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    Introduction




    1930




    IT IS JULY. For weeks hundreds of gaunt, hungry men have queued up outside the Salvation Army’s soup kitchen in Bennett’s Lane, a shabby cul-de-sac behind the Wesleyan Church in Little Lonsdale Street. Bennett’s Lane is a good place for a soup kitchen. Not far from the city shelters, it is an urban hide-away of a few derelict factories and empty warehouses. It is a stone’s throw from the remnants of Melbourne’s east-end brothels. Nearby is the Chinese quarter. The men are waiting for their breakfast. It will be a long wait. A Melbourne Herald reporter wrote in June:




    

      I saw an unbroken file stretching from the closed door of the building along half one side of the lane, across the dead end and back again for the full length of the other side, then along Little Lonsdale Street almost to Exhibition Street.


    




    They will wait a long time for a breakfast of stewed or curried mutton, bread, jam and tea.1




    On Saturday 26 July, some hundreds of these men resolved to boycott the kitchen unless the government responded to their demands. On Monday, they chalked strike notices on the kitchen’s walls and set up a picket line. Men began to gather in the early morning cold, as early as 5 a.m., some hoping to eat, others determined to close the kitchen down. By 7 o’clock, when breakfast began, 150 pickets had gathered to shout insults at the 350 who defied them (950 men had lined up for breakfast the previous day). There was no trouble that morning but in mid-afternoon, the time for tea, three men who had eaten were attacked. Police (on hand in large numbers—there had never before been police stationed there) charged into the pickets with batons flailing and drove them out into Little Lonsdale Street, east to Exhibition and west to Russell Street. Two men were arrested. Charles Justeson was one; he was a 26-year-old unemployed raincoat maker, an early leader of the unemployed and secretary of the Rank and File Movement. Leslie Steve was the other, a 23-year-old unemployed labourer who police said, shouted ‘Come on boys. Get the police. Kick them to pieces’ and used indecent language to boot. They were carried away to Russell Street police station and charged with offensive language and offensive behaviour. Justeson was also charged with vagrancy.2




    The pickets and their adversaries arrived early the next day. There was little noise this time. Several hundred homeless and hungry men lined the entrance to the Lane and stood there in silence, staring down the 205 homeless and hungry men who ran the gauntlet to get inside. Again the police drove the picketers away, but angered by their treatment they re-assembled and marched to Parliament House under a banner which read ‘To Hell with the Soup Kitchens’. Tom Tunnecliffe, the old socialist and now Chief Secretary of the Labor Government, was unsympathetic. The police, he said, were only doing their duty.3




    The strikers went on the march again the next day and extended their picket to another soup kitchen at the western end of the city. Here four men were arrested and charged with assaulting two of those who had broken the boycott at Bennett’s Lane. They pleaded their innocence and claimed that there were always fights as men struggled to be first into the kitchen. One was Lewis Johnson, a 25-year-old unemployed grocer who was an early leader of the Unemployed Workers’ Movement.




    Meanwhile the government and Salvation Army began talking of ways to resolve the dispute. At the end of the week, while the boycott was still deterring some half the usual numbers, Lieutenant Colonel John Blake, the Salvos’ Social Secretary, met with Ned Hogan, the Premier, and extracted a promise that the government would provide funds for beef as well as mutton. (It was already buying the sheep, bread and potatoes and the Salvos the turnips, tea, sugar and milk.) Hogan also agreed to find bigger, more comfortable premises. Blake observed afterwards, ‘We have been putting mutton on everyday until some of the men started going around bleating like sheep. We are now going to try some beef for a change.’ But, he added, the long queues outside the kitchen were the real problem. ‘In the circumstances it was not surprising that [the men’s] feelings should be aroused’.4




    Two of the leaders of the boycott saw Blake on 4 August after their strike had been sustained for a full week. They agreed to recommend to their followers that the ‘black’ kitchen be made ‘white’ providing Blake guaranteed that there would be no recriminations and no victimisation. He replied that the Salvos did not know the meaning of the word ‘victimise’. The delegates then took the agreement back to the men, who promptly voted it out. Their reasons are unclear but it seems they may have wanted a firmer undertaking and quicker resolution to the problem of queuing than a mere promise to find better premises. But this decision was in turn reversed that afternoon, a majority of the meeting arguing that the Salvos had done all they could and that the concessions won should be claimed. Later hundreds of men waiting in the Lane and in ‘Little Lon’ cheered as their leaders removed the chalked notices on the kitchen’s walls, then began queuing for their tea.5




    1932




    It is February. A company called Federal Estates has secured warrants of ‘ejectment’ on tenants in five houses in Reservoir. The tenants are unemployed workers and families who have nowhere to go and who refuse to leave. These evictions are just another day’s work for Melbourne’s local courts which will grant thousands of them before the Depression is over. They are a common occurrence for police and bailiffs, who will send the warrants and evict the tenants. By 1932, however, it is a lot easier to get a warrant than it is to evict a tenant.




    A committee of Preston’s Central Unemployed Committee tried to negotiate with the owners to prevent the ejection of one family in Cuthbert Road, but failed. On 26 February the bailiffs moved in, watched in silence by a large number of local unemployed workers. The Preston police sent in reinforcements when the station sergeant saw the combined forces of the Preston and Northcote unemployed workers organisation marching to the site. Incensed by the sight of police dumping the contents of the house into the street, some of the crowd, by this time numbering four or five hundred, began to put furniture back in the yard. A wild brawl ensued, the anti-eviction crew using chairs, bicycles and other implements against police batons. A shot was fired from a police pistol. More police reinforcements were called in and ultimately the two sides separated. The demonstrators then confronted the agent who was persuaded to postpone the warrant for two weeks, but that is not the end of the incident.




    For several weeks afterwards the Preston unemployed demonstrated at evictions, marched in support of tenants in nearby suburbs and threatened landlords with dire consequences if they proceeded with new ejectments. Then on 10 March the home in Cuthbert Road was set ablaze and severely damaged. Gunfire, arson, pitched battles in the suburbs. Melbourne had never seen anything like it.




    What was to be done? The Battle of Cuthbert Road, as it became known, was not an isolated event; violence at the front gate had become commonplace in Depression Melbourne. And why should it not be so when something as basic to human survival as shelter was concerned? Images of forlorn families huddled around their belongings on streets or lanes outside their homes had become a symbol of the Depression’s deprivation and pitilessness. For organisations of unemployed workers evictions were oppression at its most naked, when police and the courts did the work of the rentier and slum landlord.




    In 1931 the Labor Government of Ned Hogan had introduced legislation to give protection to unemployed tenants, lease and mortgage holders and indebted farmers. It passed through the lower house more or less intact. In the upper house the conservative majority also passed it, but with one substantial amendment. Every time the word ‘tenant’ appeared it was removed. One member, E. A. Chandler, remarked later that ‘tenants were only paying for the privilege of living in the house’. The result of that piece of legislative cruelty would become only too apparent.




    Finally, in mid-1932, faced with the prospect of more blood on the streets, the Hogan Government acted. Henceforth unemployed families who had been evicted from their homes and who were utterly destitute could apply to the Sustenance Department for an 8s. rent allowance on top of their sustenance. The police were instructed to anticipate evictions and together with local relief committees find suitable homes for evicted tenants. The scheme was introduced by regulation not legislation, for the conservative majority in the upper house had made it abundantly clear that it would brook no interference with the rights of landlords.




    Meanwhile, the Preston Unemployed Worker’s Movement had celebrated the victory in the Battle of Cuthbert Road with an issue of their broadsheet Revolt:




    

      Our demonstration on Friday, 25th February, was proof of the necessity for a united council for unemployed. We, the producers of all the wealth of this country, are the builders of all these houses, have the right to a roof over the heads of our wives, children and ourselves. When the time comes that we have again to resist the ejection of one of our comrades, let us show them our determination by rolling up in our thousands instead of our hundreds for UNITED WE STAND, BUT DIVIDED WE FALL.6


    




    1933




    It is Monday 3 July. The conservative United Australia Party Government has passed regulations requiring men on sustenance to work for it. (Work for the dole has a longer history than is generally known.) It has already imposed the scheme on municipal councils, and hundreds of men are engaged on pick-and-shovel jobs around the suburbs, but it now confronts unemployed men from the inner suburbs, who regard the scheme as conscription and a breach of their rights and the level of sustenance as a licence to starve. The government has established four big jobs: beautifying the surrounds of the Shrine of Remembrance, reclaiming the wastelands at Fisherman’s Bend, and constructing the Yarra Boulevard through Studley Park at Kew and again at Fairfield.




    Some 440 men were called up to work on the Monday morning. Not one Port Melbourne man turned up to work at Fisherman’s Bend. None of the single men from Collingwood went to the Yarra Bend site. Only six of the men from Fitzroy and South Melbourne called to the Shrine started work. Only at Fairfield was the call-up successful; 79 out of the 100 married men from Fitzroy actually started work. The pattern of the 1933 dole strike had been established. On the next day and each Monday for six long weeks, new batches of unemployed men were called up to replace the strikers and those who had taken their turn. All in all 4000 were called. All in all 2500 men struck.




    To support themselves the unemployed groups set up local strike committees which in turn established relief committees. Municipalities, companies, shopkeepers, hotels and individuals were all hounded for help. Many years later Tom Hills, one of the Port Melbourne strikers, described the flavour of his local organisation:




    

      We had a good organisation in Port Melbourne and we got credit from the shops. Skehan, the butchers, gave us a hundred pounds credit. Reynolds, the baker, guaranteed us bread. We got a horse and cart off Swallow and Ariell’s and sent people to Moorabbin to get free vegetables off the market gardeners. We had people up in the bush, rabbiting, and a team of men went to the abattoirs and got meat. They’d get the calves and the butchers among the unemployed would cut them up. We had a grocer’s store as big as this room. The women parcelled up all the stuff and you’d show your dole ticket and get it stamped. Eventually, they were getting about equal to the dole. And in the school grounds, we had wood choppers and we got bones from the abattoirs and we’d make soup for the kids.7


    




    These local committees which organised local meetings and rallies, and a central committee, proposed two meetings to be held on late shopping nights, Fridays, on 28 July and 4 August in Bourke Street in the city. On the July night thousands of striking unemployed workers, late night shoppers, sympathisers and spectators thronged into Bourke Street only to be kept on the move by an army of police. Three hundred uniformed men, 200 in plain clothes, 25 on horseback, 12 on motorbikes and 4 wireless car crews bullied, urged, browbeat, threatened and pushed aside anyone who showed the slightest inclination to linger in one spot. A fleet of Black Marias stood by ready to hustle the disobedient or the rebellious off to jail. The militarisation of Bourke Street was too much for the strikers; they held their subsequent meetings closer to their homes. Nevertheless the strikers were jubilant. ‘Lacy’ Lyons, a member of the Central Strike Committee, told a later meeting:




    

      The Commissioner of Police should be appointed a member of the Strike Committee for the assistance he has rendered [us] by ‘issuing his ultimatum to the people to keep away from the shops’. Those people who did visit the city were actually on the footpath and not in the shops. They would not be in the shops next Friday night either.8


    




    The government thought it held the whip hand. It was dealing with men who had been out of work for years, with families on the verge of starvation. After offering the strikers a second chance to work it did not hesitate to kick them off sustenance, and nor did it hesitate to use the police to disperse or arrest picketers, marchers and speakers and to guard the strike-breakers. Yet it made an offer on 10 August to increase sustenance by 50 per cent (although it would not compromise on the principle of work for sustenance). Pressured by the Trades Hall Council, the strikers accepted the offer and with great reluctance submitted to the government’s demand to work. On 28 August the government called up several hundred new men. It was one hundred per cent successful. The first (but not the last) mass strike of Victoria’s unemployed workers had ended.




     




    It seems to be a fundamental understanding in the sociology of poverty that the poor are poor because they are unorganised and that they are unorganised because they are either too busy trying to survive, because they are hopelessly demoralised or because what they do and think simply locks them into deprivation. From the work of the Austrian sociologists of the 1930s, to Oscar Lewis in Mexico in the 1950s to fin de siècle urban sociologists like Enzo Mingione, the voice of the poor is never heard.9 Although many people assume to speak for them, they have no political voice of their own. Where poverty results from unemployment things are much the same. Did those thrown out of work in the Great Depression organise? Did they fight back? No, say the classic studies of the unemployed. Jahoda, Lazarsfield and Zeizel’s investigations in the Austrian town of Marienthal found a ‘weary community’, resigned and despairing. E. Wight Bakke watched the unemployed in Greenwich, London and New Haven, Connecticut resign themselves to their new circumstances. The 1938 Pilgrims Trust report on the unemployed in several British towns observed apathy and depression.10




    And the classic studies in Australia agree. Ray Broomehill wrote in the 1970s that the unemployed in Depression Adelaide withdrew into themselves, reduced their expectations and rode out the crisis. Geoffrey Bolton argues that the politics of consensus in inter-war Western Australia froze out unemployed politics and so it never took root.11 Yet in the 1980s an alternative view grew louder. From relief work strikes in the south west of Western Australia to riots in Cairns; from eviction battles in Newcastle to rent strikes in Sydney; from demonstrations in the streets of Darwin to deputations in Hobart; from dole boycotts in Bulli Creek to beef riots in Adelaide, historians uncovered a culture of protest among unemployed workers that was for too long denied.12




    And in Victoria? The three stories with which this introduction began are examples of a vibrant, fractious and unruly politics that contradicts received ideas about the culture of the unemployed. The boycott of the soup kitchen heralded the beginning of a period of agitation and organisation among the unemployed in Victoria which, given what we know of their circumstances, is quite astounding. Unemployed workers staged rallies and marches, demonstrations and deputations, strikes and black-bans. They organised to provide food for themselves and to insist on what they regarded as their rights. They fought with successive state governments: Labor, United Australia Party and Country Party. They took on municipal councils, charity organisations, the police, the Trades Hall Council, and they quarrelled amongst themselves. They won victories, made compromises (and had compromises imposed upon them) and suffered defeats. At times their organisations were strong, aggressive and united, yet they invariably split, torn apart by political sectarianism. At other times they hardly existed at all; a few leaders making militant speeches to their phantom armies, while the bulk of the unemployed kept on trying to survive. Yet, and this is a major argument in this book, practically every improvement in the unemployment relief system came about as a result of their agitations. Just as the boycott of the soup kitchens forms the beginning of this book, so it did for unemployed politics in the Great Depression.




    This book is being written when Australia’s economy is globalising, is growing, and unemployment is falling but still stands at about 7 per cent of the paid workforce. Yet much of the Depression is being repeated. Certainly 7 per cent unemployment is not 30 per cent; the 1980s and 1990s recessions are not the Great Depression and we now live in a very different world. The unemployment relief system is as miserly yet as powerful as it was then, and is still used to fulfill the ideological prescriptions of politicians. The stigma of unemployment remains. Governments cut people off the dole as easily as they did then. But have we seen or will we see contemporary versions of our three stories? Most people would say no. However, from the late 1970s at least until the early 1990s there was such a politics; smaller, less successful, but there nevertheless. And today, it flickers, taking different forms perhaps, but it still flickers.




    As the Federal Liberal-National Government rewrites the welfare script and replaces the old rules, by which we knew we were citizens, with its new social compact, a citizenship derived from the market in a share-owning democracy, perhaps it is a good time to revisit the 1930s. Perhaps we need to see what life was like before there was a welfare state, when the markets reigned, when the right to welfare was a tenuous thing that had to be fought for. And was!


  




  

    
1 Fighting Back Today




    IT IS AUSTRALIA DAY 2000. In a gesture redolent of how it perceives Australia’s unemployed, the Howard Government has strengthened its activity test, binding unemployed people tighter in a net of petty restrictions. On a day when Australians are asked to think warmly about each other, the unemployed are given a jolting reminder that for all the rhetoric of the Prime Minister about new social compacts they are, in the government’s view, still outsiders.




    For three years now unemployed Australians have had to work for their dole, just as they did seventy years ago. ‘Community serfs’, as the respected journalist Alan Ramsay called them, once again dot the landscape doing forced labour.1 Heavy penalties are inflicted on those who fail to obey orders. Unemployment bears down on unemployed people today just as heavily as it did in the Great Depression. Have there been organisations of unemployed workers in Victoria since high unemployment returned to Australia in the later 1970s, after an absence of forty years? The answer is yes. From the mid-1970s to the early 1990s, there was a rich, complex, albeit relatively small politics, different in many ways from its predecessor in the Great Depression, but still capable of making Victorians sit up and take notice.




    The Welfare State and Forced Labour




    Democratic and liberal proponents of the welfare state argue that income assistance for unemployed Australians is more than a system of financial support for people who have lost their jobs and are looking for work. It is part of the community’s obligation to the inevitable victims of economic processes. No more it seems. Work for the Dole builds on what the Howard Government believes should be a new welfare regime, a new social compact, an end to the modern welfare state and the notion of entitlements, and the wholesale application of a new doctrine called Mutual Obligation. As the Australian put it, Howard’s Government is ‘entrenching its own values after decades of “social democratic” dominance in social policy’.2 As welfare changes, so too is the relationship of the individual to the state. If we no longer have social rights as citizens, guaranteed by the state, then what kind of citizens will we become? As the old social democratic-liberal social contract diminishes, we can no longer be the citizens we once were. What people on welfare now face is a compulsory citizenship, based on their exclusion from the post-social individualism now dominating conservative constructions of the ‘citizen’.




    This new vision of welfare, the doctrine of mutual obligation, seems to have emerged from two sources. The first is what James O’Connor in 1974 called the ‘fiscal crisis’ of the capitalist state; that is, the contradiction between political demands for reductions in government spending and demands for increased spending for particular groups. Governments across the board seem to agree that the welfare state as it once existed can no longer be afforded owing to permanently high unemployment rates, an aging population (hence the growth of private superannuation) and the high cost of medical equipment (hence the pressure on people to move to private health insurance). Add to this what the British sociologist Anthony Giddens has recently and trenchantly referred to as the ‘can’t pay-won’t pay’ mentality of the middle class.3 Both these factors emerged during the growth of the post- and anti-welfare state ideologies of economic rationalism which have held sway in Australian political and ideological conflicts in the last fifteen years.4




    Mutual obligation has been grafted on to this scenario. Clem Macintyre argues that mutual obligation originates in what has become known as ‘stakeholder capitalism’: ‘By stressing the “stake” that all should have in the changed and changing political and economic institutions of a community it is argued that planning and policy should be made on the positive basis of inclusion and ownership rather than the negative ones of conflict and exclusion’. With inclusion comes membership and obligation, individual obligation. And in welfare, with inclusion and membership, that is the receipt of benefits, comes obligation. In Australia today, it is called Work for the Dole. Stakeholder capitalism sounds benign in a post-socialist world, but where does the notion of compulsion fit in, whereby the most marginal and powerless in the community are conscripted to work, and punished if they resist? Macintyre suggests that mutual obligation as it now stands is a corruption of its true meaning, because it shifts the obligation from the community, where it should reside, to the individual:




    

      A reciprocal relationship already exists between the community and the state. The notion of mutual obligation is distorted when focus shifts to specific returns expected from individuals. Primacy lies with an equal relationship between the community and the agencies of the state.5


    




    The government introduced its idea of mutual obligation when it inaugurated its Work for the Dole scheme for young long-term jobless people in December 1997. Said the acting Employment Minster, Senator Chris Ellison: ‘Work for the dole heralds a strengthening of the relationship between communities and their young unemployed people . . . Participation in work for the dole will provide hope, experience and opportunity to young Australians . . . It aims to foster participants’ work ethic . . . Work for the Dole—will cultivate good work habits and attitudes in young people’.6 Unpacking the rhetoric, it is clear that Work for the Dole is intended to re-moralise a portion of the population that the government is convinced is demoralised, or in danger of becoming demoralised. It has no evidence for this. What it has is a conviction, born of centuries of ideology, that idleness is not only bad but sinful.




    Barely two months after it was begun, Work for the Dole was in crisis. The prime minister had promised work so interesting that it would attract volunteers, yet fully 40 per cent of the first victims were conscripts, and it is likely that most of the volunteers knew the cost of not volunteering. ‘It’s pathetic. I hate it, it’s boring, it doesn’t help us’, said one unwilling participant in a Sydney ‘job’.7 Clearly, positive statements by willing conscripts cannot hide the fact that not all young people on the dole believe the government’s ideological prescriptions.




    However, as evidence of just how much ideology and political opportunism override the obvious in politics, just two months after the scheme’s failures were exposed, the prime minister announced a massive increase in its scope. Henceforth all young unemployed people between eighteen and twenty-four who had been on assistance for six months would be required either to work for the dole, do ‘volunteer’ work or undertake literacy courses or training, on pain of losing their income.8 Then, in September 1998, the government announced a further extension of the scheme, to force school-leavers into compulsory work, training or education if they had not found a job within six months. Coating the reality of punishment in the language of benevolence, the prime minister said of the new scheme:




    

      Like all young people, unemployed year twelve school leavers are at risk of falling into despondency and despair that unemployment can bring, becoming further disadvantaged in the job market the longer they are detached from work experience or education . . . They will benefit most if they are able to build their confidence and work ethic and gain work experience and community contacts after finishing school.9


    




    But the prime minister’s passion for punishment was unsatisfied. In January 1999, after affirming his ‘passionate’ commitment to the principle of mutual obligation, the prime minister extended it to literacy. Henceforth young unemployed people who couldn’t read and write would be cut off the dole unless or until they learned. As the Australian’s headline put it, ‘Learn to read or lose dole’.10 One Melbourne teacher pointed out that the prime minister seemed to think that illiterate people actually wanted to be and enjoyed being illiterate.11 Others observed that illiterate people had already been failed by the education system and that compulsory remedial courses would be degrading for young adults.12 And in December 1999 the scheme was extended again.




    Rob White has suggested that successive governments have become suspicious about long-term unemployed workers, defining them as ‘problematic or troublesome’ and hence requiring management and control.13 The government began its assault on the unemployed by targeted the young for Work for the Dole. Conservatives usually regard the young with suspicion. After all, historically they have most favoured military conscription. It is Liberal governments who threaten children with corporal punishment and school cadets corps. It is conservatives who propose youth curfews and who applaud loudest when police crack down on juvenile misbehaviour. And currently, whenever there are rumblings about conscripting the jobless, they always come from conservative politics. The suspicion of youth, so characteristic of their elders, has taken political form in conservative politics, in which the practice of compulsion has a long history.




    And yet the notion of compulsion is applied only where and when the government sees fit. Apparently some people, but not others, can legitimately be compelled to do things they do not want to do. In setting out the opposition of the Treasurer, Peter Costello, to compulsory student unionism, his press secretary told the ABC’s ‘7.30 Report’ in February 1999 that in the treasurer’s view, ‘It is a question of principle. We believe in freedom of association. No coercion. I opposed no ticket no start. I opposed no ticket no enrolment. It’s a question of freedom’.14 Not, though, for welfare recipients.




    The doctrine of mutual obligation which now dominates Liberal welfare thinking came to light only once the government was elected. Yet it built on a similar doctrine, called reciprocal responsibility, developed by the Hawke and Keating Labor governments. The Jobs Compact, outlined in the Working Nation White Paper in 1994, which offered the long-term unemployed assistance and the guarantee of a job in return for compulsory schemes to make them ‘job ready’, was Labor’s contribution to this doctrine. Indeed Labor, with an eye to the main electoral chance, became so wedded to the concept that when the Howard Government announced Work for the Dole, Labor leader Kim Beazley accused it of pinching Labor’s ideas, and Labor has refused to rule out Work for the Dole should it return to office. Only the Democrats and the Greens remain opposed to the programme.




    Labor’s original idea, reciprocal obligation, was described in 1994 by the Employment and Skills Formation Council in the following terms:




    

      It should also be accepted that the unemployed have reciprocal obligations. If the entitlements of citizenship are to be extended to give greater substance to the commitments to a right to employment and to access to programs to help secure employment, this has to be balanced by a willingness on the part of the unemployed to accept reasonable offers to participate in labour market programs and to accept offers of suitable employment.




      The obligation in the capacity of society to actively support the unemployed and to assist their return to employment is tempered by the obligation of individuals to contribute to the wealth of society to the extent of their ability and opportunity.15


    




    And with the same punitive mindset as the Liberals, Labor prescribed that failure to meet the obligations demanded under the Jobs Compact would result in increased penalties for unemployed people and longer periods stripped of entitlements.




    This was a peculiar compact indeed. As Victoria’s Social Justice Council asked, Where is the compact, when one side tells the other what to do and punishes it if it does not do it?16 And as the well known sociologist of work, Belinda Probert, suggested, there was not much mutuality on the part of those with jobs; the obligations rested with unemployed people.17 It is arguable that the compulsion in this compact broke international covenants, for on the very page of the Green Paper, Restoring Full Employment, in which this doctrine was announced is a United Nations proscription against forced employment:




    

      Australia has significant obligations to promote full employment under international instruments which we have ratified. The International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights obliges Australia to safeguard the ‘right to work which includes the right of everyone to the opportunity to gain their living by work which they freely choose or accept’. The Covenant requires states to adopt active measures to achieve ‘full and productive employment’. International Labour Organisation Covenant 122 requires States to ‘declare and pursue, as a major policy goal, an active employment policy designed to promote full productive and freely chosen employment’ [my emphasis].18


    




    If the compulsion in the Jobs Compact skirted at the edges of breaching United Nations covenants, then Work for the Dole seems to breach them openly and obviously. Senator Dee Margetts made this point in the Senate in June 1997 and, as Jocelyn Pixley suggests, despite the government case that Work for the Dole isn’t work but assistance (which also enables it to refuse dole workers proper workplace protections), a strong case could be made.19




    The history of Liberal Party views about unemployed people, the tone and language of the rhetoric with which Work for the Dole was introduced, and the constant reiteration of those basic themes (in December 1999, the prime minister was reported as saying the ‘government was moving towards a situation where nobody could expect a cheque for nothing’,20 which must be a worry for pensioners), betray the fact that, whatever the fancy language of mutual responsibility, Work for the Dole is a dressed-up version of the dole bludger myth. In fact, the dole bludger myth has been central to successive governments’ employment programmes, and governments have admitted as much. As far back as 1988, in an issues paper for the Department of Social Security proposing active employment strategies, the sociologist Bettina Cass referred to a high level of community suspicion of unemployed people.21 Six years later Working Nation referred to the same distrust, but incredibly used it as a justification for conscription and for harsher penalties for those who objected to this conscription.22 Thus, rather than arguing that government should lead the way in correcting this blind prejudice through the use of evidence and facts, the proponents of the Jobs Compact gave into political expediency and advocated programmes which did precisely what the dole bludger myth implied, and blamed the unemployed workers for their position.




    The dole bludger myth has a very long lineage, going back perhaps as far as twelfth century Britain, when the ‘able bodied poor’ were required to work, to show their genuineness before they could get assistance. Even then this work was known as the work test.23 Work for the Dole is the contemporary manifestation of those earlier tests which sorted the so-called deserving from the undeserving poor. Michael Katz, discussing this distinction in United States social policy, suggests that it sought to classify the poor ‘by merit’; that is, it incorporated moral judgement about character into government policy.24 Gertrude Himmelfarb, writing about late Victorian social policy in Britain, argues that the notion of the deserving poor changed over the nineteenth century. At first it described a character of ‘respectability, responsibility, decency, industriousness, prudence, temperance’. Later, when structural causes of poverty were becoming too obvious to ignore, the label shifted in meaning to describe people whose poverty was not of their own making.25




    It is nearly twenty years since Keith Windschuttle and Mick Young exposed the Australian version of the dole bludger myth in their 1977 and 1979 books Unemployment and I Want to Work. They showed how the vast majority of cases of so-called fraud by recipients of unemployment benefits, cases where benefits were withdrawn or reduced, were in fact due to errors or slow administrative procedures in the relevant government departments, or to nothing more sinister than a recipient being slow to send off a letter or to notify a change of address. And several responsible findings since have put the level of fraud at minuscule levels.26 Yet as both Young and Windschuttle note, the dole bludger myth is far too resilient to be exposed by mere logic or even by the simple fact that neither fifteen nor ten unemployed workers will fit into one job! ‘Depressingly predictable’ was how Windschuttle described the media’s response to the release of figures on so-called fraud late in the 1970s.27 Disgracefully predictable is the only way one can describe the treatment of one family in 1996 when the tabloid television programme A Current Affair publicly crucified three naive, unemployed kids from Melbourne’s western suburbs.




    After a story on the Sunday Age in January 1996, Shane, Bindi and Mark Paxton from the working-class Melbourne suburb of St Albans became the centre of a national storm when on ‘A Current Affair’ they turned down jobs at a Queensland tourist resort.28 Seven programmes of ‘A Current Affair’ later, after full-page stories in tabloid newspapers, hours of talk back, opinion polls and abuse from multi-millionaire talk-back hosts like John Laws, the Paxtons had been painted, as one journalist put it, as ‘the patron saints of dole bludgers’. To universal, tabloid, acclaim, their entitlements were withdrawn.29




    The Paxtons had been set up in order to be knocked down. The story tells us a great deal about the welfare policies of the Howard Government. For the government, the Paxtons were a godsend. Senator Jocelyn Newman, Minister for Social Security set the scene for her prime minister in March 1996 by responding to the Paxton’s story,30 and three days later John Howard also spoke:




    

      Their attitudes, to most Australians, is [sic] completely unacceptable . . . I would have thought that attitude really stuck in the craw of hard working people in this country—battlers who pay their taxes and struggle to raise their families. They don’t mind people who want a job and are desperate to get a job . . . but the Australian community has no tolerance for that kind of assumption of guaranteed support, irrespective of attitude.31


    




    Quite apart from the unedifying spectacle of a prime minister attacking a 16-year-old, this statement set out in stark terms how the Liberal Party linked its electoral strategy to its welfare policies. Humphrey McQueen has pointed out how, on the advice of the United States Republican Party, it separated welfare recipients from the mainstream consistency, and set the latter against the former.32 ‘Hard working people’, ‘the battlers’, those who ‘pay their taxes’, those ‘who struggle to raise their families’ became for Howard ‘the Australian community’. And he set his ‘community’ not just against the Paxtons but against unemployed people as a whole. Howard clearly had that in mind when he used the phrase ‘they don’t mind people who want a job’. They don’t mind? Are recipients of welfare not members of the community? Are they not citizens of Australia? Have they never paid taxes? Will they never pay taxes? Howard’s assertion suggests that unemployed people are different from the rest, they are outside the Australian community and the benefits they receive are not their right as citizens. His response was a sinister foretaste of what was to come.




    Income support for unemployed people has changed substantially since high unemployment returned to Australia. The unemployment benefit was one of the major planks of Australia’s post-war welfare state. It accompanied the birth of the Commonwealth Employment Service (CES), the full employment policy of the Chifley Labor Government and the then existing full employment. It was to tide people over in the short period between jobs. It was to be a universal payment, an entitlement for all, deriving from the widely accepted belief that the state was ultimately responsible for the welfare of its citizen.33 For a short time, early in the Whitlam Government, unemployment benefits were increased, restrictions lifted and bureaucratic hoops loosened, and unemployed workers were ‘officially’ regarded as deserving. But since 1974 the unemployment relief system has changed radically as circumstances changed and as the different political philosophies, ideological assumptions and prejudices of successive governments worked their ways through the system.




    A 1994 report of the Employment and Skills Formation Council identified seven recent trends in income support for unemployed Australians. The Commonwealth Employment Service had shifted from being a passive, job-finding agency to being a case-manager of particular people. Programme delivery had become more decentralised and flexible. Greater links had been made between labour-market programmes and training and education. New policies had linked national and local bodies. Industry had become more involved. The many and various programmes had been consolidated. And, finally, government had adopted the doctrine of ‘reciprocal rights and obligations’.34




    Apart from introducing reciprocal obligation, the most important recent change has been the so-called ‘active employment’ strategy. In theory this strategy, introduced by Labor, made available to unemployed people a range of labour market and training programmes both on and off the job; a closer link between training and employment support; an individual case-management approach by employment agencies, the Commonwealth Employment Service and private non-profit and profit-based organisations, and extra assistance for disadvantaged groups. This new approach was reflected in change to the names of unemployed people’s entitlements. In 1988 the government renamed the unemployment benefit for people under eighteen the Jobstart Allowance. In 1991 the Jobstart Allowance was extended to all unemployed workers who had been out of a job for less than twelve months and the unemployment benefit for the so-called long-term unemployed was renamed the ‘Newstart Allowance’. In 1995 the Youth Training Allowance replaced Job-start for 16 and 17 year olds. Clearly these labels did not merely dress mutton up as lamb; they represented a real shift in government policy, a pro-active approach to helping unemployed people both find a job and upgrade their skills or education prior to finding a job in a labour market where more and more jobs need technical proficiency.35




    If the active employment programme was a useful response to both high unemployment and to a rapidly changing labour market, it was accompanied by new regimes of intervention in the lives of unemployed people. Newer, stronger work and activity tests, the random inquisitions by Orwellian Mobile Review Teams, have become a powerful system of surveillance, where by the victims’ private worlds are poked and pried into, and personal business is made the business of the state. In many respects unemployment relief has come to represent a technology of surveillance, discipline and punishment. Rob White has recently argued that in an international economy where all the ground rules are changing, the welfare state is also changing:




    

      The primary role of the welfare system under capitalism is to manage and control those people who are outside the labour market [and] in the present period of capitalist restructuring on a world scale, the role of the state in Australia is becoming even less that of apparent welfare provider than that of enforcer of a particular kind of social order.36


    




    Surveillance has become more intrusive under the Howard Government. Jocelyn Newman invited Australians to ‘dob in a dole bludger’ and many Australians have shown themselves happy to do so.37 When the Work for the Dole scheme began, conscripted unemployed workers found themselves under the surveillance of community groups, charities, local government officers and government bureaucrats, all of whom have, in effect, been co-opted to act as agents of state control.




    In his recent writings about crime and punishment, the sociologist Stanley Cohen uses notions of surveillance and control to describe the process known as decarceration. Since the 1960s, the state has made available to the courts a range of sentencing options beyond the prison, to punish those who break the law. Courts can now sentence convicted offenders to any one of a number of punishments, such as community work and home detention. Cohen argues that this represents not a more humane system of punishment, but the involvement of more people in inflicting punishment—or, in his words, the dispersal of a disciplinary archaeology through society.38 The same principles could be said to apply in the Work for the Dole scheme. Community bodies have taken on the disciplinary function of the state. They now have to make judgements about and report on the willingness of people to do forced labour, and to work out ways of measuring work performance. They now have to supervise the work test itself and become part of the procedure which separates the so-called deserving from the undeserving poor. And many organisations are happy to do so for another reason, the prospect of getting some work for nothing.




    It is commonplace in surveys of the things that Australians worry about that unemployment is the issue which most concerns us. Surveys do not tell us, however, what it is about unemployment that is so worrying. Is it the absence of jobs? Is it the wasted lives or the blighted hopes of young people? Or is it the money spent on unemployment relief and the belief that those who are unemployed don’t want to work? Certainly, unemployment is not an issue that will bring governments down, at least not since 1972. If it were, then John Hewson would not have lost the un-loseable election in 1993. Tony Eggleston, the Liberal Campaign Director, said after the 1977 election that voters did not regard unemployment as the government’s fault:




    

      Voters tended to blame the previous Labor Government, strikes, wage pressures and a general feeling that jobs were available if people sought them out.39


    




    Clearly it is the dole bludger myth which powerfully shapes Australians’ attitude to unemployment.




    Why is this the case? There are several answers. The myth clearly supports conservative politics, especially when conservative politics are so hostile to the welfare state. Labelling welfare recipients in general as cheats, and unemployed workers in particular as dole bludgers, justifies reduced expenditure on welfare, discredits the welfare system as a whole, and gives credence to the ethos of individualism that promotes independence and self-reliance whilst criticising so-called welfare dependency. So pervasive is the myth amongst the media that one can only assume that those who control the media hold the same philosophical assumptions as conservative politicians. This media position lends itself to the creation of a culture in which dismemberment of the relief system becomes possible.




    However, the media and contemporary conservative ideology do no more than match a much older myth to present circumstances, giving a contemporary gloss to the old dichotomy of the ‘deserving-undeserving’ poor. The origins of this myth go back well beyond the development of capitalist social relations to the distinction between work and idleness in Judeo-Christian thought. So contemporary purveyors of the dole bludger myth draw on something deep in Western culture.




    Yet the persistence of the myth indicates that we need to look beyond historical explanation, because the ‘dole bludger’ has become just one in a pantheon of contemporary cultural enemies. Within contemporary Liberal world views, the ‘dole bludger’ stands alongside those who receive welfare as enemies. It was precisely these people who were the targets of the 1996 Liberal election campaign and who have suffered since from cutbacks to government services. The Liberal Party has fostered an ugly intolerance in Australia by encouraging a selfish social conformity. It is amongst those who have most invested in this conformity that this intolerance lies. Many Australians hold to the old fashioned virtues of hard work, independence and reward for effort. They are offended by the sight of people apparently getting something for nothing. They will not criticise those above them on the social scale, the wealthy ‘tax bludgers’, because, valuing upward mobility, they aspire to be like them. And buffeted by the chill winds of global restructuring, they cannot collectively seek help from the state because they are individualists. They are easy prey to a politics which cynically exploits the dole bludger myth for its own political ends.




    These observations are not new. Fifty years ago the Danish sociologist Svend Ranulph neatly exposed the origins and ideological basis of that sense of grievance and punitive world view held by the European middle class.40 Judith Brett has given Ranulph’s arguments an Australian spin in a recent essay on the ideological links between Pauline Hanson and John Howard. She asks the question ‘why has this resurgence of a politics of grievance taken the form of a resurgence of racist politics?’41 It is a good question but it is based on a wrong premise, as racism is just one manifestation of it. Of course Aboriginal people and migrants are targeted, but so are the recipients of welfare generally and unemployed workers particularly. The Howard Government has exploited this sense of grievance to the hilt. Work for the Dole is its most obvious manifestation.




    Unemployment




    The Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) has released its labour market report for November 1999 showing that 641 000 Australians are unemployed.42 The figures represent another chance for politicians to do the unemployment polka. This begins with the release of the statistics in a form simple enough for journalists to understand. A jostle of journalists gathers at the feet of the relevant minister in the federal government who, in answer to routine questions, accentuates the positives by picking out of the statistics only the good news. If the statistics lend themselves to being read positively she attributes the results to government policy. If the news is bad she speculates about the future employment Utopia which will result from those same policies. On the other hand, the Opposition spokesperson accentuates the negative and resolutely ignores any good news. She damns the government’s policies or lack of them with as much passion as she can manufacture. The journalists go away to file their stories and the polka ends, at least in Canberra. It is repeated in each state, by state politicians, before the media and the rest of us lose interest.




    Unemployment statistics lend themselves to this process. They now have a life of their own; they are released so regularly, consumed and digested so quickly that they have been gutted of their meaning, the reality of the hundreds of thousands of Uves they represent. They have become a series, a trend, an abstraction, in short a post-modern trick. And as such they seem purpose built for the TV news, which devotes to them the usual thirty seconds, the usual sound and vision ‘bite’, before moving on to the staple of today’s current affairs, the crime story. The media’s restless search for the new, its and our short attention span, ensure that tomorrow unemployment will be forgotten.




    Government spokespeople now have a smile (or a smirk) on their faces when they face the media. Unemployment has been falling steadily since mid-1993. At the end of 1999 it stands, officially, at 6.7 per cent, seasonally adjusted; a good result given the economic problems in our region and our dependence on exports for the health of the economy. Yet the news is mixed. The employment level actually fell and 32 000 unemployed people took themselves out of the labour market. The figures appear better than they really are.43




    The contours of unemployment today are well enough known to require only a brief summary. Tasmania has long had the highest rate. New South Wales, riding on the back of an Olympics building boom, has the lowest. Unemployment is highest in working-class suburbs in the cities and in vulnerable country areas where local industry cannot generate permanent work. It is higher among men than among women, although part-time employment is higher among women than men. Youth unemployment stands at three times the national level, as does unemployment among certain ethnic groups. Unemployment among Aboriginal people is about five times the general rate. The unemployment rate falls as workers get older but the duration of unemployment gets longer. The number of people who have been out of work for more than a year, people designated the ‘long-term unemployed’, stands at one-third of the whole, and most frequently they are the young.44




    The high unemployment which characterised the Australian labour market until World War II returned to Australia in the mid-1970s. It is now twenty-six years since we expected unemployment to be less than 2 per cent, since unemployment could be dismissed as a frictional phenomenon, the short period people endured between jobs. Yet, although unemployment doubled in the 1974-75 recession, it did not reach double figures until 1983. The rate declined slowly thereafter until 1991 when a new recession pushed it to over 11 per cent. It has since fallen slowly but, despite relatively strong economic growth late in 1998 and 1999, it still represents an unmitigated tragedy for hundreds of thousands of Australians.45




    In February 1999, when there were about 700 000 Australians unemployed there were also, according to the ABS, about 70 000 job vacancies, a ratio of job seekers to jobs of about 10 to 1, and all the figures since show many more job seekers than jobs.46 Yet the situation is much worse, as the ‘real’ rate of unemployment is much higher than these figures show. The ABS gets its labour force statistics from surveys of households undertaken in the first two weeks of each month. Its unemployment statistics come from answers to the questions, Who in the household is out of work, available and actively looking for work? On the face of it this seems a reasonable question on which to base unemployment figures, yet it is not. Firstly, it excludes people the ABS admits are ‘discouraged job seekers’, that is those who have given up the search for work.47 This group varies in size, as people often stop looking when unemployment rises but begin again when unemployment falls. On average they make up between 1 and 2 per cent of the labour force. Secondly, the unemployment statistics exclude all those engaged in part-time work, defined as work performed for an hour or more a week. That is, someone who works for one hour in the survey weeks is not counted as unemployed. Thirdly, there are those whom the ABS calls ‘marginally attached to the labour force’, people who are neither employed, nor ‘discouraged job-seekers’, yet who are not actively looking for work at present.




    Two Canberra economists have reassessed levels of unemployment in Australia for the years 1978–91 by including the categories ‘discouraged’ and ‘not currently actively seeking work’, and deduced that ‘real’ unemployment defined in this manner was invariably at least 50 per cent higher than the ABS estimation.48 But the sociologist Claire Williams argued in 1992 that unemployed, married women would typically give ‘housework’ rather than ‘unemployed’ as their occupations even if they were actively looking for work, so the ‘real’ unemployment rate might be higher still.49 To reassess the February 1999 level by this logic, the ‘real’ unemployment rate was probably more like 11 per cent than 7.4 per cent. The real number of people out of work was still over one million, and the ratio to the number of job vacancies more like 15 to 1 than 10 to 1.




    There are other ways of looking at unemployment which give an even grimmer picture. Figures which the ABS released in March 1998 showed that, while there were 792 000 people officially unemployed, there were actually 1 189 100 more people not in the labour force who wanted to work but, for various reasons, couldn’t get any. This figure included nearly 300 000 people, mostly young women, who wanted paid work but couldn’t seek it because they could not find adequate child care. Then there are those who work part time but want more work, some 500 000 in all. Ian Henderson of the Australian newspaper added all these figures together and arrived at the conclusion that in early 1998 there were 2.5 million Australians who wanted work or more work.50




    These figures are staggering, but they are apparently not bad enough to undermine the suspicion that unemployed people are not ‘genuinely’ out of work. The myth of the dole bludger is still alive and well.51 It is initiated by unprincipled ministers of the Crown, broadcast by incompetent journalists and unscrupulous editors, and left uncorrected by government bureaucrats. The federal Minister for Social Security, Jocelyn Newman, trumpeted the 1997 version after the release of June figures which purported to show massive fraud among all categories of welfare recipients including recipients of unemployment benefits.52 The dole bludger myth is, of course, a staple for the low quality media. The West Australian, for instance, headed its story ‘Dob-ins cut welfare cheating’.53




    When former Labor minister, Mick Young, wrote I Want to Work in 1979 he asked, How could sixteen workers fit into one job? The recent falls in unemployment are welcome but, even with an official unemployment rate of 6.7 per cent of the workforce, we still need to ask that question. There are still too few jobs to go round. It is only when we recognise this simple fact that the obscene and crudely exploitative label, the dole bludger, will disappear and unemployment relief policy can be based on our common humanity.




    Unemployed Politics since the 1970s




    It is 1983, probably close to the hey-day of the post-1970s agitation by unemployed and left-wing activists in their fight for better conditions for unemployed workers. Unemployment is still over 10 per cent, and the failure of the Fraser Liberal Government to bring it under control had seen it swept from office to be replaced by the first Hawke Labor Government. There is an optimism on the left that the crisis of capitalism might yet, with an almighty push, tumble the system into the dustbin of history. The Coalition against Poverty and Unemployment, an umbrella organisation of progressive community groups, organises two seminars and calls them Lessons From the Thirties. The past is to be put to the service of the present.




    It is a meeting of generations—radicals and activists from the great campaigns of the Great Depression coming together with radicals and activists of the 1980s. Tom Hills and Jim Munro from the Unemployed Workers’ Movement; Judah Waten, Communist and author; Bill Miller, from Footscray; Marg Oke, Hyrell Waters and the oral historian of the 1930s, Wendy Lowenstein. They are mostly old now, but their minds are sharp and their memories of distant struggles good. They meet the young radicals of the new left, who cut their teeth on the anti-Vietnam War movement and the campus wars of the 1960s and who are now veteran activists: Albert Langer, Peter Green, Harry Van Moorst and others. The past meets the present. The present meets the past. What advice can the 1930s activists give to their 1980s comrades? What is the best way forward?




    What then were the lessons of the 1930s? How attuned was the new generation to the stories of those struggles? How aware was the older generation of the new world? Some things change and some things remain the same. Organising, they agreed, would ever remain the same when poverty and unemployment were the issues: the need to get involved, the preparedness to learn from experience, the value of explanation, persuasion and education. But the veterans knew the importance of local, suburban organising, of getting to where people were, talking and arguing, because all their own organisations were local ones. And they identified another continuity between the generations, one wrought from their own experiences and perceptions of the Tightness of their cause, the likelihood that some organisations would ‘whilst ostensibly championing their rights’ sell the poor down the river. This was the voice of sectarian politics of course, and unemployed politics in the 1930s was nothing if not sectarian.




    So what was the correct line, the Utopian vision which could inspire activists, the poor and the unemployed in the 1980s? The 1930s radicals had clear memories of their own vision; it was the Bolshevik revolution, and their Utopia was the Soviet Union. But the Soviet model of Communism had long been discredited on the left in Australia, indeed Communism itself was in long decline, and in any case the young radicals were more inclined to the heritage of Leon Trotsky than what they would dismissively call Stalinism. What else was there? There had to be something, for what future was there for a political movement of the poor and unemployed which couldn’t present an alternative to the capitalist social system?




    If presenting a credible and attractive vision was hard, the 1930s activists were able to point to more practical lessons to be learned. Power in the working-class movement has in Australia always lain in the trade union movement, and breaking into the unions has always been the aim and the frustration of left wingers. But, the veteran activists reminded the group, progressive trade unions still, just as in the 1930s, were potential allies of the 1980s generation. But more than unions, the veterans pointed to the flowering of the new social movements: movements for peace, the environment, feminism and Aboriginal rights. ‘People power’ and community social conscience, these were the natural allies of those who wanted a better world for unemployed workers and their families.




    Nevertheless while some things remain the same, some things change. Everybody speaking at the seminars was aware of just how much Australia had changed in the fifty years since the Great Depression. They were under no illusion that the experience of the 1930s could not be straightforwardly transferred to the 1980s. Unemployed people would be harder to organise in the 1980s because the working class was more dispersed across the metropolis. That suburban working class solidarity which had tied people in suburbs like Collingwood, South and Port Melbourne, Fitzroy and Footscray together, and provided much of the raw material for the organisations of the unemployed, had long gone as the inner city had changed its character. Unemployed people were less visible too; the relief system no longer required them to queue in big numbers at dole offices for the sustenance. And life was different in other ways. There were more groups fighting for unemployed workers than in the 1930s when the unemployed were too often left to fend for themselves. But the forces of opposition were more subtle. The veteran activists remembered that to be a radical, to take part in demonstrations, had meant heads cracked by police batons, arrests and spells in gaol. This didn’t happen in the 1980s (although some of the radicals doubtless had experience of exactly that in the 1960s and 1970s). Control of peoples’ minds was now invisible, more powerful, more pervasive. One didn’t need to be a media critic to see how much the media influenced people’s ideas, persuading unemployed people that their circumstances were their own fault, rendering political protest the province of the ‘loony few’, rendering all thoughts of radical social change nonsense. How much more difficult to fight an ideological atmosphere, a hegemony of conservative individualism, than the brute force of the state?




    So this different world demanded different tactics, tactics suited to the occasion, tactics not set out programmatically in advance. Perhaps this is another product of experience, because the tactics of the 1930s activists were clear-cut, earnest and serious minded. It was after all the Great Depression and there was not much space for levity. In the 1980s unemployed and radical activists certainly knew more about the world, were probably more worldly, had seen and absorbed the sometimes crazy, rollicking strategies of protesters in Europe and North America in the 1960s. Hence they could be more experimental, more playful, more symbolic in their assaults on the icons of privilege.54




    Australia is a vastly different place today than it was in the 1930s. Unemployment has never reached the dizzying heights of 1932. Ferocious competition between moderates and radicals within the labour movement disappeared as the Communist Party of Australia declined into invisibility. Versions of Marxism survived in small and fractious sects on the far left while socialism seemed ever more untenable and out-of-date and conservatives celebrated the winning of the Cold War, the triumph of capitalism, even the end of history. The electorate shifted to the right after the Whitlam experiment, and the heyday of the new social movements had passed by in the early 1990s. Changes to the structure of the economy, the labour market and the nature of work, and the policies of hostile governments have severely weakened the organised labour movement. Class politics in Australia has now seen capital ascendant for so long, it seems almost to be a natural state of affairs.




    Cultural life has also changed. The solidly working-class suburbs which succoured unemployed politics in the 1930s have been gentrified, and the urban working class is now dispersed across the far reaches of cities. Working-class suburbs are often outer suburbs where the social networks drawn from a common heritage and experience have not yet developed or are different. To be unemployed in a country town is still to be an outsider, even though country towns have suffered disproportionately from economic change in Australia. Culture has changed in other ways too. We all lead more private lives in the 1990s. TV and videos provide our information and entertainment. We can listen to music or people’s voices on radio. Our four walls are both a refuge and a prison. That sustaining street and pub culture so common in the 1930s is now often seen as threatening, as the province of marginal populations. We are accustomed to seeing ourselves less in terms of our work or family responsibilities and more as consumers in a material culture. Whereas once Australians identified themselves in terms of social class, we now think of ourselves in terms of gender, ethnicity, age and location. As post-modernists argue, our identities have been fractured by profound changes in economic, social and cultural life.




    For unemployed people, the greatest change has been in the social security system that provides unemployment relief. In the 1930s unemployment relief was the province of the states and was administered locally. Since World War II and the establishment of the welfare state most unemployment relief policy has originated in Canberra. A spatial and symbolic distance has been established between unemployed people and those who make the major decisions which affect their lives. The system has become increasingly depersonalised and bureaucratic. Payments go out by mail or electronically. The lives of unemployed people are governed by an ever more complex array of rules and regulations. Rules now reign over compassion. Personal contact between unemployed people and administrators is bedevilled by the heavy obligations now imposed on unemployed people and the ubiquitous threat of loss of benefits.




    This physical and ideological separation suggests that the British historian, Paul Bagguley, is half right in his summation of recent British unemployed politics: that large-scale political agitation and protest by unemployed people can happen only when they can confront the unemployment relief system, its policy makers and administrators face to face.55 Perhaps all that I have written so far sounds like the kind of apologia that Bagguley might have written about Australia; advance notice of an explanation for the complete absence of unemployed politics in Victoria in the last thirty years. But we should not assume too much too soon. Victoria, probably more than any other state, has hosted a vibrant, if fractious, left, progressive, community politics, of which unemployed politics was and perhaps still is a part.




    The history of unemployed politics in the long years of high unemployment since the mid-1970s can be seen as a part of that community, alternative politics which grew from the radical discontent of the 1960s. The political spaces which opened up for grassroots politics derived in large part from the great anti-Vietnam War campaigns of the 1960s and 1970s. They politicised a generation of young people who then carried their commitment, organisational skills and experience into an often bewildering variety of causes and campaigns. Loosely grouped, they can be classified into several streams: welfare bodies which came under the umbrella of the Victorian Council of Social Service; left wingers in the mainstream labour movement who developed a broad critique of capitalism and a commitment to direct action; socialist activists in the splintering Communist movement; community groups formed around particular issues; others committed to a more general cause like feminism, environmental reform or peace; and, finally, church groups committed to social justice and social reform. This politics reached its apotheosis in the last years of the Fraser Government, began to fracture during the early Hawke years, then began a long decline as the left lost its way in the late 1980s. A brief resurgence in the first years of the Kennett Government ended in part because of the ferocity of that government’s assaults on the Victorian polity, in part because Australian politics has shifted so far to the right, and because many who had carried the flag of radical reform for so long have burned out.
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