Lecture Two: Origins of the Australian Party System
We looked in the last lecture at the diversity of definition of a political party. We noted that different writers place different emphases on what they consider the key characteristics of a party.

I mention this again in the second lecture because you will find, as you read more on the subject, that several schools of thought have developed which argue that in some societies parties have become less important than they once were. Some studies have highlighted direct action by groups as becoming more important; others have argued that interest groups have tended to supersede parties as political actors. And again some have analysed what they see as a fragmentation of the party system in, say, the United States.

But for us here in Australia, the party system is not just one key factor in the political; process, it is the single most critical factor.

Government in Australia is party government. Elections are essentially party contests, and the mechanics of electoral systems are determined by party politicise and party advantages.

Legislatures are party chambers. Legislators are overwhelmingly party members. The great majority of voters follow a party preference.

Politics in Australia is party politics.
Without parties, organising the mass electorate in a modern democracy such as Australia would be close to chaos.

Parties take the prime responsibility in convincing voters that something important is going on – that is, an election. They mobilise them.

Origins   
Democratic reform and innovation came both early and easily to Australia: manhood suffrage, frequent elections, responsible government and the secret ballot being just some.
But the party system was curiously slow in developing in comparison with other countries.

There are a number of reasons for this, but possibly the most significant was the relative lack of cleavages in social and political life. There had been no devastating wars of religion; no revolution or widespread discontent; no great disparity in wealth.

Although the colonial parliaments took on modern form in the 1850s, it was almost four decades before a party system began to develop.

Governments were formed by influential individuals who would gather a group of like-minded colleagues around them – for a time at least.

Alliances and allegiances were fluid, to say the least. It made for less than stable government.

In South Australia, for example, there were 47 governments in 36 years, making the average life of an administration about nine months.

Until the 1880s, differences between the various groupings or factions were not so much about policies, because in those years most were in agreement about what needed to be done: railways, public works generally, the sale of Crown land, and land settlement were dominant concerns. Groupings then tended to form around personalities.

It was common to hear talk of ‘Liberals’ and ‘Conservatives’, because these were labels applied to English politicians at the time, but the terms had little real meaning in the Australian colonies.
When it began to change, it changed rapidly.

The great economic crash of the early 1890s had a major bearing on developments. But by the 1890s the colonial economies – previously just simple agricultural and rural economies – had become more complex with the rise of local manufacturing, and a developing transport system, becoming important as employers of labour.

Trade unions had developed in these industries and among shearers and other pastoral workers.
What is sometimes overlooked is how technology was making an impact, and in some ways it was crucial in developing a political community.

The railway system and the telegraph allowed politicians to campaign from one end of the colony to the other. They became known outside their immediate electorate.

Similarly, easier travel helped make citizens aware of common problems faced elsewhere affecting, say, farmers or miners or factory workers.

Debate that once centred on the most advantageous route for a new railway line was now shifting to wider issues, such as free trade or protection – the only real divide in pre-Federation Australia.

Australia was in those days often referred to as a ‘workingman’s paradise’. Indeed, the Australian workingman held a privileged position compared with his overseas counterparts: a shorter working day, guaranteed minimum pay and conditions, and the right to organise.

This was not a gift of the employers; It derived from one fact alone, and that was the chronic scarcity of labour in a rapidly expanding economy. Between 1861 and 1900, for example, the national product of the six Australian colonies grew approximately four-fold – a rate of growth among the most rapid of its time.

But the economic storm clouds began to gather and drew dark in 1890. 

Sharply falling wool prices forced graziers to seek a reduction in the rates paid to shearers – a move that was strongly resisted by the shearers’ union which organised strikes against employers who refused to pay the union rate.

A quite unconnected strike by ships’ officers in the same year triggered a series of strikes in other industries, including wool, in which employers and employees, all worried by the general collapse in prosperity, took up adversarial positions.
It was a time of bitterness, of hardship, of violence. Trade union members, most notably in Queensland, were hounded by the police with the connivance of both the government and the employers.
The strikes, to put it bluntly, failed. 
It opened up for first time in Australia a class divide.

The union movement was defeated and demoralised, and this prompted the unions to look instead to the political system to achieve their goals through the election of union representatives to parliament.

This was intended to start a campaign to formulate laws that would protect the interests of workers.

Labor electoral leagues were formed in NSW and savoured immediate success, winning more than a quarter of the seats in the Legislative Assembly at the first election they contested in 1891. Similar success was repeated in the other colonies in the following years.

The development was not met with unalloyed joy. The Sydney Morning Herald, for example, was shrill in its denunciation:

Our greatest peril comes from the intrusion of the labour struggle into the field of politics…One characteristic of social strife of this kind is its extreme bitterness and violence. Nothing is more certain than that if it is begun the most extreme and violent men will control the situation.(SMH, 6 October 1890)

Labor’s numbers, while not insignificant, were insufficient for them to form a government on their own, so they opted for a policy of “support in return for concessions.” That is, they would support one or other of the factions in parliament in return for certain legislative favours.

The quick result of this was that Labor came to possess the balance of power, or at least an influence out of proportion to its numbers.

The upshot of this was that it forced the conservative parties themselves to organise, albeit reluctantly, in a bid to counter Labor’s growing influence.

This is the genesis of the term ‘anti-Labor’, which is much used by political scientists to describe the various conservative parties that have gone under a variety of names. What they all have in common, dating back to the 1890s, is an aim  to counter or at least contain the Labor Party, which the conservatives had always seen as posing a threat to capital and property. It has long been the primary aim of the non-Labor parties not so much to win government for themselves as to occupy government in order to keep Labour out.

In South Australia, for example, in the early 1890s there was alarm similar to that expressed in the Herald at the rise of organised labour. Now, SA had been the  colony seemingly most resistant to political organization as we noted earlier, but Labor’s success prompted the formation of the ominously named National Defence League in 1893. It was later to become the Liberal Party in 1909, and its founding members had a very clear opinion about the Labor Party: 

The epoch of the demagogues, the theorist, the experimentalist, the faddist, the dreamer, the man of one idea, the unionist, the socialist, the communist, the disturber, the anarchist, the nihilist…[results in a parliament with] much parochialism, experimental and class legislation, want of confidence, tampering with state contracts, assaults on property, inaugurating state socialism, the exhaltation of the proletariat.

An organizer of the League, one Robert Hogarth, said the League was “directly opposed to the extremists of the Labor Party” and would oppose “all undue class influence in Parliament”.

The Adelaide newspaper, the Register, quoted a League official after the 1896 election which gave Labor the balance of power as deploring the “wanton efforts to set class on class”.

To call the reaction hysterical is to under-state it.

It is probably true that without the political organisation of the unions into the Labor Party, the conservatives would have continued on their merry way as before as s a sort of gentlemen’s club following this leader or that leader according to the whim and circumstance of the day.

It can be said, with some certainty, that the conservatives formed parties with a great degree of reluctance, and then only to fight Labor. And, as we shall see, the parties they did form were generally parties in name only up until the formation of the present Liberal Party in 1945.

The advent of Federation in 1901 saw the various state branches of Labor gathered together under a single banner, and binding all its members under a single set of rules. The national conference was established in 1902 as the paramount body of the party, comprising six delegates from each of the states.

On the non-Labor side, things were not so clear-cut. There was no national movement of non-Labor, and each colony (that later became states)  showed marked differences in the ways in which they responded to Labor.
We have already seen in South Australia the formation of the National Defence League, with the single aim of resisting “socialism”, but in the same colony there were also the Farmers and Producers Political Association, the Liberal and Democratic Union of small farmers in addition to a number of short-lived and ever-changing groupings. But the idea of party politics was still unpopular with some groups, particularly with many politically active women.
Even at the time of the first Federal Parliament in 1901, the anti-Labor forces were divided between Free Traders and Protectionists – and Labor itself had adherents to both of these causes within its ranks, although it was more inclined to the Protectionists, such as Deakin, whom it supported in government.

The first Federal Parliament returned:

31 PROTECTIONISTS

28 FREE TRADERS

14 LABOR

2 INDEPENDENTS 

The second election in 1903 evened up the numbers even further:

26 PROTECTIONISTS

25 FREE TRADERS

23 LABOR

1 INDEPENDENT

None of the groupings could govern alone, and it was necessary to find a supporter to furnish a majority.

It was Deakin’s Protectionists  who mostly governed with Labor support, but Labor briefly governed with Protectionist support in 1904 and Reid’s Free Traders formed a short-lived government with protectionist support in the same year.

It was an unstable arrangement. Alfred Deakin likened it to three cricket teams on the field at the same time.

Deakin was in many ways sympathetic with Labor and its social aims. Unlike the Free Traders, he saw the need to introduce social reforms.

This had much to do with the colonial origins. Victoria, with its experience of a rebellion at Eureka in 1854, and the rise of manufacturing industry after the gold rush which absorbed most of the miners, was keenly aware it needed broad support of the masses, and this meant liberal social reform, including wage justice, working conditions and basic social services.

Free Trade NSW had no such outlook, believing that Free Trade if achieved would bring prosperity for all, and it was every man for himself.

It was a different political tradition that developed between Sydney and Melbourne and one which still mattes today, though less important.
But what stopped Deakin from becoming a Labor man – and there is some evidence that he seriously considered it – was The Pledge.

This was a document each Labor candidate and MP had to sign, pledging to abide by the party policies and the majority decision of Caucus.

Deakin and other non-Labor figures were both frightened and repelled by such discipline: Deakin saw it as an affront to a man’s right of conscience and independent thought.

But there was a very sound reason for its introduction.
It was aimed at stopping the practice of “duchessing”.

In the early days of Labor gaining representation in the colonial parliaments, wealthy interests found that it was sometimes possible to induce a not-very-wealthy MP to change his vote or even, as happened, change sides.

In fact, the Labor Party provided non-Labor with many of its leaders in the first 30 or so years of the Commonwealth – but not all through inducements, it has to be said.

So, the first decade of Federation saw Labor’s strength grow from 14 in the first House of Representatives to 26 in 1906 and to 43 in 19190, where it had a majority at last.

In the meantime, however, those previous bitter foes, the Free Traders and Protectionists, found that their shared concern at Labor’s rise outweighed their other differences, and after a great deal of negotiations, they joined together in 1909 in what was called the “Fusion”.

The resulting child of the Fusion was called the Liberal Party, and it set in place the essential foundation of the two-party system that has prevailed ever since.

Yet it has been far from a smooth ride.

The Labor Party, as we shall see in the next lecture, suffered three calamitous splits in its lifetime, and each split delivered benefit to the non-Labor side.

In 1916, the Labor Party split over the issue of conscription after Britain demanded more troops from Australia for the Great War in Europe.

The Labor Prime Minister, Billy Hughes, and several senior ministers left the party and formed a National Labor government, the members of which then joined forces with the Liberal Party to become the Nationalists or National Party.

The non-Labor side also became more complicated after the 1919 election which saw the arrival in parliament of the first Country Party members, and they quickly made their presence felt.

After the 1922 election, the Country Party increased its numbers from 11 to 14, thereby holding the balance of power.
The price for support was getting rid of Hughes as leader, which the Nationalists did, installing in his place Stanley Melbourne Bruce.

Labor was out in the wilderness from the time of its wartime split until 1929, just as the Great Depression was starting.

The government of James Scullin had a near-impossible task in handling the economic crisis, just as any government would. No state or federal government survived the crisis.

A dispute over economic policy saw yet another split – and again dissident Labor members, led by former minister and Tasmanian premier, Joe Lyons, joined their political opponents who then became the United Australia Party, with Lyons as leader and prime minister.
The UAP was never a happy ship. It was not united, hardly a party and some even doubted its commitment to Australia.

Once Lyons died in office in 1939, that little cohesion it had slowly eroded. First, the Country Party leader, Page, was hostile towards the likely successor, Menzies.

And when Menzies became leader anyway, he refused to have Page in his  Cabinet, which triggered a split in the Country Party.

When Menzies went in London  on wartime business in 1941, he was undermined mercilessly at home and forced to resign shortly after his return.

The Country Party leader, Arthur Fadden, held office for some six weeks before two independents, on whom the government relief, crossed the floor and supported Labor’s John Curtin who became Prime Minister.

The UAP then disintegrated publicly, and at the 1943 elections, held during the wartime crisis, only 12 UAP members were returned against 49 for Labor.

The UAP had, to all intents and purposes, ceased to exist and it broke up into dozens of smaller organizations, all of which declared themselves to be anti-socialist.

It was Menzies who, with some help, persuaded most of these disparate organizations – but not the Country Party – to come together in 1945 in a new anti-Labor party, called the Liberal Party.

For the first time, non-Labor had a mass party, like Labor, and unlike the cadre party that had characterized all its predecessors.

Menzies won the 1949 election and stayed on until his retirement in 1966.

He had some luck, the greatest piece of which was another Labor split in 1954-55, this time over the issue of communism in the union movement.

And once again dissident Labor men supported the other side – but the difference this time was that they did not join them directly, but set up a party, the DLP which  directed preferences against Labor, and kept Menzies in power.

The Liberals, too, had their splits, but not nearly so catastrophic. The short-lived Australia Party was an early hive-off, and for a time it had a dissident former Labor man-cum-independent, Senator Reg Turnbull, as its parliamentary representatives. There was also the Liberal Movement in SA in the mid-1980s and of course the Australian Democrats started by Liberal dissident, Don Chipp in the late 1970s.

The Democrats have now gone, and the Greens are a seemingly rising force.

All of these issues will be addressed in the coming few weeks.    


