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Foreword



Shaun Crowe’s Whitlam’s Children is an excellent piece of research on a subject demanding academic analysis. It is well organised and written, using material from political science, international experience and interviews with major players. I particularly like the way he explored the issue as a scholar should rather than approaching the material within a straitjacket from which only one conclusion would be bound to emerge.


Using the ‘Whitlam legacy’ as an overarching theme for the study was deliberately provocative and deliciously thought-provoking. The fact that both sides have a point—the Greens with their reference to Gough’s support for a new policy agenda, and Labor with its reference to his commitment to hard-headed electoral politics—illustrates the dilemmas involved in efforts at Labor–Green cooperation. It also raises the question of whether we might gain some insights by looking at the emergence of the Greens as the fourth split in Labor. After all, after the student rebellions of the 1960s, we did see a green Labor left emerge alongside and supported by the socialist left, a part of which was influenced by Marxism. Dissatisfied with the compromises associated with the search for majority support, some of these activists left to join the Greens.


The introductory chapters dealing with Australian history and political science’s understanding of the impact of social and cultural change on political parties are excellent, providing real context for the rest of the book. Looking to our history reminds us of the ‘fluidity’ of things and of the existence of divisions within the parties, not just on strategy and tactics but also on philosophy and ideology. None of the two major parties are monolithic blocs, and nor are their leaders completely free to act. This makes efforts at cooperation (including coalition) problematic even when circumstances are leading them in that direction. True believers as we label them—and on both sides—often exercise more influence than their numbers might indicate.


Shaun Crowe’s discussion of parties and party systems reminds us that there are many ways to interpret political conflict and that the relationship between party and society is forever changing. What I very much like is the way this material was integrated into his analysis of the interviews he conducted. He shows how a commitment to ‘post-materialism’ emerged from within democratic capitalism and played out, and how a belief in ‘electoral’ and ‘catch-all’ politics can represent a powerful ideological force. He shows too how what were originally mass parties can drift into ‘cadre party’ status under the influence of professionalisation and the realities of elections.


I am not sure how it would have influenced his conclusions, if at all, but I felt he might have included a chapter on the ‘preference question’. The book’s focus is on relations between the Greens and Labor in parliament and government rather than in the electorates. Reference is made to the conflicts there, for example in inner-city Sydney and Melbourne, but there is no overall analysis of preference distribution and particular preference squabbles and what they might tell us about the relationship. Is it the case, as the Coalition often claims, that whatever looks to be the situation on the surface where we see differing degrees of hostility there is in fact a Labor–Green ‘party’ just as in the past they claimed there was a Labor–Communist ‘party’?


In terms of identifying the major factors one needs to take into account to understand the relationship, Shaun takes us to pragmatism versus fundamentalism, jobs versus the environment, human rights versus public opinion, and fossil fuels versus sustainable growth. Others he might have reflected on include preference politics (as alluded to above), participatory versus representative democracy, and attitudes to trade unions and their rights at work. Again, I do not think a broadening of themes in this way would have changed the conclusions he reaches.


It is clear that any understanding of the future relationship will be, partly at least, based on one’s assessment of the trajectory that will be taken by the Greens: further growth, a plateauing of influence or decline? Labor did emerge as a minority but became a ‘majority’ party (i.e. able to win a majority of seats in parliament) on the basis that it represented a significant grouping (employees and their unions) and because it saw its primary political task as the winning of elections. It was able to speak for the nation and maintained that capacity despite the three splits and a more conflicted working-class electorate today. This does give it some degree of ‘power status’ and appeal to potential members and MPs. Certainly, this was the view expressed by many Labor MPs in interviews for this book. Today we might ask whether the Greens constituency is large enough (and ‘political’ enough) to go beyond its current minority status. Occasionally they express such expansive aspirations in terms of becoming Australia’s truly ‘social democratic’ party. This would require the sort of compromise the ALP has been willing to make throughout its history—and it is hard to imagine a Greens equivalent.


What this all means is that Australia is stuck with two types of ‘left party’ needing each other but not happy about that fact of political life. In particular, Labor’s traditional right faction and the Greens ‘Marxist’ faction are obviously unhappy, being sworn enemies as they are. One might ask: is there a ‘Whitlam-like’ leader of the ALP or of the Greens who would be willing to challenge these factions in the interests of a more permanent alliance?


This leads me to make a point about the Gillard–Brown agreement. Whitlam’s Children shows that the Greens were happier about it than many on the Labor side. Was it the case that Gillard’s commitment to the agreement was the key (or at least a major element) in that defeat, or was it the case that Labor’s internal divisions (and flip-flopping on policy) were the key to its defeat? One can only speculate on how the Gillard government would have performed in the eyes of the electorate without the continuing conflict over her ascension to power at the expense of Kevin Rudd. The circumstances under which Gillard came to power and the continuous sniping related to it drained her leadership of the authority it needed to project the agreement with the Greens (and the independents) as indicative of her strengths and a positive force for good.


Perhaps too the net might have been widened to compare and contrast ALP–Green relationships generally and through formal agreements in Tasmania, the Australian Capital Territory and the Commonwealth with the Liberal–National relationships and agreements. They have mostly been successful but not always, now and in the past, and the reasons why are worth exploring with a view to determining what is at play: circumstances and events, personalities, policies or, indeed, ideology and styles of politics.


The issues chosen to illustrate the argument—the agreement of 2010, climate change, asylum seekers and the mining tax—are right on the money. However, another issue of interest and perhaps for future study is the Greens view of political action. Strangely perhaps, the Greens have found an entry point to the trade union movement not just from some of their more interventionist policy positions but also with their more robust view of what is justified by way of political action. Labor is conflicted on this with its belief in electoral politics, but the Greens less so with their own experience of—and commitment to—direct action in respect of a range of environmental issues. Note too that some unions have a membership interest in conservation policies, for example those representing national park rangers.


Overarching the whole thesis is the issue of multi-party politics and electoral systems. One only needs to look at the Australian Senate, Tasmania, the ACT and New Zealand to see how electoral systems matter. Look too to Europe where negotiations between parties over questions of government are usual. One cannot help but reflect on Labor’s hostility to agreements (in word) but willingness to pursue them (in deed) when the circumstances require it. Indeed, it became clear after the 2010 election that word and deed were soon to separate under the pressure of events. Perhaps, however, the real message of this story is the difficulty our two major parties are having in adjusting to a genuinely multi-party world.


This leads me to ask whether there is a way of transcending the differences between Labor and the Greens in a way that could satisfy the interests of both; namely, the sustainability agenda. Could sustainability as an ethic and an operating principle be the ‘third way’ between the Green left and the Labor centre-left? Whether or not it would be possible for both sides to reach some sort of agreement around an idea like sustainability remains a moot point. Very occasionally such ideas can trump tradition and interests. ‘Eurocommunism’? ‘New Labour’? Compassionate Conservatism? It would still remain the case, of course, that all those issues about seats in parliament (or Cabinet) and priorities to be set over economic, social and environmental factors would not have vanished. Nor too would the true believers on both sides find it easy to give ground in the interests of a grand coalition!


Shaun Crowe has given us plenty to reflect on, including his wonderful image of Labor–Green relations being like those in a family divided, each side not being sure whether to turn the other cheek or pull out the sword.


Emeritus Professor Geoff Gallop
March 2018
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Introduction



On 20 October 2014, Gough Whitlam, the former Labor prime minister, died at the age of 98. For Australians of a certain age and political persuasion, this was the end of an era. Four decades after his ‘It’s Time’ campaign ended twenty-three years of conservative rule, his death triggered an intense period of public remembrance. Friends fondly recalled anecdotes and witticisms (how would Gough respond to meeting his maker in the afterlife? ‘You can be sure of one thing, I shall treat Him as an equal!’)1 Admirers compared Whitlam’s three vibrant and volatile years as prime minister to modern politics, with many considering the contrast unflattering to contemporaries.2


Modern politicians took this comparison seriously, using the moment to reflect on their direction and the purpose of their politics. If ‘like no other prime minister before or since, Gough Whitlam redefined our country’, as Labor leader Bill Shorten argued, his life possessed lessons for the current party.3 Tanya Plibersek, Labor’s deputy, invoked Whitlam’s ability to ‘inspire’ an electorate.4 So too did Wayne Swan, the party’s former Treasurer.5 Chris Bowen, its current shadow Treasurer, pointed to more mundane and practical achievements, like extending sewerage to Sydney’s suburbs.6 At the end of a full day of these condolences and reflections—legislative business had been temporarily suspended—Labor MPs gathered at the steps of Parliament House to honour their former leader collectively. As a caucus, the party walked the road to Old Parliament House, where they laid flowers in commemoration.7 Just metres from the bouquets was the spot where, thirty-nine years earlier, Gough Whitlam famously responded to his government’s dismissal: ‘Well may we say “God Save the Queen”, because nothing will save the Governor-General!’


While Shorten portrayed Whitlam as a leader firmly within his own political tradition—‘Gough Whitlam loved the Labor Party and the Labor Party loved Gough Whitlam’—other politicians also mourned his loss.8 Christine Milne, then head of the Australian Greens, described him as a ‘larger than life figure whose leadership profoundly changed the nation for the better’.9 The only Greens politician in the House of Representatives, Adam Bandt, went further, identifying personally with Gough’s politics: ‘I still believe in many of Gough Whitlam’s values, and I believe they should be at the heart of our political system.’10 But while these memorials largely avoided party labels, other Greens figures laid explicit claim to Whitlam’s legacy. On the party’s website, Hall Greenland, Convenor of the NSW branch and a former parliamentary candidate, argued that ‘as the Greens, we are proud to be the party that takes up where Gough Whitlam left off’, going on to describe his party as ‘Gough’s children’.11 More prominently, Senator Lee Rhiannon posted an image to her Facebook page, comparing the Greens position on universities to Whitlam’s decision to abolish fees. Underneath a picture of Gough, Rhiannon placed the Greens logo, promising that ‘Gough Whitlam’s legacy for a progressive Australia will be remembered’.12


Labor’s fury was immediate, and it was righteous. Anthony Albanese, Shadow Minister for Infrastructure and Transport, called a press conference to denounce the image. Before taking questions, Albanese—who beat Greenland in the seat of Grayndler a year earlier—described it as ‘cheap, opportunistic and offensive, given that Gough Whitlam was a Labor man his entire life’.13 Later that day, Bill Shorten phoned Christine Milne and asked her to take the picture down. ‘How dare the Greens pretend to be what they are not … when Gough was making these changes, the Greens didn’t exist.’14 Not for the first time in recent political history, Australia’s Labor and Greens parties were disagreeing loudly and publicly. Despite sharing an admiration for the man and his legislative achievements, Whitlam’s death was driving the two parties further apart. At this point, it seemed like nothing would stop the fighting—not even a funeral.


This book is about Australia’s Labor and Greens parties. It is about what happens when a social democratic organisation—more than a hundred years old, affiliated to trade unions, with its own history and culture—is forced to confront a band of insurgent eco-politicians. Since 1990, when Western Australia elected the nation’s first Greens Senator, both have been increasingly unable to avoid the questions raised by their proximity. Where the Labor Party once enjoyed relative dominance over the country’s political left, it now shares space with the Greens; at times depending on minor-party support to form government, and even more often to pass contentious legislation.


The growth of green politics and the challenges it poses for others might not be confined to Australia, but in a sense the ‘political family’ was born here. In 1972, the same year Whitlam won office, the United Tasmania Group was formed. Considered the world’s first ‘green’ party—even if, like other local inventions, New Zealand disputes the claim—it emerged out of the ultimately unsuccessful campaign to save Lake Pedder, which the state Labor government planned to flood and dam.15 While the group fell short of the support needed to win parliamentary seats, some of its members, most famously Bob Brown, went on to form the Tasmanian and national Greens.


After this decision, ratified by a show of hands at Hobart Town Hall, established democracies witnessed a surge of Greens parties. By the mid-2010s, the ‘Global Greens’, a loose network of ninety national organisations, claimed to be the ‘world’s fastest growing political family’—even if this was later complicated by developments on the nationalist right and economic left.16 Although concentrated mostly in Europe, Greens parties won parliamentary seats in South America, Africa and the South Pacific. Where they were particularly successful, they helped form coalitions.17 After the Finnish Green League joined the country’s ‘rainbow coalition’ in 1995, Greens parties did the same in Germany, Italy, France, Denmark and Ireland.18 At the time of writing, Greens politicians occupy important positions in a number of leftist governments. In Sweden, the Social Democrats and Greens rule in coalition, with the minor party holding several ministries; in Portugal, Greens figures extend confidence to the Socialist Party, upholding the country’s left-wing government; and in New Zealand, the Labour and Greens parties signed a ‘memorandum of understanding’ before the 2017 election, after which three Greens members entered Jacinda Ardern’s Cabinet.


Greens parties are not invincible. The Czech party went from a junior coalition partner in 2006 to losing all its seats in 2010; the Irish party experienced a similar oblivion a year later.19 But in Australian at least, across elections and different levels of government, the local party is relatively well established. This book is interested in how these new politicians, with a base in the Senate and a growing footprint in the House, approach their older and more established colleagues, and how Labor figures respond in turn to the new parliamentary arrivals and their insistent political demands. This is particularly pressing when, as is now common enough, Labor finds itself marooned in a minority parliament, requiring Greens support to govern. Can either bring itself to play nice? While both are of the political left, at least in the popular imagination, questions remain as to whether they can collaborate effectively, or if they even wish to collaborate effectively.


Lingering beneath this public relationship is a series of questions about their respective approaches to politics. Do the two parties share attitudes towards social organisation and the ideal role of government within it? If so, what are they? Is there a clash of interest between a party that grew out of trade unionism and a party that grew out of environmentalism? Can a party aiming to challenge a political system—promising to ‘do politics differently’—cooperate with a party historically dedicated to managing it? Does a major party have different political instincts from a smaller, more geographically defined one, and does this influence their policy decisions? Are the two parties ultimately fighting over the same electoral space, the same voters and seats, with one party’s success inevitably coming at the expense of the other?


As an undergraduate in the late 2000s, I and many of my fellow students were captivated by this Labor and Greens dynamic. Some of the period’s biggest questions seemed to straddle its fault-lines: the incoming movement of refugees, the long push to price carbon emissions, the taxation of the country’s dizzying mining wealth. Activists sensed this, and the debates between each were frantic, even if the people involved agreed on more things than not. This fascination peaked naturally after the federal 2010 election, when neither major party won a majority for the first time since World War II, and the Greens signed a formal ‘Agreement’ with Labor, exchanging confidence for policy concessions and a greater role in government.20 It was a time of firsts: the Greens now supported a federal Labor minority in the House, and the two parties now constituted an outright majority in the Senate.


During Kevin Rudd and Julia Gillard’s six years in power, and certainly during the minority period, the Labor and Greens relationship received unprecedented scrutiny. The ‘Agreement’ represented a new federal experiment in cooperation, and the surrounding political theatre became a key theme of the government, one amplified by Labor’s opponents. Speeches were given, opinion pieces written, a popular book published.21 Some thought Labor should ‘turn on the Greens and destroy them’, while others claimed the Greens themselves were being poisoned by the major party association.22 A second group returned that, if the left ever hoped to govern smoothly, each must learn that the other was not its ‘real enemy’, and avoid the kind of distracting acrimony that characterised much of the period.23 These comments generally came in the heat of battle, and were more often hostile than not. They tended to be normative, assertive or openly partisan.


This book seeks more systematic answers to some of the questions raised in these debates. In more than forty interviews with Labor and Greens figures, each party was directly asked about the relationship. Questions covered the experience of minority government, policy areas that most troubled the two parties, and the relationship’s prospects for the future. Most interviews were with current or recently retired federal politicians, either directly involved in the Rudd and Gillard governments, or part of each party’s attempt to learn from the period. They ranged from party leaders to former ministers to newly elected members of parliament; from Christine Milne to Tanya Plibersek to Richard Di Natale.


While interviews for this book were conducted two or three years after the end of minority government, the Labor and Greens relationship remained a live topic. The first interview was rescheduled because the subject, Chris Bowen, called a press conference to denounce the Greens on a piece of tax legislation.24 Another series was held during a parliamentary sitting week in March 2016, when the two parties clashed over changes to Senate voting—a debate ending with a Labor politician calling the Greens ‘cancer’.25 Although these frustrations seeped into some of the discussions, particularly during the Senate debate, the interviews retained a focus on less immediate, longer-term issues. These included the nature of coalitions in a traditionally two-party nation, the tension between trade unions and environmentalists, the difference between material and post-material politics, the role of class in shaping the party divide, and different possible approaches to political change within a parliamentary democracy.


Whitlam’s Children began with a broad, speculative thought: were we witnessing the creation of a progressive bloc in Australian politics, to mirror the established Coalition on its right? The book is interested, even invested, in the future of Labor and Greens in Australia. In the context of creeping political fragmentation—which is even complicating the remarkably stable Coalition—the relationship will continue to shape the parliamentary left’s electoral prospects, as well as its evolving identity. It was with this motive that I interviewed politicians from both parties, in an attempt to understand their positions more clearly. While some had previously expressed their views, often in the rush of public disagreement, I wanted to give politicians space to articulate their ideas—and perhaps even understand the other party’s perspectives. Modestly, I thought that asking these questions, then collecting and examining their answers, was the first step towards a more robust, self-aware relationship.
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CHAPTER 1


The Two-party System and its Discontents


If the 2010 hung parliament came as a shock, it was largely because, in the conventional wisdom, Australian politics was conducted within a stable, two-party system. Although one carried a slightly different name, a line of descent could be drawn from the parties competing for electoral support at the beginning of the twentieth century to the parties competing in the twenty-first.1 Other parties might exist, even exert influence, but only two possessed a credible prospect of claiming government. After the ‘fusion’ of liberal and conservative groups in 1909, scholars characterised this in different ways—as a clash between ‘Labor’ and ‘non-Labor’ groups, or between ‘parties of initiative’ and ‘parties of resistance’—but most implicitly accepted the bipartisan framework.2 Even arguments challenging two-party politics often accepted that, for most casual observers, it was the familiar Australian reality.3


But while this narrative emphasised Australia’s static tendencies, less influential accounts showed a greater interest in its more fluid elements. Without rejecting the concept outright, a second thread noted that Australian history was more fitful, less linear than the simple two-party image recognised. One of the earliest studies of local parties observed that, ‘although the Australian electorate has never been divided into the multiplicity of parties which is characteristic of republican France … it has seldom enjoyed a strictly two-party system’.4 A later history described it as ‘unstable’: ‘Governments change frequently enough … but the change of fortune has so often been accompanied by party disunity, by organisational chaos and the shifting of personal loyalties that it cannot be described as an allegiance between two broad alternatives.’5


In the first fifty years after fusion, this ‘chaos’ emerged periodically, with major parties fracturing and realigning, the system rarely surviving a major crisis without reorganisation.6 Labor, the constant presence in federal politics, itself split on three occasions, the same number of times the non-Labor grouping changed its name and identity.


While the bipartisan model survived these rifts, repurposing itself to fit new social demands, cracks in the two-party system became increasingly visible over the second fifty years of federal history. Mirroring international trends, support for the major parties fell steadily, as did consistent lifetime voting patterns.7 Although still dominating executive office, their position was less certain. By 2010, major parties won just 75 per cent of the national vote, down from 90 per cent in 1975.8 In this changing climate, small parties managed to squeeze their way through these growing cracks and into parliament. Some, like the Democrats, gained a durable position of influence in the Senate, only for their support to evaporate after controversial decisions.9 Others, such as One Nation, shot to prominence on a radical platform, then collapsed just as quickly—and then re-emerged more than a decade later.10 More recently, ‘micro parties’ gained federal representation, grouped around charismatic leaders, parliamentary defectors and ambitious independents. By 2010, the most popular of these minor parties was the Greens.


If nothing else, Australian political history is more interesting than is usually credited, littered with movements and moments complicating the two-party settlement. In some sense this is a history of the losers; those who either collapsed or were absorbed by major parties, those facing the enormous condescension of posterity. But although impermanent, each left an imprint on the party system, and each exposed the limits of bipartisan politics. Beginning with Federation and ending with Kevin Rudd’s election—from the nation’s first decade and its uncomfortable ‘three elevens’ to Labor’s run of schisms over conscription, the Depression and communism, to the staggered rise of Democrat and Greens politicians—this chapter examines the history of parties in Australia. With an emphasis on the political left, it focuses on moments of volatility in the system, when dominant formations splintered and formed anew. Some of these involved public Labor ‘splits’, others involved less obvious, more gradual shifts.


For Labor and the Greens, this history offers a number of lessons: that change can take many forms, following external shocks or gradual social change, originating inside or outside parliamentary parties, challenging or reinforcing the dominant economic clash; that Labor exhibited noticeable resistance to coalition politics at various significant moments; and that the nature of these splits affected Labor’s electoral performance, often disastrously, with hostility corresponding with long periods in opposition for the party. Each of these shaped Australian political history, and each is worth pondering.


Governing with ‘three elevens’ (1901–09)


Australia’s first federal decade of party politics was also in many ways its most volatile. As Alfred Deakin famously described it, this was the era of ‘three elevens’—Deakin’s Protectionist Party, George Reid’s Free Trade Party and the Labor Party—in which prime ministerial authority relied on fragile and shifting parliamentary coalitions.11 Parties granted leaders temporary confidence, only then to revoke it, often multiple times a term. Until the election of Andrew Fisher’s Labor government in 1910, at no ballot did a single party win a parliamentary majority. In these nine years—between Federation and the fusion of the two non-Labor parties—the Commonwealth held three elections, while parliament chose six separate governments.12


Amid this flux, questions of alliance and coalition were understandably central to Labor politics. Should it work with sympathetic parties, particularly the Protectionists, in order to implement parts of its platform? Alternatively, should it seek to govern alone, even if this meant directly confronting potential allies during elections? These were not easy questions, particularly as the line between colonial ‘labourism’ and ‘liberalism’ was fluid. While Protectionists opposed Labor’s ‘pledge’, many of its politicians, such as H.B. Higgins and Charles Kingston, supported an active and progressive federal government, one that ‘removed the kind of material insecurity and deprived living conditions that prevent individuals from realising their potential as active, engaged citizens’.13 Alliances could potentially achieve Labor objectives, although perhaps at the expense of the party’s own electoral growth.


For much of the first decade, Labor’s answer to this dilemma was, as state representative George Black put it, ‘support in return for concessions’.14 This suited its inaugural leader, Chris Watson, who by temperament and experience gravitated towards negotiation, and who also enjoyed a close relationship with Alfred Deakin.15 After the nation’s first election in 1901, Labor MPs backed Edmund Barton’s Protectionist government, assuring it confidence, and also voting for its major legislative achievements. The political system was still in an embryonic state, with party lines appearing ‘confused and uncertain’ even to MPs, yet the first parliament established key national institutions, as well as the foundations of ‘White Australia’—a policy strongly supported by Labor at the time.16 Although mostly concerned with procedural matters, the experience did imply that Labor could forward its agenda without itself being in government.


While Barton managed to last a full three-year term, the Commonwealth’s second parliament was extremely turbulent, perhaps the least stable in Australian history. In three years, the country was led by three prime ministers; one from the Protectionists, one from Labor and one from the Free Traders. The first, Alfred Deakin, lasted less than six months. After Labor sought to amend, and then eventually voted against, the new Protectionist leader’s industrial relations legislation, Deakin resigned as prime minister. In the ensuing parliamentary vacuum, Deakin gave Labor its first opportunity with a second model: governing itself, with the support of Protectionist MPs. This made Watson Australia’s first Labor prime minister, and the first leader of a national labour government anywhere in the world. The Sydney Morning Herald spoke for much conservative opinion when it lamented that ‘the Federal Ministry is made up almost entirely of untried politicians, the representatives of a class, and tied hand and foot to a caucus vote’.


With unprecedented formal influence, but without a parliamentary majority, Labor was still in a precarious position, and it knew it. As prime minister, Watson presented a cautious program, ‘less about Labor’s priorities as set out in the fighting platform, than an appeal to many of the Protectionists to keep them and the Free Traders from combining against the ministry’.17 Even with these modest goals, minority government was no easier for Watson than it had been for Deakin. Many within Labor resisted the sacrifices demanded by coalition politics, an opposition mirrored by much of the Protectionist Party. Deakin’s MPs were already split over whether to support Watson or Reid, with its more conservative representatives sharing the Free Trade contempt for Labor’s agenda. Contemplating this parliamentary minefield, Watson approached Deakin about creating a formal governing alliance, a search for a working coalition that would ‘absorb much of Labor’s energy for the next few years’.18


Although it was seemingly necessary for stable government, both Labor and the Protectionists had serious reservations about such an arrangement. For one, their electoral dynamic was tense. Labor’s growing popularity threatened the seats of ‘radical’ Protectionists like Kingston, and these MPs wanted immunity from a partisan challenge. The problem with such a deal was that, for Labor critics, these were the exact concessions holding the party back. Prominent in Victoria—the nation’s Protectionist stronghold—these critical voices restricted Watson’s offer of alliance; conscious of the growing split in his party, Deakin turned it down. Without an agreement and with conservative Protectionist opinion growing louder, the world’s first national Labor government collapsed in August 1904.19 The experiment was short lived, lasting only four months, and achieved little of substance.


For Watson, the chief lesson from the experience was that, at least for the time being, ‘Labor’s better course … was to avoid office and encourage a [Protectionist] government to enact progressive legislation’.20 The broader party, however, felt increasingly bitter about the relationship. For many rank-and-file members, it was past time for the party to disentangle its identity from Deakin’s MPs. According to Edward Findlay, a Victorian Senator, immunity only prolonged the dying party. It was better to put the Protectionists out of their misery: ‘We have been fighting against the “good-as-Labor” men, and any alliance formed invariably gives that tattered brigade of shreds and patches a new lease of life, which is spent on insidiously trying to undermine Labor organisation … Should we then compromise with those people whose very inactivity and insincerity led to the birth of the Labor Party?’21


For the moment, however, Watson’s view held sway. From 1905 to 1908, Labor again supported a Protectionist government, even though Labor now possessed more parliamentary members than the governing party. This arrangement oversaw a prolific and consequential period of legislative development. Linking tariffs and wages policy, the government created much of Australia’s ‘new protection’ framework, the foundation of the country’s burgeoning political economy, and what Paul Kelly later described as the ‘Australian settlement’.22


While aspects of this new protection later faced constitutional challenges, the government represented the high watermark of Labor–Protectionist relations—and also its final hurrah. Even as Deakin governed, the foundation of Australia’s three-party system was crumbling. With Labor expanding its vote, largely at the expense of Protectionists, opinion within the party became restless. Why should a stronger organisation, with more seats and more supporters, play understudy to Deakin? And in light of the judicial rulings, why weren’t the Protectionists defending the achievements of new protection more aggressively? Andrew Fisher, the party’s new leader in 1907, was receptive to these arguments, certainly more so than Watson.23 The non-Labor side of politics was also moving. With the decline of the ‘fiscal question’—the debate over protective tariffs, which created the original Protectionist and Free Trade split—ideological differences became less prominent. Sensing that the free trade cause was dying, Reid took to the chance to reshape his own organisation, rebranding it as the Anti-Socialist Party, and now argued that Labor’s economic policy was the most pressing threat to Australia’s prosperity.24


Debates continue over the demise of Australia’s ‘three elevens’. As prime minister, Deakin worked with Labor more often than the Free Traders, yet with a falling vote his party faced a dilemma: the leaders of the Anti-Socialists wanted an alliance with the Protectionists, but most within Labor did not.25 Some historians present Deakin’s decision to ‘fuse’ with the Anti-Socialists as the inevitable consequence of class politics, with middle-class groups siding against a working-class movement.26 Others argue that Deakin and others were unable reconcile their Protestant belief in independence with Labor’s binding ‘pledge’, while some were driven by outright sectarian prejudice.27 Whatever the cause, in May 1909, the Protectionist and Anti-Socialist parties officially joined forces. Launched at Melbourne Town Hall, they called themselves the ‘Commonwealth Liberal Party’.


The amalgamation of the Protectionists and Anti-Socialists marked the end of Australia’s first era of party politics. For some, ‘the surprising thing about the fusion was that it took so long to arrive’.28 Unstable, capricious, although at times fruitful, the three-party system required cooperative, coalition politics to function. Labor accepted this during certain years, particularly with the Protectionists under Deakin, but the party quickly grew weary of the compromises it demanded. At the 1910 election, the inaugural contest between Labor and the Liberals, Fisher’s party won an outright majority, the first of its kind in Australia. As Ross McMullin records in the party’s official history, ‘Labor’s period of flirtation with other parties was over … though some Labor activists wished their party had ended the relationship and forged ahead alone much earlier.’29


Billy Hughes and World War I (1909–16)


Australia’s first era of party politics was defined by its three poles, a situation most at the time considered unsustainable. Fusion was intended to solve this problem, with a two-party system making government more predictable, structured and decipherable to voters. This idea, held by diverse political figures, was largely vindicated over the next seven years. With national debate revolving around a single cleavage, the major parties excelled. At the 1914 election, the Labor and Liberal parties received a combined 98 per cent of the national vote. This bipartisan era was also a productive one for Labor. The party won two of its three elections, and governed for five of its seven years.


While the era fulfilled—even exceeded—Labor’s expectations, the period’s bipartisan groove was disrupted, like much of Australian life, by World War I. From its very beginning, the conflict intersected with federal politics, with Britain declaring war on Germany in the middle of the nation’s 1914 election campaign. At first, however, there was little strategic difference between the two major parties. Like Joseph Cook and the Liberals, Labor vowed to defend Great Britain with all of Australia’s martial power, to its ‘last man and last shilling’.30 While pockets of resistance to militarism existed, such as in the socialist Industrial Workers of the World, most Australians shared this enthusiasm for imperial victory.31 Unique in the conflict, Labor won the election—the only working-class party chosen to govern a nation’s war effort.


While the major parties broadly agreed on the need to assist Britain, Australia was less united on other aspects of the war. These divisions foreshadowed a second adjustment to Australia’s party system, although from a different direction than in the nation’s first decade. This time, Labor was not the ascending force motivating other groups to change; pressure was now coming from within the party itself.


Beyond the battle’s obvious social and military implications, the war undermined Labor’s economic project, with wages stagnating, scarce consumer goods becoming more expensive, and cherished gains to living standards evaporating. While Labor actively supported price controls in its 1914 campaign—a stance strongly backed by its union base—its position was complicated by the rise of Billy Hughes. The articulate, although often vituperative Hughes previously backed a referendum on prices, and even led Labor’s early anger towards the ‘profiteers’ and ‘bandits’ he claimed were exploiting the war.32 But now as prime minister, after an exhausted Fisher quit parliament, and in the context of a hostile campaign by business groups, he considered the referendum too large a political risk. For the first time in the war, Labor came close to imploding. Hughes was censured by Labor’s federal executive, with the party staying together only after he threatened to leave it.33


In this volatile context—of severe distrust between Labor’s leadership and party apparatus—the nation debated overseas military conscription. This was a controversial proposal, especially within Labor. For some in the party, the question involved principles of liberty and conscience, especially in the absence of similar demands being made on capitalists. For others, it symbolised the increasingly visible consequences of militarism, with the Opposition reflecting ‘dismay at what the war had become and Labor’s complicity in it’.34 As prime minister, Andrew Fisher resisted the idea, allowing men to volunteer, but not urging them to do so.35 Billy Hughes thought differently. Having just returned from a six-month tour of Britain, surveying the war and meeting its politicians, Hughes believed Australia could contribute much more to the imperial cause. Far from the ‘sordid trade war’ derided by its critics, he considered the conflict a force for spiritual improvement:




This war that has plunged civilisation into an inferno, which has saturated the earth with the blood of our sons, has welded the scattered nations of Empire into one united people … We would not only emerge triumphant in this great struggle, but we would be purged of dross and purified by the spirit of self-sacrifice. This war has saved the British Empire from moral—aye, and physical—degeneration and decay.36





Hughes supported a popular vote on conscription, as well as its ultimate introduction. So too did much of the country’s institutional establishment. Backing the ‘yes’ campaign were ‘all the major newspapers, five of the six state governments, the anti-labour politicians and most Protestant churches’; backing the ‘no’ campaign were other parts of parliamentary Labor, most of the trade union movement, as well as the Catholic archbishop, Daniel Mannix.37 Perhaps the most divisive debate in the nation’s short federal history, the campaign mixed questions of liberty and duty, nation and empire. The ballot, conducted in October 1916, surprised most commentators. With just over 51 per cent of the vote, Australians rejected conscription.


From 1909 to 1916, Australian party politics revolved around economics and class. The conscription debate cut across this divide, complicating the bipartisan settlement established by ‘fusion’. With much of Labor campaigning against the proposition, questions of ‘order and disorder, loyalty and disloyalty, Australian and unAustralian’ were for the moment as important as material politics.38 This ultimately ruptured the Labor Party. At a federal caucus meeting held in the vote’s aftermath, Hughes denounced Labor’s opposition to conscription. Rejecting an offer of internal compromise, he left the room, taking twenty-four of Labor’s sixty-seven members with him.39 This was the first split in the party’s federal history and the end of Labor’s wartime government. It was also the most significant challenge to the nation’s party system since 1909. After leaving Labor, Hughes formed the National Labor Party, and governed with the temporary support of Cook’s Liberals, an alliance that later consolidated as the Nationalists. While still largely composed of conservative politicians, the new party committed itself to winning the war above all else, at least in its rhetoric. Class might have remained a significant, even primary reference point in party politics, but it was at this moment no longer supreme, and the new Nationalist government reflected this.


As well as ending the government, the split was also an electoral disaster for those who remained with Labor. Losing the support of eminent figures—Chris Watson left the party—the next era of politics was a lean one for the federal organisation. The party governed for just two of the next twenty-four years. Even as the conscription issue subsided over time and the economic cleavage reasserted itself, the Hughes split continued to damage the party. By reinvigorating the politics of loyalism, the referendum ‘contributed significantly to the Nationalist right’s electoral hegemony and the ALP’s subordination between 1917 and the Depression years’.40 Nationalism itself, previously the preoccupation of the radical left, was now a powerful argument for conservative politics.41 Labor entered the war in a position of political strength, the only party of its kind granted wartime confidence. It left it fractured, pulled apart by conscription, and banished to the electoral wilderness.


Lyons, Lang and the Depression (1916–39)


If wartime pressures cracked the Labor Party, the era’s political fracturing was not confined to the left. On the right, the Country Party emerged in the years and elections following the war. By 1922, it held fourteen seats and the balance of power in the House of Representatives. While some supporters initially hesitated over the new party, fearing it might undermine the Liberals, its parliamentarians showed no reluctance about challenging the Nationalists under Hughes.42 Believing the prime minister antagonistic to rural interests, particularly on tariffs, the party offered the Nationalists confidence on strict conditions: that it would remove Hughes as prime minister, give Country MPs five ministries, and choose its leader, Earle Page, as deputy prime minister. The Country Party’s plan was an ambitious gambit, but it worked. The Nationalists accepted the deal, replacing Hughes with Stanley Bruce, and began a remarkably durable relationship in Australian party politics.43


With the exception of federal Labor, the mid-1920s were a prosperous time for most Australians. Bruce and the Nationalists governed for the next seven years, exploiting Labor’s wartime split, and linking it with new threats to national loyalty such as the Bolshevik revolution in Russia. This run ended in the final months of the decade, however, when Bruce attempted to dissolve the Federal Arbitration Court, and Hughes and other Nationalists crossed the floor.44 On 12 October 1929, just weeks before ‘Black Tuesday’ on Wall Street, James Scullin and Labor won their first federal election in fourteen years. The timing was inauspicious. Scullin’s government ‘had barely taken office before the threatening depression deepened swiftly into a menacing reality’.45 Wool prices plummeted, vulnerable British banks called in Australian debts, and local unemployment reached 30 per cent of the working-age population. As Victorian MP Frank Anstey recalled, Labor found itself ‘sitting on the eggs of the serpent’.46


The economic cataclysm created social and political pressures that, as in World War I, Labor struggled to withstand as a coherent party. Australians were split over how government should respond to the downturn, and on whose shoulders the burden of economic adjustment should rest. In the intensity of economic decline, civil groups arose to prosecute their case: the All for Australia League on the middle-class right, ‘socialisation units’ on the socialist left, as well as more ominous militia organisations, prophesying civil unrest.47 These differences also materialised within the Labor Party, which was divided on some recurring, fundamental questions. In the light of recession, what exactly was the party’s duty to class and nation—did these differ?—and what was its relationship with a capitalist system in crisis? In broad strokes, ‘the right-wing favoured orthodoxy with, if necessary, wage and pension cuts, while the left-wing opposed cuts and instead demanded that the fall in national income should be offset by credit expansion’.48 A third group advocated modest inflation, but within strict limits.


The arrival in Australia of Sir Otto Niemeyer, a representative of the Bank of England, only increased tensions within the government. Charged with inspecting the nation’s finances, Niemeyer concluded that, for Australia to retain imperial confidence, it needed actively to reduce its ‘costs of production’.49 This meant cutting wages and government expenditure, with the goal of balancing the nation’s budget. Within the Labor caucus, Joseph Lyons, a former Premier of Tasmania and now the government’s acting Treasurer, was convinced that ‘only cautious and orthodox financial policies were advisable’, and was alarmed by what he considered the ‘dishonest schemes advocated by the minority in caucus’.50 For many trade unionists and much of the party’s rank and file, the Lyons trajectory represented a capitulation to the loathed ‘Money Power’ of British finance, a betrayal of the working-class living standards the party pledged to protect.


Lyons struggled to reconcile his philosophy with more progressive approaches within the party. Some Labor MPs, such as Ted Theodore, were moderate and considered; others, like Jack Lang, Premier of New South Wales, were more radical and provocative. Having resumed his position as Treasurer, Theodore advocated a calculated expansion of monetary policy, which he considered a ‘middle course’ between Niemeyer’s deflation and Jack Lang’s naive radicalism.51 The latter’s proposals represented a more direct attack on fiscal orthodoxy. Although at times inchoate, Lang’s ‘Plan’ involved a refusal to pay interest on British debt until it was treated in the same way that the United States processed British war loans.52 Although more subtle than a simple ‘repudiation’ of financial contract, it was reported as such—a nuance not aided by the New South Wales Premier’s rhetoric. It was these different positions, made desperate by the deep recession, that again splintered a first-term Labor government.


In many ways, Labor’s second federal split was similar to its first. Ambushed by an international event that quickly outgrew its earlier plans, the party was fractured by divergent responses to crisis. But in other ways it was quite different. Where conscription challenged the dominant economic cleavage, the Depression reinforced it. Instead, the urgency of recession amplified existing assumptions about politics and Labor’s place within it—and whether Labor’s economic policy should occur inside or outside accepted practices of capitalist management. The result, however, was much the same, although this time the party lost both its right and left flanks. Lyons, who resented both Theodore’s economic plan and recent personal history, left the cabinet and party in March 1931. The parallels with Hughes were obvious. Approached by a group of Melbourne conservatives—including Keith Murdoch and Robert Menzies—Lyons joined Nationalist politicians to form the United Australia Party (UAP). Like Hughes, he considered Labor overly ‘sectional’, focused on class rather than nation, and claimed to transcend these divisions in the name of Australian unity. And also like Hughes, he became the new party’s founding leader, determined to stop Labor’s ‘cranky and amazing schemes’.53


Not long after, Lang’s faction also left Scullin’s caucus. Following a by-election in East Sydney—where the Labor candidate, Eddie Ward, actively campaigned on Lang’s plan—MPs associated with the New South Wales Premier joined the parliamentary cross-bench. Although they initially retained parliamentary confidence in Labor, the ‘Lang’ MPs crossed the floor in November, bringing down the government and triggering a new election.54 Held in December 1931, the ballot was an even bigger disaster for the party than 1917. With mutineers on both flanks, Labor lost more than two-thirds of its seats to Lyons and the UAP, and government for a decade. Crisis had again exposed cracks in the party system. This time, however, it did not take a new, intersecting cleavage to fracture the party; the extremities of recession heightened divisions already latent within it. And for the second time, Labor possessed neither the infrastructure nor the capacity to hold itself together as a coherent parliamentary force.


World War II, communists and Catholics (1939–72)


The first two splits in the Australian Labor Party were the result of external shocks. World War I and the Depression both remodelled Australia’s party system, splitting existing groups and creating new, composite ones. World War II offered a similar, potentially even larger disturbance, particularly with the proximity of war in the Pacific and its more credible threat of mainland invasion. What was noteworthy about the period, then, was that Labor’s organisation remained relatively solid. While the UAP struggled to endure the era’s pressure, particularly under Menzies, the closest thing to a major shift in Labor came in 1939, when Lyons offered it a place in a national wartime government.55 Mirroring Winston Churchill’s war ministry, the proposal included representatives from both parties, and would halt partisan conflict while the war lasted. After Lyons died in April 1939, and was succeeded by Robert Menzies, the new prime minister again extended the offer to Labor’s leader, John Curtin.


If Labor was hostile to coalition politics under Fisher, the party was certainly suspicious of any ‘grand coalition’ arrangement with Menzies. At a special national conference called to debate the proposal, a majority of delegates rejected the idea.56 Labor members considered it a political tactic, more cynical than acknowledged, designed to shield a struggling Menzies from critical opposition.57 At the same time, Curtin was conscious of internal disagreements of the kind that splintered the party under Hughes. He worried that forfeiting opposition would create a political vacuum, ‘just waiting to be filled by Lang Labor and the Communist Party’.58 Because of these concerns, Curtin declined Menzies’ offer:




A proposal has been canvassed that the Labor Party should enter a Commonwealth Government composed of representatives of all parties. We have no desire to enter such a Ministry and are reinforced by the fact that the people do not regard such an action as being a condition of our presence in Parliament. We will better be able to do our duty for the country, usefully and fearlessly, as unfettered watchdogs of the public interest.59




Curtin’s decision seemed to work. Within two years he was prime minister. Following the 1940 election, which ended in a hung parliament, United Australia depended on the confidence of two independents to govern; a confidence later retracted in 1941. The next eight years represented, at that point, Labor’s most prolonged period of federal success. Curtin governed as a wartime prime minister until his death in 1945, after which Ben Chifley oversaw economic reconstruction until 1949.60
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