Federation-era politicians, but also the most complex, enigmatic to his friends as well as to himself. ‘Whirled into politics’ (as he put it) at the age of twenty-two and chief secretary of Victoria before he was thirty, he became the first native-born politician of any stature.17 And his attendance at the 1887 Imperial Conference provided the London political elites with their first experience of a native-born Australian politician unfamiliar with the rules of class and deference within which they operated. A gifted orator, a skilled and charming politician, and a deeply though unconventionally spiritual man with a lifelong interest in theology, he seemed to see the political world as a shifting flux of interests, personalities and possibilities, through which he must find his way. In this his policies and his personal integrity were his guide. As he said when speaking during the protracted debate on a want-of-confidence motion moved by Andrew Fisher on 24 June: ‘In a whirling, changing world, honourable members will find me the one stable, consistent person, with a steady view of my own policy and a frank criticism of theirs’.18



On 2 June, the Fusion ministry took office and Deakin was prime minister again.19 The party only existed in the parliament, however. As Deakin told his Morning Post readers, ‘though a fusion of parties has taken place in Parliament, it is by no means certain that it will exist at the polls’.20 And there was certainly no fused electoral organisation. On the evening of 25 May, Deakin had launched the Commonwealth Liberal Party at the Melbourne Town Hall, to provide a continuing organisational base for the Liberal Protectionists’ political identity, but he was well aware that it was essentially a Victorian organisation.

Contemplating fusion from the perspective of Deakin’s Liberal Protectionists, probing their motives and their understanding of their situation, the key question is why, despite their deep misgivings, did most feel they had no choice but to join with their erstwhile enemies?

The first layer of answer is easy: electoral necessity. Individual Liberal parliamentarians hoped the fusion would ensure their electoral survival. The rise in Labor’s vote had primarily been at the expense of the Liberal Protectionists. In 1901 they were the largest party in the new House of Representatives with thirty-two seats; in 1903 they equalled Labor with twenty-five seats each; and in 1906 they won only seventeen although they had some support from the Tariff Reformers.21 The decline in the proportion of the vote tells a similar, albeit somewhat starker, story: from 44 per cent at Federation to 21 per cent in 1906.22 Even when providing the Liberals with support in the parliament, Labor refused to provide electoral immunity to members of the ministry. Those in inner-city electorates were the most threatened. There was no preferential voting, and so three- and four-cornered electoral contests among rival non-Labor candidates were suicidal for all concerned. Cook and Forrest were equally keen to avoid them.

Hume Cook himself provides a good example of the electoral pressures on the Liberal Protectionists. In 1901 he won the federal electorate of Bourke, which was centred on the Melbourne working-class suburbs of Brunswick and Coburg, and he held it at the 1903 and 1906 elections. The 1906 election was a close call, however. The Labor candidate was the republican journalist and mining speculator Randolph Bedford. More republican bohemian than one of the working-class trade unionists who were the basis of the new party, Bedford nevertheless polled 8016 votes to Cook’s 10 745. The Anti-Socialist candidate drew 1835. Cook described it as ‘a bitter contest’, filled with personal attacks and sectarianism, as Labor’s support for Home Rule for Ireland swung the Roman Catholic vote to Labor.23 At the same time, he was furiously fighting the other side, as in this rebuttal of the Anti-Socialists’ candidate’s description of him as ‘as good as a Labour man’. ‘This is a phrase I have never used and never intend to use.’ To do so, he said, would be to imply that he ‘advocated the platform and principles of Labour, and had sunk his individual rights and opinions together with his responsibility to his electors in the caucus rule of the Labour Party’.24

Fusion did not, however, save Hume Cook his seat. At the 1910 election he was opposed by Frank Anstey, the Labor state member for the area since 1902. According to Hume Cook, Anstey claimed he would ‘not have become a candidate except for the fact that he had joined the Fusion and that he so abhorred that awful combination that he felt it his patriotic duty to try and unseat me’.25 Perhaps. Given Anstey’s dedication to a political life, this is a somewhat disingenuous claim. But Anstey, an active local member and experienced tradeunion organiser, was typical of the Labor parliamentarians who had come to realise their political power as their numbers had swelled in the years since Federation. He was to hold the seat of Bourke until 1934.

Only one of Deakin’s little band chose to resolve their dire electoral situation by joining the Labor Party. John Chanter, Member for the Riverina, faced with the choice ‘to sign or fight’ chose to sign and join Labor. Labor’s policies were those he had always followed, and besides, he had a living to protect.26 Chanter’s succinct description of his dilemma points to the crucial question about fusion from the perspective of the Liberal Protectionists: why, when faced with a choice between their old political enemies and the men with whom they shared so many political beliefs, did they chose their enemies over their allies? What was it about the Labor Party that made an alliance with the conservative Anti-Socialists seem the lesser of two evils? The answer was Labor’s organisation: the demands Labor made on its members to subordinate their own views and judgements to the collective will of the party, and the implications this had for parliamentary government. If the choice was to sign or fight, Deakin and his followers would fight.

The generally accepted interpretation of fusion is that the two middle-class parties, Deakin’s Liberals and George Reid’s Anti-Socialists, buried their differences to unite and face the common enemy, the working-class-based Labor Party, thus laying the class basis of the Australian party system. This, indeed, was the spin George Reid put on the new party, even though he was no longer its leader: ‘The question that separates us is whether the development of Australia along lines of private enterprise is the right method of development, or whether industrial development of Australia along the lines of state control is proper’.27 As Sean Scalmer argues persuasively in the next chapter, it was in order to achieve just these goals and to strengthen the defences against Labor that Reid stepped aside to enable his party to deal with Deakin. For Reid, socialism was the major issue and Labor the main enemy, and historians have generally gone along with Reid’s interpretation.28

The problem with this interpretation, as I have argued else-where29, is that it does not fully capture the Liberal Protectionists’ view of the situation. If a triumphant Reid was only too happy to see the new lines of party division in terms of class, as was the Labor Party, Deakin’s Liberals most decidedly were not. It was, in fact, to protect Australia’s national politics from what they regarded as the improper distortions of class-based, sectional politics that they took the step they did. Liberals believed that one should always put principle and one’s view of the interests of the nation as a whole before the interests of class and section, and they vehemently refused descriptions of themselves and their motivations in terms of class interests, as Deakin made clear when launching the Commonwealth Liberal Party. ‘[T]his is not a policy aimed at the interests of any class. It is a national policy addressing itself in a practical manner to the practical needs of the people of Australia today.’30 Almost ninety years later, in 1996, another Liberal prime minister, John Howard, echoed his words. ‘The Liberal Party has never been a party of privilege or sectional interests or narrow prejudice … Liberalism has focused on national interests rather than sectional interests.’31 Labor by contrast was, in the Liberals’ view, a party based on narrow, sectional class interests, in particular the interests of the union movement, and its disciplined organisation made it impossible for Labor parliamentarians to act other than as agents of these interests.

As already described, in their short political life since the early 1890s, Australian Labor parties had developed what were, from the point of view of the existing political parties and ways of doing things, some novel and alarming organisational features: they insisted that their parliamentarians signed a pledge to vote as determined by a majority in the Caucus; and policy was made in the deliberative assemblies of the party outside the parliament. It was the pledge that was the real sticking point for Deakin’s Liberals, the line they would not cross at any cost. During the 1890s some men left the party rather than sign, including a much younger Joseph Cook, who in 1893–94 was the leader of the parliamentary Labor Party in New South Wales. To his mind ‘the pledge destroyed the representative character of a member and abrogated the electoral privileges of a constituency’, and it drove away from the league staunch supporters ‘who were now called traitors because they refused to be slaves’.32
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