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THIS IS THE final volume of five that tell the story of Australian liberalism from the arrival of the British in 1788 to the present day. As with the earlier volumes, it is a product both of my academic and my political experience and expresses a lifelong interest in attempting to understand how the world works and the role of ideas in the making of that world.


The volumes of this history seek to fill a substantial gap in writing on Australian politics, in which the central contribution of liberal ideas and parties to that story has received too little attention. My political career has been as a member of the modern Liberal Party. Nevertheless, both major political groupings since 1890 have contributed to the story, and I have sought to weigh the contribution of each in as non-partisan a manner as possible.


I grew up in a home where political discussion, debate and argument were facts of daily life, as both my mother and father were deeply interested in public affairs. To my father, a committed liberal and democrat, I mainly owe my interest in analysing ideas, and to both parents, an awareness of the importance of values in political life. My mother was a passionate believer in dignity and justice for all. My father, who graduated in commerce (which in his case was principally the study of economics) at the University of Melbourne, was an analyst of economic policy and a public intellectual with the Institute of Public Affairs, an organisation that was his life’s work, whose voice he was for three decades, from the 1940s to the 1970s.


As a student and academic political scientist, I discovered that, in order to understand how policies changed, or failed to change, and to explain what happened, it was necessary to unlock the secrets of government, power and influence. Setting out on this quest, armed with idealism, I tried my hand as a member and activist in a political party, and later as a prime ministerial adviser and Cabinet minister, attempting to apply my knowledge, and any skills I had acquired, to the pursuit of a more liberal world, but always learning along the way. These and other experiences have influenced the framing of my enquiries, and each has, I trust, helped me towards valid conclusions.


I began the larger project, the political history of Australian liberalism, intending to write about the influence of liberal ideas up to the end of the political career of Robert Menzies in 1966, doubting my capacity to see the years of my personal involvement in political life in a useful perspective, and conscious of the risks of a self-serving narrative. Melbourne University Publishing nonetheless encouraged me to take the story through to the present time and, after some deliberation, my own interest in assessing where liberalism now stands in Australian political culture, and its capacity to change the world for the better, has led me to take up the challenge.


Despite my political involvement during the period covered by this book, it is not an autobiography, nor a ‘kiss and tell’ insider’s account of Australian politics. Although I am an occasional participant in the events recounted, and my choice of topics and treatment of them has been influenced by my own involvement, I have positioned myself in this volume rather as an analyst of the influence of political ideas, and of the contributions and travails of what I have called the ‘liberal project’, over the most recent fifty-five years of the Australian story.


Because of the time period covered by this book, it does not have the full advantage of earlier volumes in the sorting by time of the ephemeral from matters of lasting importance. Adopting an appropriate perspective to these more recent events has therefore been a challenge, in which I hope my background as a political scientist and a participant in public policy has assisted by providing some important analytical tools.


This book has, however, had the advantage that the period has seen the publication by party leaders and other political participants of many political biographies and autobiographies of a quality and quantity unavailable for earlier periods. Since the 1970s every prime minister has written of his or her time in office, and a number of state premiers and other political participants have done likewise, providing important primary sources. We are also fortunate that the shelf of high-quality biographies of political leaders, state and federal, is continually expanding, and these have been indispensable secondary sources for relevant material. Among those to whom I owe a particular debt are biographies by Philip Ayres, Troy Bramston, Tim Colebatch, Tom Frame, Graham Freudenberg, Ian Hancock, Patrick Mullins, John Murphy and Don Watson. Journalists who have gone out of their way to provide detailed accounts of key events, who also deserve acknowledgement here and have not already been mentioned, include such luminaries as Alan Reid, Michelle Grattan, Pamela Williams and of course that great observer, chronicler and analyst, Paul Kelly.


I like to think that ideas are like plants that, once seeded, grow to be used and enjoyed, propagated or avoided. Foremost among those who have planted ideas that have flourished during this period are economists, political scientists, philosophers, physical and natural scientists, working in Australia, in Britain, Europe and North America. Some of these I have known and met in Australia or in my studies and travels abroad, but with most I have become acquainted through their writings and their influence on my own thinking and that of my compatriots. They will become known in the text that follows. I honour all those who have continued to promote the spirit of liberalism, maintaining their faith in the capacity of individual people, taking responsibility for their lives, to build a better world.


I must acknowledge the influence on the perspectives in this book of some of my teachers in law and political science at the University of Melbourne (where I studied as an undergraduate) and at Yale (where I spent three years in graduate study for my doctorate). Among those at Melbourne were, in law, Louis Waller and Zelman Cowen, and in political science Greg Armstrong, Macmahon Ball, Alan Davies, Graham Little, Hugo Wolfsohn and Leon Peres and, at Yale, Fred Greenstein, Robert Lane, Ed Lindblom and my PhD supervisor, Juan Linz.


In my academic life I was immensely fortunate to have worked at the Univeristy of Melbourne alongside Petro Georgiou and especially Tony Staley, to whose recommendation I owe my role in the office of Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser. In the Monash University Faculty of Economics and Politics, I particularly valued my association with Rufus Davis and Denis White, two inspiring minds who became lifelong friends. Denis, in particular, a philosopher whose understanding of the world was more than wise enough to advise a prime minister, has been a wonderful supporter of this project, and his comments on drafts have been indispensable. I also thank, for sharing their diverse perspectives on life, other Monash colleagues: Bob Beveridge, Donald Cochrane, Allan Fels, Bob Officer, Michael Porter, Harry Redner and Richard Snape. On my retirement from parliamentary politics, Glyn Davis, then Vice-Chancellor of the University of Melbourne, gave me the incentive as a Vice-Chancellor’s Fellow to 2010 to commence this project, while Allan Fels and Gary Banks, successive deans of the Australia and New Zealand School of Government, and their colleagues, provided both valuable advice and the support of the school.


I thank Willis and Val Parton and all my friends in the Liberal Party in Goldstein, whose unfailing support over fifteen years provided an irreplaceable opportunity to represent and serve the people of that electorate. From them I learnt much about representation and the role that political parties can have in speaking for, and attempting to lead, communities to a better life.


I have also learnt much from my colleagues in active politics and government, as well as from political competitors. The liberal project spans the major political parties, but I owe a particular debt to those with whom I was most closely associated, including Australia’s fourth longest-serving prime minister, Malcolm Fraser, for whom I worked as a staff member, and John Howard, second-longest-serving prime minister, who appointed me to Cabinet. I acknowledge John Hewson, Leader of the Opposition, whose magnificent intellectual and political ambition in his Fightback! project had profound lessons for a generation of Liberals, including myself.


My understanding of politics was enlarged substantially by highly talented Liberal federal directors Tony Eggleton, Andrew Robb and Brian Loughnane. I also learned from prime ministerial and Cabinet staff Michael L’Estrange and Arthur Sinodinos, and members of my own political and ministerial staffs, including, in opposition, Norman Abjorensen, Jim Barron, Stephen Kenmar and, in government, Catherine Job, Peter Poggioli, John Roskam, policy advisers Stephen Elder, Margaret Fitzherbert, Rebecca Cross, Andrew Norton and Nicholas Howarth, and my guardian PA, Frances Macdonald. I also learnt from members of staff of other ministers, and acknowledge especially Peter Hendy.


I was fortunate to have the company and advice of many principled Cabinet colleagues, themselves deeply committed participants in the liberal project, including Peter Costello, Peter Reith, Alexander Downer, Ian McLachlan, Philip Ruddock, Richard Alston, Nick Minchin, Amanda Vanstone, Tony Abbott, Tim Fischer and John Anderson. On the other side of the chamber I have valued my contacts, in and out of parliament, with Barry Jones, Simon Crean, Susan Ryan and Martin Ferguson. As a minister I was fortunate to have excellent public service advisers, including Roger Beale, Steve Sedgwick and Peter Shergold, and officers too numerous to mention in the departments of Education, Training and Youth Affairs, and Environment and Heritage, in respect of whom I still have gratitude and many fond memories. I acknowledge especially Virginia Chadwick and those who worked with her at the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority. In Victoria my friendship, from student days, with Alan Stockdale and with a number of his colleagues in the Victorian government of Jeff Kennett illuminated the workings of the federal system and the conditions for successful reform.


In my post-parliamentary life in the Liberal Party organisation in Victoria, Tony Snell stands out among many for his decency and deep knowledge of Menzies’s party, his commitment to involving Australians in active politics, and his unyielding voluntary and honorary dedication to improving the working of Australian democracy. To the members of the Liberal Party Committee of Review after the loss of the 2014 Victorian election I express my warm thanks. The late historian John Hirst informed and inspired my writing on Australian democracy, and I have gained insight into communication about democratic values from my association with Daryl Karp of the Museum of Australian Democracy, and stimulated to deepen further my understanding of the importance to humanity of our natural, historic and Indigenous heritage by Stephen Oxley, and all the members of the Australian Heritage Council.


My awareness of the opportunity for, and challenge to, Australian liberalism from the claims of the descendants of the continent’s first peoples I owe not only to historical studies, and to such political colleagues as Fred Chaney, but also particularly from contacts and friendships with many Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people with whom I have worked or met in a ministerial capacity and in my post-parliamentary career, including especially Peter Buckskin, Lyndon Ormond-Parker and Rachel Perkins.


Nick Cater’s faith in this project has made it possible, and I thank the Menzies Research Centre for the support they have provided for the earlier volumes through the assistance of the Pratt Foundation and the Cormack Foundation.


John Nethercote has once more provided his long professional knowledge of politics and his exceptional editing experience and generous encouragement to this volume. It has been a pleasure to work again with Cathryn Lea Smith, who has overseen the production of this and previous volumes under the imprint of the Miegunyah Press for Melbourne University Publishing, and with Cathryn Game for her excellent editorial skills.


I could not have undertaken this work without the loving and enthusiastic support of my family, especially my brother (and former senator) Rod, my sister Rosemary and my sons Andrew, Charles and William. Andrew will help us all understand what is unique about Australian politics and its people.


My deepest thanks are once more to my wife Anne Marie, whose unfailing love, tolerance and confidence have continued to inspire my efforts. No words can express how much I owe to her.




 


 


 


The love of liberty is the love of others. The love of power is the love of ourselves.


William Hazlitt, Political Essays (1819)


The worth of a State, in the long run, is the worth of the individuals composing it; and a State which postpones the interests of their mental expansion and elevation, to a little more of administrative skill, or of that semblance of it which practice gives, in the details of business; a State which dwarfs its men, in order that they may be more docile instruments in its hands even for beneficial purposes—will find that with small men no great thing can really be accomplished; and that the perfection of machinery to which it has sacrificed everything, will in the end avail it nothing, for want of the vital power which, in order that the machine might work more smoothly, it has preferred to banish.


John Stuart Mill, On Liberty (1859)





Prologue: Liberalism
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LIBERALISM IS ONE of history’s greatest political projects. It seeks to civilise humanity’s darkest instincts and has shown that, unlike all other philosophies that have found voice in politics, it can bring power under control in ways that can foster the flourishing of all.


Liberalism subjects power to law. It aims to discover, through reason, the nature and uses of power that will elicit humanity’s best instincts. It seeks to foster harmonious societies respectful of human dignity and enable people, as individuals and collectively, to achieve the best of which they are capable. It is a secular project that borrows from great religious projects of past ages in the search for the elevation of humanity and the good society.


The principal ideal of liberalism is the advancement of human dignity, with its great insight being the centrality of extensive personal freedom to achievement of that dignity. From its origins in the ‘libertas’ of the classical world, to the emergence of the word ‘liberal’ in the English language in the fifteenth century, liberalism has always been about the ‘free’ person: the person who is not a slave but who can exercise their own will in the construction of their life. All other elements of liberalism revolve around this central idea, explaining and justifying freedom, elaborating the institutions that will protect people from arbitrary rule and the policies that will enable freedom to best contribute to human dignity.


The accumulated argument and wisdom of liberal thought seeks to discover and explain why this is so, and how responsible freedom is best protected and extended by principles defining well-constructed institutions of government and policies for the long term. It has been a fundamental conclusion of liberal thought that not only does a just freedom under law work to relieve poverty and create prosperity but also that in its encouragement of individuality, enquiry and the creativity, entrepreneurship and innovation that results, it positions humanity on a journey to a better world.


The faith and spirit of liberalism is to be found in the belief that free people will together build a good society in which human dignity will be recognised, the potential of humanity can flower, and the search for meaning and ‘happiness’ can be pursued.


Australian liberalism sees democratic government not only as an effective but also as a necessary means for achieving human dignity and for achieving the consent of the people to liberal policies. In the half-century or so from 1966, elected Australian governments, and their leaders, sought to manage the interest-driven politics of democracy and the implications of liberal ideas for the society and its economy, to better achieve this objective.





Introduction



[image: image]


IN THE FIFTY-FIVE years between 1966 and 2021 Australia became perhaps the most liberal nation in the world. It worked towards, and in many respects achieved, a level of human dignity for its citizens beyond that of almost all other countries. It is fair to say that by 2020 Australia had acquired sufficient intellectual, political and social resources to confront challenges facing human freedom and dignity on its own shores and to play an increasingly purposeful role in the wider world.


The evidence for the claim that Australia is perhaps the world’s most liberal nation is not only the freedom, equality, quality of life and social cohesion that Australians experienced before the pandemic that began in 2020. Australia’s ranking in international indices of freedom, equality, democracy, human development, cultural traits and happiness, which are discussed below, supports the claim empirically.


Australia achieved its success in an age when liberal and democratic ideas were more globally influential than ever before. The Pew Research Center in 2019 assessed that the number of democracies in the world had been on an upward trend since the mid-1970s, although with some backsliding, increasing from thirty-five in 1977 to ninety-six in 2017. The number of autocracies over the same period declined from eighty-nine to twenty-one.1 These world trends provide context for Australia’s success, but it is the unique character of Australia’s liberal project that accounts for its pre-eminence among the democracies.


Any attempt to forecast the future of political liberalism and democracy from such trends needs to weigh them against others that have emerged in the early twenty-first century. There is a burgeoning literature drawing attention to evidence of decline in established democracies,2 to illiberal and anti-democratic trends in various countries,3 and to the erosion of the liberal, rules-based international order that developed after World War II with the rise of ‘wolf warrior’ autocracy in China. Within the European Union, and in long-established liberal states such as the United States, France and Belgium, signs of institutional decay have become evident. Close to home has been the rise of a new illiberal ‘identity politics’ finding extreme and intolerant expression in the ideologies of ‘critical race theory’4 and ‘cancel culture’.


Such counter developments cannot be ignored. Authoritarian restrictions during the coronavirus pandemic seemed to give them added weight. Evidence of backsliding in liberal democracy, both in our own political systems and internationally, needs to be assessed. There are sufficient examples in Australia to cause concern. The conclusion from this account, however, will be that, despite recurrent challenges and reverses, the liberal project in Australia and around the world remains strongly grounded in institutional protections and in the support of the people.


Edmund Fawcett has drawn attention to the ‘primacy of politics’ in making practical sense of the choices and options implicit in the liberal tradition.5 The account in this book treats the major political parties and their leaderships as the principal political instruments for advancing the liberal project. The strength of a liberal society truly lies outside government, in the lives of citizens enjoying, and willing to defend, the freedom to plan and control their own destinies—in the institutions and communities they build and the wealth and world they create. The political parties and their leaders are the active agents in mobilising ideas to secure and wield the power of government, and in doing so give direction to policy and society. They aim to represent the wider community and integrate into the policy process the manifold interests that emerge in a society based on freedoms of speech and association, press, conscience and religion.


The parties and their leaders stand at the centre of the account that follows and, insofar as the liberal project succeeds or stumbles, its fate will be determined by the politics orchestrated by the major parties. The major parties and their leaders are trustees of the nation’s institutions of government and proximately responsible for its democracy and the liberties of the people.


This history, of which this is the final volume, has interpreted the nation’s politics and policies through the concept of a cross-generational ‘liberal project’. It is a story of ideas in action, as they are articulated by supporters, expressed in the structure of institutions, in the programs and policies of political parties, in the appeals of leaders to their colleagues and voters, in the moral rules and habits of society, and in the claims of those who seek to influence government on their behalf. The political ‘battle of ideas’ in Australia, handed on from generation to generation, has been predominantly liberal and democratic in its intent, content and outcomes.


The liberal project is not the only cross-generational project that has influenced Australian development. There have been religious, mainly Christian, projects (with their denominational variations), and today Islamic projects. There have been other political projects with their own stories: socialist projects, environmental or ‘green’ projects. There have been Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander projects, philanthropic projects and others. The liberal project intersects with these in a variety of ways.


At the heart of the liberal project is the value of the individual person, with rights to freedom and equal dignity. It is a project that not only comprises goals but also one that has accumulated vast experience and learning in their study and pursuit. It draws on a tradition of ideas, and is neither an ideology nor an organised and deliberate plan. As Timothy Garton Ash has written, ‘Liberalism offers an incomparably rich, fourcentury-long experimental history of a never-ending quest to find the best way for diverse people—and peoples—to live together well in conditions of freedom. It is a theoretical treasure trove and a practical experience bank.’6 Illiberal projects are those that deny the supremacy of the individual, subordinating the individual to the collective, to national, ethnic, class or other identities.


Half-century of reform


The retirement of Robert Menzies in 1966 was followed by a half-century of dramatic reform. Menzies had revived the liberal project in Australia. He had established a framework of ideas and policy that gave purpose and direction to reform. He gave particular weight to strengthening the incentives and rewards for private enterprise and choice in services such as health and education. At the same time, he had also worked to weaken the illiberal policy of white Australia, presiding over a massive immigration program, moving beyond the discriminatory framework of the ‘Aboriginal protection’ regimes to equal citizenship rights, and expressing doubts about anti-competitive industry protection. By the time of his retirement he had set the scene for an unleashing of pent-up reform energies that would transform the nation, inter alia replacing its Federation policy settlement of race-based immigration and Aboriginal policies, industry protection, compulsory arbitration and government monopolies with more liberal policy regimes.


Reforms of the years after 1966 touched every aspect of the nation’s life, from the way in which governments budgeted, taxed and spent to the framework for economic life; to access to health care, schooling and universities; to legal frameworks for marriage, sexual relations and the family; to the economic and social roles of men and women; to security in old age for all; to the relationship of people to the natural environment; and to policies governing the integration of migrants from all countries of the world.


As reform proceeded, ambitions for government action increased. By the twenty-first century human problems that had always existed but never been adequately addressed by politics were added to the reform agenda. These included the impact of prejudice on opportunity, the abuse of children in institutions and the family, violence in the home, harassment in the workplace, discrimination against transgender individuals and the place of the country’s Aboriginal heritage in its national identity. The extent to which government is capable of addressing this twenty-first-century agenda remains—in large part—still to be determined. The pursuit of human dignity by the state, requiring a large expansion of its authority over the lives of citizens, would again test the boundaries of personal freedom, and determine how malleable they were.


In hindsight, this political reform effort can be seen as an extraordinary, if uncoordinated, reconstruction of Australian institutions and culture. Its overwhelming purposes were the betterment of the lives of Australians; an increase in their material, social and environmental well-being; and the creation of a more caring and inclusive culture and society, in which all would have their human dignity recognised and all would be treated with respect.


Reform, however, has not been comprehensive, policy has not been universally effective, and there have been costs.


Australia’s reform efforts during the last half-century have, at times, had bipartisan support. This was most obviously the case during the years of the Hawke–Keating reforms to lift productivity by making business more competitive, which the Liberal–National opposition generally supported. The Keating government’s legal framework for recognising traditional native title was more contested.


The Howard government’s efforts to continue reform further into the tax system, the workplace and a range of social polices were met with partisan resistance. That government’s reform achievements, however, were nevertheless exceptional. Reform proceeded through the Howard years despite the intensely partisan nature of Australian politics and, when governments changed, it generally proceeded in complementary directions. It did so partly because of the development of liberal economic thought during the period and its influence across the partisan divide, partisan agreement on the central goal of human dignity, and bargaining with increasingly powerful minor parties in a fragmenting political culture.


Unequal power and influence in Australia’s policy processes has prevented some reforms and determined the shape of others. The power of trade unions in the Australian Labor Party, the growing financial strength of unionism despite declining membership, and the power of minor parties in the Senate, have prevented some reforms in workplace relations that affect the role of unions in workplace agreement-making. The financial strength of companies in the resource industries prevented the Labor Party proceeding with its mining tax during the Rudd and Gillard years. The broad universe of interests aroused for and against proposals to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, combined with the authority of state governments under the federal allocation of powers, and the balance of power in the Senate, stood in the way of coherent strategies to address climate change, despite federal bipartisan agreement that action should be taken.


The democratic process of balancing interests and attempting to find a public interest has long aroused suspicions about the integrity of politics. There has been in Australia for many years a widespread view that politics is run for ‘a few big interests’. Among these, big business and trade unions were each identified in 1990 by more than 60 per cent of voters as having too much power. In the following three decades, by 2019, the proportion of voters seeing big business as having too much power increased to more than 70 per cent, while for trade unions the number fell to just over 40 per cent, still relatively high.7


‘Reform’ has involved trade-offs: of regulation versus freedom, of spending versus lower taxes, of ‘losers’ versus ‘winners’. In making these trade-offs, reform has revealed internal tensions and even contradictions within the liberal project. It will be the task of coming generations to examine and attempt to resolve these matters for their time: especially how best to position government in relation to human freedom and dignity, and how to ensure that status and power do not become concentrated in the highly educated class in the meritocratic society that liberalism has created.


A liberal world


Australians tend not to think of their history in epic terms. Yet the story of the last fifty-five years is not hard to represent as an extraordinary saga, in which the powers of mind and technology unleashed during the Enlightenment of the late eighteenth century continue to transform the world and the country.


It has been a period in which individual people gained immense personal capacity, through computers that could assemble vast quantities of information, and an internet that enabled them to communicate instantaneously and costlessly across the globe. These powers were unimaginable to previous generations. As technology, liberal economies and global economic relations gave individual people more power over their lives, humanity’s aspirations lifted and more nations adopted democratic institutions. Simultaneously, however, the science and technology that empowered individuals also gave rise to national governments and global organisations of unprecedented scale, with unmeasured reach into society. These developments brought new pressures to bear on individual freedom and democratic processes.


The mastery of science and technology has brought humanity together as never before. The Moon was reached in 1969, and the Earth, home of humanity, was viewed for the first time from space. The solar system was mapped by 2000, and planning for the journey to Mars had commenced by 2020. Astronomers began identifying the habitable planets of our galaxy as humanity prepared to send pioneers to settle other worlds for the first time. And as science advanced, religious faith in an omnipotent, omniscient God continued its retreat in the West, and humanity increasingly sensed responsibility for its own destiny.


Affluence that exceeded the wealth of the emperors and kings of previous ages was enjoyed by rapidly expanding middle classes. Poor countries became rich, and the proportion of the world’s population suffering from absolute poverty shrank to an estimated 10 per cent. The liberalisation of democratic India, East Asia and communist China had stimulated unprecedented economic growth. The numbers of humanity grew from 3.4 billion in 1966 to 7 billion in 2020. Population began to stabilise by the end of the period, as affluence and the empowerment of women revised life expectations. In many nations secondary education became available to all and university education the goal of uncounted millions. Medical science placed ageing and disease increasingly on the defensive. Life expectancy increased, and the age structure of populations altered as older generations remained active and able to enjoy life. Artificial intelligence began to enter homes and industries and supplemented the natural powers of the human body.


In 2020 Australians were recorded by one of the ubiquitous international indices as among the world’s happiest people.8 Their happiness arose particularly from the high levels of personal freedom they enjoyed, as well as from the processing of liberal aspirations through institutions that were more effectively democratic than those of Australia’s parent nation, Britain, or of its larger cousin, the United States. Australia’s liberalism has therefore been more grounded and popular, although sometimes distorted and diverted by the unequal power of interests, and its rejection of both laissez-faire and socialist utopias has been more profound. Its success has made radical rejection of the system less persuasive, while the entrenched cultural dissatisfaction of Australians, and their suspicion of politicians and their suspected self-interested misuse of power, remain strong.


What good government might be, and how it might be achieved, has long been one of humanity’s greatest quests—and nowhere more so, or more purposefully, than in Australia. Australia has been an important case study in that quest, defining good policy in terms of liberal values,9 and seeking to realise it in an egalitarian culture through democratic institutions and personal liberty.





1


The politics of human dignity


[image: image]


AUSTRALIA’S LIBERAL DEMOCRATIC state, after 1966, set out to lift economic and social well-being, to eliminate legal inequalities and to recognise the equal human dignity of men and women, of ethnic and cultural minorities, of those with mental and physical difficulties, and of those with different sexualities. Reforms affected the character and leadership of every institution in society, and each had implications for the pillars of social conservatism: the family, local communities, businesses and unions, defence forces and the churches.


A sweeping reconstitution of the relationship between government and the people, and between individuals, occurred: a reformation that involved both the withdrawal of government in some areas and its extension in others—a radical rebalancing of regulation and freedom, of power and liberty. Much regulation restricting competition and choice was withdrawn, as new laws were introduced to define and govern new kinds of markets—for power, water, emissions and so on. Regulation was enacted to protect the environment, create native title and require unprejudiced employment, and redistribution was extended to alleviate inequality. Law reform accompanied attitudinal changes, and the educative role of law contributed to the cultural transformation that occurred.


Reform produced significant political, economic, social and cultural change, and transformed Australians’ relationship with the environment, with other countries and with the international system. Expanded access to and participation in education led to the emergence of a large influential meritocracy whose members came to occupy leadership positions in most institutions. As Australian participation in global trade expanded, government significantly improved its skill in managing the complexities of a liberal economy based on private property, markets and prices, enabling it to avoid recession in the Asian and global financial crises and to recover rapidly from the coronavirus pandemic.1 Anti-competitive protection of industry was, essentially, ended and free trade restored. Centralised regulation of the workplace, although still contested by powerful interests, was rolled back.


Australia’s reforms occurred in an international context. The other major English-speaking countries—Britain, the United States, Canada, New Zealand—also liberalised their policy frameworks. East, South-East and South Asian countries such as South Korea, Japan and Taiwan became known as the ‘Asian Tigers’ for their adoption of liberal economic policies. Liberalisation also occurred in India, China, in the Americas and Africa. Soviet communism collapsed in 1990–91. European nations engaged in one of history’s great liberal experiments in the creation of the European Union, and the international institutions under the United Nations sought to extend human dignity in the developing world. Agreements between nations expanded world trade and freedom of capital and monetary movements across the globe. Democracy expanded around the world. It was a great liberal age.


Australia is, by leading international comparative measures, now at or near the cutting edge of the global liberal advance and in empowering its people to initiate, debate or consent to the process of reform. No country scored more highly on the Economist Democracy Index 2019 on the quality of its civil liberties, of its electoral processes and its ‘pluralism’.2 The Heritage Foundation’s 2020 Index of Economic Freedom (leaving aside the city states of Singapore and pre-Beijing-controlled Hong Kong) ranked Australia first of all countries.3 The World Freedom Index, ordering countries according to freedom of opinion and expression, of movement, equality before the courts and security of private property (leaving aside Hong Kong), ranked Australia fourth, after New Zealand, Switzerland and Canada.4 Australia was ranked second after Belgium in enrolments in secondary education,5 and seven of its universities were ranked in the top 100 in the world.


If the roots of these transformations were intellectual, the consequence was an exceptional period of economic policy reform and the emergence of Australia under the Keating and Howard governments as the ‘miracle’ economy of the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD). The fifty-third largest country in population, Australia in 2017 had the thirteenth largest economy in the world, larger than each of the Nordic countries, and only marginally smaller than that of Russia, Canada and South Korea.6 Of countries with populations greater than 10 million, in 2017, only the United States had a higher per capita GDP than Australia.7 Economically, Australia’s success is indisputable, and could be buttressed by further reform.


Credit Suisse Global Wealth Report 2020 data revealed that Australia had the highest median wealth per adult of any country.8 Household income in Australia, measured by the Gini Index (0 = equal; 1 = completely unequal),9 was considerably more equal (at an index of .32) than the United States, 2016 (.42) and in the same ranges as Canada, 2013 (.34) and the United Kingdom, 2015 (.33). Although less equal than the more redistributive, high-taxing Nordic states such as Finland, Norway, Denmark and Sweden, those countries had lower median per capita wealth than Australia.


Australia is not at, or near, the top in all international rankings that might be thought to relate to its liberal character. It ranks seventeenth on the Global Competitiveness Index out of 141 countries, still one of the world’s more or most competitive countries, but a matter of concern to economic reformers when major competitors, the United States and most European economies, rank more highly.10 China ranked at twenty-eight. One might expect that a people who value freedom and democracy as highly as Australians might also be more economically competitive, but there is good evidence that Australians value competition very highly in some areas, such as sport, where an Olympic medals table suggests that Australia (and New Zealand) are, per head of population, probably the world’s most competitive countries. Australian arts are also highly competitive, and its artists in music, ballet and opera are among the world’s very best.


It is in attitudes relating to those areas of life that are central to opportunity and well-being, in the economy, education and health especially, that Australians seem more ambivalent about competitiveness, and historically have sometimes linked it to conflict, as in industrial relations at the time of Federation. In such important areas, it could be suggested, Australians’ emphasis on equal human dignity modifies their competitive enthusiasm. Competition is a strong value for Australians, and they understand its link it to the achievement of excellence, but in the areas of life most closely related to dignity, they readily temper their competitiveness in the interests of humanity. Whether Australia can be more economically competitive has been a major item on its political agenda during the period covered in this volume. Australian liberalism, it seems, has struck a balance that is not necessarily optimal but finds real expression in the politics of its liberal project.


With a highly effective system of targeted income support and an increase in available social services, absolute poverty is almost non-existent. Relative poverty, because it is relative, will always be present by definition (except in statistically improbable circumstances). Statistical poverty of individuals is usually short term, although a proportion of it reflects entrenched disadvantage transmitted across generations. The challenge remains to discover the relationships that best empower those in danger of being trapped in cross-generational disadvantage. What used to be called ‘fraternity’ or ‘brotherhood’, but is now perhaps better referred to as a culture of community and shared lives, finds new expression in inventive programs that bring together governments working with private charities. These build relations in which officials, police, employers, schools, philanthropic foundations and families can empower individuals at the community level and much more effectively address entrenched disadvantage than bureaucratically administered universal welfare. There are certainly stories of success in communities such as Doveton (Vic) or Bourke (NSW), or in the Cape York Partnerships program, which have expanded opportunities for those that previously did not have them.11


Australia also ranked highly in its social relationships. Accompanying economic success has been a strengthening sense of social cohesion and community. Australia in 2018 ranked as the most ‘giving’ country in the world, where people are most likely to help strangers and give to charitable causes.12 Over ten years, its average ranking was fourth in the world.13 What some argued was the world’s best health system with universal access to medical and hospital care had been established, accompanied by exceptional levels of life expectancy. By a popular measure, Australia had four of world’s top ten most liveable cities.


One of the most important features of the period was the continuing liberalisation of social policy and evolution of a culture of respect for previously disadvantaged groups. From a position of severe inequality before the law, and in public and economic life, women had, by 2020, come to occupy unprecedented heights of power and influence, as governors, judges and chief justices, premiers, cabinet ministers, backbench parliamentarians, and business, trade union and professional leaders. By 2017 women constituted 58.4 per cent of students in higher education, and of women aged 25–29, 45 per cent had a bachelor’s degree, compared to 32 per cent of men. Eighty-six per cent of females and 82 per cent of males 15–19 years were studying for a qualification.


By 2020 the violent dispossession of the Aboriginal people was being addressed by native title and the continent’s ancient culture incorporated into the nation’s identity. While the life chances of many Aboriginal people were still below those of other Australians, the gap was generally closing. Legal equalisation also benefited other minority groups. From the criminalisation of homosexual relationships between consenting adults in 1966, by 2018 Australia had legalised same-sex marriage.


Throughout the period, the country’s 160-year-old democratic institutions and the national institutions established in 1901 not only survived but also in many respects were reformed and improved, generating a political life that contributed markedly to these achievements.


Not all of the proposed shifts in the boundary between regulation and freedom over this period became lasting policy initiatives. Some were never implemented because they were defeated in the Senate. Some were put into effect and then repealed by a government of another party persuasion. There were, however, significant policies of economic, social and environmental reform that frequently met liberal criteria and had bipartisan support. The possibility of bipartisanship in a system based on adversary principles illuminates the political and cultural processes by which the liberal project has advanced in Australia.


Measured in terms of the recognition of the equal dignity of all people, Australia by 2020 had become a more liberal and more democratic country than it had ever been before, and this had occurred during an era of tumultuous and partisan politics. There remained, nevertheless, significant reform agendas still to be fulfilled in every area of social and economic life, in politics and government, and in environmental protection and regeneration.


Australia’s powerful drive towards a society in which all people can live in freedom and equal dignity is an outstanding achievement of its politics. It reflects the character of the Constitution and the institutions of government and politics established under it, and especially the nature of the political parties and the leaders they have selected and dismissed during the last half-century. It also reflects a political culture that is civil, egalitarian, competitive and broadly liberal, and which itself has developed under the influence of liberal institutions and the unique character of the nation’s modern foundation. Above all, it reflects a people who are insistent that their politics contribute to advancing not the interests of the powerful—of vested interests and politicians—but the shared interests of all.


Four periods


This remarkable reform era resulted from actions of both Liberal–National coalition and Labor party governments. Australian politics during the last fifty-six years falls conveniently into four periods: the seven years of the post-Menzies Liberal–National coalition governments of Holt, McEwen, Gorton and McMahon, 1966–72; the transitional decade of the Whitlam and Fraser governments, 1972–83; the twenty-four-year ‘reform era’, 1983–2007, embracing the Hawke, Keating and Howard governments; and the turbulent fifteen years, 2007–22, characterised by major party leadership crises with short-lived governments, five prime ministers (two Labor, three Liberal): Rudd (twice), Gillard, Abbott, Turnbull and Morrison. The period saw declining support for major parties, a fragmentation of voter loyalties, and the rise of minor parties holding the balance of power in the Senate.


Each of these four periods saw different reform emphases but, in each, reform was substantially guided by ideas promoted by the liberal project. The agenda changed, but the values remained remarkably consistent.


The incremental reforms of the post-Menzies Liberal–National governments sought to address accelerating demands for individual empowerment and improved quality of life arising from a society in the throes of rapid technological, social and cultural change, from a decolonising world increasingly focused on human dignity, and from an America embroiled in civil rights campaigns at home and a war in Vietnam.


Gough Whitlam, facing similar pressures, embarked on a reform program of unprecedented comprehensiveness using federal power. While achieving important reforms, fiscal and interest group mismanagement aroused damaging resistance and contributed to governance difficulties that the government of Malcolm Fraser was unable to solve. Taken together, the two governments of 1972–83 may be considered to have been transitional between the era of reform in the politicised economy of the Federation settlement and reform that began with the overturning of that settlement, and the ending of the Cold War. Lessons were drawn from the period by both major parties and applied with substantial success during the Hawke–Keating–Howard era.


The period after 2007 has been recently called by Martin Parkinson, a former Secretary of both the Treasury and the Department of the Prime Minister and Cabinet, as a ‘decade of drift’.14 The Grattan Institute has characterised it as a period of reform ‘gridlock’.15 These views are widely supported by leading public policy voices and in the media.16


The post-2007 period was certainly one of instability in national political leadership, and of significant reform failures in relation to climate and energy and border control, but it cannot be accurately described as an era in which reform did not occur. The reforms, however, were not principally economic but social and political, reflecting a growing prominence of human dignity as an explicit, if complex, policy goal. They were particularly reforms designed to realise the promise of the liberal project for those who had previously suffered legal or other impediments to their full participation in the country’s otherwise egalitarian society: women, many Aboriginal people, those suffering physical and mental disabilities, homosexuals and others.


An important question that arises from the politics of the most recent period concerns the primacy that should be given in a liberal democracy to economic reform, and to the centrality for human dignity of economic opportunity. The principal concern expressed by those who query the reform achievements of the years after 2007 has been the loss of momentum in reform to maximise productivity and economic growth, arguably essential to support social progress and reform in all other areas.


While liberalism provides political goals and means, democracy is a political framework for making decisions. The challenge that all governments of the period faced, regardless of partisan colour, was to find a path to public interest policies and the consent of the people in a society constructed to enable pursuit of self-interest under law. Democracy places particular constraints on the pursuit of ideals: it empowers self-interest and group identities where liberalism seeks individuality and equal dignity through freedom. Australian democratic institutions place political parties and their leaders at the centre of the process of reform and consent. As the British constitutional expert James Bryce observed in 1901: ‘In Australia the people, through their legislature with its short term, are not only supreme, but can, by their legislature’s control of the Executive, give effect to their wishes with incomparable promptitude. For this purpose, the expression “people” practically means the leader who for the time being commands the popular majority.’17 Bryce’s insight that the leader who commands the popular majority in the parliament becomes effectively the voice of the ‘people’ has shaped the nation’s politics.


The ambition of the account here is to illuminate the way in which Australian political leaders have sought to address the constraints of democracy through their political parties, identifying the varying degrees of success they have had in putting their strategies into practice.


The process of achieving reform has been, for many Australians, a disillusioning one. Survey data confirm a sense of widening distance between voters and their representatives over the period. Those with power were increasingly seen as isolated from the lives of ordinary voters. In 1969 the statement that ‘people in government’ look after themselves had 51 per cent in agreement, but in 2019, 75 per cent agreed. The frequency of the belief that ‘people in government can be trusted’, while fluctuating over the years with government performance, fell from a (relatively low) high in the period of 48 per cent in 1996 to 25 per cent in 2019.18 A study at the end of the first pandemic year, 2020, when behavioural compliance with severe restrictions had been high, nevertheless found that while politicians were seen by 81 per cent of people as having the greatest responsibility to act in the public interest, only 22 per cent thought they did so—a 59 per cent gap.19 Australians were satisfied with the outcomes of government policy, for the most part, and prepared to consent to the Constitution and its laws, but disliked the process by which these outcomes had been achieved, at the centre of which were the major parties and their leaders.



Ideas and reform



The centrality of ideas to reform is self-evident. Ideas are expressed in the identification of problems seen to require reform and in reform’s strategy: objectives, design, implementation and assessment. The crucial issue is which ideas? The answer lies in the field of ideas available, and the forces, pressures and reasons that cause the selection of some ideas over others. The concept of the ‘liberal project’ provides a framework within which these questions can be answered.


Liberal values have informed Australia’s development since the British arrival in 1788 at the time of the Enlightenment in Europe. The ideas the British brought with them to Australia were both old and new, reflecting the national experience of their northern isles. Well-established pre-Enlightenment ideas, some dating back to Magna Carta (1215) and before, included that government took place under law and that institutions could be organised to protect the individual person from arbitrary power. The Enlightenment brought forward a new set of ideas about government with intellectual roots in France, Germany, England and Scotland, especially, associated with such philosophers as John Locke, Descartes, Kant, the Encyclopedist Diderot, Adam Smith, and with such reformers as Bentham and Wilberforce, and the democrats William Cobbett and Tom Paine.


The new ideas revolutionised politics and government. They included the importance of personal freedom to human dignity, of knowledge based on reason, and a role for government that empowers individual people by pursuing the shared interests of all. They asserted that government should be conducted not to advance the special interests of the few but the shared interests of the many; that policies should conduce to human happiness; that freedom under just laws could create prosperity and produce a moral and orderly society; that human reason could show the way to a better world; and that all people were part of a common humanity and of equal dignity, with equal rights to life and liberty, and to pursue happiness. Together such ideas would define the liberal project that would direct the building of the nation foreseen by Arthur Phillip, the first Governor of New South Wales.


Three themes arising from these founding ideas have been especially influential in guiding the reform preferences of leaders and parties in Australia. These themes are linked, indeed, to three of the most influential founders of liberal thought in Britain during the Enlightenment: Adam Smith, Jeremy Bentham and William Wilberforce. Smith showed how freedom under just laws could produce economic and social well-being; Bentham how reform of institutions, on the basis of careful analysis, could increase human happiness and achieve a public interest; and Wilberforce, through his successful campaign to abolish slavery in the British Empire, entrenched in the political culture of Britain the belief that all people were members of a common humanity with equal rights and dignity. The libertarian, utilitarian and humanitarian themes of reform, linked to the work of these thinkers and reformers, have infused the liberal project in Australia as it seeks democratic expression.


Embarking on the project of attempting to realise liberal ideals in action, Australia did not have impediments of the kind that plagued other nations. It did not have the nationalistic cultural, ethnic and language conflicts that accompanied the violent birth of Canada. Unlike the United States, it was founded with an explicit rejection of slavery. Unlike Britain itself, it had no ruling landed aristocracy, and its first immigrants, convict and free, were desperate to avoid the translation of an entrenched social class structure to Australia. The Scots and Irish came not as subjects of conquered and incorporated nations but as equal citizens and founders of a new society. Australia did not suffer the agonies of revolutionary violence like the French nor the militarism of Germany, nor would it suffer later invasion and the destructive consequences for trust and culture of collaboration with conquerors.


The political parties are not independent actors, although they have considerable autonomy and a broad capacity to protect themselves and advance their own interests. They are embedded in a constitutional and institutional framework whose justifying ideas make concrete the liberal project, and whose demands give parties their shape and establish a framework for their actions. These institutions—the Constitution, Parliament, the public service, the judiciary, the police and armed forces, and regular and fair elections based on universal voting rights—both embody and enforce the central governing principles of Australia’s liberal project: the rule of law,20 the separation of powers, representative and responsible government, parliamentary control of the executive, taxation and spending, non-partisan administration and civilian control of the armed forces. Through their operation the formal consent of the people to their government is given. That consent ultimately depends on the perception that those institutions operate to secure not the interests of the powerful, including politicians, but the interests of all.


Human dignity


Each of the main goals of reform—an economic life in which opportunity holds out the prospect of independent income and wealth; a social order based on egalitarian ideals; an environment in which people and their world can thrive; and, above all, a responsive and accountable political system—was summed up in the embracing ideal of the pursuit of ‘human dignity’. Like the term ‘liberal’ itself, the ideal of dignity has deep cultural roots going back to the fifteenth century but builds on ideas that extend back to the ancient classical world.


Human dignity is an inherent quality but requires expression. As an element in the template for reform, it brings together three related ideas that form the substance of liberalism. The first is the inherent worth or nobility of each person, transcending the characteristics, position or condition of that person in the world. Second is the recognition and expression of this dignity as the main goal of policy, and the evaluation of governments according to the extent to which policies contribute to its achievement. Third is that personal freedom is an essential requirement for the recognition and expression of human dignity, because only with extensive freedom can the complex selves and identities of individual people be adequately defended and expressed in ways that contribute to self-respect, meaning and happiness.


Human dignity has been an ideal shared by the religious and the nonreligious. Universal human worth was the Christian idea that lay at the heart of the campaign against slavery led by William Wilberforce. The idea had been famously articulated during the fifteenth-century Italian Renaissance by Giovanni Pico in his Oration on the Dignity of Man (1496), in which he saw the dignity of humanity as arising from free will and choice. For the Enlightenment philosopher Immanuel Kant, the moral imperative was that human beings should be treated as ends in themselves and not as means.21


The idea of human dignity, while present, seems to have been scarcely evident in the politics of World War I, when emphasis was laid on the collective identity of nationhood and the need for loyalty and courage to defend it. Word usage in Google Books, however, reveals that the concept rapidly came into prominence during and after World War II and the Holocaust,22 its use peaking around 1960, and significantly increasing again from the later 1980s. In Australia Robert Menzies had expressed the substance of the concept when he wrote during the war:




… there is in every human soul a spark of the divine … with all their inequalities of mind and body, the souls of men stand equal in the sight of God … Democrats must concern themselves with what they see to be the true end and final justification of the State—a full and good life for every citizen. The chief end of man ceases to be the upholding of the power of the State; the chief end of the State becomes man—man the individual, man the immortal spirit.23





Recognition of human dignity can be considered the core objective of the liberal project. In 1948 the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights (Art. 1) declared: ‘All human beings are born free and equal in rights and dignity. They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.’


Human dignity requires freedom. It cannot be achieved by imposing conformity. The equality of human beings lies in the equality of their humanity, in the equal worth of each person irrespective of human differences. Human beings are not identical cyphers whose individuality can be justly ignored or suppressed by demands for an imposed conformity. Individuality requires freedom for its expression and the necessary accompaniment of personal control over, and responsibility for, one’s life.


From 1965 a number of major international treaties to advance human rights were concluded. These treaties were the International Covenants on Civil and Political Rights (1965) and on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (1966); the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination (1965); and the Conventions on All Forms of Discrimination against Women (1979), against Torture and Other Cruel, Inhuman or Degrading Treatment or Punishment (1984), on the Rights of the Child (1989), and on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (2006).24 Australia has ratified each of these treaties, with legal and political consequences that have had a profound effect on the way the reform agenda has been pursued. On the basis of these conventions, decisions of the High Court have extended the power of the Commonwealth Parliament to legislate in ways that would otherwise be outside the Constitution.


Australia’s reform efforts have been overwhelmingly spurred by the desire for human dignity. Between 1966 and 2021 Australia’s major parties used the authority of government in an attempt to further equalise power among citizens, both individually and collectively. They did so by promoting higher levels of education (a political resource of great importance), by abolishing or controlling monopoly and promoting competition, restraining taxes and debt, extending through competitive markets the accountability of producers to consumers, establishing one of the world’s most targeted systems of income redistribution, promoting attitudes of respect for others, reforming administrative law to ensure procedural justice, and making government institutions more accountable.


To say that a policy ‘meets liberal criteria’ is to say, inter alia, that it is a policy that respects the equal dignity of each citizen, that it does not unjustifiably restrict personal freedom, that it is in the public interest—defined as the shared interest of all or most citizens—and not simply enacted to confer privileges on a special or narrow interest. Criteria such as these reflect each of three major strands of liberal thought that are called in this account the humanitarian, the libertarian and the utilitarian streams of liberalism.


While ideally liberal policies would score highly on all three, the reality is that the extent to which a policy can be described as ‘liberal’ varies. As the philosopher Isaiah Berlin has pointed out, policy is usually a balance or a trade-off between values. Some would argue that each value should be regarded as absolute, yet the complexity of real-world situations will generally occasion debate about the best way to address a problem and arrive at a solution. There are obvious risks in this process. Berlin argued that a major risk is ‘monism’, ‘faith in a single criterion’—the very definition of utopianism. Freedom is the liberty to choose between ultimate values.25 A second risk is that politics might not find the best trade-off or know how to achieve it. Knowledge is limited, and our beliefs about what will work might not be sound. Two recurrent trade-offs will prove to be those between regulation and freedom and between higher spending and lower taxes.


As the following account shows, such debates about the implications of policy for values have been the driving forces of partisan politics as the major parties have given different emphases to specific values and disputed with each other over the trade-offs that are proposed.


Human dignity implies a certain kind of culture and social order, but the meaning of values is not always clear. Can a social order organised to protect life adjust to the reallocation of power necessary to include the idea of ‘dying with dignity’? What happens to human dignity during a pandemic? Do animals have dignity? And what is ‘life’? Does it apply to the unborn and, if so, at what point in gestation? What is the impact of making exceptions to established principles of behaviour on the wider culture and professional ethics? What is the interaction between exceptions and the ongoing pursuit of self-interest and identity?


Australian philosopher Peter Singer in 1975 brought animals into the discussion of dignity in his book Animal Liberation: A New Ethics for Our Treatment of Animals,26 in which he argued that animals have interests that a utilitarian approach, based on realising the ‘greatest good’, should recognise. These interests, he argued, arise from the fact that animals suffer, not that they have rights. His book became widely recognised as a philosophical foundation for animal treatment worldwide and for an assertion that animals have ‘dignity’. Insofar as ‘rights’ were involved, Singer argued that human and animal rights were obviously different. The idea of animal ‘dignity’ was widely challenged on the basis that ‘dignity’ implies an awareness of self and self-respect. Nevertheless, his book inspired many ‘animal liberation’ movements around the world, including radical organisations.


Politics never ends. It is the way practical answers to such difficult questions—if there are answers—can be resolved. There is always uncertainty in the realisation of values that the political process is asked to address. That is the nature of politics. Yet over time, there is learning about the consequences of different actions of government and, as understanding grows, the effectiveness of policies can be enhanced. It is nevertheless evident from current debates that, in the eyes of many, core liberal values are still far from having achieved an optimal balance, and there are still important debates to be had.


Template of reform


Policy aiming at human dignity requires that laws apply equally to all, regardless of class or status, ethnicity, cultural heritage, nationality or sexuality. All must be able to participate in political life. Policy should aim at fostering a wider culture that regards all as equal in dignity and is without prejudice. All should have equal opportunities to pursue their personal missions in life.


The task of politics becomes organising legitimate power to achieve such objectives, and to do so using means that themselves acknowledge human dignity. The account here shows that this has not been an easy task, complicated by changes in public attitudes and demands, by entrenched vested interests and shifting patterns of power, by cultural changes and the effects of new technologies and the findings of science. International and civil wars, famines and genocides have attacked human dignity. Australians have agonised over their responses to such events, which have tested the meaning and consequences of their liberal beliefs. South Africa, Zimbabwe, Vietnam, Syria, Rwanda, Kosovo, East Timor, Afghanistan, Iraq—humanitarian crises multiplied during the period. Such events, together with natural disasters such as tsunamis and volcanic eruptions, have tested humanitarianism and its practical applications for a liberal nation.


In the account that follows the role of party leaders in giving purpose and direction to policy will become evident. A key test for them will be their capacity to manage pressures for, and obstacles to, reform arising from interests inside and outside the political parties.


In practice, we can perhaps think of party leaders as tending to fall into one of two categories in their relation to political ideas: the ‘populists’ and the ‘intellectuals’. The ‘populists’ reach out for the widely shared values of the public, or of their reference groups, to guide them. The ‘intellectuals’, though by no means disconnected from populist motivation (as election success requires a linkage between the party and the values of the electorate), attempt to be more systematic and deliberately philosophical in their thinking. As the history of the last fifty years unfolds in these pages the contrasting styles and policies become evident. Some are effective in advancing the liberal project, others not so.


The ability of party leaders to make a case for reform by showing the impact of the policy initiative on values has been a very important process in advancing Australia’s liberal project. Without such leadership, political parties tend to descend into vehicles for private ambition and forums for interest-group lobbying and pressures. A ‘philosophy’, or coherent statement of principles and their implications for policy, enables leaders to seek the unity of their members for the greater cause for which the party stands. Otherwise, political parties degenerate into ladders for ambition and become instruments for pursuit of the self-interest of their members of parliament, organisational members and supporting interests. This is a risk that all political parties face.


Power and influence are shape-shifters, and changes in technology and society have led to new kinds of power emerging and generating new policy initiatives to control it. In Australia the traditional press companies consolidated across state boundaries into a few dominant corporations after substantial political debate about cross-media ownership. The Murdoch media, originally based in Adelaide and Melbourne, evolved under the leadership of Rupert Murdoch into a global media giant, News Limited. The Sydney-based Fairfax press amalgamated late in the period with the Packer television empire to form the Nine group, while Kerry Stokes, from a base in Western Australia, acquired the Seven network stations. The government-owned Australian Broadcasting Corporation had around 15 per cent audience share on radio, television and online services. Dependent almost entirely on government grants, its political accountability was nevertheless weak and its market accountability close to zero. The corporate platforms of the world-wide web of the internet, dominated by Google, Facebook and Twitter, flexed their muscles by controlling content on their platforms.


If economic success has always had the capacity to create unequal influence in politics, so has education. By 2020 the great dream of Enlightenment liberalism seemed on its way to fulfilment. There were forty-two universities (including three private) with more than 1.5 million students (including some 320 000 international students). The 2016 Census reported for the first time that more than half the population 15 years and over had a post-school qualification, with the ACT at 65 per cent and Tasmania lowest at 51 per cent.27 Almost a million Australians had post-graduate degrees. On the foundation of that education, Australia became one of the most scientifically and technologically advanced countries in the world.28 Donald Horne thought that education would be the answer to Australian provincialism.29


By 2021 Australia and its political class had been transformed. Those with higher education qualifications were predominant among the leaders of political parties, the media, corporations and the trade union movement. At Federation, approximately 15 per cent of MPs had post-secondary qualifications. By 1980 this had risen to 41 per cent and by 2013 more than 80 per cent (183 out of 226 members).30 Members in all parties increasingly entered parliament through a limited range of occupations, principally business managers, directors and self-employed (25 per cent), party and union administrators and officials (16 per cent), the law and medicine (15 per cent), consultants and lobbyists (14 per cent) and membership of other parliaments (6 per cent). Researchers and electorate officers were 4 per cent, public servants and other administrators 4 per cent and farmers 4 per cent.


The emergence of the new class not only motivated reform but also had a profound effect on its agenda. Higher education conferred skills in the use of abstract concepts, and, in the psychosocial theory of Abraham Maslow, security of employment shifted its priorities towards moral concerns.31 The Western world, including Australia, acquired a large politically active class of ‘philosophical radicals’, motivated by a desire to improve the world. The capacities and limits of the tools available to government to achieve their ambitions would become more evident as the period unfolded.


Some argued that the policy interests and political motivations of the educational meritocracy have become, to an apparent but as yet undetermined extent, distinct from those of most of the population. David Goodhart identified a new division in society between ‘Anywheres’ and ‘Somewheres’,32 based on a suggested conflict of interest between those with power, especially education, but also overlapping with transnational corporate wealth, who had increasingly rejected national states in favour of a supranational Europe and a globalised world, and those whose political focus was still the nation and their local community. Matthew Lesh, in Australia, identified ‘Inners’ and ‘Outers’, those urban educated elites with political power and influence with globalist liberal perspectives, and those who dwelled away from the urban centres of power in the suburbs and regions—both legitimate voices in the democracy but finding it increasingly difficult to acknowledge the other’s interests.33 Nick Cater in 2013 identified a rising Australian ruling class in the cities ‘that claims authority not by wealth or force, but by moral superiority’.34


Lesh argued that, in Australia, the dividing issues were identity, culture and lifestyle, rather than economics. The policy debates over immigration, climate change, trade and social reform were settled among the new political elite, the Outers having little say. Those outside the new class generally live in a less secure world, where unemployment is a greater threat, where incomes are lower and are not guaranteed by the state—the world of the market, of private enterprise, of risk and uncertainty. The coronavirus pandemic dramatically illustrated the cleavage between these two worlds, as decisions were made that only lightly touched those with permanent, especially public service, employment while devastating the life plans of large numbers of those in the market sector—in small business and trades especially.


In organising power and influence, the political parties and their leaders draw on the wider society, and as that society changes, and as new centres of power and influence (organised and unorganised) emerge, so the parties themselves tend to reflect the stresses and the strains of social and cultural change. The major parties show these pressures with remarkable clarity in their internal debates and electoral appeals.


The emergence of the new class has disrupted traditional party loyalties and the ability of leaders to construct a unified approach to reform. The Labor Party faces the dilemma that as it reaches for radical reform, it loses traditional support, but as it qualifies its radicalism, its more radical support in the electorate transfers to minor parties with narrower focus such as the Greens. The Liberal Party more readily gathers support from the conservative liberal middle class and unites it with socially conservative working-class voters but as social reform proceeded in the twenty-first century, tensions within the Liberal Party between reformers and conservatives intensified.


At the end of the pandemic year 2020, an attempt was made to identify those areas of life where the coming generation (under thirties) saw the gap between aspiration and performance as widest. The areas where aspirations most fell short were: government taking future generations into account, caring for the natural environment, all Australians being equal, willingness to talk out disagreements, all Australians having access to support and resources, respecting First Nations heritage and culture, empathy for disadvantaged groups, accepting those with different views, a fair, honest and capable legal system and Australians taking responsibility for their own mistakes.35


The responses revealed a millennial generation of liberal aspiration focused on equal human dignity and the importance of human relationships, acknowledging the crucial role of the justice and welfare security systems and personal responsibility. In light of the obvious progress that had been made over the previous half-century, these data suggest that success has encouraged rising expectations and aroused hopes of finally addressing remaining inequalities in rights and opportunities, and human relations with the natural world, that had existed, largely concealed from public gaze, since time immemorial. And, as had occurred in the last decades of the nineteenth century, exceptional economic and social advance proved to be an invitation to utopian attempts to move quickly towards perfection.
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Holt: Human sympathy


[image: image]


ON 20 JANUARY 1966 Robert Menzies had informed the Coalition party room that he was resigning from the leadership of the Liberal Party immediately. That afternoon Harold Holt was unanimously elected the new leader of the parliamentary Liberal Party. William McMahon, the senior minister from New South Wales, won the deputy leadership in a contest with Paul Hasluck, Minister for External Affairs, and, with choice of portfolio, became Treasurer. Holt was sworn in by the Governor-General, Lord Casey, as Prime Minister on 26 January 1966.


By January 1966 Menzies had significantly shifted the policy culture of Australia in a liberal direction, opposing class war, rejecting religious and racial prejudice, encouraging choice in schooling and hospitals, broadening access to health care through voluntary health insurance, granting private television licences, promoting tertiary education for men and women by establishing new universities and colleges, pursuing policies under the Colombo Plan that undermined racially prejudiced attitudes supporting white Australia, legislating votes for all Aboriginal men and women and moving to amend the Constitution to remove discrimination against Aboriginal people in allocating electorates and removing the prohibition on Commonwealth powers to adopt programs specifically for Aboriginal people: measures that would be endorsed by 90 per cent of the people in the 1967 referendum.


The large immigration program Menzies had sought during the 1940s, and over which he presided as prime minister, confronted racial and religious prejudices, and dealt the characteristic parochialism of the pre-war period a fatal blow. The first (identified) Aboriginal university students graduated in his final years. As he left office, government censorship of literature, art and the theatre in the interests of religious belief and morality was under challenge.


The Menzies government had revived the strength of the private economy by restraining government from crowding out private activity, pressing down on taxes, government spending and regulation, encouraging overseas investment in Australia and reforming the banking system. Private investment and private enterprise had been clearly established as the driver of economic growth: Commonwealth government spending in 1965–66 was a smaller proportion of GDP than it had been in 1951–52 at 23.5 per cent of GDP. The public sector borrowing requirement had been substantially cut, intergenerational debt had been reduced, and there had been no upsurge in industry and social regulation.


Sectarian colonial education and health policies had been replaced in favour of policy based on choice to encourage quality among diverse services and to secure the social and individual contributions of religious schools and church-sponsored health care to the public interest. Commonwealth scholarships to university were key innovations in Menzies’s great project to lift educational opportunity and enhance the contribution of reason and culture to the country’s institutional leadership. In both economic and social policy, however, a major unfinished agenda remained.


In 1966 education policies still discouraged private investment in education, family life was regulated by rigid laws governing marriage and divorce, and employment was regulated by laws that discriminated against women. The prohibition on married women working in the public service was lifted only in November 1966. Social life was policed in the interests of preventing drunkenness or sexual freedom between consenting adults, while literature was subject to moral and religious censorship. The optimal balance between positive legislation and unwritten morality in the ordering of social life remained obscure.


The extensive involvement of government in economic life through large government enterprises and detailed regulation of many industries remained. Laws regulating free speech and interpersonal behaviour had left many liberals confused about the meaning—and even the validity—of the liberal project and the actual character of Australian liberalism. While the bureaucratic tyranny of Aboriginal protection laws had been dismantled and voting rights secured, the pain of dispossession persisted, the absence of equal opportunity for most Aboriginal Australians was manifest, and the nation’s identity still struggled to come to terms with its first peoples. Many of those with Aboriginal heritage felt marginalised, and the traumatic destruction of Aboriginal society across much of the continent had left a legacy of prejudice and despair, abuse and violence. A new Aboriginal leadership, however, was making its voice heard.


If a corner had been turned, and the fog of prejudice was lifting, the scene now revealed was one of a social order still entangled in thickets of moralistic, prejudicial and special interest law and regulation, and a state that was still heavily involved in economic and social life, experiencing new temptations to centralise power for social reform, a nation still facing significant security threats, and a government being challenged by its critics as unduly secretive and arbitrary.


Holt, in 1966, 58 years of age, was a liberal of the Menzies ilk, mentored by Menzies when he entered politics in 1935 and promoted by him, but nevertheless very different in personal lifestyle, in his interest in reform, and in his love of the avant-garde in arts and culture. On coming to office he was hailed as a modern leader who would bring change and freshness to the national leadership.


In the half-century that followed Menzies’s departure from political life, the liberal thought he had championed continued its transformative impact on Australia, seeking the policies that would empower all to seek happiness, embracing the humanitarian agenda of equal rights and dignity for all, assaulting the pillars of social conservatism, implementing world-leading policy initiatives, while continuing to confront liberalism’s traditional foes: selfish self-interest, collective prejudices, authoritarian political correctness and illiberal ideologies.


It was a half-century, nevertheless, in which the major political parties struggled with pressures generated by affluence, social and cultural change, and were tempted by partisanship to politicise public and private institutions in their quest for greater influence. Australian liberalism, often in sequence with liberalism around the world, also found its internal contradictions sharpening, and its greatest historic successes and central ideas once more, as had happened at the end of the nineteenth century, being hammered into new weapons against it by authoritarians and utopians on the Left and Right.


Reformer, democrat and liberal


Harold Holt was universally regarded as a decent and friendly man. He sought affection and was described by Arthur Fadden as ‘one of the kindest men I knew in politics’.1 Paul Hasluck, a more intellectual politician, thought that Holt was sustained by an innate optimism, believing in progress ‘without questioning what progress was’.2 Holt’s principal biographer, Tom Frame, concludes that he was much more than these remarks suggested. For Frame, Holt was ‘a social reformer, an astute legislator and a democratic advocate who brought humanity to Australia’s highest elected office’.




Standing firmly in the tradition of Victorian liberalism, though hailing from Sydney … Holt believed that government had to discern and then respect its place in human affairs, that it should not intrude unnecessarily in social life nor presume to know what was best for its citizens. But that did not prevent him from believing that government should display compassion when the need was compelling and demonstrate charity where it had the competence to alleviate distress.


While there was no overarching vision for the government he led (not knowing the office of prime minister might be his until Sir Robert informed the Cabinet of his intention to retire), Holt believed a close relationship with the nations of South-East Asia made good economic sense, a strong relationship with Britain and the United States made good strategic sense, and a sound relationship with public institutions and civil servants made good administrative sense. He believed that government existed to help individuals to flourish in whatever was their chosen vocation; to facilitate and not to dominate. That was his credo.3





The Holt Cabinet saw ‘Jack’ McEwen continuing in Trade and Industry, with ‘Bill’ McMahon now as Treasurer and Paul Hasluck continuing in External Affairs. Allen Fairhall was appointed to Defence after the death of Senator Shane Paltridge from throat cancer on the day before Menzies’s resignation. Malcolm Fraser was appointed to Army; Annabel Rankin was the other newcomer. As Minister for Housing, she became the first woman to head a Commonwealth department. Leslie Bury, who had returned to the ministry after the 1963 election in Housing, was given Labour and National Service, a former portfolio of Holt’s. John Gorton continued as Minister for Works and as Minister in Charge of Commonwealth Activities in Education and Science under the Prime Minister. Alan Hulme was Postmaster-General and Vice-President of the Executive Council.


The ministry was, from the start, riven by the conflict between McMahon as Treasurer and McEwen as Minister for Trade and Industry. As Patrick Mullins has pointed out, McMahon’s appointment as Treasurer ‘signalled the waning of protectionism and the ascendancy of pro-market beliefs in Australian economic policy-making’.4 McMahon’s elevation lifted the battle over tariffs from the bureaucratic level (where it was fought by Treasury, Sir Leslie Melville and Alf Rattigan at the Tariff Board) to the Cabinet. Tariff policy now became a driver of conflict within the Coalition, with the protectionist McEwen leading the Country Party.


McMahon was sympathetic to the free trade position (of which Sydney had historically been the base at Federation), and McEwen, a Victorian, was the defender of tariff protection, which he saw as a means of broadening the base of the Country Party despite it being opposed to the interests of primary producers whose cost structure it inflated. McEwen believed that Tariff Board recommendations should ‘be accepted wherever possible’ and had overseen the creation of the Special Assistance Authority, which could impose interim tariffs—one of the most important things he had done as minister, he said.5 When the two had a bitter Cabinet argument in October 1966 over whether bounties and a support price for industrial chemicals should be imposed, McMahon came to believe that the disagreement was an element in McEwen becoming ‘a bitter enemy of mine’.6


Holt’s techniques for managing power proved to be too limited to master the interest-driven politics of Australian democracy. Malcolm Fraser, who prided himself on his ability to assess and use power, described Holt as ‘over-loyal to his subordinates’.7 He was too willing to make their problems his own. Holt, his biographer suggests, was moved not so much by a weakness to be liked but by a deep human sympathy and regard for other human beings.8 Holt’s prime ministership stumbled, Frame has suggested, on ‘his inability to manage power and to deal with opposition—both within and beyond his own party. The effective use of power and the efficient exercise of leadership require particular character traits and a cause or a purpose to which they are directed. The absence of these vital traits or specific goals meant that greatness would always elude Harold Holt.’9 Despite Holt’s mismanagement of power, however, the momentum of liberal reform continued.


The quiet death of white Australia


Two months into Holt’s term of office the principle of a white Australia policy was dealt a stealthy but fatal blow when Immigration Minister Hubert Opperman announced the results of a review of policy towards ‘non-European’ immigration in the House of Representatives on 9 March 1966. When the policy of admitting non-Europeans for permanent residence had been reviewed a decade before, in 1956, it had led to several significant reforms. Non-Europeans already settled in Australia became eligible for naturalisation; immediate relatives of those who became Australian citizens were admitted to permanent residence; and highly qualified non-Europeans were admitted for an indefinite period, although under temporary permits. These immigrants were, shortly thereafter, admitted to be naturalised after fifteen years in Australia. In 1964 rules relating to the entry of mixed-descent people were eased.


Opperman announced that the fifteen-year period before naturalisation would be reduced to five, although the reduction would not apply to the 12 000 Asian students in Australia who had come temporarily under the Colombo Plan for education and were expected to return to their home countries. The elimination of the fifteen-year rule would benefit Chinese admitted before 1956 whose country had become communist. Opperman’s second liberalisation was admission of ‘well-qualified’ non-Europeans who would be suitable as settlers, able to ‘integrate readily’, with qualifications ‘positively useful’ to Australia. When they came they could be accompanied by their families, and all would be eligible for citizenship after five years. This was effectively a ‘skilled migration’ policy from Asia without an annual quota, and effectively brought an end to the idea of a ‘white’ Australia, although Opperman did his best to minimise the impression that a major change was occurring.


The concept of a white Australia had now fallen out of general use, to be replaced by the more ambiguous concept of a ‘homogenous’ Australia. ‘Homogenous’ was not code for ‘white Australia’, although some would have heard it as such. It was a political device intended to signal that there was no radical break from the past, and useful especially in avoiding opposition from the more conservative of the Labor Party, as well as among the Coalition. Opperman told the House that ‘a homogenous population will be maintained’ and reassured the Labor Party and others that ‘[t]he changes are of course not intended to meet general labour shortages or to permit the large-scale admission of workers from Asia’.10


Opperman’s announcement was supported by the Labor Party on the ‘assurance given by the Minister that there is to be no departure from the accepted and established principles of our immigration policy, and that this policy will be administered with understanding and tolerance’.11 The Australian newspaper frankly headlined the next day: ‘More Asians will be Let In’.


Non-European immigration began to rise almost immediately, and within five years the annual non-European intake had risen some 2000 to 2696.12 The quiet abandonment of the white Australia policy by both the major party leaderships was further evidence of the cultural change that was sweeping the country.


War in Vietnam


The greatest international challenge to liberalism in the two decades after 1966 was the continuation of the ‘cold war’ conflict between the Soviet Union and the liberal democracies of the West. The Cold War (from 1945 to 1991) was generally seen as an ideological contest with massive implications for the future of the world, and the greatest threat to liberalism and democracy that had existed since the Enlightenment. A number of post-colonial nationalist movements had adopted Marxism/Leninism as their official ideology, legitimating as it did mass revolutionary organisation and dictatorial central control, while holding out the hope of future freedom.


Marxist communism had been adopted by national communist parties in North Korea, North Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia, Malaysia, Thailand and Indonesia. In Indonesia the principally Muslim nationalist movement proved stronger than the communist, and in 1965 the Indonesian Nationalist army massacred between 500 000 and a million supporters of the Indonesian Communist Party, ending the prospect that the communist party could assume government. In North Vietnam the nationalist movement had become communist, led by Ho Chi Minh after the French had been driven out of Indochina. In 1954 a mutual security organisation, the South-East Asia Treaty Organisation (SEATO), had been established to resist communist movements in the region, its members being Pakistan, Thailand, the Philippines, the United States, Australia, Great Britain and France. In 1960 North Vietnam established a National Liberation Front, the Viet Cong, in South Vietnam, to foment rebellion as a prelude to unification of the whole of Vietnam.


The direct involvement of US armed forces in Vietnam had begun in March 1965, following commitment of some 25 000 military advisers. The US build-up increased from 16 000 personnel in 1964 to more than 550 000 in 1969. The Australian involvement was, by comparison, small, beginning with thirty advisers in 1962 and reaching some 7600 military and other personnel a decade later.


In 1964 the Menzies government announced the introduction of selective compulsory national service training to build the strength of the Australian Army to 37 500 with the demands of service in Vietnam in mind. On being asked for additional support by the United States and the government of South Vietnam, the bulk of Australian forces arrived in June 1965. Menzies as prime minister had justified the Australian commitment as an obligation under the SEATO treaty, given the breach of international law involved in the North’s support for the Viet Cong, violating the United Nations Charter. He also pointed to the continuing interest of Australia in remaining as a ‘valued ally of the United States, which is, in this part of the world, our most powerful ally’.13


When Holt became prime minister, the Australian commitment to defend South Vietnam against the communist insurgency was receiving wide public support. A Morgan Gallup Poll in September 1965 had found 56 per cent support for continuing the Vietnam commitment.


The Australians had a courageous military success in the Battle of Long Tan in August 1966, at Nui Dat in Phuoc Tuy Province, between the Viet Cong and units of the North Vietnamese army and members of the 1st Australian Task Force, Delta Company. The battle was intense. The Australians suffered eighteen killed in action, in contrast to more than 500 Viet Cong and Northern army soldiers.14 Nevertheless, the Viet Cong were not destroyed, villages continued to be subdued, and the Northern propaganda was relentless.


Despite occasional good news, the war began badly. US forces, under the command of General William Westmoreland, attempted a conventional military campaign against a guerrilla enemy. It was a losing strategy.


Labor Party leader Arthur Calwell, strongly moved by the use of conscription, a traditional hatred of Labor, and, with his long-standing ‘racial contempt for Asians’,15 undertook to bring Australian troops home, even though that meant ignoring the persecution of Catholics—people of his own faith—in the South. In 1966 Calwell’s position had little public support. His deputy, Gough Whitlam, on a visit to the United States that year, discerned, however, a growing anti-war mood among the Democrats in Congress.16


An unpopular stance on Vietnam was only one of the burdens that Labor would carry into the House of Representatives election of 26 November 1966. The other was the party’s division over the policy of state aid for church schools. In March a special meeting of the Federal Executive had been called to expel the deputy leader, Gough Whitlam, for his opposition to a proposal that the party seek to establish the unconstitutionality of state aid, and for his attack on the ‘extremist controlling group’ on the Executive, whom he characterised as ‘the twelve witless men’. The expulsion effort did not succeed, and Calwell, who was seen to have failed to protect the parliamentary party from the Executive, avoided a challenge to his leadership by promising that if the party were defeated in the coming election, he would not again contest the position.


In June and July, Holt visited Britain and the United States, receiving an exceptional welcome at the White House, and establishing a close relationship with President Lyndon Johnson. The warmth of the reception might have encouraged Holt to put to the back of his mind the sensitivity of Australians to any suggestion that they were doing America’s bidding but, in his response to the President’s welcome, he said that Australians were in Vietnam not because the Americans were there but because his government wanted to ‘hold the line’ against communism.17 The military power of the United States gave him confidence that the Vietnamese commitment would succeed, and in concluding his remarks he hoped that the President would be able to take ‘cheer from the fact that you have an admiring friend, a staunch ally, that will be “All the Way with LBJ”’, a phrase that had been an American campaign slogan.


President Johnson visited Australia in October 1966. The warmth of his reception for Holt was reciprocated by enthusiastic Australian crowds. It was the ‘peak of public endorsement’ for the government’s Vietnam policies.18 A warning, however, came in a Morgan Gallup Poll of 19 November, which found 63 per cent in favour of conscription but only 37 per cent giving their approval to sending national servicemen to Vietnam.


A week before polling day, Whitlam publicly implied that regular troops could be maintained indefinitely in Vietnam when conscripts were withdrawn. It was not directly contrary to Labor policy, but it was easily seen as an attempt to break with Calwell, and confirmed the ‘appearance of disarray which the Labor Party had given throughout 1966’.19


House of Representatives election, 26 November 1966


The election in November 1966 was for the House of Representatives alone, a consequence of the early election in 1963 that had broken the cycle of simultaneous Senate and Representatives elections, senators having a fixed six-year term. It was a sweeping victory for the Liberal–Country Party Coalition. The two-party preferred vote for the Coalition was 57 per cent, the largest national voting majority in Australian history, with Labor receiving 43 per cent. In a chamber of 124, the Liberal Party won 61 seats—a gain of 9; the Country Party gained 1 for a total of 21. Labor lost 11 seats, winning only 41. Calwell, Menzies wrote, ‘lives in a dead world’.20 He described the landslide as ‘astonishing’, and resulting from Calwell’s and Labor’s ‘usual blunders’: ‘I had no doubt whatever that on the Vietnam conscription issue the people would come out strongly in favour of the Government.’21 He supposed that ‘wretched man Whitlam’22 would probably become leader.


Whitlam did, indeed, become Labor leader, following the resignation of Calwell, on 8 February 1967. In a ballot with five contestants (Jim Cairns, Frank Crean, Fred Daly, Kim Beazley Snr and himself), he won on the second ballot with an absolute majority of 39 votes against a combined 29 for Cairns and Crean.23 Lance Barnard, who was close to Whitlam, defeated Cairns for the deputy leadership, 35 to 33. Whitlam assumed the leadership despite baggage from his disagreement with Calwell during the campaign over withdrawal of Australian troops from Vietnam. The size of Labor’s defeat was attributed by some of the party’s members to what they saw as an act of disloyalty by Whitlam.


Holt’s first year in office as prime minister had been, it was widely conceded, a successful one, culminating in the sweeping election victory. In the new year, however, Menzies watched with concern what he considered to be the poor handling of issues. ‘Every conceivable error was made’, he wrote.24



National policy for Aboriginal people



The policy of a white Australia had sustained racial intolerance and discrimination, and Menzies’s attitudes of respect for all were reflected in legislative reform with the Commonwealth Electoral Act 1962, guaranteeing all Aboriginal people the right to vote in Commonwealth elections, and his support for constitutional change to remove the discriminatory provisions. In 1965 a proposal to repeal Section 127 of the Constitution—which provided that Aboriginal ‘natives’ should not be counted in reckoning the numbers of the people of the Commonwealth or any state—had been unanimously supported by both Houses of Parliament. The referendum, scheduled for early 1966, was postponed until 1967.


The voice of Aboriginal Australians had already been heard through articulate and educated leaders, such as Charles Perkins, who led the so-called freedom ride into western New South Wales in 1965 to protest against continuing discrimination. Vincent Lingiari in 1966 led some 200 Gurindji stockmen, servants and families in a walk-off from Wave Hill Station in the Northern Territory to protest low pay and infringements on personal rights.


In March 1967 Holt revived the proposal to reform the Constitution, explaining that Section 127 had originally been inserted because of the difficulty of counting Aboriginal people and that, as this was now possible, the section was out of date, and in any case, in words echoing Menzies, was ‘completely out of harmony with our national attitudes and modern thinking’. Holt also proposed another amendment, to Section 51 (xxvi), the effect of which would be to give the Commonwealth power to legislate for Aboriginal people as a ‘race’, a power previously vested only in the states.25


To give to the Commonwealth a power that had been so misused by the states might seem to place Aboriginal people in a newly invidious position and allow new forms of discrimination. That this was not the substantive debate that actually occurred reflects the change in attitudes that was now underway: there was contemplation not of new negative discriminatory laws but only new national laws that could assist in overcoming the discrimination of the past.


W.C. Wentworth, Liberal member for Mackellar (NSW) since 1949, wanted to go further, urging a new constitutional provision prohibiting discrimination. This was rejected by Holt on the grounds that ‘Such a guarantee could provide a fertile source of attack on the Constitutional validity of legislation which we, at this point of time, would not consider discriminatory’.


The referendum on 27 May 1967 asked the people whether they approved the proposed Act to alter the words of the Constitution to allow people of the Aboriginal race to be counted in the census and to omit certain words relating to the Aboriginal race. The question was approved by 90.77 per cent, with majorities in every state. The highest majority was 94.68 per cent in Victoria, the lowest 80.95 per cent in Western Australia.


A second question designed to break the nexus between the numbers of senators and members of the House of Representatives, which would have enabled the number of members in the House without change to the numbers in the Senate, was defeated with only 40 per cent national support. The possibility of more politicians was not appealing!


Holt believed that the referendum result would strengthen Australia’s international standing. He indicated that he wished to give substance to his interests in the arts and in the future of Aboriginal people. He established a Council for Aboriginal Affairs with H.C. Coombs as chairman. Hasluck, who as Minister for Territories (1951–63) had led the national conversation on policy for Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory, was surprised that he was not brought into discussions.26 Holt also established an Australian Council for the Arts under Coombs to coordinate policies on government support. Frame noted that Holt did not take these initiatives as part of an explicit grand vision, for that was not his style. Coombs thought the two initiatives expressed Holt’s ‘own generous and human spirit’.27


The constitutional change paved the way for new federal laws conferring land rights, new educational policies to build literacy and numeracy, provide training and open higher education, and new social income support and administration controlled by Indigenous people. In 1971 the legislative basis was provided for Aborigines to be formally counted in the census. Following the referendum, Australians who identified as Aboriginal began to contest elections successfully. In 1971 Neville Bonner became the first Aboriginal person to become a member of parliament as a Liberal Senator for Queensland. In October 1974 Hyacinth Tungutalum became the first Indigenous person elected to any state or territory parliament when she became a member of the Northern Territory Legislative Assembly for the Country Liberal Party.


‘The Liberal Tradition in Australia’


In the first half of 1967 the young liberals in the Melbourne University Liberal Club, with the assistance of a lecturer in law, Clifford Pannam, established the Alfred Deakin Lecture Trust to sponsor an annual lecture, with the intention that it would provide a platform to encourage Liberal Party leaders to speak broadly about the party’s ‘philosophy’ and its implications for policy. They were troubled by the contradictions they saw between Menzies’s statements of liberal principle and some of the prominent policies of the Liberal Party in government at state and federal levels. The club’s members included future Victorian Treasurer Alan Stockdale and future Melbourne University Chancellor Ian Renard, and the author. They invited the Prime Minister to deliver the inaugural lecture, which he did on 31 July 1967. Holt promisingly entitled his lecture ‘The Liberal Tradition in Australia’.28


The students were disappointed. Holt devoted most of his time to historical comparisons between parliament and politics, and the life of prime ministers, in the age of Deakin and his own. His lecture expounded the liberalism of Australia’s governmental institutions but little policy liberalism, with a brief reference to ‘liberalising’ immigration policy. Holt, however, declared his faith in liberal ideals:




[I]t is worthwhile us all remembering that the Liberal idea is permanent, though the forms of expression are shaped to the times in which we live. We are, in the words of our own party platform, ‘dedicated to political liberty and the freedom and dignity of man’ … There have been changes in our party and in the opposition forces, and in the parliament itself … But the old values remain. It is because of the very fact of our pledge to political liberty and individual freedom that we can absorb change and maintain our identity.




Governments, Holt said, should be ‘bold, imaginative and forward looking’, and he referred to the recent liberalisation of the immigration policy and to the fact that ‘happily’ the language of ‘white Australia’ was no longer used, noting that there were some 40 000 non-Europeans living in Australia, of whom almost half were Australian citizens by birth or naturalisation. He referred to the fact that it was under Deakin that protection had become the settled policy of the nation and did not question that it still was.


He traversed the ‘stresses’ under which modern prime ministers lived—stresses arising from instantaneous communications, travel over vast distances, the imminence of news and events, the difficulties of eating and sleeping on the run, ever-present criticism from the public and the press, the invasion of private life. In hindsight, the depth of Holt’s concern for the life of a political leader in the Australia of the day might seem significant. He quoted Alfred Deakin, who had written in his book The Federal Story,




Political life in Australia is impaired by the almost entire absence of respect for the privacies of official life and for the persons of those in power. The passion for equality which sways the multitude contains a spice of envy which encourages the belittling of even those they are delighted to honour. The crowd always retains to itself the privilege of chastising its gods in times of adversity while worshipping them in days of prosperity.




Holt added: ‘Now it chastises them, even in days of prosperity’, and ‘Ours is a grudging democracy which holds politicians in low esteem’.


In the half-Senate election on 25 November 1967, the DLP won 17.3 per cent of the primary vote in Victoria and 13.3 per cent in Queensland. The Senate at the time comprised 60 members (10 per state), and following the poll the Coalition had 28 seats (down 2), Labor 27 (no change), the Democratic Labor Party 4 (up 2) and one Independent (Reg Turnbull, Tasmania). The Coalition’s primary vote trailed Labor’s 43 to 45 per cent. The DLP now had the balance of power.


Holt came under increasing criticism from the backbench for his performance in the House. There was a growing opinion that Holt was allowing his ministers to harass him, that he was imprecise and not as well informed as he should be in answering questions, and that some restructuring of the ministry was justified. His agreement to a second royal commission into the 1964 collision between the destroyer Voyager and the aircraft carrier Melbourne, his mishandling of the F-111 purchase and the VIP affair were matters for criticism.29 The Whip, Dudley Erwin, seeing the prime minister breathing heavily as he climbed the steps of Parliament House, formed the impression that Holt’s health was not good and that if he collapsed there would need to be a successor. Erwin began talking in general terms with Gorton about his (Gorton’s) future.


Whitlam reforms the Labor Party


The new leader of the parliamentary Labor Party, Gough Whitlam (1916–2014), had come to parliament with a lifelong political ambition to reform the country. During the war he had enlisted in the Royal Australian Air Force and trained as a navigator. His wartime activities in Australia had included active involvement with the Labor Party. He was, in many ways, a perfect representative of the tertiary educated ‘new class’, a reformer in the Fabian tradition, and secular in his beliefs. He later denied in a television interview that he was a Christian, adding: ‘Let’s say I’m a fellow traveller with Christianity.’30


More liberal and more democratic than the socialist left of the Labor Party, Whitlam rejected the remnants of its utopian socialist tradition, preferring the liberal goal of a society of equal opportunity that he believed would be best secured by law reform, including constitutional reform, and education. His liberalism accepted the role of private enterprise in the economy to a much greater extent than had earlier Labor leaders John Curtin and Ben Chifley, but he was largely unfamiliar with economics as an intellectual discipline and generally prepared to leave its use in policy to others. He understood leadership, direction and law, but had little faith in the capacity of individual people to create a spontaneous order in a free society. He believed in the power of legal rights more than economic incentives, and in the good intentions of centralised government to prevent exploitation and harm, rather than devolution of decision-making power or the power of a social morality. The federal system itself was a target of his reform ambitions. His centralist liberalism was directed to the reform of society. But first he needed to reform the Labor Party.


After the electoral disaster of 1963, in which the ‘thirty-six faceless men’ had figured so inauspiciously, the Federal Executive of the Labor Party had decided to appoint, for the first time, a full-time national secretary, and tasked him with reviewing the federal structure of the party. The person they appointed, Cyril Wyndham, had worked at the headquarters of the British Labour Party and had been on Calwell’s staff before Calwell recommended his appointment to the party position.


Wyndham set about providing order to, and proper recording of, the activities of the Federal Executive. When Whitlam became leader, Wyndham worked with him on establishing a program for reform of a deeply conservative party whose internal authority was dispersed among the states. This plan had, as its first priority, getting parliamentary representation on the Federal Executive, and then aimed to improve policy-making processes, strengthen the national character of the organisation, and reduce the power of paid union officials over its directions.


Changing in the public mind the perception of the party as union-dominated was seen as important and led to an ambitious goal of providing for direct representation from individual grassroots members at conferences and on executives.31 The centre of resistance was Victoria, the state that Whitlam blamed for the 1961 loss because of its failure to win a single seat at that tightly fought election. Victoria was still fighting the battles that had led to the split of 1955. Dominated by its socialist left faction, it saw itself as guardian of the ‘true faith, but was ever fearful of the influence of B.A. Santamaria and the National Civic Council. Whitlam was seen as the Trojan horse.’32


Whitlam, as leader, attacked the Victorian executive, which believed, he said, in ‘a philosophy of failure, which finds in defeat a form of justification and a proof of the purity of our principles. Certainly, the impotent are pure …’.33 The true goal of the Labor Party, he said, was power in parliament, where it could undertake the reforms that were its raison d’être. He tried to convince the Victorians of a new kind of ‘socialism’: democratic socialism. As he told the conference,




Wages and conditions are no longer the chief determinants of real living standards. The health and housing of ourselves and our families, our children’s education, represent the most important social capital this nation has to offer. These are the things that determine the quality of life. They are matters of particular concern to us as democratic socialists, because the things which governments provide are those that determine most whether the community enjoys a measure of true equality … The quality of life and equality in life is what socialism is all about.34




Whitlam continued to advocate increased power for what he called the ‘National Government’ and won some support. In 1971, at the party conference in Tasmania, the grant to the Commonwealth of ‘such plenary powers as are necessary and desirable’ to implement the party’s policies was supported, and the conference also pledged to abolish the Senate (a policy first adopted in 1920).


But Whitlam’s key political victory, which shifted influence and power within the party, came early in his leadership at the Federal Conference in Adelaide in July 1966 when, with the help of Clyde Cameron, MP for Hindmarsh (SA), he won a change in the constitution of the Federal Executive, which would henceforth have as members the four leaders of the parliamentary party: leader and deputy leader in the House of Representatives and the Senate. This, he believed, would solve the problem that had tripped up Arthur Calwell and the party in 1963, the ‘thirty-six faceless men’ that Menzies had so devastatingly exploited: ‘This was to prove a decisive shift in the balance of power towards the parliamentary group, and away from the paid officials.’35


The focus of Whitlam’s opposition leadership would be on policy—particularly on those functions that had attracted his interest. There were no broad policy development processes, and areas in which he was little interested struggled for attention. The priorities in his mind were cities, health, education and foreign policy. He aimed to involve the national government in cities, to remove obstacles to national involvement in schools, to restore Chifley’s free hospital system and to develop a coherent foreign policy for the party.36


Holt’s disappearance


On Sunday 17 December 1967 Harold Holt, staying at the family home at Portsea, drove along the Nepean peninsula with friends, including Marjorie Gillespie, to watch around-the-world sailor Alan Rose sail through the Port Phillip Bay heads. On their way back they stopped at Cheviot Beach and, despite rough seas, Holt decided to take a swim. Tom Frame described what happened next:




While the others debated whether it was safe to go swimming given the size and strength of the waves pounding the beach, Holt walked towards the water and, without hesitation, jumped in and started to swim in the shallow water. He had remarked a few moments before, ‘I know this beach like the back of my hand’. It was high tide and the water was swirling with currents and eddies. The youthful Alan Stewart [a guest of the Gillespies] was encouraged by Holt’s actions. He told Marjorie Gillespie: ‘If Mr Holt can take it, I’d better go in too.’ He entered the surf but kept his feet firmly on the bottom.


As Holt swam into deeper water, he appeared to enter the end of a deep Y-shaped pool near a rock ledge that was hidden by the sea. The tail of the Y was the outlet from the rock ledge and was affected by a strong undertow of several knots strength. Stewart felt the undertow even in the shallow water and moved towards the shore as Holt was enveloped by swirling turbulent water that appeared to drag him further out to sea. Marjorie Gillespie called out, ‘Come back! Come back!’ Stewart asked, ‘Does he usually swim this long?’ Mrs Gillespie replied, ‘No.’ Holt did not call for help or raise his arms. Gillespie saw the waves seeming to gather and then envelop the Prime Minister, whose silver hair disappeared from view. She later remarked: ‘It was like a leaf being taken out. It was so quick and final.’37





Despite a search by Victoria Police, lifesavers, spotter aircraft, helicopters and military personnel and amateur skindivers, Holt’s body was never found. His disappearance, Frame concluded, ‘destabilised the Liberal Party for the next seven years’.38 Victoria, the Liberal Party and the nation experienced the shock of human tragedy and disappointed expectations.
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Gorton: Sovereignty and personal liberty
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HOLT’S DISAPPEARANCE PRECIPITATED an immediate process to find a successor. Menzies had long admired Paul Hasluck, Minister for External Affairs, and believed him to be the most talented and suitable of the field. William McMahon, Treasurer and deputy leader of the Liberal Party, was, however, eager to assume the leadership of the party. John McEwen, leader of the Country Party and Minister for Trade and Industry, distrusted McMahon and quickly secured agreement from his colleagues, Doug Anthony, Ian Sinclair and Peter Nixon, that the Country Party would refuse to serve in a ministry under McMahon.


Dudley Erwin, government whip in the House of Representatives, had been preparing the Victorian John Gorton, Minister for Education and Science, although in the Senate, to consider running. He immediately advised Gorton that he needed to consider the meaning of Holt’s disappearance. The Country Party would come to prefer Gorton, a rural smallholder and ex-serviceman, like McEwen himself. The party’s leaders saw Gorton as having been politically effective in the VIP affair and in his ability to control the Senate. While respecting Hasluck, they much preferred Gorton’s personal style, and Gorton was a protectionist.


Henry Bolte, Premier of Victoria, was opposed to Gorton, but not all the Victorian federal MPs shared this view. Malcolm Fraser worked actively on Gorton’s behalf. The Governor-General, Lord Casey, on advice from the Attorney-General, Nigel Bowen, and the Chief Justice, Sir Garfield Barwick, on 19 December 1967 appointed McEwen as prime minister on a caretaker basis until the Liberal leadership was decided. McMahon was furious but, recognising the importance of the Coalition, refrained from attacking McEwen. The nominees for the leadership of the Liberal Party would be Gorton, Hasluck, Leslie Bury (a Cabinet minister and Minister for Labour and National Service), and a late entrant, Billy Snedden, Minister for Immigration, a young lawyer fired by self-belief.


Neither Bury nor Hasluck campaigned. Menzies made phone calls on Hasluck’s behalf. In the ballot of the parliamentary party on Tuesday 9 January 1968, Bury and Snedden were eliminated first, and in the vote between Gorton and Hasluck, Gorton was a clear winner, although the numbers were not communicated to the public. He told a televised press conference that he would do his best and asked Australians for their support to give him strength. He was sworn in as prime minister the following day. As prime minister, he would need to move from the Senate to the House of Representatives. On 24 February he won a by-election for Holt’s House of Representatives seat of Higgins in Melbourne, securing 69.4 per cent of the vote.


Menzies was dismayed by the handling of the succession, commenting that he thought the party had ‘become a leaderless rabble’. He wrote to his daughter Heather bemoaning ‘the destruction of the Party which I created’. Of Snedden he commented: ‘vanity knows no bounds’.1


Gorton’s government


John Grey Gorton came to the prime ministership imbued with a determination to bring government closer to the people and to move the Liberal Party and the country to more liberal social attitudes and policies. He did not have Holt’s cosmopolitan outlook, and was more conservative and less liberal in his nationalism, but the egalitarianism of traditional Australian culture led him in reformist liberal directions. His ambitions were only partly fulfilled because of his limited political experience, knowledge and skills. He was courageous, if unwise, and his impulsive decision-making in the end brought him undone.


Gorton, his biographer Ian Hancock pithily wrote, came to office with ‘clear values and strong positions, but no program’. He was, however, ‘Far brighter than most of his contemporaries in politics’.2




[H]e was inquisitive and attracted to new ideas, an unassuming and well-read intellectual behind the exterior of a lovable larrikin. But the most striking characteristic of his life was his determination to do it his way. It was this trait which inspired the deepest affection and loyalty and sometimes wonderment among his followers, and which caused the exasperation and bitter enmity among those who eventually brought him down.3





Gorton’s policy achievements in his more than three years as prime minister were nationalist more than liberal but expressed both influences. He put the Australian film industry on a more solid basis, and sought to advance environmental protection, reform the health system, expand support for the needy, and increase funding for Aboriginal affairs. He supported equal pay for women and continued to move Papua New Guinea towards self-government. He was less supportive of an economy open to overseas investment, being concerned that it could compromise Australian sovereignty, but it was his impulsive certainty in government, his unwillingness to acknowledge the constraints of his party’s traditions and of the federal system of government that undermined support for him and led to his eventual replacement by McMahon in March 1971.


His leadership style was a demonstration of the loosening of traditional social mores that the changing culture of the 1960s was bringing about. Those who observed Gorton from the press gallery, upstairs in Parliament House, wrote about the confusion caused by his confident impulsiveness, and were titillated by his obvious attraction to women, symbolised by his immediate hiring on becoming leader of Erwin’s 22-year-old secretary Ainsley Gotto as his own private secretary. There were always stories to be told, many of them unfavourable in their implications, if not the telling, about the new prime minister.


‘It must be done’


Gorton’s character, Ian Hancock suggests, had been formed by a childhood in which he was conscious of being illegitimate, with parents unable to marry because of the divorce laws then existing. His background was not poor, but it presented him with serious personal challenges. He moved homes frequently, was looked after by grandparents, losing his real adored mother at the age of nine. As a teenager he laboured ‘on [his father’s] struggling orchard, even allowing for the fun after work’.4 Attending a ‘prestigious’ school, Geelong Grammar, in the 1920s, his biographer notes, ‘could be soulless, unimaginative, and even savage’: ‘In many ways, he was on his own, and had to look after himself physically, mentally and psychologically. The saving grace was that he did not allow his circumstances to crush him.’5


The man who emerged from these early experiences, Hancock writes,




was fiercely competitive, was determined always to win, rarely backed down in an argument, and never backed away from a fight. Nevertheless, inside was someone shy, very sensitive, easily offended, eager to please, and looking for acknowledgement. John Grey Gorton found it hard to trust others and placed the highest value on loyalty. He carried with him into politics a genuine sympathy for the disadvantaged, a compassion derived not so much from his own life as from his observation in Geelong and in northern Victoria of how others suffered through no fault of their own … Perhaps the most important legacy of Gorton’s early years was the compulsion to do it his way.6





The prime ministership was an irresistible opportunity to do just that.


Gorton came to the office of prime minister idealistically anticipating to be able to exercise the authority of his office to resolve problems. He expected loyalty from his colleagues but lacked awareness of how leadership could generate it. His view of leadership was more directive. He told the ABC-TV program Monday Conference on 22 January:




The Prime Minister now or in the future is not to be chairman of the committee so that a majority vote in the committee says what’s going to be done. He should put to the Cabinet or the committee what he believes ought to be done, and if he believes strongly enough that it ought to be done, then it must be done.7




It was not an inaccurate statement of the conventions of Australian Cabinet government, but Gorton’s framing made it sound like an ultimatum to his ministerial colleagues, and this was impolitic. Cabinet conventions made it a body for taking collective decisions. His statement created the impression that he believed he did not need to persuade, but could order, those who would form the government. He found in practice that to secure this agreement, a great deal of politics and persuasion could be involved, and eventually it would be his lack of respect for a ministerial colleague that ended his term as prime minister.


Respect for the public service ‘mandarins’ whom Menzies had expected to be able to define the national interest was also not Gorton’s style. The days of the British model of the imperial public service were numbered, and signs of a conflict between the elected and the unelected arms of government were now visible.8 Gorton quickly set out to break the influence of the mandarins and determined to appoint Lenox Hewitt, an ‘outsider’, to head his own department. Hewitt was a strong-willed brusque economist, a long-serving deputy secretary in Treasury. He became close to the prime minister but at the cost of isolating him from the advice of other influential senior public servants.9 Sir John Bunting, whom Menzies admired, was moved sideways to a newly created Cabinet Office; alienation of the mandarins did not help Gorton.


On the day of his swearing-in he heard that the British Labour government led by Harold Wilson had decided to withdraw its forces from Malaysia and Singapore by 1971—ahead of schedule—and had decided not to maintain any special capacity in the region. The future Australian role in the region would have to be determined. Events in Vietnam would make this urgent.


Gorton’s liberalism


The origins of Gorton’s liberalism—certainly of his humanitarianism—might well have owed much to the lessons he drew from the experiences and observations of his early life, but they were also intellectual. In 1932, at the urging of Geelong Grammar’s principal, James Darling, Gorton’s father sent him to Oxford (Brasenose College), from where he graduated in 1935 in history, politics and economics. It was there that the young Australian’s values were given shape and substance in the form of key political concepts and articulated ideas.


A close friend at Oxford, John Buchan, son of the author of The Thirty-Nine Steps, told biographer Alan Trengove: ‘The [Oxford] Dons saw that he had considerable depth, and were interested in him, and two were among his closest friends.’10 Gorton met John Buchan Snr, soon to be Governor-General of Canada. Buchan’s best-known fictional hero, Richard Hannay, was an ex-soldier moved by strong democratic and patriotic values, lover of adventure and of battling with evil, a model for a young man to aspire to.


One of the Oxford dons, Stanley Cohn, aroused Gorton’s interest in politics and political science. Cohn, reportedly a teacher of great influence, was engrossed by the study of political power, not just in politics but also in all aspects of life.11 Gorton developed a deep interest in the American Civil War and Abraham Lincoln. He rejected the appeasement attitudes of Oxford students reflected in the Oxford Union debate while he was there that ‘this House refuses to fight for King and country’. He was alarmed that Britain did not seem to wish to resist Hitler and fascist totalitarianism.12 His intellectual prowess was evidenced by the fact that he was considered for a first-class honour, finally obtaining a still very good upper second-class result. In February that year he had married an intellectual young American, Bettina Brown.13


Gorton, after fighting evil in World War II and returning a wounded hero, brought together his values and political concepts in a moving speech he gave to a banquet to welcome home ex-servicemen at Mystic Park on 3 April 1946. His speech explained why democratic Australians had gone to war, and it brought together all the elements of his liberal outlook. Some said it was the best speech he ever made. It became something of a political manifesto:




We fought only to preserve, for ourselves and our children, that conception of political freedom and justice which was being attacked by a tyrannous power … We got what we were after. We retained a system of government in which we, the people, choose our governors, dismiss them when we wish, and have a voice in our own destiny. We retained a system of justice in which the humblest one among us has equal rights before the law with the head of State. We believed those principles were worth defending, not because in themselves they provided all that could be desired for human happiness, but because we believed that we could only advance to a full and satisfying life for all if we retained the freedom on which to build …


But it is now, in peace, that we must make our advances. I believe that the returned serviceman wishes us to secure for all men that economic freedom which we have never had, and to which all who are willing to work are surely entitled. We must remove from the minds of men the fear of poverty as a result of illness, or accident, or old age. We must turn our schools into institutions which will produce young men and women avid for further education and increased knowledge. We must raise the material standard of living so that all children can grow up with sufficient space and light and proper nourishment; so that women may be freed from domestic drudgery; and so that those scientific inventions which are conducive to a more gracious life may be brought within the means of all.


We must raise the spiritual standard of living so that we may get a spirit of service in the community, and so that we may live together without hate, even though we differ on the best road to reach our objectives. And we must do all this without losing that political freedom which has cost us so dearly, and without which these tasks cannot be accomplished …


I want you to see an army—regiment on regiment of young men dead. They say to you, burning in tanks and aeroplanes, drowning in submarines, shattered and broken by high explosive shells, we gave the last full measure of devotion. We bought your freedom with our lives. So take this freedom. Guard it as we have guarded it, use it as we can no longer use it, and with it as a foundation, build. Build a world in which meanness and poverty, tyranny and hate, have no existence. If you see and hear these men behind me—do not fail them.14





Gorton was elected to the Senate for Victoria in 1949, beginning his parliamentary career in February 1950. James Darling, whom some thought a socialist, had urged him to be more ‘liberal’ than his party, to which Gorton had responded that he was ‘of the belief that you cannot help men permanently by doing things for them which they should, or could, do for themselves’. He told Darling that ‘this is a sentiment I have imbibed from Abraham Lincoln than whom no one could be more liberal’.15


Gorton’s liberalism, like that of Menzies, was strong in its emphasis on personal responsibility, and he developed a lasting respect for Menzies despite their political differences from time to time.16 Like Menzies, he had developed a detestation of communism, its disrespect for the dignity of the individual person, and its tyrannous and violent governments. He saw Labor’s socialists as wishing to use the state to dictate to individuals how they should live their lives, and he had denounced the Chifley government as being ‘concerned solely with theoretical, doctrinaire actions, such as nationalising air lines, banks and medicine’.17


Gorton did not object to a government role in commerce, but opposed government monopoly, and supported Menzies’s efforts to ensure competition for the government-owned domestic carrier, Trans-Australia Airlines, by securing equal rights for the privately owned Australian National Airlines (later Ansett-ANA).18 In a debate in the Senate in 1954 on grants to the states he had asserted that where there was a conflict between a national and a state outlook, ‘the national outlook should always prevail’.19


The aggressiveness of the Soviet Union after the war and the advance of communist movements in Asia and the Americas confirmed Gorton’s opposition to communism. As a new member of parliament, elected to the Senate in 1949, he supported Menzies’s Communist Party Dissolution Bill, and developed his interests in foreign affairs. He formed a deep suspicion during the 1950s of J.F. Cairns, later to be Whitlam’s Treasurer, who was a frequent speaker at meetings of communist front organisations.20


After the Liberal–Country Party Coalition won the 1958 election, he was appointed Minister for the Navy, also representing portfolios in the House of Representatives including, from 1960, External Affairs. He led and oversaw a significant modernisation of the naval program. ‘By 1963 the navy had acquired four frigates built in Australia, bought six minesweepers from the Royal Navy, and placed an order in the United States for two Charles F. Adams-class guided missile destroyers and in Britain for four Oberon-class submarines.’21


Gorton shared Menzies’s concern at the increasing risks to national sovereignty from the international campaign against South Africa and denied that an immigration policy supporting an Anglo-Celtic Australia was discriminatory.22 In matters of social reform, he was a humanitarian moved by compassion and human sympathy. Despite others’ conservative opposition to easing the grounds for divorce, he managed Barwick’s Matrimonial Causes Bill through the Senate, rejecting religious arguments and defending the civil law dissolution of marriage, on the utilitarian grounds of ‘the greatest good for the greatest number’. After the 1963 election Gorton, having been Navy Minister for more than five years, was appointed Minister for Works and attached to the Prime Minister’s Department with responsibility for Education, which, Menzies told him, was his real job.23 Gorton embraced the opportunity.


His term in the Education portfolio was widely acclaimed. For him, education was part of the effort to ‘perfect’ humanity through ‘goodness, beauty and reason’. Under Holt, Gorton became Minister for Education and Science, carrying out the government’s commitment to fund science blocks in non-government schools, and further extending state aid to non-government schools. He implemented the recommendations of the Martin Inquiry into Tertiary Education (1961–64), establishing the colleges of advanced education to boost the nation’s technical education. Gorton supported funds for academic and technical scholarships, the development of the universities, and improved salaries for tertiary staff. He approached his responsibilities with vision and a forceful personality, and while his interventionist approach to university administration, and his firm opinions generally, caused some resistance, it is hard not to see his exercise of the portfolio as an outstanding success. His reputation as a man of imagination who could actually achieve results and as a minister with a future positioned him well for what was to come.


The states


Gorton came to office at a time when the Liberal Party was strengthening its grip on state governments. In New South Wales, the party, while contributing to federal election victories, had long been unsuccessful in winning government at the state level, and in coalition with the Country Party had lost six successive state elections between 1947 and 1962.


In 1965 the NSW Liberal Party, the extra-parliamentary organisation of which was led by John Carrick as general secretary (1949–71), had finally won office under Robin (later Robert) Askin, and his government was returned in 1968, 1971 and 1973. While Carrick was a self-identified liberal who had written on liberalism,24 and who entered the Senate in 1971, Askin was a pragmatist, a wheeler-dealer, who described himself as ‘a professional politician’ ‘who could and did trim policies to suit the electorate’.25 His opinions on capital punishment, homosexuality, abortion and immigration were conservative, but shifted as times (and public opinion) changed.


Ian Hancock notes that Askin’s ‘legacy as Premier was a considerable one’,




whether measured in terms of Sydney’s advancing skyline, some progress on the Eastern Suburbs railway, the completion of the Opera House, consumer protection laws, a permanent law reform commission, or the commissions to attack pollution and oversee corporate affairs. Askin’s government introduced health warnings on cigarettes, ‘P’ plates for newly licensed drivers, breath testing, and the compulsory wearing of seat belts in cars … Eighteen-year-olds were allowed to vote, daylight saving was made permanent and liquor trading hours were extended.26




He won support from families with mortgages wanting the best education for their children. Since Askin’s death there have been widespread claims that he was corruptly influenced by payments from the gambling industry and for honours. Denied by Carrick, and others who knew him well, they continue to be debated,27 and have undoubtedly damaged his reputation.


In Victoria a period of instability was ended by reform of the electoral system in 1954, when a redistribution made city votes equal to country votes—the first time this had been the case since 1888—and by the accession of Henry Bolte to leadership of the parliamentary Liberal and Country Party in 1953. After the fall of the government of John Cain Snr as a result of the Labor split, the Liberals established themselves as the preferred party of government in Victoria a decade before they were able to do so in New South Wales. Victoria, too, benefited from a long period of Liberal government, under the leadership of Henry Bolte, Premier from 1955 to 1972.


Improving the standard of living of the people through economic development was the hallmark policy of conservative Liberal premiers. Bolte undertook a number of missions abroad, which he used to persuade international companies to come to Victoria. The high rate of immigration and capital inflow put a premium on infrastructure development. Freeway development began—using the Melbourne and Metropolitan Board of Works. Bolte took to the High Court a case that Victoria was entitled to resume income-taxing powers and argued against the tying of grants from the Commonwealth. In 1962 a standard gauge rail was laid from Melbourne to Albury. He ensured that Melbourne had an international airport, and international flights landed at Tullamarine from 1970. He negotiated supply of natural gas from the offshore Gippsland Basin.


In an era of social change and the counter-culture, Bolte championed individualist and conservative values of the family and home ownership and, increasingly, quality of life issues. Drinking hours were liberalised and six o’clock closing of hotels was abolished in 1966. To reduce deaths on the road, compulsory seat belts and a .05 blood alcohol content limit for drivers were introduced. The Housing Commission’s high-rise developments were controversial, as was his support for capital punishment.28 These were occasions for the first significant new class mobilisations to protect the quality of urban life and make policy more humane. He supported, and Labor opposed, state aid for non-government schools. When he retired he was regarded as Australia’s most successful premier.


The Liberal and Country League in South Australia under the leadership of the Premier, Sir Thomas Playford, had continued in government through World War II and until 1965. His term as premier of twenty-seven years is the longest of any leader in Australia’s history. He took a close personal interest in the industrial development of his state and was pragmatic in his willingness to use government to provide services and assist industry. He lost the 1965 election, retired in 1966, and was succeeded by the liberal-minded Steele Hall, who won the 1968 election after short terms by Labor premiers Frank Walsh and Don Dunstan.


Hall determined to introduce electoral reform to correct long-standing anomalies, knowing that his party would be disadvantaged by the new (and fairer) boundaries. It was, and lost the following election to Dunstan, who remained premier until 1979. Dunstan was a committed social liberal, whose reforms included decriminalisation of homosexuality, abolition of the death penalty, anti-discrimination laws, relaxation of censorship, reduction of the voting age to 18, and heritage protection. He was less interested in encouraging economic growth; the state stagnated and bureaucracy expanded. His later years were dogged by accusations of judicial interference, corruption and claims of impropriety involving the dismissal of the Police Commissioner Harold Salisbury.


In Western Australia the Liberal, David Brand, had become premier in 1959, holding the post to 1971 when he was succeeded by Labor leader John Tonkin. During this period Western Australia moved into an era of dramatic resource development, based on iron ore, bauxite, nickel and titanium oxide. Huge oil and gas fields were discovered on the Northwest Shelf. Beef roads were opened up, and a standard-gauge east–west railway commenced. Tonkin was succeeded in 1974 by a Liberal government led by Charles Court, who remained premier until 1982. Western Australian resource developments became a major source of Australia’s economic strength.


Queensland was governed by Country (later National) Party–led coalitions, and later National Party governments from 1957 to 1989, with Joh Bjelke-Petersen, Country (National) Party leader, as premier from 1968 to 1987. Bjelke-Petersen, a conservative dedicated to the economic development of his state, was a formidable defender of Queensland’s autonomy and strong opponent of any signs that Canberra—whether under Liberal or Labor government—was interfering in matters that he regarded as falling within the purview of the state. Gorton, Whitlam, Fraser and Hawke would all feel the impact of Petersen’s resolute defence of the ‘rights’ of his state. John Howard would suffer from an ill-judged ‘Joh for Canberra’ campaign in 1987.


The Liberal Party in Tasmania remained in opposition after the war until Angus Bethune, defeating long-serving Labor Premier Eric Reece, led a coalition to victory in 1969, and was Premier until 1972. Reece returned as premier from 1972 to 1975. The Liberals’ most successful period at the state level was in the 1980s and 1990s under Robin Gray (1982–89), Ray Groom (1992–96) and Tony Rundle (1996–98).


Communism in the 1960s and 1970s


As Gorton came to power, the foundations of the monolith of Soviet communism were beginning to crack: it would take another two decades for the regime to fall. The citizens of communist countries were told by their governments that their countries were the ‘true’ democracies and that they had real freedom. The postwar communist generation increasingly sought delivery on these ideals.


The most radically democratic of the movements in communist states during the 1960s occurred in Czechoslovakia, where Alexander Dubček allowed freedom of expression and sought to implement a policy of ‘communism with a human face’. Organisations not under the control of the Communist Party were allowed to come into existence, and demands for further democratisation increased. The emergence of the so-called Prague Spring in 1968, with mass demonstrations supporting liberalisation, thrilled many young people seeking greater freedom but raised the possibility of the erosion if not the collapse of communism in eastern Europe. On 19 and 20 August 1968 armed forces from other Warsaw Pact countries entered Czechoslovakia and seized control of the state. Dubček was replaced.


The invasion of Czechoslovakia had a shattering effect on Western opinion about the communist countries, revealing unambiguously that communism rested not on support of the people (as the communist governments claimed) but on the armed forces of the Soviet Union and its eastern European allies. The impact of the violent end of the Prague Spring was felt powerfully in the Communist Party of Australia, which was divided over the appropriate response. The party condemned the attack, recognising that a failure to do so would lead to collapse of its support among large numbers on the Left in Australian politics, including in the Labor Party.


The increasingly evident tyranny of the communist regimes had a profound influence on the ideas promoted by the anti-capitalist Left and the character of radicalism in the Western liberal democracies. The anticapitalist and anti-liberal radicals found new guides such as the anarchist Noam Chomsky, whose advocacy of the possibility of a community-based spontaneous order fitted well with a broader radical assault on the authority of the large institutions that were characteristic of modern liberal ‘capitalist’ states: universities, bureaucracies and corporations. For a period connections between classical liberal ideas and radical protest movements crystallised into a so-called counterculture promoting a new individualism. Protests against the Vietnam War provided energy and direction to a new class of student radicalism, as self-interest and idealism came together.



Liberal anarchism



The Vietnam War prompted the linguistic theorist Noam Chomsky in 1967 to develop the anarchist thinking that had previously interested him. Chomsky’s ideas would be a significant influence on radical egalitarian thinking in the following decades. Of interest here is the critique he mounted of the liberal new class. Chomsky was, as the socialists had been, anti-imperialist and anticapitalist, but he rejected the extreme egalitarian position that the ideal of equality meant that all should have, and be, the same—that equality meant the conformity of all to someone else’s ideal. His radicalism sought equal human dignity through a radically liberal social order—so radical that it was better described as anarchism.


Chomsky saw in the classical liberal ideal of spontaneous order a social theory that could support a society without government. Chomsky acknowledged that his anarchism was largely based on classical liberalism and, specifically, on the Enlightenment moral philosopher and political economist Adam Smith, whose theory of natural liberty, Chomsky argued, was aimed at controlling capitalism through markets and pushing towards equality. Chomsky pointed out that Smith’s work demonstrated that society had mechanisms for ordering its activities that did not depend on detailed government regulation and that this spontaneous order could be more effective in achieving human values than central regulation.


He argued that at the core of Smith’s emphasis on markets was the idea that if you had perfect liberty you would have perfect equality: ‘Adam Smith was in favour of markets because he thought that people ought to be completely equal—completely equal—and that was because, as a classical liberal, he believed that people’s fundamental character involves notions like sympathy and solidarity, the right to control their own work, and so on and so forth: all the exact opposite of capitalism.’29


To the idea of spontaneous order Chomsky added two further concepts drawn from contemporary experience. One was the danger to that order of the selfish interests of powerful elites in the business and intellectual worlds. He cited the statement of the American sociologist Daniel Bell: that ‘in the new post-industrial society, “not only the best talents, but eventually the entire complex of social prestige and social status, will be rooted in the intellectual and scientific communities”’.30 While Chomsky’s anarchism was directed at capitalist organisation that he argued was authoritarian, it was also aimed at liberal intellectuals who, he claimed, ‘in interpreting history or formulating policy, will tend to adopt an elitist position, condemning popular movements and mass participation in decision-making, and emphasizing rather the necessity for supervision by those who possess the knowledge and understanding that is required (so they claim) to manage society and control social thought’.31 Antagonism to mass movements and to social change that escapes the control of privileged elites is also a prominent feature of contemporary liberal ideology.32


Chomsky’s second key concept was that the overlapping interests of the intellectual and scientific class with that of industry was leading to the creation of a new ruling class. That class was the enemy of the interests of the mass of the people in the spontaneous order and an ever-present threat to the functioning of that order.


The new individualism


Liberal individualist goals became increasingly prominent in the counter-cultural student activism of the late 1960s and early 1970s. A student uprising in France in 1968, accompanied by a general strike that involved some 10 million workers, became symbolic of the change in cultural forces unleashed by growth of the new class. The number of French university students had trebled between 1957 and May 1968, but many students saw their society as ‘autocratic, hierarchical and tradition-bound’.33


Originating in a small protest over the official attitude to sexual freedom on the Nanterre campus of the University of Paris, the protests moved to the Sorbonne in the Latin Quarter of Paris when the Nanterre campus was closed. Violent demonstrations, mass arrests and government panic increased student aspirations for dismantling authoritarian structures and greater democratisation, including of universities. Seizure of factories followed a wildcat general strike by millions of workers. After the President of the Republic, Charles de Gaulle, called a general election in June 1968 and won, the protests subsided. In the short run, little had changed, but demands for more democratic institutions and personal freedom, reinforcing those of student movements in the United States, spread widely through the West and were echoed by radical student movements on Australian campuses into the 1970s.


In Australia, Labor’s loss in the 1966 federal election, the reintroduction of conscription, the Vietnam War and the student protests in the United States and France, together energised a radical Australian student movement. The burning of draft cards by protesters in the United States was replicated in Australia. Historian Nick Irving concluded: ‘The translation of draft card-burning and Draft Resistance was possible because the Australian protesters were already fluent in the vocabulary of liberal individualism circulating through the transnational activist networks of the early 1960s.’34 Liberal language was widely used in Australian New Left organisations and, Irving notes, in a collection of Australian New Left Essays Peter O’Brien referred to a ‘liberal renaissance or revival’ as ‘an important feature … in the development of the Anglo-Australian New Left’.35 The New Left’s use of liberal ideas of personal liberty as a framework to criticise capitalism was to be an influential cultural context for the Whitlam and Fraser governments.



Withdrawal from Vietnam



In South Vietnam, in January 1968, the Viet Cong, together with forces of the North Vietnamese army, launched what became known as the Tet offensive, aimed at the ‘liberation’ of the South. It was an assault involving more than 80 000 communist forces, launched against more than a hundred towns and cities. The Americans retaliated with massive force, well supported by the South Vietnamese army. Paul Ham records that the American response ‘tore the heart out of the National Liberation Front. The Viet Cong lost 45 000 of its finest troops … Hanoi thus expended tens of thousands of its Viet Cong comrades in a deadly litmus test of the political will of South Vietnam. It miserably failed.’ For the Viet Cong, it was a disaster that effectively destroyed it as a military force, resulting in a dominant role in the fighting in the South thereafter being assumed by units of the North Vietnamese army. Yet, Ham concluded, ‘the sacrifice served Hanoi’s political interests: the Politburo would henceforth impose its command on the South …’36


The political tragedy for the South Vietnamese was that at the moment of their greatest display of determination, they lost the support of the American public, as the American media interpreted the scale of the offensive in favour of the Viet Cong. The American will to win had been broken by mounting casualties and growing popular opposition. In March President Johnson announced that the United States would cease bombing North Vietnam and that he would not stand for re-election. Negotiations began for a peace agreement that was eventually signed in Paris in 1973.


Gorton was angered that he had not been told beforehand of the Americans’ military decision to cease bombing the North—an omission that confirmed his distaste for becoming too entwined with the United States in its military ventures. He was also determined that Australia would not attempt to replace Britain in its role in the region. In May he visited the United States but was irritated rather than wooed (as Holt had been) by President Johnson’s demanding hospitality. He was reassured that even if the United States wound down its commitment in Vietnam, it would remain a presence in South-East Asia. On his way home he visited Vietnam, Malaysia, Singapore and Indonesia. Not a supporter of ‘forward defence’ (as Hasluck was), which he thought put Australian troops in peril, he nevertheless saw that Australia would need to respond to the withdrawal of British forces. The press accused him of inconsistency, but the pressures he faced were contrary.37


General Westmoreland, the American commander in Vietnam, was replaced later in 1968 by General Creighton Abrams, and the Americans began a drawdown in their troops in response to domestic political pressures. Public support for the Australian involvement in the war began to decline, and, by August 1969, a majority of respondents in an Australian Gallup Poll expressed opposition to Australia’s participation in the war. US force numbers fell from their peak of more than 500 000 to 49 000 and, as US troops withdrew, the Vietnamese republican army took up much of the fighting and did so with greater effectiveness.


Policy and style


Gorton’s greatest departure from his party’s traditions was his lack of regard for the federal distribution of government authority, which conflicted with his nationalist inclinations. His use of Section 96 of the Constitution when Education Minister revealed a willingness to impose conditions on grants to the states and restrict their freedom of action. As prime minister he made it clear to the premiers that he opposed any policy by the states to enter the fields of taxation occupied by the Commonwealth, such as the receipts tax in Victoria and Western Australia, and that the government would not contemplate a re-entry by the states into income tax. The government’s position on taxation had originated with the Treasurer, McMahon, and it had Gorton’s full support.


As tensions grew within the Liberal Party, fuelled by state premiers, Gorton promised a conference to discuss the party’s approach to the matter. Despite preliminary talks, there was no federal conference of the Liberal Party until 1970.38 Gorton explained to Alan Ramsey of the Australian newspaper that parties should not adhere to dogma when it did not accord with practice.39 Many Liberals, however—and especially the new Country Party premier of Queensland, Bjelke-Petersen—thought the federal system was more than ‘dogma’, and determined to fight for the devolution of power that it produced.


The first Budget of the Gorton government in August 1968 delivered an extra $10 million for Aboriginal welfare, and income support and other measures for aged and invalid persons and returned ex-servicemen and their widows, increasing sales tax and company tax, among other revenue increases, to do so.


By the end of his first year in office, Gorton, although still a popular prime minister, had attracted considerable criticism for his political style and ‘haughty authoritarianism’.40 Biographer Ian Hancock identified two serious political mistakes: failing to get rid of McMahon as Treasurer, and deciding not to call an election when his popularity was still high.41 Unlike his success in raising concern over Harold Holt’s government, Whitlam had had little influence in reducing John Gorton’s appeal during his first year. Indeed, Whitlam had serious discontent in his own party and had to contend with a leadership ballot in mid-year.


In November 1968, Richard Nixon was elected President of the United States, the management of the US withdrawal from Vietnam being one of his priorities. With a majority now opposed to Australia’s participation in the war, demonstrations against the war became more frequent. That year mass demonstrations against the war began in the United States, and in May 1970 a moratorium march against Vietnam was the largest public demonstration in Australia to that time. By 1971 it was widely believed that the US-led military coalition in support of the South had failed. The Australian contingent, whose numbers had peaked at 8000 in 1965, would be withdrawn in 1971 by McMahon. Most of the American troops had also been withdrawn by the end of the year. The South Vietnamese fought on with limited support from their former allies.


Gorton’s second year, 1969, was less successful than his first, and political problems that emerged at that time weakened and ultimately undermined his prime ministership. At the Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ Conference in London, a meeting mainly concerned with the problem of Ian Smith and his rebellious government in Rhodesia, Gorton established good relations with British Labour Prime Minister Harold Wilson and the African leaders, who responded warmly to his relaxed manner and clear and forceful presentations. He used the occasion to defend Australian sovereignty in the tradition of Menzies, rejecting any suggestion of majority decision-making by the Commonwealth, noting perhaps, undiplomatically, that some of its members seemed to believe neither in democracy nor the rule of law.


He also followed Menzies in rejecting Commonwealth intervention against South Africa’s racial policies, concerned that any such action could be a precedent for international interference in Australia. In informal talks in his room at the Savoy he agreed with Lee Kuan Yew, Tunku Abdul Rahman of Malaysia, Keith Holyoake of New Zealand and Wilson that there should be five-power talks in Canberra on the defence of Malaysia–Singapore.42 In London, he presented a nationalist line to British businessmen, emphasising joint Australian equity, but his criticism of Australia’s open-door investment policy as being too open was not well received by many in his party at home.


Back in Australia, Gorton insisted that the government clearly support the principle of equal pay for women for equal work before the Arbitration Commission. The funding of the health system became a topic of public discussion after the Report on Health Insurance by Justice John Nimmo was tabled. Whitlam saw its findings that 17 per cent were without medical insurance and 15 per cent without health cover as sufficient reason for establishing a universal system of health insurance with contributions geared to income. Gorton’s view was that the private health insurance system was working well and proposed free medical insurance for some 250 000 low-income families, while seeking a common fee for consultation through negotiations with the Australian Medical Association.43 He supported construction of a nuclear power station at Jervis Bay. His conservatism on non-European immigration persisted, and he refused to go further along the road Holt had travelled and align residential requirements for citizenship for Europeans and non-Europeans, as Snedden, Minister for Immigration, was proposing.


It was during 1969 that Gorton’s private life, and particularly his relations with women, became a frequent topic of press comment. He was subject to public and personal attacks in the House of Representatives by Edward St John QC, Liberal member for Warringah, who had come to the view that Gorton’s behaviour demeaned the office. Eventually Liberal Senator Bob Cotton, then government Senate Whip, moved a motion in the party room deploring St John’s attacks and inviting him to consider becoming an Independent.44


McMahon announced the 1969–70 Budget in August. At a time when the economy was booming and Treasury was fearful of rising inflation, the Budget was expansionary, and clearly was not the Treasurer’s preferred outcome. It included new spending for education and welfare, two areas favoured by Gorton, and further subsidies for wheat and wool, favoured by McEwen. The Sydney Morning Herald described it as ‘a boom-rider’s Budget, a risky Budget, a putting-off-the-evil-day Budget: that is to say, a Gorton Budget’.45


Generally, commentary saw the Budget as being framed with the coming election in mind. It was, overall, popular, but was shortly overtaken by External Affairs Minister Gordon Freeth’s suggestion that Australia would not be protesting Soviet expansion into the Pacific. Freeth’s line was delivered without Cabinet consideration, and opposition to it developed quickly within the government and in the DLP. Within days Gorton was taking a stronger line and proposing a strategy for the coming election that made defence and foreign policy an issue with Labor.46 With criticisms of lack of consultation from colleagues, Gorton announced that the election would be held on 25 October.



One Australian culture



Gorton’s centralism and social liberalism were expressed in his willingness to use the new powers of the Commonwealth, granted by the constitutional amendment the previous year, to assert Commonwealth leadership in Aboriginal policy and to improve access to education, employment, housing and health. He wanted the Commonwealth to chair meetings of federal and state ministers with responsibility for policy in this area. He remained wary, however, of any policy that might set a precedent for the establishment of semi-autonomous enclaves that could become a basis for racial divisions and conflict, and he continued to see the goal of policy as ‘assimilation’.


Aboriginal identity, as Hasluck had acknowledged, was embedded in traditional ‘country’, yet policy did not acknowledge this. The policy question was clear: were land rights a special privilege, divisive in the case of Aborigines yet in the case of those who had come after 1788 integral to the liberal society with its titles and rights, from freehold to leasehold? Some were sensitive to the issue, such as W.C. Wentworth, Minister in Charge of Aboriginal Affairs under the Prime Minister, and H.C. Coombs, whom Holt had appointed to chair the Council for Aboriginal Affairs set up after the referendum. Coombs urged Gorton not to use the term ‘assimilation’, which, he said, had come to mean policies ‘designed to absorb the Aboriginal into the rest of the community and to break his links with all aspects of the Aboriginal past’.47


When, in 1966, the Gurindji people led by Vincent Lingiari had walked off Wave Hill Station in the Northern Territory to protest against wages and living conditions, they were encouraged by communist activist Frank Hardy to make their protest a land rights claim. Wentworth, well aware of, and strongly deploring, Hardy’s influence, supported giving the Gurindji, if not land rights, ‘a place they can call their own’.48 The land rights claim was strongly opposed by the Country Party and the pastoralists, with Peter Nixon (Minister for the Interior, Country Party) supporting a voluntary transfer of land for residential and gardening purposes that would allow the Gurindji to continue droving and mustering. Cabinet’s fear was that land rights would become the basis for racial division and racial conflict, and conservatively decided to develop the Wave Hill commonage as a residential site.49 It was a decision consistent with existing policy, but also an admission and declaration that the referendum had moved policy forwards. Gorton was attracted to the concept of extra assistance on the basis of need, but reaffirmed explicitly his support for assimilation, arguing, as Hasluck had done, that there was great diversity among Aboriginal groups and that one policy approach did not suit all.
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