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Introduction

The Labor Party has always been an enigma for socialists. On the one hand it is a party based on the trade unions and obtains its votes predominantly from workers. Yet in office, as the experience of the Keating and Hawke governments confirms, it is just as committed to maintaining the rule of capital as the Liberals. Nonetheless despite all the betrayals and compromises, despite the outright attacks ALP governments have launched on workers, the majority of workers even after thirteen years of Hawke and Keating still, albeit grudgingly, look to Labor as their party.

How are socialists to understand and orient to this phenomenon of Laborism? Firstly we have to discard one of the lingering illusions that still comforts many a Labor supporter. It is the myth that Keating and Hawke do not represent the true spirit of Laborism; that somewhere in the dim mists of time there existed a truly radical Labor Party that fought to defend working class interests.

It is not so. The party that was established by the NSW Trades and Labour Council, TLC, in 1891, had by the end of that decade come to clearly resemble the ALP of the 1990s. It had become a party committed to the “national interest” rather than to reform; a party thoroughly dedicated to the development of Australian capitalism. Laborism had rapidly triumphed over the hopes and aspirations of those militant and often socialist-inclined workers who had fought to create the new party. By the time of Federation Labor’s initial reforming programme had been replaced by a commitment to White Australia and compulsory arbitration to curb strikes.

The majority of Labor supporters are workers. However as the Russian revolutionary Lenin put it:

...whether or not a party is really a political party of the workers does not depend solely on a membership of workers, but also upon the men [and women] that lead it, and the content of its actions and its political tactics. Only this latter determines whether we really have before us a political party of the proletariat. Regarded from this, the only correct point of view, the Labour Party is a thoroughly bourgeois party, because, although made up of workers, it is led by reactionaries, and the worse kind of reactionaries at that, who act quite in the spirit of the bourgeoisie. It is an organisation of the bourgeoisie, which exists to systematically dupe the workers.

Thus the Labor Party is a “capitalist workers” party. It defends the interests of capitalism (particularly when in government) but relies for support on the votes of workers. This support arises from the nature of working class consciousness. Karl Marx discussed how on the one hand “the prevailing ideas are the ideas of the ruling class”. He also argued that on the other hand the pressure of the system inevitably generates struggle and through this a resistance to capitalist ideas develops. Over the past century there has always been a minority of reactionary workers who uncritically accept capitalist politics. There is another small minority of revolutionary socialists who unequivocally reject them. The bulk of the working class however is reformist, combining acceptance of the basic tenets of the system with elements of protest against it. It is this contradictory consciousness of both support for and resistance to capitalism that provides a mass base for the ALP.

The key element of ruling class ideology is the idea of the nation uniting all people within it. The key element in the struggle against capitalism is class consciousness. Labor tries to combine the two by channelling working class aspirations through the institutions of the national state, such as parliament.

The ALP is the political expression of the trade union bureaucracy, aiming to influence parliament. The trade union bureaucracy mediates between workers and employers. So does the ALP, but at one remove from the direct struggle at the point of production. In addition ALP leaders are often called upon to run the ship of state. Like any mediating element between the classes, Labor depends in the final analysis on the balance between the contending classes. Any meaningful analysis of the ALP, therefore, must view its history as determined above all by the changing balance of class forces. In this pamphlet I look at the origins and formative years of this contradictory phenomenon of Laborism. The 1880s and 90s were traumatic years for Australian capitalism and for the formation of the Australian working class. The outcome of the tumultuous battles of those years was decisive in shaping the ALP.

The struggle for socialism can be fought and won only by the working class. This will only happen if guided by a revolutionary party, an alternative to Labor’s reformism. Hopefully an understanding of the formation of the ALP can play a role in orienting socialists to the approach necessary today for building a revolutionary party that will replace the ALP as the dominant force in the labour movement. For our task is not just to understand Laborism but to sweep away both it and the system that the Keatings and Hawkes have for so long propped up.

A Workers’ Paradise?

The standard historical view of Australia in the years following the gold rushes of the 1850s up until the onset of the savage depression of the 1890s, is one of unbridled prosperity – a virtual paradise for workers. It was a view shared by many contemporary observers. The glories of “Marvellous Melbourne”, the Paris of the South, were widely proclaimed. With its wide stately streets, elegant mansions, burgeoning trade and feverish building industry “Marvellous Melbourne” was upheld as the epitome of colonial advancement. Here in the New World it seemed, “a new breed of self-made men (sic)” was constructing an egalitarian society free from the poverty, despair and degradation of aristocratic and class-ridden Europe.

In this more than favourable economic climate it is argued that it was possible for workers to take advantage of a chronic shortage of labour to achieve a privileged position and a degree of trade union organisation unparalleled elsewhere in the world. This working class prosperity was supposedly reflected not only in comparatively high wages and short working hours, but in high levels of home ownership and a relative ease of upward social mobility into middle class occupations.

According to conservative and right wing labour historians this produced a moderate, respectable labour movement in tune with the dominant middle class opinion of the times – liberal nationalism; a working class immune to revolutionary socialist ideas; a labour movement more concerned to preserve its share of privilege from the supposed threat of “cheap” Asian labour (thus the overwhelming support for “White Australia”) than in class struggle. Class politics are portrayed as being irrelevant in this middle class utopia.

One leading left wing historian, Humphrey McQueen, goes so far as to argue that there was no genuine working class in Australia in this period, only a petty bourgeoisie of small producers and artisans. Thus he argues:

The Labor Parties that emerged after 1890 were in every way the logical extension of the petit-bourgeois mentality and subordinated organizations which preceded them. There was no turning point. There was merely consolidation; confirmation of all that had gone before.

While few historians would go to this ludicrous extreme, they are prone to emphasise the “mutual” interests of small employers and their workers. Factories and construction sites were generally small and technology was primitive. Management is portrayed as informal and as sharing many of the radical democratic traditions of the artisan workforce, in opposition to the conservative squattocracy. In Melbourne, in particular, it is argued small bosses and workers were allied in support of high tariffs (protection) to stimulate industrial development.

An earlier generation of left intellectuals influenced by the Communist Party viewed these developments in a much more favourable light than McQueen. For the likes of Brian Fitzpatrick, Robin Gollan, Russel Ward and Ian Turner, the last half of the nineteenth century was one of unparalleled advance for left and “democratic” forces.
 They saw the working class militancy of the 1880s and the formation of the Labor Party in the 1890s as a continuation of the democratic populist movements of the previous decades. The struggles against the transportation of convicts, the Eureka Stockade, the fight to unlock the land and the 1890 Maritime Strike are all subsumed into the “glorious” tradition of Australian radicalism and egalitarianism.

For the old Stalinist-influenced left history was on our side. Australian nationalism, far from being fundamentally racist and pro-imperialist, was seen as having a progressive dynamic, which must be appropriated by the left. So for Gollan the radical nationalists’ “concept of the nation was essentially a class view”.
 This interpretation of Australian history dove-tailed neatly with the Communist Party’s popular front approach from the mid-1930s. The supposed triumphs of populist nationalism last century provided an attractive rationale for the subordination of working class organisations to populist alliances with supposedly progressive middle class forces in the here and now.

There is no doubting the rapid growth of Australian capitalism under the stimulus of expanding British demand for Australian raw materials, especially wool. Between 1861 and 1900 national product grew four-fold.
 The rate of growth was among the most rapid in the world. This expansion was largely financed by the inflow of British capital for rural industry and to finance massive government works programs to provide the infrastructure – railways, roads, ports, buildings – necessary for the continued expansion of the export oriented rural economy.

However the almost axiomatic assumption that the working class benefited substantially from economic expansion is based on dubious statistical evidence. The wage rates compiled by the Statistical Register rely largely on trade union “standard” rates for the job.
 However union membership only reached 20% of the workforce for a brief period around 1890. Many unorganised workers are unlikely to have obtained “standard” rates and probably not even all union members. As well, hourly rates tell you little about annual incomes at a time when most workers, even skilled workers, were in casual employment.

Furthermore, even accepting that wages and living standards were somewhat higher than the appalling conditions “enjoyed” by unskilled workers in Britain, this hardly makes Australian workers a privileged aristocracy of labour. Australian life expectancy, while greater than in Britain, was only 47 years for men and 51 for women, and undoubtedly lower among the working class. Home ownership was high by international standards, but nowhere as common among urban workers as is commonly portrayed. In 1891 30% of all Sydney houses and 41% of Melbourne’s were owner occupied and undoubtedly the rate was much lower for workers.

In any case during the 1880’s wage rates were coming under sustained pressure from the bosses. This was an important factor in the growth and increasing militancy of the labour movement. While there may have been labour shortages in the countryside, in the cities, especially Sydney, temporary unemployment and underemployment seem to have been common. This was especially so in much of the transport, building and manufacturing industries where employment was seasonal. There were high general levels of unemployment in Sydney during the short-lived recessions of 1878-9 and 1886-7. Due to the absence of social security benefits (other than those provided by unions) even short periods of unemployment or sickness could be disastrous.

Working conditions for unskilled workers were horrendous. They laboured in small workshops with dangerous machinery and poor ventilation and sanitation. Conditions in Sydney were notorious. By 1891 only one clothing factory had actually been built in Sydney. The remainder were converted sheds or lofts.
 Sweated industries were widespread; piece work, sub-contracting and outwork were rife, and combined with extremely long hours. While the 8-hour day was an important trade union rallying call going back to the 1850s, outside Victoria it was only secured by limited numbers of workers.

Then there were the slums. A major report on slum housing in Sydney in 1875-6 indicated that conditions were actually worse than in London. Workers lived two or three to a room in the worst areas. Sewage was just thrown into the streets. Unlike London, the Sydney authorities had no power to close down buildings for health reasons.
 So while the overall colonial death rate was low, the death rate in Sydney was similar to British cities. For the 1880s infant mortality rates were higher in Sydney than in London.
 The poor living conditions – the narrow lanes, closed courtyards, defective drainage and ventilation – bred disease. There were regular epidemics of typhoid, influenza and even an outbreak of plague.

In Sydney casual labour predominated. Much work was seasonal and dependent on the rural economy. Even the few larger factories, such as shipbuilding and repair, were subject to seasonal demand and had an unstable workforce. There was considerable dislocation of working class families as male workers went to the bush or sea for work. About 30% of women were in the workforce but they were employed on very low wages. As late as 1891 hundred of boys aged 8-14 worked from 5 am to 7 pm in brickyards each carrying six or seven tons of clay a day.

Of course this was not the picture presented by respectable opinion at the time. For most bourgeois commentators poverty did not exist in Australia or at least was confined to newly arrived migrants yet to find their feet. The Sydney Morning Herald declared at the height of the 1890 Maritime Strike:

Little was it then supposed possible that in the happy Australian colonies our working classes – the most fortunate, the best paid, and the most prosperous body of workers in the world – would be summoned by their leaders to take part in a ruinous war against society … destitute of any rational purpose.

As the population of Sydney trebled to almost 400,000 between 1870 and 1890, the city physically deteriorated as the provision of amenities did not keep pace. “Free enterprise” ran rampant and there were few restrictions on unscrupulous developers. Health deteriorated.

While there were some limited opportunities for upward social mobility for a minority of skilled workers in NSW in the 1860s and 1870s, for the mass of the proletariat the prospect of escaping from their class was never an option. While the idea of setting up your own small farm (or to a lesser extent prospecting for gold) still held an attraction, and was an important ideological device for securing working class loyalty to the system, the actual prospect of workers doing so was becoming increasingly dim during the 1880s.

The lack of skilled work being generated by the Sydney economy reinforced this. The number of wage earners increased relative to the number of employers, reflecting proletarianisation of the workforce. There was little evidence of labour shortages, with the possible exception of the building trades. Sydney even possessed its own workhouse, the Benevolent Asylum, for the destitute.

Melbourne, which grew from 125,000 in 1861 to 473,000 in 1891 (40% of Victoria’s population) was a larger, more prosperous and more industrial city than Sydney. Its more rapidly expanding economy did offer greater opportunities for social advancement, especially in the turbulent pioneering days of the early 1860s. By the 1880s some former artisans had become substantial capitalists. However the increasing scale and capital intensive structure of industry meant that the prospects for such success being repeated were steadily diminishing. As well, by the early 1880s sweating, especially of female pieceworkers, had become a major political issue. Housing was more modern in Melbourne and there were fewer slums. However as Graeme Davison puts it: “by 1880, the inner core of working-class suburbs had become a region synonymous in public estimation with dirt, disease and poverty.”

Finally, the standard picture most historians portray of a rough and ready egalitarianism was far from being shared by all classes of Australian society. An advertising blurb for new housing in Sydney’s “better suburbs” starkly reveals the attitudes of the rich: “However estimable in their own spheres of life may be the butcher, the baker and the candlestick-maker, we do not wish, with all our boasted democracy, to have them elbowing our comfortable cottage or more ornate villa with their miserable shanties.” 


The Workers Arise

The NSW Labor Party was both the first formed and the most influential. By the end of the 1890s the NSW party had set the pattern which Labor was to follow federally and in all the other states. It was here that Labor’s core policies – White Australia and compulsory arbitration – were pioneered and codified. Therefore it is of prime importance to understand the development of capitalism and the class struggle that gave rise to and conditioned the development of Labor in that colony.

The second half of the nineteenth century saw a rapid expansion of the working class and the gradual contraction of the self-employed proportion of the workforce. By 1892 over two thirds of the NSW workforce were wage earners. Hand in hand with this proletarianisation, came the emergence of a new urban financial and industrial capitalist class that challenged the traditional predominance of the pastoralists. This shift towards industrial capitalism was not sudden, but it accelerated towards the end of the century. Employment in agriculture and pastoral industries declined sharply. By 1891 Sydney had 35% of NSW’s population and urban workers formed the largest component of the working class.
 Its unions, particularly of skilled workers, dominated the labour movement.

However manufacturing industry, which employed 37,000 workers, consisted largely of labour intensive small plants. Ninety per cent of factories had less than 30 workers, though they increased in size in the 1880s. The metal industry was of greatest size and capital intensity. Skilled workers were concentrated in the building and metal trades. Together with the printers they were usually the highest paid. At the other extreme, food and clothing employed mainly semi-skilled or unskilled workers. The female proportion of the workforce grew from 15.7% to 19% between 1881 and 1891.
 Many of the new jobs for women were in manufacturing, though there were still large numbers of young, usually Irish or Irish-Australian women, employed as domestic servants (40-50% of all women in paid employment).
 Cheap female and juvenile labour were important for early capital accumulation. Outwork and sub-contracting were widespread and profits extraordinarily high.

Ten or twelve hour working days were common. The 8-hour day was mainly limited to the building and metal trades and not necessarily uniform even there. There were a large number of struggles over the issue. The Bakers were unsuccessful in 1884, but finally imposed it in some shops after a long strike in 1890. In 1886 the Brickmakers won it after another long strike. Success, however, was often only temporary. The mill owners, for example, repudiated an 8-hour agreement in 1890. The achievement of eight hours was often at the expense of reduced wages, loss of meal breaks, or an intensification of work.

Craft unions attempted to maintain control over the labour supply via the apprenticeship system. However colonial apprenticeships were often shorter than in Britain and never as rigidly enforced. The wage differential between skilled and unskilled was also less than in Britain. Furthermore, the position of some trades was being undermined by de-skilling. Bootmaking was broken down into a series of specialised jobs. Social mobility was most marked among engineers and printers but small businesses were insecure and during recessions their owners were often forced back into the paid workforce.

Prior to the 1880s the wool industry was extremely profitable due to high world market prices. In NSW sheep numbers increased from 6 million in 1862 to approximately 60 million in 1892.
 During the 1880s however the industry was hit by crisis. Falling wool prices were an important factor; but also pastoral expansion in the 1880s was into drier land in the west, which necessitated higher capital costs. The crisis came to a head in 1891-2 as wool prices slumped drastically.

There were at least 25,000 shearers in the 1880s, as well as large numbers of unskilled shed hands. More conservative small landholders earning extra cash to keep their selections going possibly comprised 35% of the workforce. In the east where they were concentrated most branches of the Shearers Union, the ASU, had small fluctuating memberships. However, in the west, where opportunities for small holdings were limited, the more militant, itinerant, landless bush workers predominated, as they did in Queensland.

There was more of a labour shortage in the west, and graziers could afford fewer delays because of indebtedness and the danger of grass seeds impregnating the fleece. So here, where union membership was highest, the ASU formed in 1886-7 could often gain its demands quickly with the threat of strike action. The militant mood was fuelled by severe fines imposed for “improperly” shorn sheep, harsh discipline and the extremely arduous work. After an unsuccessful attempt by pastoralists to reduce wage rates in 1885-86, the new union managed to force up standard rates by over 14%. Wages became a significant factor in rising costs just when wool prices were falling. This largely explains the growing resistance to the union.

Coal mining led to the first large concentrations of workers in NSW. The Newcastle coalfields were the largest, supplying British shipping and the local market. As coal was essential for many industries, the economy was sensitive to strike action in the mines. Coal miners thus held a strategic bargaining position and were often sought as allies by other unions. The industry was highly susceptible to economic downturns and wage rates varied enormously because of fluctuations in the piece rate. While the 1870s were a period of reasonable prosperity, chronic unemployment subsequently characterised the industry.

The work was notorious for its danger and sheer drudgery. Fibrosis and silicosis were common occupational diseases. During the 1880s the annual death rate of 3.4 per thousand exceeded the notorious British mines. The ever present danger was a key factor welding a strong sense of coalfields community. Local communities were dependent on the miners and gave them widespread support during strikes. A strong class identity pervaded the community and was reinforced by the fact that most mine owners were outsiders, living in Sydney or London. The miners’ union was the earliest mass union of the unskilled. Employers also organised early in opposition to the union.

Metal mining employed a large migratory workforce that fluctuated between 11,000 and 18,500 in the 1880s. Mining was on the largest scale at Broken Hill that commenced in 1885 with a massive investment of British capital. Its population grew from 6,000 in 1887 to 26,700 in 1899. Its workforce was the third largest in NSW after the railways and the coal mines. In 1889-90 the miners’ union, the AMA, won important concessions including a closed shop, a 46 hour week and an end to piece work. After 1889 profits began to decline as silver prices fell 15% between 1889 and 1892.

By the late 1880s or early 1890s the coal mines, the metal mines and the pastoral industry faced a crisis of declining profitability, excess capacity and declining returns. The bosses responded by stiffening their resistance to the unions. At the same time workers in all three industries experienced a decline from past opportunities. On the coalfields this provoked a bitter 13 week strike of all Newcastle district miners in 1888. Despite lack of funds and inadequate support from the NSW TLC, only a narrow majority of 200 out of 3,500 voted to accept the bosses’ new agreement.

The transport industry had some of the largest concentrations of capital and labour, out of which emerged key unions. In Sydney, the maritime unions were the largest of all. Despite a reduction in the size of crews in the late 1880s, due to new technology and the shipowners drive to lower costs, the industry remained highly labour intensive. In 1891 there were 3,000 seamen in NSW, 600 stewards and cooks and over 3,000 wharfies. From the mid-80s the maritime unions won improved wages and conditions. In June 1890 the Sydney wharf labourers won a closed shop, an 8-hour day and pay increases. Under these pressures the shipowners became increasingly frustrated and a spate of new demands from workers provided the final impetus for a united bosses’ opposition to the unions.

As workers mobilised and employers perceived a threat to their authority in the workplace, and in some cases even to the institution of private property itself, the state’s repressive nature revealed itself in an open and sustained fashion. The Masters and Servants Act was used against unions by interpreting strikes as breach of contract. In 1884 striking bakers’ leaders were jailed. Striking shearers also fell foul of the Act. Seamen were subject to special disciplinary provisions under the Merchant Shipping Act that made striking at sea tantamount to mutiny. After an 1885 strike three seamen were jailed for two weeks for “disorderly conduct” and questioning the captain’s orders.

British common law charges of “conspiracy” and “intimidation” were also used against workers. In the 1870’s miners were charged with conspiracy and during an 1886 strike seven miners were jailed for intimidation of scabs. As violent strikes became much more common in the late 1880s and 1890s the state further mobilised. The precedent of government intervention in strikes was well established prior to the major battles of the 1890s, particularly on the coalfields, where troops and cannon were sent during strikes in 1880, 1885 and 1888.

During the 1870s trade unionism was concentrated in three areas: the urban crafts, some of which had been organised since the 1840s and which fostered a small number of semi-skilled unions, such as the builders’ labourers; the northern coal miners; and maritime unions of wharfies and seamen. However from about the mid-80s union organisation spread rapidly. Threats to established wages and conditions combined with the greater concentration of labour spurred the formation of unions of semi-skilled and unskilled workers such as coal lumpers, railworkers, metal miners, shearers and clothing workers. The membership of older skilled unions also expanded, the engineers’ union, the ASE, grew from a national membership of 800 in 1881 to 2,500 in 1891.

The rapid, excited, if somewhat unstable, development of unskilled urban unions was largely a result of example elsewhere. Existing unions often directly influenced the formation of new ones. The Seamen’s Union inspired the Cooks, while the leaders of the Metal Miners, Spence and Temple, built the Shearers’ Union. The Shearers in turn encouraged the organisation of drivers. The fifty or so unions with 30,000 members in 1885 grew by 1891 to over one hundred with about 60,000. This represented about 21.5% of the total workforce, probably the highest level of unionisation in the world.

Nevertheless, union coverage varied widely. Women workers were very poorly organised. The first serious attempt to organise women in Sydney occurred between 1889 and 1893. On the initiative of the TLC three women’s unions, the Tailoresses, the Laundresses and the Female Employees Union with a combined membership of three or four hundred were established.
 Many manufacturing unions were weak. For example in 1891 the Storemen’s Union had only 200 members out of a potential 2,000. Membership of skilled unions however was high and consolidated markedly during 1889-91. The Engineers and Ironmoulders and some building unions, such as the Stonemasons, had almost total coverage. Other craft unions such as the Bakers had less stable memberships, while craft unions in the clothing trades were in serious decline as the introduction of machinery replaced skilled workers with semi-skilled.

In Melbourne a similar pattern of class mobilisation occurred if at a slower pace, due to more prosperous conditions. By the mid-80s the old protectionist alliance between small manufacturers and their artisans and labourers was beginning to break down as industry became more capital intensive. The Argus newspaper observed in 1885:

In all trades it would appear as if we were drifting to the union as the dominant power on the one hand, and the large millowner with machinery, capital and credit behind him as the other, the working men become a caste and the employers a specialized class, while individuality is crushed out in the conflict.

Similarly W E Murphy, the Melbourne Trades Hall secretary, explained the slow development of unionism in the 1860s compared to the 80s:

Workshops and factories on a small scale were to be observed springing up in all directions in which employer and workmen were actuated by sentiments which begot of the greatest cordiality...Those employers, for the most part, had sprung from the working class themselves, and the utmost familiarity prevailed between them and their employees, while the labour market could not supply in excess of the demand. While this state of affairs lasted, notwithstanding several attempts of various branches of labour to associate, very little progress was made. It was not until employers became capitalists, and the small tenement used as a workshop was replaced by a massive brick or stone manufactory...machinery, and a number of inspectors, foremen and apprentices, that the...hitherto contented workman could be at all impressed with the disparity which they helped to create between their employers and themselves.

While Murphy no doubt overstates how “contented” workers were in the 1860s, the myth of a dying age of lost opportunity was an important factor fostering the development of class consciousness in the 80s. Resentment about declining opportunities was probably greatest among migrant workers attracted to Australia by stories of limitless possibilities. Migrants were to play a very prominent role in the labour movement.

As in Sydney, Melbourne saw an increase in the number of female outworkers and in 1885 there was a major campaign against sweating. Throughout the 1880’s rents in the inner city rose while wages stagnated. Collingwood and Fitzroy were notorious for poverty and larrikinism, a product of the economic turmoil of their dominant industries, the clothing and boot trade. It was in these sweated trades of the inner city where class consciousness slowly matured.

In 1880 there were only two unions among Melbourne factory employees. By the end of the decade there were 48, including tailoresses, coachbuilders, furniture makers, metal moulders and engineers. The Operative Bootmakers Society founded in 1879, exemplified a new, aggressive style of unionism. While its formal aims, such as the preservation of the apprenticeship system, were as “conservative” as many of the old craft societies, under the leadership of William Trenwith, it became a pace setter in industrial organisation.

The recession of the late 1870s and the continued stagnation of the older industries led the bosses to break wage agreements and exploit to the full the openings for sweating endemic in the piecework system. This led unions to mobilise. In 1882 the tailoresses struck against their Flinders Lane employers securing much improved wages and conditions. Struggle spread from this most exploited section by degrees to the better paid. In late 1884 the bootmakers were locked out for three weeks in a bitter battle. While the struggle ended in a compromise that included the limiting of outwork, it proved to be an important turning point.

Militant organisation next spread to furniture workers and eventually to metalworkers. As the bosses were crying out for labour at the height of the boom, substantial wage gains were made and a closed shop almost achieved. The building boom of the late 80s enabled a number of well organised or favourably situated construction trades, like the bricklayers and plasterers, to make significant gains.

Labour historians tend to draw a sharp contrast between traditional craft unions and newer unions of the unskilled and semi-skilled that emerged in the 80s. They usually draw a close parallel to Britain, where the labour upsurge at the end of the century saw the development of militant mass organisations, the “new unionism”, in sharp contrast to the narrow traditional craft unions.

However these parallels with Britain can be overplayed. For a start, in Australia mass organisations of waterfront workers predated the 80s, nor were a number of the mass unions, like the Shearers, industrial unions that organised all workers in an industry. The Shearers was an occupational union of the most skilled section, behaving in many respects like a craft union by attempting to restrict entry to shearing.

Mass unions such as the Wharf Labourers, Metal Miners, Railworkers and Shearers copied the craft unions by maintaining high benefit payments for accidents, funerals and so on. The Wharf Labourers’ very high entrance fee to sustain funeral benefits proved disastrous during the 1890 Maritime Strike, by making it difficult to enrol large numbers of new members. Nor were the new unions necessarily more militant than the craft unions. The AMA, the metal miners’ union, was numerically dominated by its conservative Victorian members, who were often shareholders in small gold mining companies. The AWU became notorious for its moderation and respectability and its strong advocacy of compulsory arbitration. On the NSW railways the mass union, the Amalgamated Railway and Tramway Service Association, adopted a quite deferential attitude. Real union strength lay with the “elite” Locomotive Engine Drivers and in the workshops among the ASE and other craft unions.

It was among the new mass unions that a centralised union bureaucracy first began to emerge. Because of their small membership and often localised area of operation very few of the craft unions had full time officials. Even the NSW TLC did not employ a full-time secretary until the late 1890s. While some of the mass unions copied the open democratic structures of the craft unions, the AMA and the ASU/AWU started with a full time professional leadership. The AWU was tightly controlled from the centre and spent a high proportion of its income on salaries, office rent and equipment. In the course of the 1890s the AWU became ever more centralised with direct election of officials being replaced by their appointment by tiny, full-timer dominated conferences.

Nor were craft unions as reluctant to resort to industrial action as is often supposed. While they preferred to rely on negotiations and saw strike action as a last resort, by the late 80s they were increasingly involved in industrial conflict. They tended to pick off firms one by one with selective strikes or secondary boycotts against the supply of goods to a recalcitrant employer. The Australian craft unions were much more democratic and adaptable than their highly bureaucratised British equivalents. In the absence of a layer of full-time officials they were dependant on a high level of rank and file participation to maintain the union. As well a number of craft unions aided the development of semi-skilled unions in their industry or even opened membership to them.

Most industrial disputes in NSW in the 80s were related to union attempts to control labour supply. They concerned union recognition, the closed shop, apprenticeships, and the use of less skilled labour. The unions that achieved significant wage gains were few, and limited to those in areas of labour shortage. In the late 80s living standards were falling as the bosses went on the offensive. Nevertheless the unions maintained a high degree of confidence and assertiveness, fuelled by the earlier high expectations of the boom, the rare, but spectacular successes of groups like the Broken Hill miners and maritime workers, and the largely defensive achievements of the urban crafts and coal miners. Class conflict and consciousness heightened as the gap between these expectations and changed circumstances widened.

These changes were clearest among urban skilled unions, perhaps because they had the highest expectations and a lower level of class consciousness prior to the 80s. Some, such as the Printers, responded to industrial change by retreating further into craft conservatism. (Though Queensland printers were militant and backed the Australian Labour Federation’s socialist programme and in 1891 objected to the Labor plank calling for “white universal male suffrage”. In 1888 they fought a three months strike for a closed shop and the following year liberalised their membership policy and grew rapidly). But others, such as the Stonemasons, developed an extreme class bitterness precisely because their position was so severely undermined. The organised labour movement began to represent a class rather than a craft elite. Even the cautious ASU leadership was pressured by the militancy of its western membership.

This process was reflected in the development of the language of class. References to the “working class” replaced “tradesmen and labourers”. There was much talk of battles of “Capital versus Labour”. Another sign of the rising mood of class consciousness was the enormous financial support (31,000 pounds) raised in solidarity with the 1889 London dock strikers. There was increasing co-operation between unions and the Trades and Labour Council emerged as the recognised working class leadership in NSW.

The Sydney TLC was formed in 1871, but not until 1883 did it begin to gradually build its influence. Its strongest support came from the metal trades, Stonemasons, Bakers, Printers and Shipwrights. At the beginning of 1890 the TLC had 30 affiliates with 20,000 members. In June 1891 it represented over 40,000 workers and increasingly extended its authority over the largest and most rapid expansion of unionism ever experienced.

A series of Intercolonial Trades Union Congresses were held in an attempt to develop Australia-wide union organisation. This culminated in a somewhat grandiose proposal to form a centralised Australasian Labour Federation, ALF, to unify the working class at both industrial and political levels. Queensland adopted an ALF structure in 1889. While the ALF idea was a symbol of heightened working class consciousness, Shearers’ leader, W G Spence, envisaged it as a highly centralised body with strict discipline over sectional militancy.

The development of a centralised union leadership was a contradictory blessing. On the one hand it was a manifestation of working class mobilisation. However on the other hand it contained the seeds of a conservative bureaucratic bargaining system that would restrain this class mobilisation, through attempts to discipline its more “unruly” constituents. Union officials form a layer distinct from their members. They are not subject to the immediate pressures of capitalist exploitation in the workplace. They exist as bargaining agents attempting to obtain the best deal they can within the framework of the existing system. Inevitably they are involved in making all sorts of compromises with the bosses. They prefer negotiation to struggle. They see strong union organisation as a means to strengthen them in negotiations, not as a means to challenge the very existence of capitalism. When they turn to political action it is as back up or a substitute for a weakened bargaining position.

From the mid-80s union officials began to express concern about the rising militancy of the rank and file. Melbourne Trades Hall leader Trenwith complained that “it was very difficult indeed in some trades to take any action that in the slightest degree seemed to favour the employer...without being suspected of selling those with whom you are connected.” The previous year the Melbourne THC Secretary, W E Murphy, had great difficulty keeping the lid on a waterfront strike. While at the 1889 Intercolonial Trade Union Congress one delegate complained of disparaging criticism of union leaders by the rank and file.

To summarise: from the mid-80s many workers in NSW experienced a decline in working and living conditions. The crisis in the pastoral industry led to pressure on shearers’ wages, though the formation of the ASU temporarily reversed this pressure. In coal mining irregularity of employment and fluctuations in wage rates were much more common than in the 1870s. The new metal mines at Broken Hill were particularly hazardous and management tough and aggressive.

In Sydney the re-organisation of industry with the growth of manufacturing involved an expansion of the low wage, unskilled workforce. The relatively prosperous position of many skilled workers was eroded. The position of semi-skilled and unskilled workers also deteriorated because of the decline in unskilled employment in construction work and rural industry. The re-organisation of production and technological change also undermined conditions in areas such as the waterfront. There was a rapid growth of very low paid female workers.

From the mid-80s the working class mobilised in response to these developments. Union organisation expanded dramatically accompanied by increased militancy and class consciousness. While the new unions of the semi-skilled and unskilled were important, urban skilled unions played a key leading role. The erosion of their members’ “elite” position often meant that they felt the greatest impact of social and economic change. Class conflict sharply intensified under these circumstances, particularly since key employers such as the pastoralists, coal owners and Broken Hill mines were suffering economic decline. It was these bosses who were to lead a major counter-attack on the unions in the 1890s. A major test of strength was inevitable.

The Maritime Strike of 1890

All the class tensions came to a head in the great Maritime Strike of 1890 and in the subsequent Queensland shearers’ strike of 1891. The immediate issue that provoked the Maritime Strike was the right of marine officers to affiliate to the Melbourne THC. However it was rapidly generalised into a monumental battle between capital and labour, into open class war. The outcome of the strike was decisive, both for the immediate development of the class struggle and for the formation of the Labor Party.

The strike was phenomenally large by nineteenth century standards, involving the largest and most powerful unions: the miners, the maritime unions and the shearers, in all 50,000 Australian workers and perhaps 10,000 New Zealanders struck. The closing of workers’ ranks extended well beyond those workers directly on strike. A similar unprecedented closing of ranks occurred on the bosses’ side.

The strike provoked an enormous and spontaneous enthusiasm among Sydney’s workers. On 6 September 1890 there was a huge procession of strikers. The maritime unions were joined by a long list of workers – tailors, painters, butchers, bootmakers – the list went on and on, forming a solid body one and a half miles long. The route from Circular Quay was tightly packed with strike supporters. Even the Sydney Morning Herald was forced to admit: “it seemed as though all Sydney were out to participate in or gaze upon the spectacle of labour defying capital”.

Most urban unions remained at work but only after strenuous efforts on the part of the officials. As the TLC President later declared, in the early stages of the strike one-third of the efforts of the Labour Defence Committee were spent “stopping two thirds of the different societies from striking”.
 There is considerable evidence of rank and file unionists’ desire to join in and they provided solid financial support for the strikers via self-imposed levies. The TLC’s efforts to keep gas and other vital services in operation provoked widespread rank and file criticism.

The preliminary to the strike was a meeting of shipowners at Albury in August 1890, where they decided on a joint policy of resistance to the unions. The marine officers were demanding higher wages and to improve their bargaining position sought affiliation with the Labour Councils. The fact that the officers’ demands came on top of demands from all sections of the industry stiffened the shipowners’ resolve. Furthermore, the affiliation with Labour Councils by “officers and gentlemen” seemed to shipowners to completely undermine their authority aboard ship.

While there was some reluctance by seamen and wharfies to support the officers, who regarded themselves as above ordinary sailors, when the crunch came they solidly walked out in support of union principle. Miners responded immediately to the call for a shutdown of the supply of coal to shipping. There were serious clashes as feeling mounted. In Melbourne and other strike centres unionists stormed ships worked by scabs. In Adelaide there were several days of rioting on the wharves after a scab drew a revolver on picketers and police released the scab and arrested three strikers. In Sydney, the storm centre of the strike, there was uproar and stone throwing when businessmen and pastoralists ostentatiously drove ten carts loaded with wool from the railyards to the wharves. The Riot Act was read, mounted troopers charged protesting strikers and a number were arrested and imprisoned. In Townsville the crew of the “Archer” were jailed for a month after they walked off their ship. While in Melbourne Colonel Tom Price gave his notorious order to the troops:

You will each be supplied with 40 rounds of ammunition and leaden bullets, and if the order is given to fire, don’t let me see one rifle pointed up in the air. Fire low and lay them out.

Such open use of state power in support of the bosses led many workers to realise that the state was not neutral. Most clearly at times of crisis it is an instrument of class power.

When the bosses brought in scabs to work pits in the Illawarra district, there was strong resistance. A number of miners were prosecuted for assault and intimidation. Miners’ wives lay in front of a locomotive to prevent it hauling a trainload of scabs to the pits. At Mt Kembla women marched from daybreak to nightfall over mountainous terrain to reach the pit face and the following morning stormed the pit to get at the blacklegs. Women in mining areas regularly stoned blacklegs, beat them in the bush and tarred and feathered them. In Adelaide women joined men as they stormed barricades on the wharves. In Sydney and Newcastle women and children were involved in a series of “riotous” attacks on scabs. In one incident four scabs were chased through the centre of Sydney and pelted with bricks and stones. A press report told how:

...the crowd seemed to increase itself in miraculous fashion, and the whole of the lower end of George Street was filled by a surging mass of men, women and children, estimated from 4000 to 5000 persons. For a time these seemed almost to lose their reason, and made a fearful noise, yelling, hooting and shouting as if they were mad.

Among the capitalists an increasingly vicious and better organised leadership had emerged. Broken Hill mine owners rushed to lock out the miners before they could strike. The specific issues that originally motivated the bosses’ attack quickly broadened into the overriding demand for “freedom of contract” – the undermining of union power by the use of scab labour. The middle class of small traders and professionals was frightened from its previous relative neutrality and dislike of large business interests, by the dimensions of the conflict and the fear of violence and social break down. The middle class swelled the ranks of special constables enrolled to maintain “law and order”. The government mobilised solidly behind this catch cry. Many shearers and some urban strikers suffered imprisonment, fines and forfeiture of wages. 3000 special constables were appointed in NSW and artillery was dispatched to Newcastle.

One month after the start of the strike it was apparent the unions were losing. In Melbourne the early onset of the Depression meant there was a considerable body of unemployed from whom the bosses recruited strikebreakers. Coastal shipping sailed with makeshift crews, but only thanks to the Marine Engineers – the only union to rat on the strike.

In desperation the Labour Defence Committee called out the shearers. The ASU was forced into a display of solidarity. The ASU had not had enough strength to establish a closed shop on its own, so it had previously sought the assistance of other unions. Early in 1890 Brisbane maritime unions blocked shipment of non-union wool from the giant Jondaryan station. The Darling Downs pastoralists were forced to agree to employ only union shearers. Spurred on by this famous victory W G Spence, the ASU president, arranged for a similar blockade in NSW. It was this alliance that now forced a reluctant Spence to call out the shearers.

The response to the ASU’s call was uneven, partly because of the half-hearted approach of the leadership. A stalemate resulted but the ASU’s weakness was exposed. Facing defeat the Sydney unions offered to compromise. However the employers stalled on requests for negotiations and during October and November the strike collapsed, though the last strikers did not return to work until January 1891. The bosses gained the right to employ non-union labour where previously the closed shop had operated.

The union movement had suffered a serious defeat. The point was rammed home by employers over the next few years as they moved against pay and conditions. While the unions had not been destroyed, employers’ confidence and resolve were strengthened, and unemployment was already weakening the unskilled unions. The waterfront unions were worst affected and barely existed for most of the 1890s. The Shearers’ Union maintained wages only by accepting non-unionists in NSW sheds.

Yet the failure of the Maritime Strike was not, in itself, as conclusive as is commonly portrayed. Workers’ enthusiasm was far from dimmed by the defeat. While the strike was in progress wharfies in Port Pirie, South Australia, secured the eight hour day and total union membership in South Australia trebled between July 1890 and April 1891. The Sydney TLC reached its peak affiliation more than a year after the strike. In Queensland there was a dramatic growth of unions following the 1891 shearers’ strike. It was the subsequent disastrous impact of the economic slump combined with a series of further crushing defeats that devastated the union movement for the rest of the decade.

Despite the 1890 defeat Queensland shearers the following year fought hard against graziers intent to reassert their authority. The graziers disavowed the closed shop and demanded wage reductions. During the long strike, beginning in January and extending until June, thousands of angry shearers, some armed, massed in camps at Barcaldine, Clermont and other centres. In their camps they prayed:

May the Lord above – send down a dove

With wings as sharp as razors – 

To cut the throats of bloody scabs – 

Who cut down poor men’s wages.

There were clashes with scabs, the setting of shed and grass fires and an attempt to derail a troop train. The Queensland government reacted dramatically by deploying troops and artillery and swearing in 1,100 special constables. Many unionists were arrested and nearly all the executive of the Shearers and Labourers unions were jailed for three years for “conspiracy”.

A strike committee dominated by militant activists took over the running of the strike at Barcaldine. In the face of opposition from the moderate Brisbane leader of the Australian Labour Federation, Albert Hinchcliffe, they issued a general call out of all bush workers on 24 March. They clearly saw the strike as an all out class battle. As H J Jackson, the secretary of the strike committee, wrote:

We were challenged into this by the combined forces of capitalism throughout Australia and have accepted, thereby bringing pressure by means of a general call out...We are determined to fight this to the bitter end.
 

The government, courts and pastoralists openly colluded to break the shearers. After some months the strike collapsed, as the unions ran out of money to feed the 8,000 strikers and felt the full force of the upholders of “law and order”. The pastoralists imposed “freedom of contract” and wage cuts. Ruling class justice was epitomised by Judge Harding who openly rebuked police for not shooting down unarmed strikers.

The employers’ offensive was soon generalised. In 1892 Broken Hill mine owners reneged on their 1889 agreement with the union, cutting wages and re-introducing contract work. Despite the miners’ bitter resistance, massive demonstrations in Sydney against police attacks on the miners and widespread financial support from other unions, the strike’s defeat effectively crushed Barrier unionism until the late 1890s. During the Depression the maritime unions were powerless to combat a general assault on wages and conditions because of unemployment and the employers’ recruitment of readily available scab labour. About a third of the Stewards and Cooks Union members and most wharfies failed to regain employment after the 1890 strike. Wharfies’ hours were lengthened. In 1893 a seamen’s strike failed to prevent a 30% wage cut.

In 1894 NSW pastoralists reneged on their agreement, reducing wages and blacklisting union activists. The ASU lost the ensuing strike after even more violent battles with scabs, including the burning of the strike breaking steamer “Rodney”, than in 1891. Throughout this period a series of smaller scale reverses occurred in urban unionism, which despite the glamour associated with the bush unions, was the key section of the working class. The new unskilled unions rapidly disintegrated and even craft unions were severely hurt, some disappearing. In 1893 the Stonemasons were crushed, never to recover, during a desperate strike to defend wages. As its constituents collapsed around it, the NSW TLC declined drastically after 1892. In 1896 to 1898 it almost disappeared.

The Labor Party takes shape

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.

So warned the Sydney Morning Herald against the formation of a Labor Party in an editorial on 6 October 1890. While it did not quite have the cataclysmic impact forecast by the more rabid sections of the ruling class, the establishment of the Labor Party in 1891 by the NSW TLC represented a fundamental development that shaped the working class movement, for good and ill, over the next hundred years.

Trade union political action however did not in any sense just commence in 1891. Unions had initiated or participated in numerous radical campaigns going right back to the struggle to end the transportation of convicts in the 1840s. In the 1840s and 50s there were attempts to establish working class political organisations. In Melbourne the Operative Reform Association campaigned against transportation, the Masters and Servants Act, unemployment and for the 8-hour day and electoral reform and at times ran working class candidates for parliament. However during the relative prosperity of the 1870s and early 80s the unions generally tended to see themselves as a pressure group lobbying governments on questions that affected them. Though on several occasions they endorsed their own election candidates. In 1874 following tough industrial conflicts with city employers, which failed to win a widespread 8-hour day, the NSW TLC successfully stood Angus Cameron for the seat of West Sydney.

Queensland briefly led the larger colonies in the movement towards independent political action with the formation in 1889 of the Australian Labour Federation. Under the influence of the radical journalist and utopian socialist William Lane, the ALF for a short period adopted a quasi-socialist objective. However the Maritime and Shearers strikes proved to be greater routs in Queensland. The number of registered unions collapsed from 54 with 21,379 members in 1891 to only 7 with 240 members in 1895.
 Queensland unions turned to parliamentary action quite clearly as a substitute for struggle. As a meeting of the Townsville Labourers Union resolved: “...all workers should go on the electoral roll then they could prevent strikes and govern the classes”.
 So while Labor was extraordinarily successful in Queensland, briefly forming the world’s first Labor government in 1899, the defeat of the strikes cemented the ascendancy of pragmatic gradualism in the labour movement.

The early Victorian labour movement was notably more conservative than in NSW and Queensland. For several decades Victorian unions were part of a cross class alliance of small manufacturers and small farmers (selectors) in opposition to the free trader conservatism of pastoralists and merchants. The central policies of this liberal alliance were increased tariffs (protection) for manufacturing industry and opening up the land for small farmers. The unions saw protection as a means of creating more jobs. While the developing industrial capitalists wanted to limit foreign competition, restrict the power of the squatters and diversify the rural economy by creating more small farmers and thus increase domestic demand for manufactured goods.

Victorian unions had at times been militant. From the earliest years of settlement there had been strikes. The first recorded demonstration in Melbourne was by striking bakers in 1840, a number of whom were jailed or fined for “conspiracy to raise the rate of wages”.
 Melbourne stonemasons successfully initiated the struggle for the 8-hour day in 1856. However the greater prosperity of the Victorian economy in the 1870s and 1880s increased the cautious conservatism of the THC. The unions looked to their employers as allies in the development of industry.

The closeness of the THC to liberalism delayed the formation of an independent Labor Party. In May 1891 the THC sponsored the formation of a Progressive Political League. In the 1892 elections the League obtained substantial votes in the inner city working class electorates. Their strongest support came from waterfront workers radicalised by the Maritime Strike and from the heavy engineering areas, where 5,000 metal workers lost their jobs at the start of the Depression and those still in work had to take humiliating reductions in conditions. However Labor candidates elected in Victoria in the 1890s did not operate as a genuinely independent party, but effectively as a wing of the protectionists. It took a decade of severe depression and a significant further sharpening of class consciousness before a genuine Labor Party was established.

Official wage rates reveal wage cuts of 20-35% for most jobs in Melbourne during the Depression. However at its height in 1893-4 many workers took effective cuts of 60%. The birth rate fell dramatically and between 1892 and 1895 Melbourne’s population declined by 56,000 (well over 10%).
 By 1893 most unions were suspended or in disarray. Up to the end of 1891 the unions bravely attempted to maintain their assertive militancy. They were then forced to retreat and make limited concessions. By degrees these concessions assumed a more fundamental character and in the worst years, 1892-94, the unions offered scarcely any resistance and continued only as social clubs. Then in 1895-8 they gradually began to regroup under newer leaders and around more militant policies.

The development of the Furnishing Trades Society and the Bootmakers illustrates this trend. The Depression immediately and savagely hit the furniture trade. Employers sought to cut wages and undermine union shop committees. Initially the union replied with threats of strike action, the formation of new shop committees and a recruitment drive. But as the crisis deepened workers started to break ranks in the face of threats of dismissal. While the officials opposed wage cuts they held off strike action. To keep their dwindling membership together they organised “harmony nights”, though there was precious little to be convivial about. From 1892 it was even worse. The union accepted disastrous reductions and only met rarely. Industrially beaten and demoralised they turned as a substitute to parliamentary action, lobbying the government for racist anti-Chinese factory legislation.

The Bootmakers Union first felt the pressure of the Depression in 1890 when the bosses manoeuvred to undermine wages. The union attempted to shore up their defences with a vigorous recruiting drive. But by 1891 the bosses had the whip hand and the threat to sack union reps and recruits cowed most workers. Early in 1892 the employers imposed a 10% wage cut. Despite their weakened position the union called a strike to repel this frontal attack, but only a minority came out and they were quickly replaced by scabs. By 1894 in the most bitter phase of the struggle new machinery began to undermine the whole wage structure of the industry. To obtain employment workers had to submit to the most degrading conditions: to renounce their union and swear allegiance to their boss.

In NSW, just as in Victoria, unions had participated in various populist alliances such as the radical Democratic Alliance of 1884-5. However the comparative weakness of manufacturing industry and the greater importance of export oriented rural industries meant union support for protection was weaker than in Victoria. Some unions such as the Miners and Shearers tended to support free trade. However there was also a minority sentiment in the NSW labour movement critical of bourgeois politics in both its protectionist and free trader guises and in favour of independent working class politics. By the late 1880s the TLC had begun to move away from populist alliances.

However even in January 1890 when the TLC overwhelmingly adopted a proposal for standing Labor candidates at the next elections, support from its affiliated unions was at best lukewarm. Many officials still felt the TLC should stay out of politics. Even one of the strongest Labor supporters, Spence, the head of the Shearers Union, stressed that “they had nothing to do with political questions, only so far as they affected labour”. They would “watch that legislation was not unduly pointed towards the power of capital”, but did not wish to interfere with “the equilibrium of capital”.

It was the defeat of the Maritime Strike that was decisive in turning union officialdom towards political action. On the one hand the strike had further inflamed the class passions, militancy and enthusiasm that had been building up in the 1880s. NSW TLC President Brennan believed that the militancy of workers was developing beyond the control of union officials. He told the Royal Commission on Strikes that when the next outbreak occurred “it would be perfectly impossible for any leaders to control it, because they have not the same power now that they had at the inception of the last strike.” While for some years after 1890 it was useless for anti-Labor candidates to try to hold meetings in working class electorates like Carlton in Melbourne. They were disrupted by crowds of workers chanting in chorus: “Fire low and lay `em out, Fire low and lay `em out...”

A mass base of thousands and thousands of working class activists now existed for a Labor Party. But most decisively from the officials’ viewpoint the strike had demonstrated that industrial action was inadequate as a way to advance their interests. It was true that industrial action, in and of itself, was not sufficient to defeat the enormous mobilisation of the power of the bosses and their state exhibited in the Maritime Strike. Politics were vital. But the question then becomes what type of politics. As Tony Cliff and Donny Gluckstein put it in their history of the British Labour Party:

It was one thing to understand the need to challenge capitalism politically, but it was possible to draw either revolutionary or reformist conclusions. One possible direction was to use the fight for reforms, including placing demands on parliament, as a means of mobilising the working class and through this experience preparing the final, revolutionary struggle for socialism. But the reformist attitude to parliament was a means of demobilising the class, asking it to rely on leaders who avoid confrontation and work within the system. Their negotiating skills substitute for mass activity.

The small size of explicitly socialist organisations in Australia in the 1890s combined with their political weakness meant that the first alternative was never seriously argued. The reformist alternative triumphed by default.

The late 1880s and early 1890s had produced the correct combination of circumstances for reformism: workers’ struggles had built up organisation but defeats had pushed it into bureaucratic channels. Thus one lesson drawn by the Union Defence Committee was the need “for some central power to control the machinery of Unionism throughout the whole of Australia.”
 Leaders had been raised to prominence by the fight but now they began to substitute for the movement of the mass. The Labor Party was then not the child of the upsurge of the 1880s and early 1890s but of its defeat.

For unfortunately, but inevitably given their social position, the union officials did not move to establish a revolutionary socialist party which would organise to overthrow capitalism. Instead they established a party that would seek to represent union interests within the framework of a bourgeois parliament. As the Defence Committee concluded its post-mortem of the Maritime Strike:

Once the worker determines...that the very basis of modern industry is antagonistic to his welfare...he must set about the work of reform where it seems that reform can alone be obtained – that is in Parliament.

Initially the vision of parliamentary action could be a very radical one. The vote was to be used to end the whole system of wage exploitation. As Verity Burgmann writes:

D.M. Charleston, one of the three Labor men elected to the South Australian Legislative Council in May 1891, declared that, in selecting labour representatives with the aim of effecting reform through parliament, unionism had a glorious work to achieve: “the complete emancipation of Labor, the securing to it the full results of its toil.” Then, Charleston predicted, “our fair land will indeed be the Land of Promise flowing with milk and honey, and the cry of want will no more be heard in our streets”.

Nor did the NSW unions immediately forsake industrial action for parliamentary reformism. Initially at least parliamentary action was perceived as a means of aiding the industrial struggle, a means of preventing state intervention against strikes. As the Defence Committee put it, “whilst we must go on ever increasing our capacity for fighting as we have fought before, the time has now come when Trades-unionists must use the Parliamentary machine that has in the past used them”.
 Though with the subsequent collapse of the movement as the Depression deepened, parliamentary action came more and more to substitute for the struggles of rank and file workers.

Initially the TLC had a class oriented view of parliamentary action. It would be workers representing workers, not middle class professional reformers. As the TLC journal, the Australian Workman, put it:

...the class of men who receive what is generally termed a finished education are, as a rule, of the class who have always enjoyed the sunny side of life...We must send men in from the ranks of labour, who have made a study of modern political economy, and possess intelligence with a predominance of honesty of purpose who really feel the terrible and almost unbearable cruelty of our present iniquitous wage slavery system.

The initial 16-plank platform only partially reflected these lofty aims. However, although it was far from being a socialist document, it was at least centred on a series of basic reforms. This made it radically different from Labor’s first federal platform which was based on White Australia and virtually jettisoned all mention of reform. There was an array of basic trade union demands such as a Factory Act to eliminate sweating and the 8-hour day. Other planks called for a National Bank, ritually endorsed Henry George’s seemingly radical single tax on land and raised the racist demand for “the stamping of all Chinese-made furniture”. It concluded with a vague “any measure which will secure for the wage-earner a fair and equitable return for his or her labor”.

The new Labor Party made remarkably rapid progress. Labour Electoral Leagues sprang up all over Sydney and in country areas and in the August 1891 NSW elections Labor won 35 of the 141 seats. There was enormous working class enthusiasm for the new party. Labor’s 16 Sydney seats were concentrated in areas of strong working class industrial organisation: railway workers in Newtown and Redfern, waterside unions and urban crafts in Balmain and West Sydney. Another six seats were in mining areas.

Even in rural NSW and Queensland the first areas to elect Labor members were those best organised industrially. Nevertheless in country areas electoral laws that excluded many itinerant workers from the vote accentuated the importance of Labor winning the small farmer vote. NSW Labor’s 13 rural seats were mainly in areas of ASU (later AWU) influence, and this was far from being a pure working class vote. A similar pattern emerged in Queensland where Labor also was disproportionately strong in country areas and fell under AWU domination for decades.

Despite the TLC’s declared intentions, the new MPs were far from being exclusively unionists. They included eight businessmen, a mining speculator, three journalists, a commercial traveller and a doctor. These middle class MPs did not share the TLC’s vision of a class party. Even Socialist League MP, George Black, proclaimed:

We have been told that we have come into the House to represent a class. Well, that may be; but that class is the class of all classes. It is a class which is as wide as humanity...

Labor candidates were pledged to accept caucus discipline and abide by the party platform. The caucus pledge* was to become one of the greatest causes for dissension among MPs and rapidly led to the first split. As it held the balance of power, Labor intended to occupy the cross benches and acting as a disciplined unit offer “support for concessions” from the free-traders and protectionists. However after initially supporting Parkes’ liberal free-trade government, 18 members broke away to support the protectionists.

The TLC attempted to discipline the party but quickly lost control of the central committee. Tensions between the unions and the parliamentary party flared over the failure of the MPs to implement the party platform or to aid unions as they came increasingly under attack. It came to a head over the parliamentarian’s role in the 1892 Broken Hill miners’ strike. After the government jailed strike leaders there were mass demonstrations in Sydney organised by the unions and the Socialist League. However when the opposition moved to censure the government’s handling of the strike, eleven pro-protectionist Labor MPs voted with the government to narrowly defeat the motion and preserve the protectionists in office.

The Depression and the employers’ offensive profoundly weakened the urban unions and the TLC’s influence in the party further declined. Future Premier, Holman, another Socialist League member, declared on behalf of the central committee that Labor “has officially nothing to do with unionism”.
 Professional politicians increasingly had come to dominate.

At the 1894 elections Labor was split. The central committee which maintained control of most branches ran “solidarity” candidates committed to the pledge. While a group of MPs ran as “independent Labor” with AWU backing. Labor’s parliamentary strength was drastically cut, however the 15 “solidarity” candidates returned formed a more cohesive unit and despite the split and working class disillusionment with many MPs, the overall Labor vote only declined marginally.

The AWU increasingly began to strengthen its position. Despite the collapse of urban unions it was able to maintain a strong bureaucratic structure that enabled it to dominate the weak country Labor Leagues and control an important cluster of rural seats. While the AWU survived the defeats of the 90s it did so in a severely weakened state industrially. After the defeat of moves to democratise the union in 1892 and 1893 a new generation of officials who had little faith in rank and file self-activity became entrenched. By the late 1890’s reliance on parliament rather than industrial action had become an article of faith for AWU officials.
 In May 1895 the AWU bureaucrats and the party central committee patched up a deal granting important concessions to the AWU. By the end of the 90s the AWU had largely absorbed its former rivals on the central committee and those urban union leaders still prominent in the party relied on AWU patronage. Ray Markey described the political effect:

The party which was consolidated under AWU and professional urban politicians’ leadership was committed to a moderate parliamentary strategy quite removed from the form of organization envisaged by the class-conscious elements of the urban working class which initiated political organization.

In parliament Labor increasingly played the game of bourgeois politics, while outside reflecting the collapse of the urban unions and the defeat of the socialists the branches were in decline. A strong Executive substituted for weak local Leagues which tended to just surface at election time. Labor was consolidated in the absence of a significant, organised working class presence. After 1900 the urban unions reformed and re-entered the party, but by then its basic character had been established. In any case the unions reformed on a quite bureaucratic basis with considerably less room for rank and file democracy than the unions of the late 1880s. The emphasis was on Arbitration not rank and file initiative and militancy. Often the initiative for reforming unions was taken by Labor politicians or the now much more bureaucratised TLC. For example in 1899 future ALP leader Billy Hughes, who had never worked on the wharves, entrenched himself in the leadership of the new centralised, national wharfies union.

While Labor was never revolutionary it was progressive in comparison to the rival protectionist and free trader blocs that had dominated politics. It owed its existence to working class organisation, but rather than leading a confrontation with capital, it demanded that workers be given a place within existing society. It was a contradictory phenomenon, a bourgeois workers’ party. It was bourgeois in its programme, its ideology and leadership and thus fully committed to capitalism. However as it was based on the organised working class, it was not just another party of reaction. This remained the case even in the late 1890s when the influence of the urban unions over the party was minimal. While the influence of middle class politicians and small farmers grew significantly in this period, they did not transform Labor into a straight forward bourgeois party. Labor did not decisively break with its origins in the union movement. Even that peculiar animal, the AWU, despite its significant small farmer membership, remained a trade union as its later history confirmed.

The creation of a mass reformist party was clearly a step forward in the conditions of the early 1890s. It meant that to some extent workers were identifying as a class. The context of politics was transformed. The debate between reform and revolution could now be tested in practice. Also the trade union leaders now looked to their own resources and organisation, instead of tailing the openly capitalist parties.

However there were also costs. Electoral success was being sort without a corresponding political advance among the mass of workers. In fact from the early 1890s the working class movement was on the retreat. Consequently electoral success could only be achieved by sacrificing the socialist ideals of the Labor left. And the left itself, being thoroughly committed to a parliamentary strategy, was unable to mount an effective challenge to the rightward drift.

Despite its impressive number of MP’s Labor achieved few concrete gains for workers. One of the key reforms the TLC had expected to obtain from parliamentary representation was a major improvement in industrial legislation, in particular Factory Acts to regulate health and safety conditions and restrict hours of work. But not until 1896 was a limited Factory Act obtained in return for Labor backing Reid’s free trade government. For all their parliamentary manoeuvring NSW Labor did not achieve as advanced industrial legislation as had been obtained in Victoria and South Australia prior to Labor’s formation.

The most important concern of workers in the 1890s was unemployment. How did Labor measure up? It did next to nothing. A Labour Bureau was formally established in NSW but it organised strikebreakers. Only occasional gestures in the form of a few relief works were extracted from the Reid government. As unemployment worsened in 1893-4 and dissatisfaction with Labor grew there were large regular unemployed demos and independent unemployed organisations formed under strong socialist influence. In Melbourne the unemployed took to the streets in mass demonstrations in 1890. By 1892 the movement had become increasingly radical and bands of unemployed men and sizeable numbers of women fought to prevent bailiffs removing furniture from houses and to stop evictions. By late 1892 however, in the face of savage police repression and denunciations of the unemployed’s militancy by Labor politicians and union officials the movement was in retreat.

When it comes to social welfare legislation Labor’s record is hardly better. Little was obtained with one impressive sounding exception, the introduction of aged pensions in 1900. This was enacted by the Lyne government in return for Labor support and passed with only limited opposition in the conservative upper house. The lack of upper house opposition points to the limitations of the new pension. It was far from generous, a measly ten shillings a week, less than a quarter of the average weekly wage. It was limited to the “deserving poor” and used as a means of social control. Pensioners were required to prove they had been sober and “respectable” for five years and free of convictions for twelve.

The final Labor “achievement” was the introduction of Arbitration to regulate industrial relations. Arbitration has been one of the most distinctive features of Australian political life and one of the triumphs of right wing Laborism. Prior to the 1890s the unions did not support compulsory state arbitration, though on occasion they had participated in voluntary conciliation and arbitration. Collective bargaining was the preferred method. Both the militants and some traditional craft unions in NSW vigorously opposed state intervention in union-employer relations.

Even in the immediate aftermath of the Maritime Strike, despite the enthusiasm of Labor politicians for Arbitration, it still received only minority union support in NSW. The Shearers Union, subsequently the mainstay of legalism, was still hesitant to hand over its right to strike to the courts. Despite the lukewarm attitude of most unions by the mid-90s the parliamentary party had adopted Arbitration as an article of faith. The AWU with its industrial strength undermined in the depths of the Depression embraced the courts. In Victoria there was broader support for Arbitration, but in Sydney it tended to be only the most conservative craft unions, such as the Printers, which unreservedly backed it. Definitely there was no groundswell of rank and file support. Socialist opponents of Arbitration were backed by traditional craft unions like the Engineers.

In the face of rank and file opposition it was not until 1899 that NSW Labor officially embraced Arbitration. While Labor leader Holman hailed it as the substitution of the “methods of reason, arbitration, common sense, and judgment for the methods of brute force”, it was only reluctantly accepted by most unions because of their weakened industrial position.
 In 1901 the Lyne government with Labor backing introduced an Arbitration Act.

Initially Labor argued that the courts would be a more effective means of obtaining economic justice than industrial struggle. The state was to intervene to redress the balance in favour of the workers. When in practice the courts tended to favour the bosses rather than the workers, Labor increasingly extolled industrial peace enforced by the state as the supreme social good to which workers should sacrifice their economic interests. Thus Holman proclaimed in 1900 that “it is very much more important that the decisions of a court should be believed to be just than that they should be just.”

Employers by the end of the decade were more willing to accept Arbitration as the unions gradually revived as the economy picked up. All out confrontation no longer seemed such an attractive option for the more far seeing sections of capital. They hoped to co-opt the unions by enmeshing them in the structures of the state. As well, sections of manufacturing capital could see an advantage in forging an alliance with the labor bureaucracy: employer support for Arbitration in exchange for ALP and union support for protection. The new attitude of the employers was highlighted in a speech by shipping magnate and protectionist MP Sir Malcolm McEacharn:

There was a time when I was utterly opposed, not only to unionism, but to conciliation and arbitration...The unionism to which I had been accustomed during the great strikes...was of a more arrogant and “stand-and-deliver” type than the unionism of to-day. I hope that the newer unionism … which has enabled those of us who are employers to meet our men with pleasure and discuss matters in a conciliatory spirit, may continue.

By the end of the 90s then, Labor had been shorn of its original radicalism. Its initial commitment to working class reform had been replaced by a commitment to White Australia and Arbitration. It now sought to win votes not as a class party, but as the party of the Australian people. The balance had shifted from reform to nation. In part this shift can be explained by the very logic of reformism. Seeking to do things “for” workers rather than mobilising their strength to fight capitalism, reformists are pulled towards the state, which appears to have the capacity to introduce change and regulate capitalist society. But a strategy of “capturing” the state inevitably leads to a capitulation to nationalism. All states are by definition national states. If you wish to make use of the state then you are impelled to defend “your” state against rival states, “your” nation against rival nations. Reformists are bound to sacrifice international working class unity for sordid nationalism.

The defeats of the 1890s and the consequent demobilisation of the working class hastened the capitulation of Labor to the mainstream racist version of Australian nationalism. There was little rank and file pressure on the party to hold back from an extreme accommodation with capitalism. Not only that, but a defeated working class was more prey to reactionary ideas than the vibrant and confident movement of the late 80s and early 90s. Thus the space was opened up for the alliance of right wing MPs and union bureaucrats to rapidly secure their domination of the party.

“White Australia”

The cultivation of an Australian sentiment based upon the maintenance of racial purity, and the development in Australia of an enlightened and self-reliant community.

This statement of the principle of “White Australia” was enshrined as the opening clause of the ALP’s first Federal Objective in 1905. By the time of Federation Labor had emerged as the champion of White Australia. Indeed the Labor cause was often identified as the defence of the white race. When Labor won an 1892 by-election in Bundaberg, where there was a considerable “Kanaka” presence on the sugar fields, the union paper, The Worker, hailed the victory as “Bundaberg goes white”.
 This populist championing of White Australia was a way for Labor to pose as the party of Australian nationalism. It enabled it to win support among the racist middle classes.

The initial NSW Labor platform did not call for White Australia, though it did raise the racist demand for stamping of furniture made by Chinese workers. However the logic of reformism pushed Labor in a nationalist and racist direction. The combination of the defeats, and consequent demoralisation and demobilisation of the working class movement in the 1890s, and the consolidation of conservative bureaucratic domination of the party accelerated the retreat from a programme of reform. It led to the increasing predominance of nationalist ideology. Given the integral connection between Australian nationalism and racism, it was not surprising that White Australia became the leading plank of the Labor platform rather than working class demands such as the 8-hour day.

The ALP was critical of the 1901 Immigration Restriction Bill for not openly enshrining White Australia. Instead the conservative parties, under pressure from the British who were worried about the reaction of their Japanese allies, hid behind a dictation test in a European language to bar non-Europeans. This gave Labor room to engage in populist grandstanding to appeal to the racist vote by moving an amendment calling for the exclusion of any “aboriginal native of Asia or Africa.”

The White Australia policy was to remain in force for over 60 years and throughout this period the ALP remained one of its most fervent supporters. It was not until the mid 1960s that the first tentative liberalisation of White Australia took place under Harold Holt’s Liberal government. The ALP was slower to back away from forthright discrimination. The actual words “White Australia” were removed from the ALP platform for cosmetic reasons in 1965. However the 1971 platform still called for “the avoidance of the difficult social and economic problems which may follow from an influx of peoples having different standards of living, traditions and culture.”

Unfortunately it was not just the Labor right that supported White Australia. Most left wingers and even self-proclaimed socialists at the turn of the century backed the exclusion of Asians. For example leading radical journalist Henry Boote argued that if voters “believed in black labour and leprosy” they should vote for the government candidates.
 The leading left wing organisation, the Australian Socialist League, demanded: “The exclusion of races whose presence under present competitive conditions might lower the standard of living of Australian workers”.
 The Labor left attempted to justify their stand as not being “racist”, not being against Asians, but as defending living standards from competition from “cheap Asian labour”. Others who knew better capitulated to racism for reasons of electoral expediency.

However fear of competition for jobs was not the main reason for the intensity of racism. Labor leader J C Watson openly based his objection to non-Europeans on the possibility of racial contamination. “The question is whether we would desire that our sisters or our brothers should be married into any of these races to which we object”, he proclaimed during the 1901 parliamentary debate on White Australia.

No adequate explanation of the strength of racism is possible without an understanding of the origins of Australian capitalism as a white colonial settler state. Australia was established as an outpost of British imperialism in Asia. To secure the continent the white settlers first had to dispossess the Aborigines of their land. A policy of brutal extermination was carried out to make way for the sheep of the wealthy squatters. Wool was extremely profitable for Australia’s first capitalists and there was no way a few “heathen savages” were going to be allowed to stand in their way. A virulent racist ideology developed to justify this genocide. The ideas of imperialism, of the “civilising mission” of the white race, which had been used to justify slavery in the Americas, the looting of India and China, were now adapted to Australian conditions to sanctify the driving of Aborigines from their land.

Having secured the continent the white colonists soon turned their attention to the surrounding region. As early as 1829 they demanded the annexation of New Zealand. In 1883 the Queensland government seized New Guinea, even though the British had expressed little interest in the island. Being an isolated minority far from the centre of the Empire the colonists lived in constant fear of the surrounding “Asian hordes”. So colonial governments constantly pressed the British to increase their involvement in the region and to seize the surrounding islands to secure Australia’s defences.

While military considerations were the initial motivation for colonial expansion, the lure of quick profits soon attracted Australia’s most rapacious capitalists to the surrounding islands. Trading companies such as Burns Philp opened up shipping in the Pacific. Their trade included not just copra and sugar, but human skins. Burns Philp specialised in “blackbirding” Melanesians as indentured (slave) labour for the Queensland sugar fields. Again notions of racial superiority were essential to justify these developments. As an editorial in the Fiji Times in 1873 put it:

...true to the instincts of the Anglo-Saxon race we have come...to bring a savage race within the pale, and to partake of the benefits of our civilization; let us hope to bring them beneath the sway of the British septre, and thus to open up more fully a new and profitable field for British enterprise.

The very economic, geographic and social position of the settlers impelled them to an extreme imperialist position. They were more imperialist than the imperialists. So there never has been anything “progressive” or “anti-imperialist” about Australian nationalism. Its origins are racist and reactionary, just like the nationalism of the whites in South Africa, the Zionists in Israel, the French in Algeria and Tahiti and of other colonial settler states. Racism was the most important single component in the formation of Australian nationalism. The idea of racial purity was the linchpin around which national consciousness cohered.

With the move away from its initial reformist program and its deepening embrace of the ideas of “nation”, Labor inevitably, given the centrality of racism to Australian nationalism, became virulently racist. The middle class politicians and union bureaucrats who had cemented their control over the party by the late 1890s did not want Labor to be a “narrow” workers’ party, but to appeal to all classes, to appeal to the “people”. But what unites a people as opposed to a class is nationalism, so Labor posed as the party of Australian nationalism. This populism meant taking on board all the reactionary ideas, like racism, entailed in the nationalism of a white colonial settler state.

The first savage flare up of anti-Asian racism occurred during the 1850s gold rushes, when tens of thousands of Chinese were attracted to the diggings. Initially establishment opinion welcomed the Chinese as a potential labour force. However this early toleration faded rapidly as Chinese migration accelerated at a time when gold yields slumped drastically and competition for the available ground intensified. Small employers came to see Chinese businesses as a major threat. The enthusiasm of large employers also waned when the Chinese turned out not to be the cheap and pliable labour source they expected, but on occasions went on strike for higher pay. Consequently a broad populist alliance embracing self-employed diggers, urban artisans, small business owners and liberal capitalists developed against the Chinese.

There was another major anti-Chinese campaign in the 1880s. In 1878 a seamen’s strike against the employment of Asians was supported by virtually everyone except the shipowners. Precisely because the union’s demand to ban Asian employment, rather than fighting for equal pay, was not a class demand it won wide populist support. The Brisbane Chamber of Commerce and “worthy” middle class figures, such as mayors, who in normal circumstances would not have been seen dead backing a strike appeared on platforms calling for a ban on Asian labour. It was these same middle class “allies” who enrolled as special constables to impose “freedom of contract” on the seamen during the Maritime Strike.

Left nationalist historians while wishing to distance themselves from the most blatant aspects of racism embodied in Australian nationalism, still find themselves impelled to defend the indefensible. For example Ken Buckley and Ted Wheelwright’s book, No Paradise For Workers, is marred by its support for the racist 1878 seamen’s strike. They argue that a fight for Asians to be paid union rates “would have been unrealistic: unions were much too weak to force such a solution...”

Principled anti-racism it seems is only “realistic” when you are in a strong industrial position. Using this logic would Buckley and Wheelwright also conclude that it is reasonable for male workers to demand the sacking of women when they are not organised enough to achieve equal pay? Or that white workers should have fought to exclude Aborigines from the workforce rather than backing their fight for decent wages? It is precisely because a minority of class conscious workers argued, even in periods when they were quite isolated, for demands such as equal pay that unite the class, that the labour movement has been able at times to overcome sectional divisions and move forward.

Previously Australian unions had adopted such an anti-racist stance. In 1859 Victorian employers imported 500 German stonemasons contracted to work a ten hour day to break a strike and undermine the prevailing 8-hour day. The Stonemasons union contacted the Germans on board ship and despite language difficulties persuaded many of them not to work a ten hour day. As one historian notes: “it remained a remarkable feature of the dispute that all attempts to set off ‘foreign’ against British workmen were unsuccessful.”
 This internationalist stance proved highly effective in defending the 8-hour day in the industry.

By the 1890s the only breach in the wall of racial exclusion was Queensland where Melanesians were still working as virtual slaves in the cane fields. The Queensland Labor Party to a much greater extent than in the southern colonies based its appeal on the “coloured labour question”. Even going as far as supporting the continuation of hanging, as most of the victims were “Kanakas”.

The fear of economic competition for jobs was one of the factors that enabled racist agitation to find an audience among workers. The unions sought to preserve wages and conditions by restricting entry to particular trades and by attempting to prevent employers “flooding” the labour market with migrants. In the mid-nineteenth century there was a major, and successful, campaign to end the transportation of convict labour. Subsequently there was widespread working class agitation against government sponsored assisted immigration from Britain.

However trade union support for immigration controls, both in the nineteenth century and today, is both misguided and self-defeating. The way to prevent newly arrived migrants undermining hard won union conditions is to organise them alongside the native born to fight the bosses. Campaigning against their entry and discriminating against them after they arrive only forces them into the hands of the bosses. It is not as though migrant workers could not be won to the union cause. British and Irish migrants founded many of the first unions and provided many core activists well into this century. Chinese and Melanesian workers organised their own strikes despite the hostility of white unions. In 1885 Chinese cabinetmakers in Melbourne fought a successful battle for higher wages and formed a union that enforced a 50 hour week. In 1899 a number of Afghan camel drivers were jailed after striking for higher pay. Again today migrant workers are more highly unionised than the Australian born and often more militant.

Inevitably union opposition to migrants could not and did not stop at purely “economic” objections but took up openly racist arguments. This wasn’t just the case for Chinese and other Asians, but also spilled over to encompass Italians, Greeks, Jews and other Europeans.

Racism served to distract attention away from workers’ real enemies – the bosses. In times of economic hardship or after major defeats such as in the 1890s Asians were used as scapegoats to let capitalism off the hook. Union officials were not loath to raise the question of the “Chinese menace” to cover up their own sell outs. As did ASU President Spence after the defeat of the 1891 shearers’ strike. Spence tried to cover up the weaknesses of the agreement made with the pastoralists allowing the employment of non-union labour, by arguing that at least they had agreed to discharge Chinese and Kanaks. At a mass meeting in Bourke Spence was greeted with prolonged cheering when he announced this great “victory”. As Andrew Markus puts it in his book, Fear and Hatred: “In their hour of humiliation the shearers took comfort in an imaginary victory over Chinese and Melanesians”.

The AWU was a mainstay of racism inside the Labor Party. In the 1890s its paper, The Hummer, declared: “the camels must go; the chows must also leave; the Indian hawkers must hawk their wares in some other country. This country was built expressly for Australians, and Australians are going to run the show”.
 This should come as no surprise given the AWU’s base among small farmers. It appealed to them as sturdy, independent Australians, as inheritors of the democratic tradition of Eureka. The harsh reality is that the great Australian “democratic tradition” is also a profoundly racist one.

Racism in the working class led to class collaboration. It fitted together with support for protection and state intervention to settle strikes – Arbitration. It also went hand in hand with calls for increased militarism. Thus in 1908 Labor leader Watson by pleading the Asian threat won the overwhelming support of the ALP conference for a citizen military force based on compulsory training and for an Australian navy. In the minds of the ALP leaders Australia was to become the guardian of “civilisation” in the southern seas.

Racism then only served to divide the working class to the benefit of the bosses. During the Maritime Strike ninety Chinese workers at the Goondi plantation in Queensland refused to load a boat crewed by scabs. Yet the union officials who controlled the strike fund, in the face of protests from the Furniture Trades Union, wavered over accepting a donation from Chinese workers and then decided not to accept any more such donations.
 In Victoria in the 1880s Chinese workers were compelled to form their own separate unions because most unions excluded Asians from membership.

These union policies aided the bosses in using Asians on some occasions as scabs, most famously during the 1873 Clunes gold miners’ strike. Even worse, when Chinese and Melanesian workers did organise to fight the bosses they received no backing and at times white unions deliberately scabbed on their strikes. In the early 1890s there were a number of strikes by Chinese cabinetmakers that the European unions refused to support, even though their own conditions were under attack because of the Depression. A former President of the Melbourne Trades Hall commented that “We can afford to laugh. It does not affect us”.

Historians, such as Andrew Markus, have played an important role in highlighting the depth of racism in Australia, which was downplayed by earlier left wing historians like Robin Gollan. However they have tended to make it appear that racism was all embracing in the working class or that workers’ fear of cheap labour was the source of racism. This obscures the real base of racism: the need of settler capitalism for land and the continuing dictates of capitalist expansion. It also serves to deny the possibility of inter-racial unity that existed from the emergence of a working class movement. There were always some militants, leftists and individual workers prepared to make a stand for working class principle.

The classic example is the early Shearers union, notorious for its exclusion of Asians from membership. There is no doubting the racism of the ASU leadership. This became more pronounced as a conservative bureaucracy strengthened its control after the defeats of the early 90s weakened the position of militants and undermined the ASU’s democratic traditions. How racist however were the members? Some militants opposed the exclusion of Chinese and won a hearing among the rank and file. In 1889 Robert Stevenson, a militant organiser, won the support of the Bourke branch to allow Chinese to remain members.
 The Bourke members, predominantly landless labourers, were more open to ideas of working class unity than members nearer the coast where small farmers predominated.

In New Zealand the ASU attempted to organise Maori shearers, who were seen as potentially “staunch and enthusiastic” unionists.
 The union’s rules were translated into Maori. The ASU paper, The Hummer, exposed the terrible conditions for Aborigines on pastoral properties in WA. Aborigines were exempt from the racist exclusion clause and at the 1891 ASU conference the Adelaide branch moved to admit Aborigines for half the normal fee. A compromise was reached: Aborigines received full benefits by payment of an annual contribution, without the entrance fee. Support for Aboriginal rights may have been expected from militants. What is most revealing is the stance of the moderate General Secretary David Temple. Temple argued it would be a “graceful act to those from whom the country had been taken” and would be good for the union’s image.
 This clearly indicates that workers were nowhere near as racist as commonly contended, for if they were how could it be good for the ASU’s image to give “privileges” to Aborigines? Most workers were, of course, open to racist ideas. The point is that it was always possible to challenge such ideas and win a hearing. As did the revolutionaries of the Industrial Workers of the World who campaigned against racism prior to World War I and the Communist Party from its formation in the early 1920s.

Socialists and the Labor Party

There has been considerable argument about the extent of socialist influence in the early Labor Party. Conservative labour historians have systematically downplayed the important role of socialist inspired activists in establishing the party, and thus buttressed the claims of Labor’s pragmatic right wing to be the genuine representative of workers’ historical aspirations. This is matched by a tendency on the left to romanticise Labor’s “radical working class heritage”, which has supposedly been betrayed by the likes of Keating. This is taken to a ludicrous extreme by various “entrist” currents in the ALP who in self-justification proclaim that the early ALP was Marxist.

A large proportion of the radicals and militant workers who were active in forming the Labor Party were inspired by some sort of socialist vision. The mass struggles and radicalisation of the late 80s and early 90s saw a sizeable layer of working class activists and middle class intellectuals move towards a socialist standpoint. The Maritime Strike was decisive in sharpening this trend. The extent of the class polarisation and the decisive intervention of the forces of the state on the side of capital meant that large sections of workers looked for a decisive reconstruction of society. A vague and indefinite socialism was the direction into which a general dissatisfaction was channelled.

The ideas of “municipal socialism” gained an influential following and there was a degree of working class support for co-operative schemes. Advocates of utopian socialist communes and christian socialism also had some support. Agrarian radicals held to a vague “bush socialism”. While according to the AWU paper, The Hummer, “Socialism...is the desire to be mates, is the ideal of living together in harmony and brotherhood and loving kindness...”
 Many prominent union officials such as Spence now declared themselves “socialists”.

The strongest commitment of the early Labor Party to some sort of socialist programme came at the 1897 Conference which added “nationalization of the land and the whole means of production, distribution and exchange” to the platform. This plank remained until 1905 when the left’s attempt to commit Labor to a forthright socialist objective was defeated in favour of a more moderate “collective ownership of monopolies”. However even the commitment to the 1897 plank was weak. Despite the efforts of its supporters to have it as the first plank of the fighting platform, it was buried in the general platform as a mere “statement of principle” and thus of course never acted upon. At the 1898 conference it was pushed even further to the background and that conference cut back on support for more specific nationalisation proposals.

Support for state ownership reached its high point during 1896-7 with a series of specific proposals including nationalisation of the mines, and the setting up of state farms and clothing factories. However it was not just socialists who supported these measures. There was strong populist support for a state bank, as well as traditional trade union support for the extension of the government as an employer and the prohibition of private contractors.

Support for a state bank was especially strong because of the bank crash of the 1890s. The banks became the bête noire of capitalism for Labor. Finance capital, both the banks and the large pastoral companies, played an important role in hardening graziers’ anti-union attitudes in the 90s. The AWU tended to let the squatters off the hook by arguing that the banks were parasites bleeding them dry and forcing them to crack down against their will. This fitted in with a more general reformist practice of siding with “productive” capitalists like manufacturers against the “money power”. Thus capitalism as a system was portrayed as not being the problem. The “British” banks were a favoured target of attack because they were “un-Australian”.

Utopian socialists who were influential in the countryside made great play of the role of the banks. The most widely read utopian socialist tract, Bellamy’s Looking Backwards, describes the banks as “the heart of the business system”.
 The “conspiracy of the money power” survived as a long-standing populist strand in the ALP. It was invoked by Jack Lang in the 1930s to attack “British bond holders”, and to support the Chifley government’s attempted bank nationalisation in the late 1940s.

However the Commonwealth bank was no threat to capitalism. Its establishment was perfectly consistent with a more conservative economic tradition that saw the need for a national bank to regulate the financial system and ensure the stability of the capitalist economy. Colonial capitalism was heavily dependent on the state to provide infrastructure such as railways. This meant there was much less ruling class opposition to government ownership then in England or the USA. Mainstream Australian liberalism stressed the necessity of state intervention to develop industry and to open up the land. Labor merely subsumed this tradition.

The major socialist organisation at the time of the formation of the Labor Party was the Australian Socialist League (ASL). Initially formed in 1887 it quickly collapsed, only to reform and grow rapidly during the Maritime Strike. By late 1893 the ASL possibly had 900 members in NSW. The ASL worked closely with the TLC during the strike and by the end of 1890 had a small group of active TLC delegates and a member edited the TLC journal. Some long standing union activists joined during the course of the 90s.

The ASL was active in the formation of local Labor leagues and gained executive positions in the inner-city leagues. It also had a solid base of support on the northern coalfields. It was well represented at the 1892 Labor conference. In that year its reputation was further enhanced by its organisation of large demonstrations against government attacks on the Broken Hill miners’ strike.

In 1891 a number of ASL members were endorsed as Labor candidates. However most of those elected moved rapidly to the right, one of the most prominent, George Black, had left the ASL by 1894. While another, Fitzgerald, became one of the Labor rats in 1892 who saved the Dibbs government over the Broken Hill strike. Verity Burgmann describes the process of incorporation:

J.D. Fitzgerald, a printer by trade...develop(ed) a personal style that was decidedly unlabourish. He dressed impeccably, never forgetting his kid gloves...He glided immediately and easily into distinguished parliamentary company – of the other side. As early as October 1891, to secure the good wishes of his fiancee’s family in England, he offered to provide personal references from Premier Dibbs, Minister of Works Lyne...all he explained, “know me well”.

The ASL split between a moderate right wing led by future Prime Minister Billy Hughes and future NSW Premier William Holman, who were influential on the Political Labour League executive and a more left wing rank and file. By February 1895 the left wing minority were fed up with Labor and pressed to form a genuine socialist party. One leading militant, Harry Holland, a future New Zealand Prime Minister, wrote an Open Letter to the parliamentary party in May 1896 expressing his disillusionment:

...we of the rank and file saw visions of valiant men fighting our legislative battles. We hailed the 1891 election as the dawning of a new era. Poor fools that we were.

The ASL began to lose members to the smaller Social Democratic Federation that was calling for an independent socialist party. To meet this challenge the ASL mobilised in the urban working class branches to win the 1897 Labor conference to all out support for nationalisation. Despite the overwhelming adoption of the nationalisation objective, the party machine was able to bureaucratically stifle any attempt to take the objective seriously. The right wing blamed Labor’s poor showing in the Federal Convention elections on the nationalisation plank.

As Labor moved right, individual ASL members began to resign in disgust. The right wing dominated 1898 conference that further watered down any commitment to socialism proved to be the final straw. The left wing rump of the ASL, about 50 members, now abandoned Labor but not their commitment to the parliamentary road to socialism. In reaction to their experience in the Labor Party they evolved in a highly sectarian direction towards the politics of the De Leonite American Socialist Labor Party.

They made little headway, partly because of the difficult political period and the low level of industrial struggle. However the ASL and the other socialist sects contributed to their isolation. They spent most of their time condemning Labor and proclaiming their own virtue. This was a trap that some of the best socialist militants were to fall into over the next 100 years. Having themselves recognised Labor’s limitations, they assumed that this truth would be obvious to the mass of workers. They had no idea of how to relate to the great majority who still had illusions in the ALP.

What was missing was any idea of united front work with Labor supporters, the concept of working both with them and against them; with them in the struggle to achieve immediate reforms, but against their reformist ideas that hold back the struggle. It is in struggle that revolutionaries can prove they are the best fighters for concrete gains for workers and can expose the vacillations of reformist leaders in practice.

Australian socialists from the 1890s to the present day have tended to fall broadly between two stools. They either accommodated to the ALP or maintained the purity of their principles by standing on the sidelines and denouncing Labor. The most common approach has been the one of trying to permeate and influence the ALP, either by working within it, as did the early ASL, or by trying to pressure it from outside. This reformist approach was usually justified on the grounds that Labor was the mass organisation of the working class. This argument conveniently forgets the fact that Labor is not the working class organised politically but the political expression of the union bureaucracy and its middle class parliamentary allies.

The problem with socialists trying to capture the ALP for socialist ideals was that invariably what happened was that it was not the ALP that was captured, but those socialists who set out to do the capturing. Because they were committed activists it was possible for socialists to gain prominent positions within the ALP. This very success deluded them, for it was only possible to hold onto these positions in the long term by compromising their principles. The capturing of positions came to substitute for open political argument for socialist policies and the building of rank and file militancy at the base.

In practice socialists who captured leading positions in the ALP behaved little differently from non-socialists. They did deals with the bosses’ parties, supported the setting up of Arbitration, refused to back strikes and agreed with the White Australia policy. Billy Hughes, who as Prime Minister attempted to introduce conscription during World War I and split the ALP, is the most notorious former socialist turned renegade. Hughes however was far from being the last socialist to start with the intention of using the ALP to serve working class interests and who ended up trampling on workers. John Curtin, Prime Minister during World War II, was a former leader of the left wing of the Victorian Socialist Party. Governor General Bill Hayden is the latest in this long line to recant his early socialist aspirations.

Socialists working inside the ALP are cutting against the grain. Labor is above all committed to gaining office through elections. For a parliamentary party there is little point being in opposition, principles that prevent you gaining a majority of votes have to be jettisoned. Though it would be a mistake to simply see electoralism as the determinant of Labor’s behaviour. In office Labor has repeatedly carried out policies in the interests of the ruling class that undermined their working class voting base.

Labor’s policies inevitably have to be adapted to what “public opinion” will accept. In the final analysis adapting to “public opinion” means adapting to the opinions of the Murdochs and Packers or their equivalents in the 1890s. Socialists if they wish to have credibility in the ALP are forced to come to terms with this harsh reality. They too have to be prepared to tone down their principles, if fighting for those principles threatens to damage Labor’s electoral fortunes or antagonise ruling class opinion. These are precisely the pressures that operate on the ALP Socialist Left today. It helps explain why the Socialist Left has gone along with all the betrayals of Hawke and Keating.

As the experience of the ASL reveals this dilemma has confronted socialists right from the ALP’s formation. The ASL correctly welcomed the birth of Labor as a step forward for the working class movement, a step towards independent working class action. However they failed to appreciate the limitations of the new party, that it was a creature of the union officials – an essentially conservative layer in society. What the union leaders wanted was a party that would represent their interests in parliament; which would moderate the horrors of capitalism. The last thing the union officials wanted, leaving aside a few well meaning individuals, was to initiate a struggle that led to the overthrow of capitalism. They would tolerate socialists in their new party, but only if those socialists subordinated themselves to the needs of the bureaucracy.

The ASL considered that socialism was inevitable and would come through evolution. It could be introduced peacefully once socialist parliamentarians had captured the state machine. The ASL viewed the state as neutral and was strongly opposed to violence. Their 1894 Manifesto advocated “only the use of parliamentary” means.
 This led to an early split of a revolutionary minority who saw the need for physical force and for workers themselves to take control of society, not the state acting on their behalf.

However, despite this strong commitment to the parliamentary road to socialism, the ASL was ideologically diverse, if not downright confused. The early ASL platform did not differ radically from Labor’s. Many of its policies were radical democratic, rather than distinctively socialist or else shared Labor’s vague egalitarianism. They hailed William Lane when he sailed to found his utopian colony in Paraguay in 1893 and leading members like Billy Hughes were strongly influenced by Bellamy’s vision of a tightly regulated utopian socialist society. As well in its early years there was a strong “bush” socialist influence on the ASL. Under Arthur Rae’s editorship The Hummer, the paper of the Wagga branch of the ASU and the voice of “bush” socialism was sympathetic to the ASL.

This ideological confusion opened the way for accommodation with mainstream Laborist ideas. It made it easier for the right wing of the ASL to justify their alliance in the late 1890s with the AWU bureaucracy. Rather than acting as a distinct socialist current with its own ideology and strategy the ASL became little more than the “socialist” tail of the Laborite dog.

Conclusion

The 1890 Maritime Strike was one of the great turning points in Australian history. It marked the decisive entry onto the political stage of the rising working class, a class which was cohered in the battles of the 1880s. For despite all the myths of mainstream historians, which unfortunately have been embraced by many on the left, the Australia of the 1880s was no egalitarian middle class utopia. In fact it probably had proportionately the largest working class in the world.

However the Maritime Strike was decisively defeated. The insurgent working class movement was savagely beaten back by an employers’ counter offensive and by the onset of mass unemployment. By the height of the Depression in the mid-1890s the urban unions had been broken. What survived as a child of those defeats was the Labor Party.

The formation of the Labor Party was an advance, a step towards independent working class political action. However the party soon came to be dominated by an alliance of trade union officials and middle class parliamentarians. The fundamental interests of both these social groups are counterposed to those of the working class. Both the union bureaucracy and its middle class intellectual allies are committed to capitalism and seek to use the ALP to only gain reforms within the system rather than organise against it.

Workers placed great hopes in the early Labor Party. Reflecting the radicalism of the times, NSW Labor’s initial programme embraced many working class reforms. However the reformist project quickly proved a failure. The new party very rapidly turned on its own supporters to enter the mainstream of bourgeois politics. By the end of the decade Labor had ditched its initial reforming programme and become the party of White Australia and Arbitration. There was no golden era of Labor radicalism. Paul Keating would have been quite at home in the Labor Party of the 1890s.

However the myth of a golden era of Labor radicalism is a useful one for reformists today who attempt to sustain faith in a party that presided over 13 years of wage cuts, privatisation and falling living standards. They proclaim that true essence of Labor was subverted by the Hawke and Keating ALP governments; Labor needs to return to its working class roots. The myth is convenient – a convenient lie.

By the beginning of the twentieth century Labor had become integrally identified with the social and economic programme of the new Australian Commonwealth – White Australia, Arbitration, protection and the primitive beginnings of a welfare state. Its central task was to incorporate the working class into the new nation. Labor proclaimed itself as the party of Australian nationalism. However this did not mean Labor had become simply another bourgeois party. It was still tied to the trade union movement via the union bureaucracy. Furthermore precisely in order to carry out the process of incorporation of the working class movement Labor had to maintain some connection to the class and respond, even if only verbally, to its hopes and aspirations. This means that there has always been a contradiction within Laborism; a contradiction between its commitment to “nation” and its commitment, if only rhetorically, to “class”.

When the class struggle hotted up Labor was quite capable of shifting radically to the left. As it did in response to the enormous working class upheaval of the World War I years – expelling a Prime Minister in the process. But it did so only in order to better contain the struggle, to reconcile a rebellious working class to the system. For in the final analysis because of its roots in the union bureaucracy Labor’s commitment to nation will always triumph over its commitment to class. Labor cannot be captured for socialism.

The ALP is a central prop maintaining the rule of capital. So the task for socialists today remains the same as for socialists in the 1890s, to build a revolutionary alternative to Laborism – an organised Marxist alternative to its half-heartedness, its pathetic compromises and its betrayal of working class interests. However that essential task is not an easy one and will not be accomplished overnight. Reformist ideas have deep roots within the working class movement. They will not disappear spontaneously. It will take a prolonged political struggle by socialists combined with a massive upsurge of class struggle.

It can be tempting after long years of Labor in office presiding over the greatest reduction in working class living standards since the 1930s Depression to write off the ALP as totally reactionary. It is a temptation sections of the left have succumbed to with their calls to vote for independents or green candidates in elections or for unions to disaffiliate from Labor. This may seem a radical course. In reality it reflects impatience and frustration with the failure of the left to build a fighting mass alternative to Labor. There is widespread working class disenchantment and even bitterness towards the Keating government. However this has not resulted in a marked swing to the left. There has been no decisive break by even a minority of the working class from Laborism. The low level of struggle and the absence of a sizeable left means that most class conscious workers see little choice but, however grudgingly, to vote Labor. Even those workers who are most bitter towards Keating have not drawn the conclusion that the parliamentary process and the whole reformist project have failed. They cling to the hope of a more “genuine” Labor government to represent their interests.

In part workers continue to look to Labor because the defeats and setbacks of the 1980s have undermined rank and file trade union organisation and workers’ confidence in their own ability to fight back to defend their living standards and conditions. The current low level of industrial struggle inevitably impacts on workers’ political consciousness. It means they are more likely to look to parliamentary saviours to deliver them from on high than to their own self-activity.

Yet at the same time there is a deep disenchantment in society. There is little faith in the market. Labor’s failure to deliver is widely recognised. At some point there will be a revival of struggle as workers are forced to defend their living standards from on-going attacks. Any such revival will open up the possibility of a sharp shift to the left and the building of a genuine socialist alternative to Labor. To achieve that goal however revolutionaries will have to be clear on the real nature of Laborism. For in any period of upsurge in struggle Labor is sure to swing to the left and cloak its commitment to capitalism with all sorts of seemingly radical rhetoric.

Clarity on the role of Laborism, while vital, is not however sufficient for revolutionaries to win a mass following even in a period of great upsurge. Socialists also need to develop a non-sectarian practice that enables them to influence reformist workers and students. The mass of workers will not be won from reformism simply by propaganda denouncing Labor’s betrayals. Revolutionaries have to be able to demonstrate the superiority of their ideas in practice. It is the responsibility of revolutionaries to work with workers and students who look to the ALP and to try to win them to socialist ideas in the course of the struggles taking place today and the greater struggles we can expect in the future. It is only from intervention along side reformist workers in the struggle for concrete gains that will enable socialists to gain a hearing.
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