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A USTRALIAN federal politics have 
been dominated, except for one 

or two substantial periods of Labour 
rule, by the rough Australian equivalent 
of a conservative party. The Labour 
Party first came to power in 1904, just 
three years after Australian indepen
dence. This was the world's first na
tional Labour government. Like Ram
say .Macdonald's first British Labour 
government, which it preceded by about 
twenty years, this government held a 
minority of seats in Parliament and 
ruled because one of the two major 
parties preferred it to the other. A few 
years later in 1908 Labour won an ab
solute majority and except for a short 
period remained in power until 1917 
when the Party split in two over the 
issue of conscripting soldiers for over
seas service during the First World 
War. One group approving conscription 
then consisted of Roman Catholics of 
Irish origin who had a pronounced anli-
British attitude because of developments 
in Ireland at that time. The Irish 
Catholic element was to continue to 
have a major and perhaps decisive in
fluence on the future of the Australian 
Labour Party (ALP). 

Labour Party Divided 

The supporters of conscription walk
ed out of the ALP and joined an anti-
Labour government, again anticipating 
Ramsay Macdonald. It was not until 
1929 that another Labour government 
was elected, unfortunately for i t , at the 
beginning of the great economic depres
sion. The Australian economy being 
heavily dependent on overseas trade 
war hard hit with nearly one worker in 
four being unemployed. It was a crisis 
that few governments could have survi
ved, but to make matters worse the 
party split itself once again into factions 
and another Labour leader took his 
followers out of the party and into an
other anti-Labour government which he 
headed. 

A decade passed before the next 
Labour government took office during 
the Second World War. The govern
ment continued in office unti l late in 
1949 when it was defeated at the polls 
largely on its intended policy of bank 
nationalisation. With that defeat of 
labour the Menzies era in Australian 
politics began. If history was to be a 

guide, Menzies and his Liberal Party-
Country Party coalition was destined 
for a considerable period in office. How
ever "history" has not been the only 
determinant of Menzies' dominance as 
a reading of James Jupp's recent com
prehensive study of political parties in 
Australia reveals. 

The Menzies government is a coali
tion government consisting of Menzies' 
own Liberal Party which contains, 
ideologically, both liberal and conser
vative elements but which in fact is 
dominated by fairly hard-headed pra
gmatists who represent industrial and 
commercial interests. The Country 
Patty was formed in 1920 and repre
sents farmers and rural interests in 
general. Like representatives of rural 
interests in most countries, it is conser
vative and up t i l l recently was still 
talking about the British Empire! The 
Country Party, dependent as it is on 
rural support, could never form a 
national government alone as the num
ber of Australians engaged in primary 
production is less than half a million 
out of a total work-force of about 
four-and-a-half million. At the federal 
level the Country Party has always 
co-operated with the Liberal Party 
and its predecessors, although at the 
State level it has supported Labour 
governments and in Queensland at pre
sent it has its own government with 
Liberal support. 

Menzies in Power 
Once in power the Menzies govern

ment continued most of Labour's pro
grammes which included developmen
tal programmes in irrigation and 
power, a large-scale immigration pro
gramme and various welfare-state 
policies. In fact during its term in 
office the Liberal government has 
added to Australia's welfare services. 
Thus the main Australian parties are 
all in the "mainstream". Although the 
parties have their ideologies ranging 
from the ALP's "socialism" to the 
rather vague free enterprise ideals of 
the Liberals, there is not much evid
ence to suggest that ideologies much 
affect government in power. Thus Jupp 
notes that the "content of Australian 
politics is determined by pressure, ad
ministrative necessity and by inner-party 
struggles" (p 210). Jupp does not lam

ent the absence of ideology in prac
tice. "People are not fitted to policies, 
programmes are decided in the light 
of what seems acceptable and desir
able in given circumstances. Basically 
there is nothing wrong with this ap
proach. Although the despair of poli
tically conscious intellectuals, it is, 
nevertheless, the foundation of a work
ing democracy", (p 210). 

Democratic Labour Party 
The failure of the ALP in the 1950'S 

can be explained by a major factional 
struggle that had an important ideolo
gical content. Like India and many 
other countries shortly after World 
War I I , Australia was hit by a strike 
wave caused basically by post-war 
shortages and high prices, etc, but 
which was fully taken advantage of by 
the Communists who by their militant 
tactics were able to increase the num
ber of trade unions that were under 
their control. In order to combat this 
increase in Communist power, a Catho
lic layman in Melbourne, B A Santa-
maria, who had the support of the 
Archbishop of Melbourne, organised a 
group of Catholics into what became 
known as the "Movement". Part of 
the function of the "Movement" was 
to re-capture communist-controlled 
unions. Santamaria was very successful 
in this enterprise, but in capturing 
unions he automatically made himself 
a power in the ALP, although he was 
not even a member of the party. As 
in England the state conferences of the 
ALP are dominated by delegates from 
affiliated unions so that by about 1950 
through its control of various unions 
the "Movement" in fact controlled the 
Victorian ALP. This naturally roused 
the anger of non-Catholics, Catholics 
who opposed the "Movement's" secre
tive tactics, and the ALP's left-wing 
which opposed the Movement's demand 
for the banning of the Communist 
Party among other things. When a 
non-"Movement", but Catholic stal
wart of the ALP was refused a party 
ticket for an election in 1952, the 
writing was on the wall. The Victorian 
ALP Executive was suspended in 1955 
and it soon walked out to form a new 
anti-Communist party called the Demo
cratic Labour Party (DLP) which wins 
about 15 per cent of the votes in Vic
toria and much less in other States, 
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The consequence of the DLP is that 
because voting is preferential in Aus
tralia, the transfer of DLP second pre
ference to the Liberal Party enables 
that Party to capture the State of Vic-
tions of power within the Union and of 
Federal election. As about a quarter 
of the seats in the House of Represen
tatives are Victorians, the result is that 
the ALP has to struggle heroically to 
make up for the inevitabje loss in 
Victoria and, to a lesser extent, in 
Western Australia. 

A second consequence has been the 
return of many Communists to posi
tions of power within the Union and of 
influence within the ALP in Victoria 
and in a less pronounced way in some 
other States, Because the new DLP 
contested union's elections the leftists 
in the ALP decided to stand with 
Communists on joint "unity tickets" in 
union elections to prevent the DLP 
capturing the union and then affiliat
ing it to the DLP. The "unity ticket'' 
tactics have succeeded bur only at the 
cost of increased Communist influence 
within the ALP especially on foreign 
policy questions. The electoral cost of 
such co-operation has also been signi
ficant as it was natural that as astute 
a politician as Sir Robert Menzies 

would not miss an opportunity to 
raise the "Red Scare", no matter how 
slight the risk really was. 

Apart from these specific events 
which have hindered the ALP's 
chances of recovery there is the more 
general problem of Labour's "image''. 
Because trade unions are the main fin
ancial supporters of the ALP they de
mand a loud voice in the party's orga
nisation. More than half the party's 
federal conference consists of trade 
union officials and the state conferen
ces are even more heavily dominated 
by the unions. On the other hand, 
within the Australian Parliament 
where only one in five members has a 
university degree, the Labour Party's 
share is considerably less than that of 
the Liberals (but not that of the 
Country party). Unionisation is high in 
Australia, nearly 60 per cent of the 
work force belonging to trade unions, 
yet many trade unionists do not vote 
ALP. This is partly explained by the 
growing proportion of trade union 
membership that can be designated in 
"white-collar". However, throughout its 
history the ALP's federal leader has 
been, with the notable exception of 
Dr H V Evatt, a trade union leader 
of the old school who has little appeal 
except to those who would have voted 

Labour any way. The present ALP 
leader, A A Calwell, began his career 
as a branch secretary of the ALP be-
fore the commencement of the First 
World War, lived through the depres
sion of the 1930's and is widely noted 
for his vigorous support for the White 
Australia policy. Without wishing to 
under-estimate the contribution that 
men of the Calwell school (like the 
Bevin school in England) have made 
in an earlier stage of Australian his
tory, it is significant to note that the 
two leading aspirants for Calwell's post 
when he retires are both university 
graduates, one a lawyer and the other 
one an ex-university lecturer. 

Jupp is a lecturer at Melbourne Uni
versity and has been an active branch 
member of the ALP. As such he has 
been able to combine theoretical know
ledge with practical experience. That 
has made his chapters on the ALP 
rather more effective than those on 
the Liberal Party. "Australian Party 
Politics" is full of facts on the actual 
working of Australian politics and as 
such should be read in India by those 
who may previously have acquired a 
knowledge of the constitutional skele
ton of Australian politics without the 
meat of the party system. 


