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INTRODUCTION

Martin Crotty And David Andrew Roberts






 I have unlearned the belief in ‘great events’, when there is much roaring and smoke about them.

Friedrich Nietzsche, Thus spake Zarathustra (1892)



 In the nineteenth century, when the discipline of history was finding its feet, it was fashionable for learned men to stock their libraries with handsome volumes describing the most momentous and weighty episodes of the human past. Bearing titles such as Great Events, Epoch Marking Events, Events to be Remembered, A Popular Descriptive Portraiture of the Great Events of Our Past Century and Narratives of the Most Remarkable Occurrences, these were lively vignettes of those colossal moments of ‘Heroism, Statesmanship, Genius, Oratory, Adventure and Philanthropy’ considered eternally important and ‘of perpetual interest’.1 As the German-American historian, Francis Lieber, noted in his Great Events described by Great Historians (1847), ‘momentous actions’ were ‘part of that great moral capital, which successive generations store up in history’. They constituted an apposite form of learning and entertainment for cultured gentlemen, and ‘the most nutritious food’ with which to instruct and inspire ‘the minds of the young’.2

The idea of the past as being composed of great events and crucial moments reflects an old, formative conception of history as a process of transition, development and progress — the march of time along a road dotted with milestones and signposts, unfolding meaningfully towards the present. This is a particularly western, Enlightenment notion, inextricable from the emergence of history as a scholarly discipline within the liberal traditions of the nineteenth century. History was conceived of as primarily being, in Graeme Davison’s words, ‘a genealogy of the nation-state’, fundamental to the education and training of politicians and public servants, and tailored to bind and give meaning to the endeavours and experiences of citizens.3 It is what the British historian, Herbert Butterfield, endearingly criticised as the ‘Whig Interpretation of History’, where the key events of the past are construed in ‘a line of causation’, charting an ever-upward trajectory towards greater wealth, scientific understanding, democracy and improvement of the human condition.4 And as it tends towards a celebratory and self-legitimising view of the past, it has been highly conducive in an era of nationalism, for it is from a sense or version of history that we derive and disseminate the ideals, symbols and assumptions that inform our collective emotional attachment to a larger community or nation-state. History was used not just to record the fortunes of empires and nations, but to make them.

History, in this form, rests on a fundamental logic in which the identification of fundamental turning points and crucial moments is vital.5 These are specific highlights or focal points which stand above the immeasurably vast accumulation of human experience, because they are widely shared and recognised as being exceptionally significant or meaningful. An historic event may be remembered and famed for being especially momentous, abnormal, traumatic, enthralling or edifying (that is, naturally unforgettable), or because it is considered somehow instructive or formative in the social or political development of a community or nation (that is, it shapes future directions). Particular events are seen to epitomise certain ideas or traits, or as marking fundamental watersheds, after which things can never be the same.

This focus on crucial, determining moments has various manifestations and outcomes, some of which seem paradoxical. By privileging certain events we lose sight of others. These are often just the unremarkable or everyday minutiae of human life, but are also sometimes those happenings we find too unpalatable or challenging. Where we remember the unpleasant and shocking, we may embrace a tangible connection between past and present in order to bring about healing, as in Prime Minister Kevin Rudd’s 2008 apology to the Stolen Generations. Otherwise, we accept an elementary disjuncture between past and present, relegating the experiences to a bygone era (the brutality of penal settlements such as Port Arthur, for example) so we may absolve ourselves from a sense of responsibility and inheritance, and revel in the belief that we have moved on to a fairer and more enlightened age. And yet where we choose to prioritise and celebrate certain events, and imagine them as part of a natural historical progression, the sense of continuity and inheritance can be enormously satisfying and self-validating, lending itself to a sense of promise and destiny.6 Thus, crucial moments such as the Eureka ‘Rebellion’ or the landing of the AIF at Gallipoli are commemorated as iconic moments that supposedly represent an enviable national spirit, part of a fortunate heritage, and explain our present good fortune. It is as if by joining the dots and looking ahead we are assured a future that will exceed the present, and by joining them and looking backwards we can see the debt we owe to the past.

This form of conventional history has also been central to the conceptualisation and justification of western expansion, plotting as it does the triumph of those who have a history over those who do not. As a fragment of that great imperial/Enlightenment enterprise, the telling of the Australian story falls seductively into this interpretative framework. Indeed, self-legitimating history assumes a particularly important place in settler societies such as ours. Typically, Australian history tells the story of a sleeping, empty continent being brought to life through discovery, settlement and modernity. But of course, on this continent, this ‘timeless land’, western history ran headlong into contact and conflict with a quite contrary epistemology — that of Aboriginal Australians who envision their world in spatial terms and conceive of their history as cyclic rather than temporal.7 Europeans brought their history with them to Australia: that is, they came with a recorded and remembered sense of their own past, but also with their own methods of understanding, creating and using history. It served them well as they sought to hew and shape this land in their own image. Indeed, most Australian history, since the time it began to be articulated in the mid-nineteenth century, was solidly cast in the celebratory mode of progress and prospects. An unclaimed wilderness was wrestled into submission by explorers, pioneers, shearers and gold seekers, who paved the way for economic prosperity, democratic self-government and an egalitarian and virile nationhood.

History’s great events, like its great men, are less fashionable now, though they are far from ignored. Turning points and crucial moments remain intrinsic to any reflection on the national story. Some university-level history courses, for example, where there is much to survey in little time, reference landmark events for coherence and cohesion, and to impart a basic narrative knowledge to those seeking a serviceable education. General and commercially orientated works likewise cast spotlights on the standard menu of turning points and crucial moments. Examples include works such as Peter Luck’s A Time to Remember (1988), the multi-authored and more revealingly titled Events that Shaped Australia (2006), and a recent variation in the form of the popular television program, 20 to 01, with an episode titled ‘Moments that Stopped Australia’.8

But old ideas of history as laudable progress lost their force over a twentieth century which witnessed the application of scientific, political and social advances to such disreputable ends as mass militarisation, genocide and the instantaneous atomic obliteration of cities. Moreover, it has become appreciated that national stories are only one way of approaching history. Inspired by French scholars of the Annales School, historians have critiqued the idea of event-based history (Fernard Braudel unforgettably held that ‘events are the ephemera of history’) and become more interested in the everyday lives of ordinary people. The spectacular rise of what Edward Thompson termed ‘history from below’ has seen great men joined as objects of study by labourers and peasants, by women and children, by the unremarkable and obscure, while the study of great events has been coupled with the study of the everyday, ideas, popular culture and social forces.9 There has also been a general re-orientation towards more microcosmic case studies, especially local histories, genealogy, biographies and institutional histories, and though these too have their own turning points and crucial moments, they represent a significant divergence from the broad canvas of national history.

Where important turning points and crucial moments in the national story continue to attract attention, notably on commemorative occasions such as the bicentenary of the First Fleet or the centenary of Federation, they now invite a tastier variety of perspectives (gendered, racial, environmental, etc.) and more nuanced methods of interpretation. And increasingly our national history is being integrated into transnational and global perspectives, so that we may understand Australia’s place in the broader world and appreciate the external influences on our past. We also now understand that history as a linear story, punctuated by pivotal instances, belies the intricacy and multiplicity of human experience and the many other ways of experiencing and interpreting the temporal and the spatial. Postmodernity, in particular, has perfected the new-found cynicism in its disentangling and subverting of the old conventions of historical practice, while theorists and experimentalists look increasingly to the chaotic and the counterfactual (though counterfactual approaches, while having the potential to challenge the determinism of historical writing, also usually pivot on crucial moments, actual or artificial — what if Hitler had not invaded Russia?; what if the French had settled Australia?). Overall, the practice of history has become more diversified, more democratised and more readily inspired by advances in other disciplines. The cumulative result has been to show that history is inspiringly complex and multifaceted, and that its richest rewards lie in its value as a source of enquiry, debate and insight.

The privileging of crucial moments, turning points and milestones, however, may be making a comeback, in part a result of the cultural conservatism of the last twenty years which has sought to win history back to the service of patriotism. In Australia, as elsewhere, ascendant traditionalists have reasserted history as a means of forging comforting civic values and a cohesive national identity. The so-called ‘History Wars’ have highlighted history as a battlefield for opposing cultural and political forces. They have brought history back onto the national agenda, simultaneously encouraging and threatening the historical literacy of the Australian public. In our 2006 book, Great Mistakes of Australian History, we addressed the History Wars in a manner that we hoped might help transcend them, arguing that it was not inherently unpatriotic to reflect on past examples of misjudgment and misconduct. Our chief aim was to demonstrate the value of critical reflection on the national story as a pathway to active citizenship and national maturity. This current book furthers that goal, at a time when we believe it has become even more necessary to do so.
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In his 2006 Australia Day speech, the then Australian Prime Minister, John Howard, bemoaned that the history taught in secondary schools and universities had lost its ‘sense of structured narrative’ and had become a ‘fragmented stew of themes and issues’ in which ‘any objective record of achievement is questioned or repudiated’. The distressing result was that Australians were being robbed of their national story and thus disinherited of their rightful sense of civic pride and inclusiveness.10 Eight months later, Howard’s Federal Minister for Education, Science and Training, Julie Bishop, convened an ‘Australian History Summit’ to orchestrate ‘a renaissance in the teaching of Australian history in our schools’. Emerging from the shadows of the History Wars, history professionals experienced some misgivings, but also a sense of enthusiasm for the opportunity to revitalise history in primary and secondary schools.11

The federal government’s agenda was not well articulated, though there were glimpses in addresses to the Summit, first by the minister, who opined that ‘there is too much political bias and not enough pivotal facts and dates being taught’, and then by Howard, who told the delegates he wanted a move away from ‘issues’ towards ‘a proper, orthodox understanding’; that is, ‘orthodox in the sense of properly instructed and according to some kind of coherent narrative’.12 Commentators and columnists offered more forthright statements of what they sensed to be the real schema. The Summit was ‘a direct response to the postmodernist and progressivist grip on the humanities in schools and universities’; the liberating of history from the clutches of those who ‘indoctrinate students in politically correct fads rather than give them a solid grounding in the factual and narrative history of their nation’.13 In the intellectually lazy language of the more extreme polemicists, the Summit would rescue students from ‘the postmodern piffle infecting our schools and universities’, peddled by ‘the progressive establishment’ of ‘sissy historians’ and ex-communist lecturers.14

And so the History Wars moved into the arena of school education, or re-entered it, as school curricula have long been a site of history politics and contested memory, as both a source and theatre of wider public anxieties and struggles over history and national identity.15 Howard’s ideas for a national history curriculum, while addressing very real concerns about the state and standards of history education, deliberately tapped into old and widespread anxieties about the way history is delivered to and received by the supposedly most vulnerable and pliable of our citizens — our children.16 The Australian debate was prefigured by similar developments in the United States, Great Britain and Canada, where highly politicised wrangling over compulsory national curricula has revealed pervasive support for revitalising history education, with robust and productive professional debate exposing substantial political and pedagogical divisions.17 And, as in Australia, these debates originated with educational and political conservatives seeking to control the content and purpose of a national curriculum, invoking moral panics over the standard and consequences of the nation’s history education, and orchestrating attacks on the supposed purveyors of progressive ideologies who eschew traditional values, privilege subjective issues over objective facts, and pursue fashionable rather than utilitarian topics.18 The familiar call in each case is for a return to uncritical, fact-based history. It was in reference to Britain’s compulsory history curriculum that Raphael Samuel deplored the ‘fetishization of dates’, the privileging of ‘great events’ and the ‘premium [put] on that age-old stand-by of the crib books — the “turning-point” or “water-shed”’.19

In the Australian context, arguments for a national history curriculum were couched in terms of putting ‘a structured narrative back into the teaching of Australian history’.20 Howard and his supporters frequently re-emphasised the ‘narrative approach’, sometimes a ‘chronological approach’, by which was meant, presumably, narratives that encased straightforward and mostly salutary themes of democracy and development, free of demoralising introspection and ‘political’ (that is, leftist) bias. But echoing arguments elsewhere, the essence was, above all else, to reinstate coherent chronology at the expense of ‘issues’ and critical analysis. Howard presaged this earlier when, visiting Australia’s pre-eminent historical site of significance, Gallipoli, he opined that teachers laid ‘too much of an emphasis on issues rather than on exactly what happened’.21 This accorded with an old, pervasive and politically popular idea that history for school children should consist mostly of a corpus of basic details, and that deficiencies in the history curricula could be simply solved by inserting more facts.22 It assumes that facts are inherently neutral and that learning them might inculcate a sense of pride, which can only be complicated and diminished by closer inspection.

And so the Australian History Summit was directed to define ‘narrative’ in terms of those key dates and details ‘that every Australian school student should learn as part of a well-rounded schooling experience’.23 Exactly what constituted a ‘narrative approach’ was vigorously explored at the Summit in August 2006, with most delegates rejecting the plausibility of an absolute national story stitched together by chronological events alone. As Inga Clendinnen noted, history was not ‘a pot of information to be inserted into people’, and ‘narrative’ was merely ‘an elongated answer to an unstated question’.24 And yet the Summit was energised, even saved, by ‘the nitty-gritty’ of considering those key dates and developments–the ‘anchor-points’, ‘touchstones’, ‘milestones’, ‘turning points’ or ‘landmark events’–that students should encounter in the pursuit of broader questions and themes.25 These ‘significant public events and developments’ could be set out chronologically, but at the same time be tied to a number of ‘open-ended questions’, wherein lay the real opportunity for students to query, contemplate and learn.

In the following months a working party developed a more extensive report, and Monash University associate professor and head of the National Centre for History Education, Tony Taylor, developed a model curriculum based on the Summit’s recommendations. A discussion draft published in June 2007 outlined a stimulating secondary education framework based around 15 general ‘research questions’, with 29 chronologically arranged ‘milestones’, placed and contextualised within a sequence of 10 broad ‘topic periods’ (from ‘First Peoples’ to ‘Shaping Modern Australia’).26 But in a move that might be seen as a hallmark of the Howard years, the productive and positive recommendations of this reasonably broad and dedicated consultative body, after they had been further refined by one of the country’s most eminently qualified history-education specialists, were redirected to an ‘external reference group’ of hand-picked members (a mixture of recognised experts and renowned cultural warriors) for closed discussion: a move explained via a panicky press report alleging that the proposed curriculum model might allow students to ‘avoid studying Gallipoli and the Anzacs’. 27

An amended proposal was then released and publicised in the middle of an election campaign, in the context of a federal government attack on state Labor governments over standards and funding of secondary education. Combining an old ‘history-as-values’ argument with a long-running attempt to highlight state government inadequacies, the prime minister promised that, if re-elected, federal education funding for the states would be contingent on the adoption of his model for teaching Australian history. The political dimensions of the government’s initiative were thus revealed, as they were, perhaps, in the character and structure of the amended curriculum proposal, released as a Guide to the Teaching of Australian History in Years 9 and 10.28 The revised version maintained the same important principles as its predecessor, including the admission of multiple perspectives, the scope to accommodate diversity and doubt, and a stated sensitivity to the ‘external influence’ on Australian history. The document showed that it is simply no longer possible to revive the dogma of a less critical, less pluralistic age, however much some traditionalists might desire it.

The key divergence, and the main problem in the revised guidelines, was the expansion of the list of ‘Milestone Events’, to over 70 in total. These were the ‘comprehensive set of signposts, milestones, for the teaching of Australian history’, and the means ‘to restore a coherent sequenced narrative of our national story’.29 But the result was largely content-driven and far ‘too crowded’ for the purpose of teaching young and mostly reluctant school children.30 It seemed to constrict history to a bunch of ‘stuff that happened’. And the sheer number of milestones, dates and names that needed to be covered seemingly ensured that each could only receive cursory treatment, necessarily narrowing the space for analysis and critical engagement. It encouraged rote learning rather than historical literacy; passive reception of information rather than imaginative engagement. It was about knowing what happened, rather than learning why. This, then, was Howard’s ‘narrative history’: not a story at all, but a chart of core facts, a map rather than a landscape. It would tell students about what had been, but offer them little for the future.

As practising historians, we find this approach to history problematic, partly because of its ideological preference for the positive. As we argued in Great Mistakes, negative stories are instructive and instrumental in revealing the means by which we may realise our liberal democratic ideals.31 Uncritical renditions of Australian history merely confirm our present dominant ideas rather than challenging us to develop new ways of thinking. History ought not to make us feel relaxed and comfortable but rather inspire us to be interrogative and curious. The role of the historian, and the student of history, is to probe the nation’s conscience rather than appease it. We also reject the frequent assertion that Australians, children in particular, are denied the opportunity to develop civic pride through learning about their country’s past, because affirming civic history surrounds us–in war memorials, public monuments, national anniversaries, museums and the media. Conservative polemicists have argued through the course of the History Wars that traditionalist voices have been silenced; in fact, we believe, conservative interpretations of Australian history have always dominated in the public realm.

Understanding history through national narratives, as favoured by many national leaders, is also problematic in that it ignores those who define themselves according to their membership of groups that are not national. Some Australians also identify themselves through their ethnicity, their sexuality, or their class status. National narratives tend to gloss over the differences among people or lose sight of the experiences, viewpoints and nature of the nation’s component parts, especially if they are parts hitherto unfamiliar to or poorly understood by the history student.

And yet, an emphasis on turning points and other crucial moments in the learning of Australian history is not necessarily counterproductive. ‘History’s turning points’, as Michael Waller writes, ‘are also its learning points’.32 They help students see themselves within a broader temporal framework and to understand change over time. National institutions are important to how people shape and experience their lives, so there is a compelling case for the prominence of national figures and institutions in Australian history as long as they do not crowd out the local, the particular and the apparently obscure. Turning points and other crucial moments are a useful framework within which to explore multiple perspectives, if we offer students the chance to move beyond rote learning of a ‘story’ and explore themes and issues along the way. As Graeme Davison argued, ‘ensuring that every Australian schoolchild knows the name of the first prime minister will do little for their citizenship unless they are also encouraged to practise the skills of free enquiry and free speech on which the modern Australian state was founded’.33 National histories built on facts and narrative are useful, but the ‘issues’ must shine through.
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This book takes up the challenge posed by the penchant for narrative history built on turning points and crucial moments. We use the terms ‘turning points’ and ‘crucial moments’ somewhat loosely and conveniently, accepting that it is possible to discern semantic and subtle differences between these and other, easily interchangeable but not necessarily synonymous terms, such as a milestone or watershed. A crucial moment may not be a turning point, for example, if it does not produce a marked divergence from previous ideas, developments or practices, and the appropriate idiom for a particular event may differ according to the sense or perspective in which it is analysed. The landing of the AIF at Gallipoli was crucial to the evolution of a tendency to define our national virility and validity in terms of manly prowess, but it was not necessarily a turning point in the sense that such tendencies had a long history in Australia. And of course Gallipoli was, in any event, strategically an insignificant sideshow in the broader picture of the Great War. Federation was a political milestone but not necessarily a watershed in social relations. The 1967 Referendum was a crucial moment in the inclusion of Aboriginal peoples in an Australian nation, but was hardly a turning point in the achievement of Aboriginal rights. We invited contributors to interrogate the idea of a turning point, to consider these subtle differences between a turning point and a milestone, or a crucial moment, for example. The various and varying approaches taken by our authors enriches both the concept of an historical turning point in Australian history as well as enlightening our understanding of the particular moments under consideration. What emerges is perhaps not surprising, but worth keeping in mind: the landscape of Australian history, and the events that rise like mountain ranges out of it, look considerably different when viewed through even subtly different lenses.

We aim to consider critical and fundamental historical developments that influenced — or, as the case may be, did not influence–the orientation of Australian society, in terms of shaping our ideals and attitudes, our social relations, political structures and economic wealth. Our challenge, in light of the recent discussion of historic milestones, is to anchor these developments to–or in some cases to decouple them from–formative or epitomising moments. We appreciate, however, that important historical developments are not usually the product of single events or moments that can be precisely pinpointed, but rather lie in a pattern of multiple, related events or broader processes with identifiable antecedents and consequences. A crucial moment may in fact be an event ‘quite stretched out’.34 The rising of sea levels during the early Pleistocene epoch was a process rather than a moment, as were the Great Depression, World War II and the ‘sexual revolution’. Even so, these important subjects might be anchored to, or characterised by, a particular occurrence–the raising of a flag, the signing of a document, the appearance of a headline, or a military engagement. Each provides a platform for discussion of a broader period, process or phenomena that is critical–or which proves to not be critical–to a fundamental change or readjustment.

There is also the intrinsic problem of deciding what constitutes a decisive event, for as we have explained, the idea is somewhat rhetorical and perceptual. Was the moment understood to be crucial at the time, or has it been configured retrospectively in light of subsequent developments and recent interpretations? Sometimes the portent and magnitude of a moment seems embedded in the nature of the event itself. Sometimes that is the product of hindsight and current concerns. Occasionally a crucial moment, when interrogated, may not seem so important at all, and decisive changes may be located in other moments that have not been mythologised in the popular historical imagination. And for whom, and in what manner, was it crucial? A turning point may not be so decisive for all people or institutions. As Bert Edström notes in his collection of decisive events in Japanese history, ‘the turning point in one dimension may be no such thing in another’.35 Thus, as Raphael Samuel controversially noted, ‘while the Battle of Trafalgar might be a momentous event in the annals of naval warfare, it was less important, from the point of view of family history, than the Married Women’s Property Act of 1882’.36 Similarly, feminists emphasise that ‘historical turning points are not necessarily the same for women as for men’.37 As Joan Kelly concluded in her landmark re-examination of the Renaissance, in the spheres of personal and public life ‘there was no Renaissance for women’.38 So in part this book is an investigation of how the past is remembered and how the discipline of history operates to dissect and challenge popular myths and narratives. We are concerned with cause and effect, actions and consequences, mistakes and inspirations, but also with the ways in which the past is conceived and constructed. What are the issues and lessons that must inevitably arise from the consideration of dates and milestones?

In chapter 1, Iain Davidson and David Andrew Roberts discuss Australia’s pre-European past by considering the rising of the sea levels around 14 000 years ago, which closed the land bridge between Australia and New Guinea and isolated Tasmania from the mainland. This, one of the most momentous events in the human and natural history of this ancient continent, had profound effects on the cultural systems of Aboriginal Australia, which survived and evolved in isolation for 140 centuries before the arrival of Europeans. The arrival of Europeans in January 1788, which in an older parlance marked the divide between Australian pre-history and history proper, is considered in chapter 2 by David Andrew Roberts. The appearance of Arthur Phillip’s ‘First Fleet’ in Port Jackson provided European Australia with its foundation event, though one that proved particularly problematic for later generations. As a way of introducing some of the problems and peculiarities inherent in defining, discussing and remembering a crucial moment, Roberts shows how the annual commemoration of ‘Anniversary’ or ‘Australia Day’ has reflected, and indeed relies on, the flexible and equivocal nature of the moment itself.

Chapters 3 to 5 examine turning points in Australia’s colonial past. Raymond Evans considers how the character of the fledgling Australian penal colonies were transformed in the wake of the Royal Commission conducted by John Thomas Bigge between 1819 and 1821. Applying a global perspective, Evans demonstrates how emerging ideas on terror and deterrence, as well as the rampant self-interest of some colonial elites, combined to forge a new atmosphere of oppression and severity that traumatised convict society and stigmatised Australians for many years after. In chapter 4, Keir Reeves summarises some of the fundamental and far-reaching transformations ensuing from the mid-nineteenth century gold rushes, beginning with that iconic moment in May 1851 when Edmund Hammond Hargreaves ‘discovered’ gold in western New South Wales. The gold rushes are recognised as a major watershed in Australian history, precipitating rapid economic development, exciting social transformations and new cultural ideas and compelling the move towards democratic government and international relevance. Melissa Bellanta looks at one of the most formative and traumatic experiences of the late-nineteenth century, the ‘Great Strike’ that began on the waterfront in August 1890 and swelled to become the largest strike in Australasian history. The Strike is remembered as the platform of the rising labour movement in Australian politics and as an emblematic episode of bitter class conflict and industrial militancy, yet it was crucial also in creating a mood for industrial reconciliation and social harmony.

In chapters 6 and 7, Erin Ihde and Martin Crotty examine crucial moments that heralded the creation of the Australian nation in the early twentieth century. Ihde considers the establishment of the Commonwealth of Australia through the federation of six colonies in 1901–the birth of our nation-state, properly speaking. A truly crucial moment in Australia’s development in so many respects, Federation was nonetheless a distinctly lacklustre affair, so easily disremembered, as was evident during the Centenary of Federation in 2001. Martin Crotty considers the more emotionally engaging moment of national birth — the landings at Gallipoli on 25 April 1915, which presaged some of the most traumatic years in Australian history. This, Crotty argues, represents a crucial moment in Australian history regardless of any longer-term effects. The popular mythology that holds the Gallipoli landing as a historic turning point in the genesis of Australian nationhood and national identity is, as Crotty explains, largely rhetorical, yet infused with some element of truth.

The Great Depression, and in particular the political compromise of the Premiers’ Plan of June 1931, is the focus of Erik Eklund’s chapter. The Plan formalised an emerging deflationary response to the economic crisis, and had major implications for workers across the nation. As the largest economic crisis of the twentieth century, the Depression left a powerful legacy that would shape politics, public policy and collective memory for generations to come. In chapter 9, David Day considers Australia’s reorientation away from its traditional allegiance to Britain towards the United States, through consideration of Prime Minister John Curtin’s New Year address in 1941. Though Curtin’s address is popularly remembered as a crucial moment in that reorientation, closer inspection reveals that it was more an ‘historic highlight’ in a slower, more erratic process, and that the turning point was rather messy and convoluted.

Chapters 10 to 15 consider a raft of turning points in post-World War II Australian society, culture and politics. Michelle Arrow’s chapter proceeds from that evening of 16 September 1956 when the TCN Channel 9 broadcast in Sydney heralded the introduction of television to Australia. Though it was not, even on its inception, an uncontroversial innovation, television has radically transformed not only lounge rooms and leisure habits but also the ways Australians understand themselves. Frank Bongiorno investigates the release of ‘the Pill’ onto the Australian market in January 1961. This, the most effective and convenient contraceptive technology ever created, provided a widely recognised turning point in the history of fertility and sexuality. Russell McGregor offers a closer inspection of the referendum of May 1967, which appeared to reveal overwhelming public support for the recognition and inclusion of Aboriginal Australians in the Australian nation. 1967 is popularly memorialised as a turning point for Aboriginal rights, despite what McGregor argues were its distinctly limited consequences. Susan Magarey offers a lively account of the emergence of the women’s liberation movement in Australia, from quiet beginnings in late 1969 to the clamour and exhilaration of the early 1970s. Brett Hutchins describes a crucial moment in Australia’s premier national obsession of sport, positing the opening of the Australian Institute of Sport in January 1981 as a turning point in the transformation from amateurism to generously funded elitism. Melissa Harper takes us into the field of environmental activism in examining the ultimately successful campaign to prevent the damming of the Franklin River in Tasmania. She argues that the campaign propelled green politics into the mainstream; environmental protection, long ignored in Australia in favour of development, became a vote winner and wilderness achieved recognition as a valuable national asset.

The crucial moments discussed in the final two chapters help illustrate Australia’s integration into a global environment around the turn of the twenty-first century. Ray Broomhill’s examination of the fundamental structural transformations of the Australian economy since the 1980s embarks from that crucial moment in May 1986 when the federal treasurer, Paul Keating, warned Australians that they were in danger of becoming a ‘banana republic’. That, he argues, was a defining moment in public discussion of Australia’s place in a globalising economy, foreshadowing a fundamental paradigm shift in policy thinking on domestic and foreign economic issues, though the long-term structural weaknesses in the Australian economy have not necessarily been resolved. In the concluding chapter, Robert Manne assesses the impact on Australia of the Tampa crisis and 9/11, which occurred within the space of three weeks in 2001, at the mid-point of the Howard years. As Manne argues, the combination of Tampa and 9/11 prepared the way for the rise of a new kind of political culture at home–populist conservatism–and for the return of a deep Australian foreign policy instinct–the pursuit of security through intimate diplomatic and military relations with a ‘great and powerful friend’.

As is inevitable in a collection of this type, the turning points and other crucial moments examined by our contributors are far from exhaustive. A fuller collection might, for example, have included turning points that encapsulate the creation, or the dismantling, of the White Australia Policy, the decline of sectarianism, compulsory education, compulsory voting, the introduction of Medicare or a raft of obscurer moments that have arguably influenced the course and character of Australian history. Our selections are necessarily subjective and partial. Collectively, however, we believe that our contributors’ thoughtful and sometimes provocative treatment of these iconic (or in some cases obscure) moments in our past will help develop a deeper understanding of the forces and events that have shaped Australia. If the teaching and popular understanding of Australian history are to centre around a narrative structure that privileges particular dates and historical moments, the treatment of those dates and moments needs to be informed and critical, and the very notion of crucial moments and historical turning points subjected to careful scrutiny.
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14 000 BP

ON BEING ALONE: THE ISOLATION OF THE TASMANIANS


 Iain Davidson And David Andrew Roberts




 Tasmania became an island separate from the rest of Australia around 14 000 years ago, during the final warming phase of the Pleistocene Ice Ages. As global temperatures increased towards modern levels and sea levels rose because of the melting ice caps, Australia’s shorelines changed, closing the land bridge between Tasmania and the continent, and later that between Australia and New Guinea.1 From that time, Tasmania’s cultures developed in isolation–an extreme case, some would say, of the more general isolation of Australian cultures, though people hardly feel deprived of contact when they know nothing of anywhere beyond the connections of their daily lives. Tasmanians and those from what is now the mainland turned their backs on each other and lived without knowledge of the other for 14 000 years. Now, by virtue of the creation of a single nation through processes of colonisation and federation, the communities on each side of Bass Strait are both identified as Aborigines, as a consequence of not being non-Aboriginal people of Australia.2

The New Guineans, separated for only three hundred generations, and in contact across Torres Strait for all of that time, are not included in that common kinship, in part because they do not belong to the same nation. Yet there is another reason: in much of New Guinea there were various agricultural practices and associated social behaviour of a type generally unknown in Australia whatever the claims for convergence of some environmental management techniques. The Tasmanians and the other Australians shared a common approach to their environments quite alien to the expectations of the European colonists of the Enlightenment who believed in an inevitability of progress that the peoples of Australia had never made.3

Around 1831, George Augustus Robinson, while locating the tribes of eastern Tasmania, recorded that the Tasmanians ‘have a tradition that this Island was settled by emigrants from a far country, that they came here on land, that the sea was subsequently formed’. He further speculated that ‘for aught we know V.D.L. [Van Diemen’s Land] might at an early period have been joined to N.H. [New Holland] in which case the tradition would be true’. His report seems to suggest a traditional memory of dry land crossing, long before any evidence was available either to Tasmanians or Europeans that Bass Strait had ever been dry.4 Of course, notwithstanding the power and ability of oral knowledge systems to retain information accurately over many generations, the evidence from around the world shows that they do not retain accurate information over more than a dozen generations, let alone five hundred. Robinson presumably expected an answer on a long time scale and in relation to a tradition and then recorded the details according to his expectations. Probably the Tasmanians answered in terms of the undoubted fact that they had walked to the spot where the question was asked, and their understanding of what was a far country may have been different from Robinson’s. In any event, by 1831 Tasmanians were well aware of the outside world and of the proximity of the mainland, both from the presence of the Europeans and from the arrival with them of Aboriginal people from mainland Australia. The tradition that Robinson recorded was conceivably a product of their attempt to incorporate that new awareness into their knowledge system.

Robinson’s story, nonetheless, has resonance today, because of a wealth of geological and archaeological evidence, unknown to Robinson or the Tasmanians in the early nineteenth century. We now know that, on several occasions during the 50 000 or so years people have been on the Australian continent, the land that now lies beneath Bass Strait was a plain linking Tasmania and the rest of Australia. About 14 000 years ago the plain began to disappear, though the inundation was not instantaneous and complete isolation must have taken a couple of hundred years. Before that, the inhabitants of the Bassian plain were free to pass between the mainland and the future island of Tasmania, but at some time their passage was made more difficult by a sea that had not been there before. For a while, perhaps, it was possible to use watercraft to maintain contact with families and friends on the other side but eventually this became more difficult. Boats sank sometimes, and storms and rough seas would have made the crossing perilous. When the sea barrier became too wide, those left on the Tasmanian side turned their backs and never saw their friends and families again. It proved to be a monumental turning point, leading to an independent evolution in their technology, economy, society and culture. They were alone for five hundred generations, knowing no other people in the world, living with the knowledge and beliefs derived from those they had known before the sea surrounded them. They remained isolated from the rest of humanity until that same sea brought the first Europeans in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries.
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George Bass and Matthew Flinders circumnavigated Tasmania in 1798–99, showing by their voyage what we now take for granted thanks to satellite imagery: that Tasmania is an island, separated from mainland Australia by about 200 kilometres of unpredictable and highenergy seas. For Tasmanians, before the arrival of Europeans, getting to or from the mainland would only have been possible by stringing together relatively short sea voyages between islands. But the boats of the Tasmanians did not allow such crossing, which entailed several stretches of 40–50 kilometres, and in each of these cases the target and landfall was over the horizon. By the time of the arrival of the first Europeans, Tasmanians had no knowledge of the mainland plants and animals. They did not know, for example, that the dingo existed: it had never reached Tasmania. The Tasmanian Tiger or thylacine was once widespread on the mainland but had become extinct shortly after the arrival of the dingo, surviving only in Tasmania until it was finally hunted to extinction by European Australians in the early twentieth century.

Tasmanian Aborigines remained isolated from the rest of the world until the voyage of Abel Tasman in 1642. The Dutchman met no Tasmanians, though he felt ‘scrutinized’ by their ‘watchful eyes’. They remained unseen for another 130 years until Marion Dufresne anchored in what is now Marion Bay near Hobart in 1772, and in 1777 when Cook sailed into Adventure Bay on the south-east coast during his third Pacific voyage he also sighted them. Dufresne’s crew came ashore naked in sympathy with the Tasmanians, and received a firebrand as a greeting, though later there was an exchange of spears and gunfire that killed at least one Tasmanian. From Cook the Bruny Islanders were gifted beads and a coat and won the explorer’s glowing assessment that in manner and appearance they seemed ‘far from disagreeable’. Thereafter, Tasmanians were encountered, described and drawn by a raft of visitors, especially Frenchmen, for whom the ‘Diémenois’ (Diemenlanders) usually induced either sentiments that buttressed the fashionable ideas of the philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau on the nobility of ‘natural man’ or else evidence that appeared to refute his ‘fateful eloquence’ and ‘empty sophisms’.5

What was evident, and on some levels inexplicable, was the range of apparent differences, physical and cultural, between Tasmanians and mainlanders. Their nakedness was starker–their clothing consisted merely of a kangaroo skin tied over the shoulder and around the waist, ‘intended principally to form a sort of bag’ for carrying food and children.6 To the Europeans, Tasmanians possessed an inferior suite of tools and technologies, their watercraft being ‘of an extremely defective construction’ and their ‘only manifestations of industry’ being some ‘spears and a not very dangerous club’ .7 Whereas Banks had observed the importance of fishing to the coastal peoples of New Holland (the initial name given to the continent by Abel Tasman in the 1600s)–so important to their sustenance, apparently, that Banks persuaded himself to believe the vast interior of the continent must be uninhabited — Tasmanians adamantly refused to eat fish. Their main sustenance was still procured from the sea, especially shellfish and crustaceans obtained through what the French regarded as a particularly ungallant custom of women diving naked into the freezing Tasmanian waters. But certainly nothing was discovered in Tasmania comparable to the ingenious stone fish trap constructions at King George Sound, which so impressed the explorer Jules Dumont D’Urville.8

A key physical trait distinguishing the Tasmanians was their ‘woolly’ hair, so much ‘frizzier … than their neighbours in Australia’.9 (The French navigator, Nicolas Baudin, at first thought they were wearing ‘a sort of shapeless wig’ made of seaweed.)10 Other impressions suggested they had darker skin and larger heads with a more elongated crown and that they were less socially developed and were poorer for their lack of domesticated animals–though some of these judgments may have been preconceived. The French naturalist and pioneer anthropologist, François Péron, also thought them physically weaker than other ‘primitives’, including continental Australians, an hypothesis for which he provided detailed empirical evidence, obtained from his ‘experiments’ conducted with a ‘dynamometer’, designed to gauge and compare the physical strength in order to determine whether civilisation resulted in physical degeneration. Over a century later, the physical anthropologist William Howells suggested that such measurements do not define strength in any absolute sense and that they are best interpreted as indicating a lack of development of a strong hand grip because there were no tasks for which it was required.11

Europeans were generally persuaded on such grounds, often emphatically, that the Tasmanians were ‘a race of men quite different from that which populates the continent of New Holland’. Moreover, these noted differences, real and imagined, helped reinforce their expectations that Tasmanians were exceptionally ‘primitive’, even compared to mainland Aborigines. Of all the known peoples on earth, Tasmanians seemed ‘the least civilised of all’–‘les enfants de la nature par excellence’.12 To these nineteenth-century Europeans, this was most easily and loosely attributed to their isolation. ‘In a state so cut off from civilisation’, noted the French explorer Louis de Freycinet, ‘their arts have not been able to perfect themselves very much’.13 Of course, the assumption that civilisation arose from the free interactions of peoples was, in reality, untested. Concomitantly, there was confusion as to ‘the genealogy’ of the Tasmanians, and over how they came to inhabit the remote southern island. ‘The traditions of the natives’, journalist and historian John West wrote in 1852, ‘afford no clue to their origin.’ It seemed only a remote possibility that they could be ‘a branch of the Australasian family settled in New Holland’. Given the poor opinion of Tasmanian watercraft and the considerable distances between the various islands of Bass Strait, it seemed impossible ‘that this isolated people swam over from the mainland, or that they were aboriginal’. Captain Baudin, though he preferred to leave such matters to his scientists, hinted at African origins.14

The particular scientific and philosophical interest to which Tasmanians were subjected, and the nature of the observations and knowledge accumulated, came to be bound up with their subjugation and exploitation, and ultimately the rapid devastation, particularly once they were made to endure sustained contact with Europeans from 1803. Colonisation enhanced the impression that Tasmanians were particularly degraded, ‘infinitely inferior to the Aborigines of New South Wales’, in author Henry Melville’s words.15 European settlers regarded them as ‘brutes’ like the mainlanders, ‘only of a more cunning and dangerous order’.16 Again, this involved suppositions of a perceived material and technological poverty, including the astonishing deduction that the Tasmanians could not kindle fire. Robinson, for example, claimed to have been told that when their torches were extinguished by the rain ‘they were compelled to eat the kangaroo raw and to walk about and look for another mob and get fire off them’. Again, he was probably misinterpreting his informant, who meant to tell him what he might do on that particular occasion, rather than suggesting that Aborigines could not produce fire. It seems improbable that the Tasmanians would have offered the Dufresne party a firebrand if they had been unable to replace it. Nonetheless, it persisted as a powerful and pejorative idea–the definitive symbol of a backward people–enduring long after compelling evidence was provided to refute the idea.17

Increasingly, the expression of such negative views in the nineteenth century of Tasmanians as a people left behind by progress served to assuage the conscience of the colonisers by cloaking the demise of the Tasmanians in a sense of inevitability. The rationalisation was that they were incapable of understanding, let alone respecting, civilised law, and that they possessed a ‘natural disposition’ that rendered them ‘fierce, treacherous, and revengeful’.18 Indeed, in the view of Andrew Bent, one of Tasmania’s most influential commentators of the nineteenth century, they were perhaps made even worse by their contact with mainland Aborigines, being once ‘the most peaceful race in existence’, now ‘corrupted by the Sydney natives’.19 Here, isolation, in terms of the colony’s distance from the central power in London, proved doubly detrimental to the Tasmanians, for it thrust command and responsibility on local authorities, who proved incapable of acting diligently or in good faith when dealing with a ‘native’ population it was obliged to protect and respect. It was particularly difficult, for example, in the remote regions of Van Diemen’s Land, where, according to John West, ‘small bodies [of settlers] could resist all the armies of the world’, and where even the well-meaning efforts of the colonial authorities had little impact.20 The prevailing reasoning was self-justifying and fatalistic. It was, wrote one contemporary, ‘a universal law in the Divine Government’ that ‘the savage tribes disappear before the progress of civilized races’.21 Tasmanians, by virtue of being ‘one of the most isolated races of mankind which ever existed’, were doomed from the moment their delicate environment was infiltrated. 22
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George Robinson, of course, had no proof in 1831 of a common heritage between mainland Aborigines and Tasmanians, or of an ancient unification of the landmasses. He could have inferred it from knowledge of the common plant and animal species between the island and the mainland, though he may not have been to the mainland at that date prior to his appointment as Protector of Aborigines in Victoria in 1839. The inference was made, however, by more qualified analysts such as the Surveyor-General of New South Wales, Thomas Mitchell. In 1839 he argued that the ‘habits and customs of the aboriginal inhabitants are remarkably similar throughout the wide extent of Australia, and appear to have been equally characteristic of those of Van Diemen’s Land: geological evidence also leads us to suppose that this island has not always been separated from the mainland by Bass Strait’. He went on to quote unnamed ‘first discoverers’ to the effect that the Tasmanian Aborigines ‘as well as the kangaroo, [were] only stragglers from the more northern parts of the country’.23

But the timing and mechanism of the division into islands was completely unknown and remained a matter of uncertainty even as late as the publication of Robinson’s Tasmanian journals in 1966, though the distinguished twentieth-century geographer, Thomas Griffith Taylor (1880–1963), had correctly identified that the water locked up in the Ice Age glaciers would have resulted in lower sea levels which exposed the continental areas he named Sunda Land (connecting many of the islands of Indonesia to mainland South-East Asia) and Sahul Land (Tasmania, Australia and New Guinea).24 And the physical anthropology of the Tasmanians themselves was controversial. Argument continued into the 1930s about the significance of their hair, more woolly than that of other Australians, and the possibility that this was due to colonisation directly from New Caledonia.25 This notion was still under discussion (but dismissed) as late as 1973.26 More recent study has shown that despite their isolation, Tasmanian skeletons were little different from those of mainland Australians, perhaps because the populations on both sides of Bass Strait changed in the same ways after their separation.27

Archaeological evidence of the long history of Tasmanian isolation allows us to consider the Tasmanians free of earlier prejudices about supposedly ‘primitive’ peoples. A long sequence of archaeological evidence for Tasmania was first established in the 1960s by Rhys Jones’s excavations at Rocky Cape in the north-west near Stanley.28 By the time of his work, it was well understood that sea-level changes during the Pleistocene period had been sufficient to have joined Tasmania to the mainland at all of the coldest periods of the Ice Ages.29 What was at issue in Jones’s research was whether the archaeological record would reach back to the time of the last land connection, then thought to be 12 000 years ago. There was, by then, little doubt that people would have first reached Tasmania while there was a land bridge, but early research showed dates of only 8000 years.30 Certain evidence was found at Cave Bay Cave on Hunter Island–at that time it was no more than a hill on the Bassian plain–that people had been on Tasmania more than 27 thousand years ago. This was followed by the discovery of evidence from Fraser Cave (now known as Kutikina Cave) on the Franklin River, where the dates spanned from the period of the maximum cold of the last Ice Age through to the time when the warming of the climate allowed rainforests to fill the valleys of the south-west.31

The dates from Fraser Cave were published during the fight to prevent the damming of the Gordon River and the flooding of the Franklin in the early 1980s (see chapter 14 by Harper), and in addition they showed that the cave was abandoned at a time when the climatic amelioration that created the land bridge also allowed the rainforests to develop in that area. More recently, research has shown abundant evidence of the presence of people from about 42 000 years ago, particularly (and astonishingly) in the rugged south-west highlands, which were then a largely frozen, treeless region swept by intense south-westerly winds. The first people arrived in Australia some time between 40 and 50 thousand years ago, and it would seem they crossed the Bassian plain to Tasmania almost as soon as the dry land formed within that time frame.32

For the Tom Hayden film, The Last Tasmanian? (1978), Rhys Jones and Jim Allen made a replica of the watercraft depicted in an early-nineteenth-century illustration from the Baudin expedition and graphically demonstrated that it was not suitable for travel in the open sea. Jones explored the implications of this for understanding the extent of Tasmanian isolation in two key papers. In one he established what watercraft were historically available to Tasmanian Aborigines, what their mechanical properties were, where they were found and which islands were occupied and when. In the subsequent paper he showed that the longest reported crossing was 6.5 kilometres and that none of the islands further away was occupied at the time of the arrival of the Europeans.33 Around Australia, voyages of similar distances were the maximum that appear to have been possible, and there were also limits on the size of islands that could sustain a population without contact with the mainland (though both restrictions may have been different in tropical areas). But all such claims may need to be reassessed in light of the apparent survival of probably much less inventive hominins on the much smaller Indonesian island of Flores for over 800 000 years.34

As the seas rose, and the people turned their backs on the continent, Tasmania became a closed system for around 14 000 years, separated by seas impassable in the watercraft available on either side of Bass Strait, and the population survived with no new inputs of people. Indeed it was, as Rhys Jones noted, ‘the classic example of such a system, for no other human society, which survived until modern times, had been isolated so completely and for so long’.35 There were no new people or ideas until the first Europeans arrived in 1642, and everything in the behaviour and culture of the people was either already there or invented in that long experiment. Some important cultural traditions were developed or maintained after isolation. There was art from several periods in the last ten thousand or so years, in the form of engravings at places such as Preminghana (Mount Cameron West) just south of Cape Grim in the north-west corner of the island, probably from the last few thousand years before the arrival of Europeans, and the hand stencils at Judd’s Cavern in the south-west that probably date back to 12 500 years ago (though some doubt has been cast on this date).36 None of the rock art can be definitely dated to the period before isolation, but ochre found at Kutikina has been dated to pre-isolation times.37 Cremation and the use of tombs constructed above ground, as well as ‘marked’ wood found near them, show that symbolic marking of the environment was a normal feature of behaviour at contact, part of their suite of normal human behaviours.38 Symbolic behaviour was also indicated by the singing and dancing described by Robinson, and by the body scarring and painting reported by Cook on his visit to Bruny Island in 1777. Scarring and the wearing of beads were also illustrated by the early French expeditions.39

On the other hand, some things that were common on the mainland never reached Tasmania. The use of boomerangs, for example, was noted through most of the mainland in post-contact times, and remains of boomerangs discovered in a peat bog in South Australia have been dated to about 11 500 years ago, but none has ever been recorded in Tasmania.40 The dingo, which probably only reached the mainland by translocation through the Torres Strait about 4000 years ago, never reached Tasmania.41 Nevertheless, Tasmanians took enthusiastically to the introduction of dogs and they were present among most of the groups Robinson visited in the 1830s.42

But as is usual in any cultural system over a period of 14 000 years, there were changes. Archaeological evidence shows that some features of Tasmanian behaviour and material culture disappeared. Some stone tool types such as thumbnail scrapers were common before isolation but rare afterwards.43 Likewise, bone points, with the points formed by grinding the end of the bone tools, were found in early layers in the oldest site, Wareen, but not at the time of contact.44 In addition, the Tasmanians appear to have stopped eating fish nearly 4000 years ago. This was, presumably, a reflection of major adaptations to changing climatic and environmental conditions during the mid-Holocene period, when Tasmanians turned to a large-scale exploitation of shellfish. The archaeological evidence suggests that in the earlier times when fish were caught, the Tasmanians may have used nets and specially constructed box traps, similar to those used by people on the southern coastlines of the mainland. Similar technologies and cultural practices on either side of Bass Strait may have reflected ‘survival from a common culture’, or parallel adaptations made by humans living in comparable ecological and geographic conditions. In any event, the technology was abandoned in Tasmania and was completely unknown at the time of European colonisation.45

The choices reflected in these changes were no different from those made by other people in other circumstances, but preconceptions about the supposed ‘primitiveness’ of the Tasmanians, and views about their survival after European colonisation, may lead to a deduction that the consequences were damaging. Rhys Jones notoriously concluded that isolation, created by that turning point when the seas rose, had a damaging impact on the culture of the Tasmanians. Dislocation, he argued, was a ‘trauma’ that not only deprived them of important technological advances such as spear throwers, shields, mounted stone tools, small stone tools (microliths), multi-pronged fish spears and bone needles and awls, but in general wrought a gradual simplification of their original material culture such that, at the time of contact with Europeans, Tasmanians ‘made their living through the medium of a technology so simple in the number and elaboration of elements as to stagger the imagination’. The simplification of material culture over the millennia, the reduction in the range of foods eaten and ‘perhaps a squeezing of intellectuality … a slow strangulation of the mind’, constituted a form of ‘maladaption’. Jones asked whether Tasmanian society was effectively ‘doomed to a premature extinction’ in just the same way the people isolated on Kangaroo, King and Flinders Islands had been.46 If, as Crotty and Roberts note in the Introduction to this volume, Europeans seem bound to view the history of human behaviour as an ever-upward trajectory towards an improvement of the human condition, then the Tasmanian example seems a paradox–‘an aberration’ in Jones’s words, ‘only to be expected in such a bizarre part of the world as the Antipodes’.47 Such a perception reflects a very ‘Whiggish’ perspective on human prehistory.

Recent discussion of the apparent ‘maladaptive’ loss of skills and technologies in Tasmanian society during the millennia of isolation has suggested that a decrease in the Tasmanian population, or its dislocation from mainland populations, led to a reduction in the number of individuals able to maintain complex tools and traditions or transmit the cultural knowledge.48 An alternative view argues that the Tasmanians were able to survive well with their technology at the time of first contact–a technology that was adequate to their particular social and ecological circumstances. There was no special disadvantage in the absence or loss of some technologies and resources. Changing ecological conditions rendered older technologies redundant and newer ones unnecessary. The increasing coverage of rainforests, for example, did not encourage the use of spear throwers and boomerangs, and the wooden tools and woven bags carried by women were adequate for the task of harvesting and storing the shellfish and crustaceans that were crucial to the diet of coastal peoples. ‘The Tasmanians’, archaeologist Dwight Read notes, ‘may have simply worked out an adaptation that was sufficient for their needs … [and any] change in the direction of new and more complex technologies was simply unnecessary.’49

The notion of cultural regression and degeneration derived from very technical arguments in archaeology has in recent years acquired a regrettable political dimension in a more public debate. This has underpinned an historical revisionism which seeks to exonerate European colonists for their role in the destruction of Tasmanian society by claiming that Tasmanians were already doomed to extinction.50 Such arguments can be countered by highlighting how in Tasmania, as on the mainland, there were major economic and socio-political changes in Aboriginal society that reflected creative adaptation to climatic and ecological changes, or by evidence that, in isolation, Tasmanians developed and refined important traits and symbolic expressions of culture such as rock art. The same evidence which was construed by some as marking inferiority and regression can be taken to show that the Tasmanians were cognitively no different from other humans. The Tasmanians were hunter-gatherers and their behaviour can be seen as typical of one part of the diversity of behaviours among such peoples around the world.51 Ultimately, 14 000 years of isolation constitutes a remarkable story of human survival and adaptability. The cataclysmic decimation of that ancient society within half a century of European arrival signifies not only a monumental local tragedy but a universal experience wherever hunter-gatherers came into contact with agriculturalists and where their different approaches to land and resource ownership conflicted.52 The severing of ties with the mainland was a turning point in the history of Tasmanians. The end of that isolation 14 000 years later was another, with more immediate and dramatic consequences.

[image: e9781742240480_i0006.jpg]

Despite the origin story related by Robinson in 1831, all evidence suggests that when the Tasmanians turned their backs on the last unsuccessful attempt to cross to the mainland, they sealed their isolation and ultimately forgot there had ever been another world across the sea. Their isolation was then pivotal not only to their subsequent cultural development: it helped inform and shape the manner in which they were interpreted and treated by outsiders once that isolation was shattered. Ultimately, what Robinson’s story provides is proof of an ability to comprehend, explain and account for a new and painfully discovered reality of the existence of and a connection to an outside world. That they interpreted that reality with uncanny accuracy, as we now know in terms of human evolution and geological history, only heightens the sense of their essential humanity.

There is no reason to suppose that Tasmanians could not have survived forever in isolation, but certainly once they came into contact with the outside world they were seemingly condemned. The re-unification of the Tasmanians with the larger world via European colonisation brought them within the gamut of a global experience shared by thousands of civilisations across the world, namely a conflict between a people whose ownership of their environment was not personalised with others who felt they owned the land by declaring it the property of their King, or in the earlier case of Abel Tasman by the symbolic planting of a flagpole.53 If they were doomed, it was not because they had failed to climb a supposed ‘ladder of progress’ but because they came into contact with a colonising people whose cultural and technological development had been tied to the appropriation of wealth from others–people tuned to expansion and conquest–who were no respecters of the legitimacy of other cultures or the advantages of others’ isolation. The 500 generations of Tasmanian isolation had given them quite different values and they were unequal to that contest.
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26 JANUARY 1788

THE ARRIVAL OF THE FIRST FLEET AND THE ‘FOUNDATION OF AUSTRALIA’


 David Andrew Roberts




 On 26 January 1988, Australia’s Bicentenary day, I was among the 100 000 heat-stroked crowd crammed on the shores of Sydney Harbour, experiencing the majestic spectacle of the Tall Ships. For all the exhibition and excitement, it was a reflective occasion on which the ‘national story’ was revealed to be fractured and multifaceted. My outstanding memories, next to sunburn and claustrophobia, are of Aboriginal protestors greeting the ships with shrill slogans and theatrical gestures. On the same day, in Kings Cross, a dear friend, who mischievously weaved among the crowds in a pyjama-style convict costume, ended the day badly when he was set upon and mildly beaten by a group of young Aboriginal men. While that incident was contrary to the mood of celebration, it was also somewhat emblematic of this politically and historically charged occasion.

Of course, what is commemorated on 26 January is the arrival in 1788 of what later became known as ‘the First Fleet’. Of the many turning points in our national story, the foundation event–European Australia’s moment of origin–seems an obvious, indeed inevitable, subject for commemoration. It is also the one most ripe for interrogation, and most malleable to the disparate cultural and political sensitivities and interests of contemporary generations.1 By tracing the remembrance of the moment over time and across generations, we can chart some of the changing and conflicting ideas of Australian identity. In the case of the arrival of the First Fleet and the foundation of European Australia, the moment is forever flavoured by certain characteristics and circumstances embedded in the event which have proved awkward to later generations of Australians. January 26 1788 is a crucial moment in Australian history both because of what happened and how it has been remembered.
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The arrival of the First Fleet marked the conclusion of an astonishing 19 000 kilometre voyage of some 252 days by eleven ships under the command of Arthur Phillip, carrying 1400 people, including 759 male and female convicts. On 26 January 1788 a small party disembarked at Sydney Cove in Port Jackson (exactly where has been a matter of debate, though obviously the spot is no longer recognisable and in effect no longer exists). That afternoon, a small ceremony was enacted involving Phillip, a few key officers and marines and some exhausted convicts who had spent the day clearing a campsite from the sandy bush. They assembled around a makeshift flagpole, ran up the colours, toasted the health of the King and the success of the settlement and then the marines fired four volleys into the summer sky. Thus, in the words of a sergeant of the marines, ‘the new town … was crisned this day’.2

Later generations of Australians who imagined the colonists ‘leaping from their boats into the shades of the primeval forest’, probably imbued the event with more charisma and significance that it in fact possessed.3 What occurred on 26 January was not the first landfall. That had taken place on the 18th, when Phillip stepped (or was carried) ashore at Botany Bay to ‘take possession of his new territory, and to bring about an intercourse between its old and new masters’.4 The newcomers had already spent a week inhabiting the sand and swamps of Botany Bay, where they unloaded equipment and livestock and cleared some ground, before Phillip ordered an evacuation to the more promising site at Sydney Cove, which he had already inspected three or four days earlier. Nor was this the first time the flag was raised to announce Britain’s claims, the colours having been hoisted on the HMS Supply, and at Botany Bay, after two French ships appeared on the 24th.5

Rather, having finally fixed on the site for the settlement, after years of planning and many arduous months at sea, the ceremony on 26 January was a declaration of arrival, and a pronouncement of a beginning, customarily marked ‘with all that display of form which on such occasions is esteemed propitious, because it enlivens the spirits, and fills the imagination with pleasing presages’.6 The event was deliberately thick in portent and symbolism but exactly what it signified in official or legal terms is not as distinct. It was, in a sense, a declaration of formal possession. James Cook had already claimed ‘the whole Eastern coast’ for King George III when he hoisted a Union Jack on Possession Island on 23 August 1770, though ownership based on discovery alone was contestable in contemporary legal thinking, and historically the British had disputed the rights of other powers over territory that had been found but not occupied .7 The arrival of the First Fleet, then, was critical to legitimising British possession through physical occupation and colonisation.8 And although it would take a century to actually inhabit all that territory, the simple ceremony of the 26th was an important foundational and formalising moment.

It was another three weeks before the colony was officially inaugurated by the formal establishment of British law and institutions. In terms of symbolism and significance, the events of 26 January were overtaken by those of the morning of 7 February, when the judge advocate, David Collins, opened the leather cases containing the Commissions and, with ‘all possible solemnity’, read them. This elaborate ceremony was dramatised before the entire contingent. The soldiers in full regalia marched to the parade ground with ‘colours flying and a band of music playing’ and the convicts were seated in a circle on the ground, sore and seething after an evening of revelry and dissipation. Phillip’s Instructions and Commissions as Captain-General and Governor-in-Chief of New South Wales, dated 25 April 1787, could be claimed as our founding document.9 The band played God Save the King and the marines fired a ‘triple discharge of musquetry’, before Phillip harangued the convicts, promising them the chance of redemption in their new surroundings and warning of dire consequences for those who failed to take that opportunity. The officers retired for dinner and the camp turned in for an evening of ‘good order and innocent festivity, amidst the repetition of wishes for its prosperity’.10

February 7 1788 was thus a crucial and truly foundational moment –‘the memorable day which established a regular form of government on the coast of New South Wales’.11 The extent of Britain’s territorial claim was finally proclaimed (that is, the eastern third of the continent west to the 135th meridian, plus adjacent Pacific Islands). The local courts of criminal and civil jurisdiction were activated and the administrative principles and procedures of this extraordinary colony were announced. Also, for the first time, the governor’s astonishing autocracy was revealed, his Commission, according to one observer, being ‘a more unlimited one than was ever before granted to any governor under the British Crown’.12

The landing at Port Jackson on 26 January is thus one of numerous events that might be considered milestones or crucial moments, in one sense or another. There were frequent ‘first encounters’ with Aborigines, eliciting early expressions of displeasure and resistance.13 On 26 January, while Phillip orchestrated his ceremony, the wife of Sergeant Thomas Whittle gave birth to the first white child born in Australia. A few days earlier the first baptism was performed on nine-week-old Joshua Bentley, the son of a sailor on the Lady Penrhyn which soon after departed for China. On Sunday 3 February, Reverend Richard Johnson gave the first divine service, and two weeks later the first Holy Communion, thus introducing the rituals of the Anglican Church (delivered, fittingly, by an evangelical dissenter). On 6 February, the landing of the convict women occasioned a long night of ‘debauchery and riot’, on which note, according to author Robert Hughes, ‘the sexual history of colonial Australia may fairly be said to have begun’.14 The first marriage ceremonies were performed on 10 February, and on the 27th a teenage convict became the first person executed when he was hung from the limb of a tree for stealing provisions. 15 Then, in July 1788, a convict couple successfully sued the captain of their transport for the loss of property during the voyage –not only the first civil suit heard in New South Wales but, in disregarding the law of attaint, a significant departure from English law to meet local realities.16 The establishment of colonial society in Australia through the founding of the convict settlement thus proceeded in a series of crucial steps, of which the landing on 26 January 1788 was just one.

Britain’s first Australian colony was the product of a critical and defining era in British history. The first move in the so-called ‘Second British Empire’, New South Wales was the child of a society at the forefront of European enlightenment and modernity–the tangent of a nation rapidly reshaping itself through revolutions in science and industry, energised by innovation and inquiry and empowered by a faith in the seemingly limitless possibilities of progress, prosperity and power. Georgian Britain brimmed with self-confidence and assertiveness, and bristled with dissent and political radicalism. What arrived in Australia in 1788, however, was a strange and intriguing fragment of that society–thieves and poachers, fencers and swindlers (they were also carpenters and weavers, dressmakers and needle workers), expelled from their homelands to the farthest reaches of the known world to be incubated in what critics thought a ‘nursery of martial law’–a society built of penalty and pain, conceivably inconsistent with the common law and contrary to the very spirit of English civilisation. 17

In time, Australian society and institutions would be inexorably shaped by the social genes and ‘mental furniture’ of its parent, refashioned here by particular local needs and conditions, but especially by avid investment in the possibilities of release and renewal.18 But starving on the shores of Sydney Cove, there was seemingly little evidence in Arthur Phillip’s time of what was to come. These were very inauspicious origins–a far cry from the voyage of the Mayflower to Cape Cod, which gave Americans their righteous pilgrim forefathers, or the alluring and decisive drama of the War of Independence, which gave America its hard-won sovereignty, its defining institutions and its cultural language of liberty and opportunity. Although there are reasons for believing that New South Wales was underlined by grander speculative and strategic ideas–to foster trade with Asia and the Pacific, for example, or to procure raw materials for the navy–effectively the colony was for many years a convict ‘dumping ground’. This was a dubious beginning mired from the outset in controversy and scorn that shrouded the colony in such ‘an odium’ that the very words ‘“Botany Bay” became a term of reproach that was indiscriminately cast on everyone who resided in New South Wales’.19 Therein lay the origins of what Rudyard Kipling endearingly termed our ‘birth-stain’.20 Moreover, in initiating the contact between the ‘old and new masters’ of Australia, Phillip’s enterprise was characterised by the failure to recognise and define the status of Australian Aborigines, which may, at least in retrospect, be regarded as one of the great mistakes of Australian history.21

Much of the history of Australia over the ensuing 220 years has been cast in a quest to reconcile or refute, absolve or apologise for the sins of our forefathers. A closer and imaginative reflection on this short segment in our remote past may show that there were many features of this ‘improbable birth’ (as author Thomas Keneally described it) that appear embryonic and formative. Phillip’s decision, for example, that all colonists, he included, would share equal rations regardless of class or status, enforced a sense of shared struggle that now seems prophetically egalitarian and classless. Certainly, there was embedded in Phillip’s Commissions, and in his actions, the platform for the emergence of a colony where inmates could become settlers and where ‘the rights of Englishmen’ would defy and ultimately prevail over despotism.22

But the ‘pleasing presages’ that entered the minds of Phillip and his contingent when they raised the flag on 26 January must have required enormous optimism, for while they understood that they were launching an enterprise that might one day become a thriving outpost of empire, they were also cognisant of the strange and gloomy nature of the foundations they were laying. The ceremony of 26 January 1788 provided a distinct foundational moment for the benefit of the future, but later generations of Australians would ultimately use it as little more than a point of reference against which to measure how far they had distanced themselves from their origins. In any event it would be some years before the arrival in Australia was deemed worthy of remembrance, and many more before the desire for commemoration was widespread. What was most crucial about 1788 was that reflections on it were cloaked in denial and delusion, distraction and indifference, but above all by a strange elusiveness with regard to the event being remembered. When we consider some of the particular idiosyncrasies surrounding the commemoration of Anniversary Day over the following 200 years, we see 26 January acknowledged as a crucial historical moment, albeit commemorated in a manner that is somewhat ahistorical, and which thus tells us more about the commemorators than the commemorated.
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Fifty years later, on 26 January 1838, the ‘Australia Jubilee’ was observed in Sydney as a public holiday for government offices, banks, merchants’ stores and all but ‘the second rate’ shops. Although preceded by ‘much apathy’, the actual day, ‘as lovely a day as ever the sun shone upon’, saw ‘numerous crowds of gaily attired people’ assemble around and on the harbour to watch the Jubilee regatta, opened by a 50-gun salute from Dawes’ Battery. Setting the tone for future Anniversary Day commemorations, the press seized on the occasion for indulgent reflection and stocktaking, trumpeting the astonishing destiny of ‘this prosperous Colony, which is already ranged among the brightest jewels which glitter in the Crown [of Queen Victoria]’.23 It was pleasing, said one reporter, to note how the ‘miserable gunya of the wandering Aborigines’ had given way to ‘the extensive and flourishing town of Sydney’, and how from ‘a miserable neglected Colony of outcasts’, New South Wales ‘has sprung into a settlement already of some importance in the scale of nations’.24

Since the late 1810s, Anniversary Day had been the rallying point for a nascent patriotic movement, prominent emancipists and freeborns marking the day with grandiloquent and provocative expressions of patriotism, offering toasts ‘to the land, boys, we live in’, and raging against the tyranny of Tory governors and the colonial Exclusives. At large public meetings they barracked for an elected assembly and trial by jury, sometimes descending into populist rabble-rousing and ‘a strain of violent and vulgar invective’ that alienated the more moderate colonial opinion.25 On the Jubilee in 1838, a dinner chaired by the first native-born solicitor and radical politician, George Robert Nichols, at the Pulteney Hotel (soon to become the Australia Club), drank toasts ‘with the most enthusiastic feelings of loyalty and patriotism’ while the harbour blazed with fireworks and the town beamed with ‘brilliantly illuminated houses’.26

However, little of this had anything to do with memorialising Arthur Phillip’s First Fleet. Perhaps few recollections were retained of the experiences of 1788, though it seems to have been long-famed as a time of extraordinary hardship and survival against astonishing odds. Those able to write historical accounts–mostly partisans and polemicists — praised Phillip, that ‘gallant officer’, for his ‘enlightened zeal and warm benevolence’ in managing profligate convicts and intractable savages, and for paving the way for the success of all of Britain’s Australian settlements. Contemporary agendas and opinions posited him as the pioneer of colonial expansion and the prophet of a convict-free society whose visions were later undone by imprudent administrators and ill-conceived policies (see chapter 3 by Evans).27

The point was that New South Wales had come a long way in fifty years, and that it stood poised for more remarkable and rapid change. The pending abolition of convict transportation promised to remove a cursed ‘contamination’, opening the way for an ‘advancement in national importance’. Despite emerging criticisms of the treatment of Australian Aborigines, in New South Wales ‘the noble work of Colonial reformation’ was for the time being fixed on removing the brand of being ‘a sort of dunghill for the reception of all the filth of the British Empire’, rather than on the ethical questions of its failure to incorporate and deal fairly with its indigenous population. On the very day of the Jubilee, soldiers and stockmen under the command of Major JW Nunn routed and massacred large numbers of Aboriginal people at Waterloo Creek in northern NSW.28

What Anniversary Day really celebrated was not the circumstances of the colony’s origin but its achievements and its imagined destiny. Commemorating the founding moment also involved escaping it, recognising not what was brought with the first arrivals, but what had been, or could be, achieved in spite of that luggage. In any event, for the throngs who flocked to public events and private gatherings, Anniversary Day was a ‘national festival’, as an English visitor described it, centred on entertainment and recreation, involving ‘a regatta, feasting, firing of guns, and other noisy symptoms of rejoicing’.29 Another Englishman noted sardonically how ‘the natives’ (that is, colonial-born Europeans) embraced the opportunity to display ‘their astonishing eloquence, their wonderful attachment to their barren country, and their profound veneration for the memory of their illustrious ancestors, who had been sent there on account of their exemplary conduct in their native land’.30 Anniversary Day evoked belonging and attachment, without homage to any occasion that could be seen as institutionally fundamental and culturally defining. It fell to visitors to perceive the irony and ignominy of what was in fact being commemorated.
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In essential respects, the idiosyncrasies of Anniversary Day commemoration that were set by the mid-nineteenth century proved enduring. It continued as an annual expression of patriotism (at least in New South Wales), which meant colonial partisanship for some, imperial loyalty for others, while for the majority it remained an ahistorical occasion for festivity and recreation, free of introspection. Yet as Australian society became more complex and diverse, one sign of its troubled adolescence was an increasing confusion and disagreement over how to commemorate and reflect on the past. Although the watershed of the 1850s (see chapter 4 by Reeves) allowed the colonists to imagine themselves increasingly distanced from their ignoble past, they also grew more obsessed and troubled by it. Anniversary Day became a primary vehicle for airing such divisions and doubts.

In New South Wales, the press continued to fuel the occasion with hyperbolic statements about the colony’s outstanding progress and sanguine prospects, while celebrations became more broad-based, with an increasing emphasis on popular community events such as the Anniversary Day regatta, and a growing observance in regional centres in the form of picnics, races and local regattas. These simultaneous and shared celebrations across the colony helped feed a burgeoning perception of New South Wales as a distinct and sovereign entity.31 Other Australian colonies, however, preferred their own anniversaries (Foundation Day on 1 June in Western Australia, for example, and Proclamation Day on 28 December in South Australia). Outside New South Wales, colonial patriotisms were articulated through dissociation from the mother colony, particularly via references to convictism. In Melbourne in the early 1850s, 26 January invited fierce diatribes against the ‘aggravated horrors of the system’ in Van Diemen’s Land, with New South Welshmen being chastised for their ‘apathy’ on the subject.32 Other colonies were prepared to acknowledge 26 January as ‘the first stage in Australian colonisation’ and endorse in principle the ‘substantial oneness’ of all Australians under the British inheritance, but they disapproved of the ‘idea of Australia’ embodied in the history of New South Wales, given ‘the unpleasing circumstances of its early occupation’.33

The 1888 Centenary was pre-eminently a Sydney experience. But even in Sydney commemorations were underlined by an emerging tug of war between celebration and concern. There were tensions, for example, between local and imperial loyalty, and a neurosis arising particularly from escalating anxieties about convict heritage and an obsessive quest for national improvement and respectability. The threads of division and dissent were encapsulated in the Bulletin’s acerbic condemnation of the Centenary and the ‘ocean of lies and sycophancy’ propagated by the ‘snobocracy’ who sponsored it. Tagging 26 January 1788 as ‘The Day We Were Lagged’, the Bulletin portrayed Phillip’s First Fleet as inaugurating ‘a reign of slavery and loathsomeness and moral leprosy’, their landing being ‘the day when the festering vileness of England was first cast ashore to putrefy upon the coasts of New South Wales’. For radicals and republicans, convict transportation was Britain’s despicable gift to Australian history, its legacy lingering in a strain of corruption, despotism, and brutality which kept Australian workers in a state of bondage and humiliation. January 26 1788, the Bulletin claimed, was merely ‘the first milestone on the long, slow road to an unhonoured old age. A more imbecile subject for rejoicing could not well be conceived.’34

Whereas the critics could at least focus on the crucial moment itself, the alternative approach required more imprecision about what was actually being commemorated. NSW Premier Henry Parkes intended the 1888 Centenary to be ‘defusive [sic] as to time or meaning’, preferring a more general focus on ‘pioneers’ and all-purpose incantations of national unity and progress.35 In this schema, the First Fleet barely rated a meaningful mention. If a heroic founder and prototypal nation-builder was needed, the honour was vested in Captain Cook, the intrepid explorer, Enlightenment idol and imperial martyr who seemed a much safer and more fitting champion of an Australian patriotism built on British values and imperial loyalty.36 And still, Anniversary Day had nothing to say about Aboriginal Australians. Their history had not yet emerged as a mainstream subject of national introspection. Henry Parkes famously opposed the idea that the 1888 Centenary involve some token of charity for Aborigines. It would not do, he retorted, to ‘remind that we have robbed them’.37
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The nationalism that Federation might have inspired was not reflected in subsequent commemorations of Anniversary Day. As recently resigned Prime Minister Alfred Deakin bemoaned in 1906, ‘our celebration marks little more than another holiday, and holidays are so frequent in this country that no special distinction attaches to it on this account’.38 January 26 was then further relegated as a moment of national birth after the Australian Imperial Force’s ‘baptism of fire’ in Turkey in 1915–Anzac Day providing a more emotionally engaging and unifying trauma to satiate the long-held desire for national purification (see chapter 7 by Crotty). As Keith Murdoch reported during the early post-war years, ‘Foundation Day is thought to be less her birthday than Anzac day … One celebrates only good fortune, the other action.’39

During the twentieth century, Anniversary Day continued as an annual, though lesser, occasion of nationalistic musings and declarations. In eloquent journalism and stirring speeches, politicians and public figures shaped Australia’s past to meet its current values and politics–to accentuate ‘White Australia’, that ‘one unalterable ideal of Australians’, and later, to talk up the value of Australian industry, to implore greater respect for Asia, or to sell new immigration programs to a sceptical public.40 Again, this did not entail precise or detailed references to Arthur Phillip’s First Fleet, or its significance as a foundational moment. Rather, as Prime Minister John Curtin exemplified at a moment of crisis in 1942, Australian values and identity were located vaguely in a heritage of ‘intrepid explorers, hardy pioneers, great statesmen, industrialists, men and women of the land, [and] heroic warriors’.41

Governor Phillip was, at least, slowly recognised as an imperative founding figure, initially in England, where the well-connected expatriates of the Australasian Pioneers’ Club assiduously elevated and memorialised him as ‘an Empire Pioneer’ and the ‘virtual founder of Australia’, and then in New South Wales during the 1938 Sesquicentenary when he was construed as the visionary architect of the nation.42 What was associated with Phillip, however, remained problematic. The official resolve to expunge the convict theme from the 1938 Sesquicentenary (by, for example, staging a re-enactment of Phillip’s landing, without convicts), outraged a generation of radical nationalists and pioneering genealogists who now saw convicts as victims of British tyranny and worthy progenitors of a unique Australian tradition.43 On the same day, in a landmark act of political organisation prefiguring a growing intrusion of Aboriginal protest and perspectives on the national consciousness (see chapter 12 by McGregor), the Aborigines Progressive Association orchestrated a ‘Day of Mourning and Protest’, descrying the ‘150 years of misery and degradation imposed on the original native inhabitants by white invaders of this country’.44

Such episodes demonstrated the importance of history as a source of ideas and justifications. But ultimately, the recurrent theme in Anniversary Day commentary was of ‘popular haziness and indifference’ on the part of the general population.45 The ignorance seemed so acute as to breed a ‘vague belief that it had something to do with Captain Cook’.46 Antiquarians and pedants did their piece to raise awareness by debating ideas about Phillip’s landing site at Sydney Cove, and by lobbying for ‘a national shrine’ at Camp Cove (at South Head, arguably Phillip’s first landing site in Port Jackson on 21 or 22 January), ‘similar to the Pilgrims’ Rock in America’.47 Events orchestrated by community groups sometimes muddied the issues, such as the Cronulla Apex Club’s 1959 Australia Day re-enactment of Captain Cook’s landing at Kurnell.48

Still it was rued that Anniversary Day was about leisure and pleasure, rather than reflective commemoration and the ‘surge of patriotic feeling which could more fittingly mark the anniversary’.49 For ‘most Australians’, as the Sydney Morning Herald noted in 1951, ‘the memory of Phillip’s actions is only an excuse for stopping work’.50 One solution was for Anniversary Day to become Australia Day (in all states and territories from 1946), though some thought the new name even less likely to provoke historical reflection.51 Others argued for 7 February, commemorating the formal inception of British institutions on Australian shores, as a more crucial and neutral and more nationally unifying date. After all, Australia Day functions now frequently featured re-enactments of the reading of Phillip’s Commissions. 52 It was presumably weight of tradition, rather than force of argument, that scuttled this suggestion. Another tactic was to have the public holiday fall on the 26th, ‘the actual date’ rather than ‘the nearest convenient Monday’.53 But Australia Day remained, in the popular mind, ‘a sporting holiday, rather than a National commemoration’, and, from the 1950s, as the occasion of a mass exodus from Sydney as thousands took to the highways in cars ‘heavily laden with camping equipment and fishing tackle’.54 Australia Day, the Sun Herald noted in 1956, ‘is essentially Australian in one respect. We take the day off.’55

On the other hand, this ‘languid interest in the origin and meaning of the anniversary’ was seen favourably as evidence of a relaxed disposition and an instinctive reticence for excessive ‘flag-flapping’ and ‘conventional displays of patriotism, which the average Australian abhors’.56 Poor attendance at civic functions intended ‘to make Australia Day as important as Anzac Day’ seemed to prove that ‘we Australians are not impressed by flowery words, but like the pioneers of this great country would like to see something really worthwhile done’.57 But while this ‘tepid public interest’ was owed in part to ‘the casualness of the Australian temperament’, it was also seen to reflect ‘a lack of glamour, to put it mildly, in the historical event itself’.58 It is possible to construe this casualness as a wilful ignorance of the character and circumstances of our early history that enables us, as Ken Inglis noted in the 1960s, to ‘rejoice in our nationality’ rather than feeling ‘outraged, or uncomfortable’ by knowing what occurred.59 But aside from its connotations, the manifest ‘lack of glamour’ is in itself one of the crucial aspects of this turning point in Australian history. It was, as noted in 1959, far less engaging than ‘our true national day’, 25 April, the difference being that Anzac Day, ‘with its memories of sacrifice and courage’, required ‘no artificial aids … to keep alive the memories and traditions that cluster around’ it.60

What memories and traditions might cluster around the arrival of the First Fleet have proved difficult to articulate, and have been long shrouded in ambivalence and ambiguity. January 26 1788 was merely a formal beginning and a statement of arrival–a distinctly inauspicious foundation, but also a very modest one, relatively uneventful and prosaic, apparently containing no inherent, compelling legacy to inflame national sentiment. The event itself seemingly bequeathed nothing inspiring or institutional that could not be located or constructed from a broader sense of Australian history. As a beginning, it has best served as a marker against which to cast Australian history as being ‘all the more romantic for its unpromising beginnings’. 61 Australians commemorate the event, but celebrate what has proceeded from it. They honour not the foundation, but what was built on it.
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And so in 1988, after a heady, fifty-year stretch of trial, triumph, prosperity and change, and amid so much intense self-examination and self-discovery, Australian history as debated during the Bicentenary fell into what was, and remains, a familiar pattern. There was patriotism and pageantry, but also protest, pre-eminently in the intrusion of a radically conflicting view that ‘White Australia has a Black history’. From an Aboriginal perspective, Australia Day had become ‘Invasion Day’ or ‘Survival Day’, though again this reflects the symbolism of 1788 in light of the broader history of black and white relations in Australia, and disregards the generally amicable and charitable behaviour of the First Fleet towards the very small number of Aborigines they encountered. Convict heritage and ancestry barely featured, organisers apparently deeming it a distant, clichéd and not very useful symbol for a modern, multicultural, globalising nation, though historians well understand that the convict period was a pivotal and formative part of the Australian experience, and Anglo-Australians, generally speaking, have long imagined that heritage to be unique and defining. Organisers, however, believed that any evocation of the First Fleet in 1988 ‘could be viewed as offensive to Aboriginal people and irrelevant to a culturally diverse population’.62 Instead, there were broad, generic statements about national unity and destiny and the strength of our diversity, alluding to the First Fleet only as part of a larger history of arrivals and beginnings.63

The convoy of vessels that sailed into Sydney Harbour on 26 January 1988 became the focal point and symbolic heart of the Bicentenary, without being an explicit re-enactment of any compelling historic founding moment. Once again it proved possible to create, and complicate, a historically grounded sense of national identity by observing a national founding moment–a moment that remains distinctly awkward, unglamorous and misunderstood–requiring the observance to be intrinsically oblique and largely divorced from the precise historical details and context. Notwithstanding the inevitable centrality of Sydney in the 1988 celebrations, Australia’s Bicentenary Day was a truly national occasion, marked throughout the country by a myriad of events and expressions of nationalism and belonging that required no particular reference to the time and place of our origins. What has proved to be so crucial about 26 January 1788 is that, in providing a seemingly obligatory focus for national commemoration, its character and circumstances are such that its meanings remain malleable and amorphous and open to a range of interpretations.64 Anniversary or Australia Day has never really been about the founding moment as such, but about Australia and Australianness in a more general sense, whatever that may mean to any particular group, at any particular time.
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19 JUNE 1822

CREATING ‘AN OBJECT OF REAL TERROR’: THE TABLING OF THE FIRST BIGGE REPORT


 Raymond Evans




 On 19 June 1822, the House of Commons in Britain published the first of three reports by John Thomas Bigge, commissioner, on the state and prospects of New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land. Bigge’s reports were the result of a wide-ranging, 16-month investigation throughout the Australian settlements, during which he interviewed a broad cross-section of the colonial population. The tabling of these reports was crucial in various respects. Bigge’s Commission reflected a renewed interest in the Australian settlements, after thirty years of near neglect by Great Britain and languid local progress. The implementation of his recommendations in the decade after 1822 saw NSW transformed from a minor and inadequate penal settlement into a thriving economic and social concern. New policies adopted in the wake of these reports allowed for the beginnings of mass convict transportation and the influx of private capital on a grand scale. It resulted in new systems for managing convict labour, including greater privatisation via assignment, a more purposeful application of public labour and strategies for opening up new frontiers of white settlement.

Ultimately, the Bigge Reports were also crucial in setting a new tone for penal administration, intended to make transportation ‘an object of real terror’. These innovations underpinned the expansion of colonial industry and wealth and also consolidated the Australian colonies’ reputations as places of dire punishment, deprivation and immorality. Life in general for those undergoing sentence worsened rather than improved after 1822, as administrations grew progressively harsher rather than more liberal. The next twenty years would lay a platform for the building of a free, prosperous and wealthy community on the backs of its convict workforce, but also a community that would long suffer the residual effects of embarrassment and uncertainty about its ignominious origins and character.
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The words ‘terror’ and ‘terrorism’ carry a distinct and unmistakable contemporary resonance. Despite the distortion of media hype and political rhetoric, ‘terror’ today may be understood to represent an unlawful, organised use of violence and intimidation by private oppositional groups, intent on forcing some unwanted ideological outcome on a society or a government. In the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, ‘terror’ was also very much a forbidding household word with its own historical markers of contemporary relevance. Due to the Jacobin excesses of the French Revolution during 1793–94, when some 40 000 people were killed in Paris and the provinces at the hands of the Committee of Public Safety, terror became an immediately ‘disruptive and brutal presence’ throughout Europe–capitalised as ‘The Terror’ or sometimes as ‘The Reign of Terror’. On the one hand, it signified revolutionary extremism, but on the other it represented, as Edmond Burke recognised, terror’s legitimation in the hands of a state regime, implying ‘a massive mobilisation of military resources’ and ‘the re-absorption into the state of the powers of punitive violence’.1 To the watching British upper classes across the Channel, terror became thus both a threat and a solution. Employed, or even implied from below, it made them tremble; yet, wielded from above, it rendered them secure and strong. Or so they believed. There was thus the dark, ‘red terror’ of ‘the mob’ and the answering ‘white terror’ of counter-revolution, the reflex of the propertied classes and the state. At times, the answer powerfully precluded the question. It had put the Jacobins to rout in 1795 and was employed even more ruthlessly by the French Government against the supporters of Napoleon in mid-1815.

In Britain, in the disruptive economic and social backwash of the Napoleonic Wars (1800–15), ‘Terror’ (occasionally tempered by ‘Mercy’) became a useful and legitimate state tool, wielded lavishly against any communal disorder provoked by unemployment or political restiveness. Petty theft, armed robbery, breaking and entering were all on the rise. So too was social protest. In late 1816, the leaders of a large Radical demonstration of the hungry at Spa Fields, London, were tried (unsuccessfully) for treason. Habeas corpus was suspended for most of 1817. During March 1817, poor and desperate weavers, attempting to parade peacefully from Manchester to London to petition the Prince Regent–the so-called ‘March of the Blanketeers’–were violently dispersed by cavalry. Then, in August 1819, at St Peter’s Fields, on the spot from which ‘the Blanketeers’ had set forth, mounted and sword-wielding Cheshire Yeomanry attacked a huge concourse of above 60 000 people who had gathered to demand constitutional reform, leaving eleven dead and over 400 injured. The repression was widely condemned as the Peterloo Massacre, but in the eyes of the authorities, this sharp application of terror had pre-empted a rising of the people. ‘There is no term for this but class war’, the historian EP Thompson wrote in 1963. ‘But it was a pitifully one-sided war.’2 In the after math, parliament rushed through the Six Acts, preventing gatherings of more than fifty people, suppressing civil freedom and increasing the powers of magistrates and state censorship.

Such events need to be kept clearly in view as we begin to conceive of what the concept ‘terror’ may have implied to the British authorities in relation to the distant penal outpost of New South Wales. Terror, when applied against either felons or protestors, was regarded as necessary corkage to a dangerously effervescing bottle. In eighteenth-century jurisprudence, legal terror represented bodily torment (flogging, torture, public execution) rather than a segregative confinement that played more on the mind. When directed against a social movement, legal terror was calculated to curb its disruptive momentum; when directed against a fractious or unlawful individual, it implied both retribution and deterrence. The ‘ideology of justice’, as British historian, Douglas Hay, notes, ‘could be used by gentlemen to quiet a mob, and with success [but] words sometimes lost their magic. Then the discretion embodied in the law allowed the authorities to use terror with great flexibility.’3

It was during the suspension of habeas corpus in 1817 that the ‘moderate Tory’, Earl Bathurst, decided to re-examine the effectiveness of convict transportation as an answer to the recent upsurge in criminality and unrest. The system should either be abandoned as an expensive and insufficient deterrent, he suggested, or be substantially stiffened and made ‘a real terror’ to its target group. In January 1819, several months before the Peterloo suppression, Bathurst instituted a Royal Commission to examine ‘all the laws, regulations and usages’ of the New South Wales settlement.4 Under the liberal, benevolent rule of Governor Lachlan Macquarie, the place had apparently strayed from ‘the object of its original institution’ (that is, management of British crime and disorder by process of punitive banishment) and was assuming a character ‘more colonial than should belong to a gaol’. The commission’s findings, therefore, had been explicitly pre-empted politically. Even before setting out for the Antipodes, Bathurst’s chosen commissioner, John Thomas Bigge, was instructed on the anticipated outcome. His purpose, according to official intention, was to make convict transportation to New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land ‘an object of real terror’. Bigge, as inquisitor, was to root out evidence of ‘ill considered Compassion’ in Macquarie’s administration and to recommend ‘the establishment of harsher penal settlements’ in new geographic locations, distant from Sydney and Hobart.5 While disciplining with added severity those sent for punishment to the colonies, Henry Goulburn, Undersecretary to the Colonial Office, added, even those who had completed their sentences there–the so-called Emancipists –‘should be more greatly restrained’. For, he surmised, whenever insurrection had threatened at these far outposts, ‘the greater part of those who instigated it were free settlers’.6

It is not entirely clear how or why Bigge was chosen for this task of penal reclamation, but it is likely he was either recommended by his patron, Sir Ralph Woodford, the Governor of Jamaica, or forwarded to the post by Undersecretary Goulburn, Bigge’s Oxford associate, whose brother, ‘an arrogant, mutinous fellow’, would soon be made Colonial Secretary in NSW.7 Faces, particularly painted ones, are notoriously hard to read; but Bigge’s portrait, caught in a conventional Georgian pose, discloses a young man of apparent means. He was the second son of the High Sheriff of Northumberland and had received his Masters degree from Christ Church, Oxford in 1804, before being called to the Bar two years later. The face has an aloof, patrician cast to it–the look of one perhaps more aware of his privileges and obligations than of himself. He appears rather foppish. The image arguably hints at one easy to take offence, a stickler for the rules, punctilious, defensive and biddable.8 His actions as commissioner during his sixteen months in the Australian colonies tend to bear out all these characteristics. Bigge was very much the man for the job.

Yet, overshadowing such personal considerations, Bigge was probably chosen for this important assignment mostly due to his prior role as a senior chief justice to the Kings Courts in Jamaica from 1814 to 1818. Jamaica was a British slave colony and a large-scale, sugar-producing plantation society. The enslaved outnumbered the free by ten to one.9 From the time the British assumed control over the vast island from the Spanish in the mid-seventeenth century, there was an escalating series of slave uprisings across the Caribbean. From 1669 to 1690, there were seven slave revolts in Jamaica alone; then, from 1791 to 1804, Haitian slaves fought for and won independence from the French. This was followed by further revolts, usually brutally suppressed, in British Guiana in 1808 and 1823, Barbados in 1816 and Jamaica itself in 1831 and 1865. The society was exploitative, punitive and unstable, producing one-third of the Empire’s sugar, as well as vast profits for the largely absentee landlords of huge estates, run by overseers and attorneys and worked by some 350 000 slaves. The rule of law was bent to the necessities of repression, and one of the courts’ main preoccupations was the suppression of the magical practice of Obeah, a precursor to Rastafarianism, that operated as an alternative power source in slave society, confounding plantation authority and fuelling rebellion.10 The practitioners of justice, such as Judge Bigge, were uncompromising in their defence of a social and economic order that was increasingly, under the eye of the Abolitionist movement, ‘a source of difficulty and dispute to the Colonial Office’.11 As Geoffrey Dutton comments in his study of the Morant Bay rebellion of 1865: ‘The full horror of slavery itself is sometimes glossed over in histories; the sickening details are best read in dispassionate reports such as that presented to the Select Committee of the House of Commons in 1790–91, or the handbook for slave owners [1811].’12

Slavery, like terror, was very much ‘a hot topic’ in the early nineteenth century. The merits and demerits of both concepts were passionately debated. Though the British slave trade was abolished in 1808, slave ownership persisted through much of the nineteenth century. In Britain itself, it did not end until 1833. Slavery was ubiquitous throughout the Empire. Prime Minister William Gladstone’s father was a large-scale slave owner in Guiana and Jamaica, and even Governor Macquarie, the man who popularised the naming of ‘Australia’ in the 1810s, held personal slaves as servants. In 1794, Macquarie purchased ‘two very fine well-looking healthy black boys from Cochin between six and seven years of age’ for what biographer Malcolm Ellis calls the ‘dirt cheap’ price of 170 rupees. Although one was later kidnapped in Calcutta and disappeared, the other remained Macquarie’s personal slave until the ex-governor’s death in 1824. It is not merely coincidental, then, that a highly commended officer from Britain’s largest slave colony would be chosen to adjudicate on the fate of the convict colonies of Australia. Such a delegation of official responsibility was more logical and fitting at this time than unusual.13

Slavery and convictism were different systems, despite having certain features in common. The slave was a property-less object who became the coerced property of another, usually into perpetuity. The convict was a sentenced criminal or rebel, whose civil freedoms were subsumed under a state system of coercion for a specific period. A convict’s children were free rather than born enslaved. Unlike the slave, convicts, even when sentenced for life, did not usually relinquish full citizenship forever. Their personhood, though reduced, was less diminished. Though both slaves and convicts retained certain rights, most convicts did not have to contend with the permanent stigmatic marker of skin colour that racially condemned most slaves. And, unlike the elusive nature of manumission for the slave, termination of sentence for the convict was virtually guaranteed.

Nevertheless, there were important parallels between the two systems. For the span of their duress, convicts often described themselves as slaves, just as slaves would describe themselves as prisoners. Both struggled to resist, in multiple ways, the oppressiveness of their condition. Convict transportation and slave migration also bore striking similarities. The former, indeed, was a longer journey. The two systems were most alike, however, in their economic effect. Penal workers performed an analogous function to that of slaves in the provision of cheap, enforced labour. Yet in the former case, the distribution of that labour-power was predominantly in the hands of the state, while in the latter it was largely privately controlled and exploited, purchased and sustained. Slaves were bought by their masters. Convicts were leased from the state and could be withdrawn if seriously ill-treated or returned if unsatisfactory as workers. Convicts, however, were usually flogged more severely. Slaves had a market value that also protected their worth. Scarred backs lowered resale price.14

In the Australian colonies, the principal battles being waged around convictism in this era involved, first, the deployment of this muchsought-after labour: should it be state-controlled or privately assigned, and if both, in what proportion? And secondly, there was the question of the status of the ex-convict once punishment had ceased: should he or she be restrained to an inferior communal capacity or granted equal opportunity with the legal, political, social and economic rights of the free, commensurate with the Emancipists’ expanding demographic and economic strength? The more that convicts fell under the capriciousness of private control and profit making, and the more ex-convicts were constrained under a caste-like legal and socio-economic ceiling, then, it might be logically suggested, the more their condition and status approached that of slaves (or, after expiration of sentences, that of emancipated ex-slaves). Bigge’s adjudication over convict society was destined to tip the structural balance of master/servant relations in that general direction.
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JT Bigge arrived in Sydney on 26 September 1819, a month after the Peterloo Massacre, to commence his enquiries, along with his secretary, Thomas Hobbes Scott, whose only qualification for the position appears to be that he was the commissioner’s brother-in-law. Governor Macquarie had learnt of their coming and their intentions only five days earlier. He was apparently among the last to know. He was initially sanguine about the enquiry. After all, over the past decade he had converted the colony from ‘a rebellion-torn penitentiary to a settlement of substance’. Employing broad principles of justice and humanity, he had advanced the rights and conditions of both convicts and Emancipists. Using state-controlled penal labour creatively in the construction of public works and architecturally praiseworthy government buildings, hospitals and churches, he had begun the conversion of Sydney into a great city. Bigge’s report, he wrote to his brother in October, ‘must be favourable to my administration of the Colony and highly honourable to my character’. It would surely place the governor’s reputation ‘at Home’ in Britain ‘beyond the reach of faction malevolence and gross envious misrepresentation’.15 He could not have been more mistaken in his expectations.

Macquarie and Bigge were entirely different creatures, with diametrically opposing plans. The former was by now a bluff old soldier of 57 years, of humble Scottish crofter background, marginalised by long terms of colonial service from influence and dependable contacts at the centres of power. Bigge was a prickly 29-year-old autocrat and functionary, with his sails well adjusted to the metropolitan winds of change from Whitehall. Reforms that Macquarie considered his trump card were really to be his downfall: for the state employment of convicts would be overtaken by the demands of private assignment; the advance of Emancipist rights duly curbed for a spell; and for the felons themselves, ‘humanity’ rapidly discarded in favour of the Tory principles of ‘terror’. In Bigge’s busy fingers, Macquarie’s world-view was deliberately reduced to dust.

Bigge landed with his blinkers already firmly adjusted. He even regarded the architectural masterpieces of Francis Greenway as a ‘useless magnificence’, cancelling many new building projects and interfering with others. Each day, it seemed, marked a new rush to judgment. Bigge proceeded without due judicial detachment for he knew what he must find. He was most discriminating in his choice of witnesses. Macquarie, for instance, was never interviewed. As Bigge’s biographer JM Bennett writes:


Evidence was taken informally, often in private, with no distinction between sworn and unsworn testimony. Bigge declined to be a magistrate lest the necessity of giving all evidence to him on oath deter some of the witnesses. The thousands of pages of the transcript of evidence form an interesting but specious document … Witnesses were not cross-examined and no particular rules, let alone rules of evidence, were observed.16


Macquarie’s enemies were therefore sought out and given the floor. Macquarie’s supporters were bypassed as Bigge went sniffing after scandal. The governor later complained that the ‘principal malcontents of New South Wales’ had become Bigge’s ‘intimate associates and most frequent visitors’. The commissioner was afterwards most assiduous in sifting all this partial evidence to make his damning case, and perspicacious in report, but even then ‘he necessarily derived false conclusions from untested opinions’.17

Macquarie’s enemies and friends roughly divided themselves into the ranks of Exclusives–the rich owners of grandee estates, rapidly converting to wool production–and Emancipists–much less wealthy individually, convict-tainted but upwardly mobile men, eager to advance and assert their rights. Leading Exclusive, John Macarthur, pilloried the governor’s ‘distinguished convict friends’ as ‘the creatures’ of Government House. They represented themselves as ‘Pillars of the Colony’, he wrote to his son. ‘I think they prove caterpillars.’18 Though Emancipists petitioned London for the establishment of civil law, trial by jury and the termination of certain trade restrictions, it was the Exclusives who had the ear of the Home Government. The promise of imperial profits from fine wool was far more captivating than the prospect of increased royal expenditure on fine buildings. Exclusive and Imperial interests were co-terminous. If convict life was to become more slave-like to increase its terrible reputation and thus enhance deterrence in Britain, then large land owners in Australia might consequently profit from this new, sterner deployment of labour power.

Bigge, Scott and Macarthur soon learnt how closely they were of like mind. Macarthur noted with delight that whenever ‘he paused in the midst of a sentence’, the commissioner ‘eagerly finished it (to shew that he entered into my views)’. Scott confided that Macarthur’s evidence was the ‘key or touchstone of the truth of all they had heard’ and confirmed the importance of his friendship. What then was the essence of Macarthur’s testimony to which the Royal Commission responded with such alacrity? With only a few changes of terminology, the words ‘slave’ for ‘convict’ and ‘cane’ for ‘wool’, Macarthur might well have been constructing a scenario directly from the great estates of Jamaica. ‘Men of real capital’, not ‘needy adventurers’ (like Emancipists) should be given huge land grants–10 000 acres with a like amount held in reserve for future growth–he argued, in order to form a wealthy and ‘powerful … aristocracy’. Democratic tendencies, already taking ‘deep root in the Colony’ due to ‘the absurd and mischievous policy pursued by Governor Macquarie’should be curbed. The large ‘corporate estates’ should be sustained and expanded by the bonded labour of convicts who would grow ‘abundant prize wool’ at low cost and thus low price for English manufacture. Convicts could live off ‘sheep carcases’ and the slave food of ‘Indian corn’ (maize). They could produce their own bread and ‘their surplus labour would be directed to clearing, fencing and draining’. Later, it was hoped, sugar, tobacco, coffee and cotton plantations might be established in the tropical north under the same plan. The aristocratic masters should be granted magisterial powers to sentence recalcitrants to floggings, road gangs and secondary punishment sites; and even the supply and quality of convict food might be manipulated to starve compliance, industry and good behaviour out of assigned workers. ‘A thief’s most vulnerable part is his belly’, Macarthur observed. Overall, government should cooperate with private enterprise in supplying coerced labour to its needs and keeping it vigilantly in subjection. Ellis observes: ‘It was a scheme to captivate any Justice who had received his colonial education among the slave-owning estates of the West Indies.’19

Bigge left New South Wales on 10 February 1821, after examining scores of witnesses, to write his three voluminous reports. The first and most important, The State of the Colony of New South Wales, published on 19 June 1822, roundly attacked Macquarie’s ‘convict mismanagement’ and Emancipist policies.20 Macquarie had passionately defended his Emancipists in published letters home during 1821. ‘I cannot avoid saying this country should be made the home, and a happy home, to every emancipated convict who deserves it’, he wrote feelingly. ‘My principle is that once a man is free, his former state should no longer be … allowed to act against him … how is he to live if he is forever doomed to feel the weight of punishment?’21

His words, however, carried no persuasive power in the looming shadow of Bigge’s condemnations. Emancipists, despite their combined wealth, now found their privileges, employment opportunities and landholding rights restricted. Their desultory though principled campaign for trial by jury (granted even in slave colonies) and their right of jury duty were now quashed, particularly by Bigge’s second report, The Judicial Establishment of New South Wales and Van Diemen’s Land, released in February 1823, which championed the continuation of military tribunals.22 For penal labour, Bigge’s reports presaged a movement away from state employment on urban, public infrastructure and towards geographically dispersed work on private rural estates, as well as arduous road gangs and land clearing for the refractory and unskilled workers who were otherwise useless to the elite. Convict workers in the public sector fell from around one half of the serving convict population to below one third by 1825, and road-building and clearing gangs, organised from 1822 to endure ‘hard labour’ punishment, took precedence over Macquarie’s more benign building parties. Furthermore, convict wages were abolished, their private property was sequestered and it became much harder to obtain a ticket-of-leave.23 Along with plummeting conditions came an intensification of punitive control. By 1828, state surveillance provided a police officer for every 96 persons in New South Wales, while ‘at various times up to five different forces with overlapping jurisdictions policed the colony’. This ratio was more than ten times that of rural England. Convict registers were now more efficiently organised and the powers of local magistrates, usually the convict-employing landed gentlemen themselves, were enhanced.24

Bigge, as a graduate of strife-torn Jamaica, had shown himself to be inordinately concerned about the prospect of personal harm from convict disturbance. While in the colonies, he had required not merely a police escort but an armed military sentry to guard him continually. He recommended several new sites along the northern coast to establish harsh new penal centres, but would not visit them personally for fear that a convict boat-crew might decamp for South America.25 He was at one with his British masters in recommending the efficacy of a culture of terror to counter resistance and insurgency. Floggings increased exponentially across the following two decades, with the maximum strokes allowed per whipping doubling by the year 1830 to 100 lashes. In the slave societies of the West Indies and the American South, by comparison, that legal maximum was a milder 39 lashes. In 1835, there were more than 7000 floggings ordered by magistrates in NSW for a population of some 27 000 people, in sharp contrast with fewer than 250 per annum administered across the whole of England and Wales, among a population exceeding 12 million.26 From 1823, pillories and treadmills were introduced as a new punitive refinement–the ordeal of the latter being equivalent daily to an almost five kilometre perpendicular ascent. Yet ‘the state’s supreme contribution to the terror culture’ was the high frequency of public executions. These averaged around three per month in Van Diemen’s Land in the 1820s and around one a week in NSW by 1829. Thus, roughly one person in 7000 was hanged per month in the Australian colonies in contrast with one in every 2.5 million per month in England and Wales.27

Around all these trappings of torment was erected a cordon sanitaire of secondary punishment sites at geographically marginal locations on the frontiers of settlement–Port Macquarie (1821), Macquarie Harbour and Sarah Island (1821–22), Moreton Bay (1824), Norfolk Island (1825) and Port Arthur (1830)–as ultimate destinations of the doubly damned (that is, those already serving sentences but reconvicted in the colony).28 Only a minority would be consigned here, but the prospect of re-sentencing to these cruel ‘prisons of internal exile’ was a stern deterrent for all, ensuring in particular that assigned, coerced labour remained predominantly ‘obedient, productive and profitable’.29 Around one quarter of all convicts experienced the horrors of secondary punishment centres or the punitive landclearing and road-building gangs, explicitly recognised by the House of Commons in 1831 as a means of imposing ‘greater terror’. Many more were whipped–around 26 per cent of the entire male cohort in New South Wales was flogged annually. There was a much higher statistical probability of being flogged at least once over a five-year period than of not being flogged at all.30

Under the two governors who succeeded Macquarie, Sir Thomas Brisbane (1821–25) and Sir Ralph Darling (1825–31), both of whom had seen military service in the West Indian slave colonies, Bathurst’s culture of ‘Salutary Terror’ was delivered in considerable portion via the conduit of Commissioner Bigge’s Reports. NSW Chief Justice, Sir Francis Forbes, who had been born and raised in Bermuda, and where he later served as attorney-general from 1811 to 1816, perhaps best caught the essence of Bigge’s contribution to Australian history when he commented in early 1825 of the respectable landed gentry of NSW:


These gentlemen regard convicts in precisely the same way as a planter in the West Indies regards his slaves–I am you know a West Indian, and I can truly say that the assigned convicts appear to me to be considered and treated by the generality of settlers in precisely the same way that slaves are considered and treated in the West Indies … it is not the el dorado which it has been insidiously represented [as] to the great diminution of its terror as a place of punishment … it is a place of privation, labor and suffering and the place where by far the greater number of offenders who have been sent here have found a life without hope and a premature death.31
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Writing in 1983, Australian historian John Hirst argued against viewing New South Wales as ‘a penal colony’. ‘This was not a society which had to become free; its freedoms were well established from the earliest times’, he wrote. At ‘no stage had the society erected any barriers to freedom.’32 Global transportation and the convict system actually ‘made free people (children of convicts; ex-convicts)’, he added in clarification in 1987. ‘This is what I meant by “the making of a free society” had been going on from the beginning.’ It is an ingenious, almost Jesuitical argument, pitched somewhat from the same perspective as the idea that one is dying from the moment of one’s birth. Yet the irruption of the Bigge Report of 19 June 1822, and of the two that followed and their consequences should give pause to any conception that convict society ‘in its structure and relationships’ erected no ‘barriers to freedom’.33 It is possible to suggest that between 1810 and 1819, under Macquarie’s benevolent despotism, such barriers were ceding to a widening tone of civic freedom, but the combined interventions of Earl Bathurst and of Bigge and Macarthur from 1817 to 1823, and then of the facilitators, governors Brisbane and Darling from 1821 to 1831, emphatically frustrated that gathering tide. The tabling of the Bigge Reports, as ‘one of the most significant events in the history of Australia between 1788 and 1838’ marked a decisive break in the erratic evolution of Australian colonial society towards democracy.34 The new terrors imposed on felons by the Bigge Reports that pervaded the experience of convictism for almost another two decades fed prodigiously into the system’s lingering gothic reputation for horror and stigma that has survived even into our own times. Terror, slavery and freedom have never made easy bedfellows.
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HARGREAVES DISCOVERS GOLD AT OPHIR: AUSTRALIA’S ‘GOLDEN AGE’


 Keir Reeves




 Mid-nineteenth century gold discoveries transformed Australia, and this tumultuous epoch began with the crucial moment when the Englishman, Edmund Hammond Hargreaves, discovered gold at Summer Hills Creek (Ophir) in central-western New South Wales. Hargreaves (1816–1891) was both a goldfields pioneer and an opportunistic self-promoter. He did not actually discover gold, although he quite deliberately set out to find it. One of the thousands of ‘ forty-niners’ who had left for the Californian goldfields, he returned in 1851 to his old stomping grounds in the Bathurst district, where rumours of gold had circulated for years. He convinced some local stockmen to find alluvial gold, and ultimately one of them led him to Summer Hills Creek. Hargreaves’ contribution was to publicise the discovery in the colonial press, against the wishes of the NSW Government, which had long suppressed gold discoveries for fear of a potential law-and-order nightmare.

Hargreaves thus triggered a spectacular chain of events in the winter of 1851. It began when thousands of local labourers, shearers and tradesmen dropped their tools and flocked to Ophir, instantly emptying some of the small rural towns around Bathurst and leaving the pastoralists vulnerable as the shearing season approached. To one observer in nearby Wellington, it seemed as though the ‘whole frame of society through the length and breadth of the land became convulsed’.1 The magnitude of these events was not lost on Hargreaves. His discovery marked a most ‘memorable day in the history of New South Wales … I shall be a baronet … and my old horse will be stuffed, put in a glass case, and sent to the British Museum!’2 While Hargreaves’ hubristic tone marks him out as another ‘chancer’ typical of the era, his self-promotion belies a much deeper legacy, that of formally opening the era of gold discovery that commenced in 1851 and continued through half a century to the fabled sands of Kalgoorlie and other Western Australian goldfields. Indeed in some respects it was, as Geoffrey Blainey noted, a ‘Rush That Never Ended’.3

The gold rushes are commonly regarded as a watershed or ‘breakage line’ in the history of colonial Australia, ‘violently interrupt[ing] the gradual, steady growth of the Australian colonies’.4 They tore the Australian colonies away from their dependence on the staples of wool and wheat and created a new image that helped distance them from their penal origins. They ushered in an era of major economic, social and political growth, helping shape the broader contours of Australian society. They gave Australia mass migration from all over the world, the Eureka Stockade, the emergence of responsible government, and remnant mining landscapes that are globally significant. The rushes not only defined the development of the goldfields regions over the next fifteen years, but had a huge impact on the development of Australia in the second half of the nineteenth century.5
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Hargreaves was the first of numerous individuals who publicly claimed to have discovered gold. As in New South Wales, the first discoveries in Victoria almost certainly occurred during the 1840s but were deliberately kept secret for fear of a social upheaval that might cripple the established pastoral squattocracy.6 Verified discoveries were officially rewarded with lucrative bounties from the state–essentially a ‘finder’s fee’–meaning that the first to the goldfields not only fared best, but received an additional reward if their claims to discovery were upheld, though invariably such claims were contested.7 That the colonial authorities came to reward gold discoveries demonstrates their quick appreciation of the correlation between gold and economic growth.

Arguably, it was at Clunes that the first gold rush broke, yet it was at Buninyong near Ballarat in 1851 that the official discovery in Victoria was made by Thomas Hiscock, triggering the Victorian gold rushes.8 Soon after, on 20 July 1851, Christopher Peters, a Barkers Creek hutkeeper, discovered gold fifty miles to the east at Specimen Gully in the vale of Mount Alexander, though he did not disclose this until November, fearing he might be prosecuted for appropriating so much gold illicitly. This was probably not the first gold discovery in the district, for it was widely rumoured that a nephew of William Campbell, the squatter on the Strathloddon Run, had found gold during the 1840s in the Fryers Creek area of the Mount Alexander diggings. However, like the shepherd McGregor in Wellington, the pastoralist family kept the knowledge secret.9

The Campbells were characteristic of the so-called squattocracy–the class of powerful pastoralists derided for their aristocratic pretensions in modelling themselves as landed gentry, and whose economic power extended to political domination of the upper houses of colonial parliaments. Their apprehension about the probable disruption to sheep grazing is understandable and was proven correct given that the gold rushes that followed radically altered land usage and settlement in the area. Unsurprisingly, William Campbell, whose Strathloddon Run was located on rich gold-bearing ground, was a most vociferous critic of the effects of gold discovery. His concern over the socially transformative nature of the rushes, combined with the 1877 introduction of land taxation, led him to ‘retire to the old world, where communism is not so rank as it is here’.10 In contrast, other squatters capitalised on the rushes by selling produce and perishables to those who were headed to the diggings.11 Overall, while many pastoralists were affronted by the appearance of the diggers on their properties, ultimately the pastoral industry boomed with the vastly improved market for cattle and spiralling meat prices. The potential economic threats of the gold rushes were quickly converted into an opportunity for vast profits.

As Hargreaves was well aware, for many the main attraction of gold seeking was the dream of obtaining rapid and immense wealth with limited assets. Places such as Mount Alexander, for example, where vast reserves of alluvial gold lay within six feet of the surface, captured the public imagination throughout the colonies and internationally.12 By December of 1851, some 20 000 people had descended on Mount Alexander, and the gold escort from the local diggings was reportedly bringing down ‘the largest quantity of gold gathered in one week yet received by any one conveyance in this or any other colony under the sun’.13 The Ballarat diggings (opened in August 1851) were temporarily emptied, and miners came also from the adjacent colonies of South Australia, New South Wales (in many cases returning south, having flocked to the fields in central New South Wales in the wake of Hargreaves’ discovery) and Tasmania and also from New Zealand, while many more endured the long and uncertain passage from other continents.14 After the initial wave of British arrivals, other international gold seekers soon followed in great numbers, drawn by the twin prospects of material gain and individual autonomy. Some were lured no doubt by the number of panoramas and other tableaux depicting Australia and the gold rushes that toured Britain.15 In later years, thousands more would follow after Victorian gold was displayed at the Great Exhibition of 1862 in London.16 Many were sojourners whose imaginations had been captured, in Manning Clark’s words, by the ‘promise that all men might one day acquire the wealth with which to become owners of property’.17

The Australian gold rushes were a key part of a broader gold-seeking phenomena that commenced in 1848 at Sutters Mill in California, and continued throughout the Pacific Rim during the second half of the nineteenth century, facilitating the peopling of key areas such as Victoria and California and also lesser known regions of New Zealand, the Caribou in British Columbia, the Yukon, Chile, Peru and later South Africa. Victoria and New South Wales received over 600 000 new immigrants in the 1850s, many of them descending on sites in remote and rugged bushland that had been left largely undisturbed by the early phases of pastoral settlement but which were now seriously and quickly stripped and mined with terrible environmental consequences. Makeshift towns sprang up overnight, sometimes disappearing soon after. New tracks were carved to provide access to the fields, which were soon teeming with carts transporting provisions and pedestrians carrying tools. The authorities were clearly challenged, and generally proved ineffectual in their responses to the massive influx of people in such a short time.18 As recent observers have suggested, the discovery of gold caused the world ‘to turn upside down’.19
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During the 1850s the Australian diggings were a social frontier, containing endless social possibilities, albeit rife with serious racial and cultural problems. They were a contested civic space that initially defied definitive or successful regulation, but were typified by a high degree of social transformation that tended to invert the social order experienced in Britain or Europe.20 Victorian goldfields at Castlemaine, Bendigo and Ballarat, for example, became renowned as places of political and social dissent, as well as places where egalitarian notions of mateship and equality of opportunity flourished. Perceptions of the national character can be traced to the diggers, typified by the stereotype of the bushy-bearded, self-reliant, hard-working miner whose manner embodied independence combined with a heady mix of heavy drinking and masculine licence.21 This social transformation, as anthropologist Victor Turner described it, was characterised by ‘the suspension of the usual norms and social roles, and by an overflowing sense of communitas or collective camaraderie’.22

That camaraderie was particularly evident in the politicisation of European miners on the Victorian goldfields, epitomised in crucial or iconic moments such as the ‘monster meeting’ at Fryers Creek on 5 December 1851 and by the better-known Red Ribbon Brigade in Bendigo.23 These were key acts of political dissent against the oppressive practices of an ill-equipped but obtrusive colonial administration. They had the immediate effect of forcing a reduction in the licence fee so that the Victorian Government appeared, in the words of the London Times, to have been ‘humbled in the dust before a lawless mob’.24 But as discontent continued to simmer, it coalesced into a more far-reaching set of popular grievances and the demand for universal male suffrage and ‘no taxation without representation’.25 Much was owed here to the influence of Chartism, which HC Harris has described as ‘an indirect undercurrent promoting faith in democratic methods and objectives, particularly concerning electoral reform’.26 The Chartist agenda for radical reform appeared to flourish in the Australian goldfields with their climate of egalitarianism and social transformation –where the world had been turned upside down. Ernest Scott has argued that the agenda of the Ballarat Reform League (formed in late 1854 to voice the grievances and aspirations of local miners) was essentially a variant of Chartism modified for a Victorian context.27 Certainly, Chartist principles were central to the framing of the League’s Charter in 1854, which demanded ‘equal laws and equal rights’ for ‘the whole free community’ and the recognition of ‘the people’ as ‘the only legitimate source of all political power’ .28 On the goldfields of both New South Wales and Victoria, Chartist newspapers, which enjoyed heavy circulation, nurtured political literacy, as did activists whose political consciousness and cultural position were steeped in tradition and experience. The Italian Rafaello Carboni, for example, who had participated in the 1848–49 Roman uprising and then fought against the restoration of papal power, came to Victoria with more than a yearning for material benefit.29

The reform campaign proved to be complex and prolonged, and also violent, reaching its fabled climax in the clashes at Eureka, Ballarat, in December 1854. Only a few weeks after the framing of the League’s Charter, six soldiers and twenty-two civilians died in the dawn raid on the Eureka Stockade. Around 200 men were subsequently arrested, with thirteen alleged ringleaders singled out and charged with high treason. During a series of trials in the Victorian Supreme Court the following year, all the accused were acquitted by sympathetic juries, beginning with the African-American immigrant, John Joseph, who was carried from the court and led down Russell Street on the shoulders of a jubilant crowd.30 The violence and drama of these events have been central to the potency of the legend surrounding Eureka, and have entrenched it as a seminal moment in nineteenth-century Australian history. The mythology is enhanced also by the supposed outcomes of Eureka. In the ensuing months, amid a vastly different political climate, Governor Sir Charles Hotham instituted a Commission of Inquiry into the Goldfields, and a new constitution establishing responsible government in Victoria was passed by the British Parliament. Thus, licence fees were subsequently abolished and Victorian men were given the right to vote. The diggers lost their battles at Bendigo and Ballarat but ultimately won the concessions, and the grander aims, to which they aspired. In the ensuing years, European miners played a key role in extending a reformist agenda that resulted in the eight-hour day (first claimed in Melbourne in 1856), free education, trade unionism and the protection of working wages.31

The Eureka Stockade is thus regarded as a key moment in the move towards responsible government in Australia.32 Yet this is contestable, and some have contended that its main outcome was to bequeath an established and amorphous rhetoric of democracy, which of course was not always translated into practice.33 While Eureka is important and occupies a prominent place in the Australian popular memory, debates continue to rage over its significance. Was Eureka really a key moment in Australian democracy, or just a disastrous riot by unruly self-interested miners? Because too much or too little is claimed for Eureka in equal measure, assessing its historical importance is difficult for historians as any judgment on this keenly felt episode is invariably informed by one’s historical sympathies and political persuasions. The sesquicentennial celebrations of 2004 resulted in a spate of literature and public events that illustrated the achievements of diggers and their role in the emergence of democracy in Australia.34 The claim of the then Victorian premier Steve Bracks that Eureka was a foundation of Australian democracy highlights the tendency to conflate present-day echoes of a radical nationalist historiography with the myth and legend of the Eureka Stockade at Bakery Hill, Ballarat.35

There is a pervasive idea that Australian democracy and an Australian ethos flourished on the goldfields. The historical narrative of gold, when coupled with the possibility of wealth acquisition and a multicultural community, has been seen by many to have been a great leveller, where one patron at an inn on the way to the goldfields thought ‘that all our neighbours would be gentry; Oh! no, Jack’s as good as his master here; your elbow fellow’.36 Gold was in many respects a socially enabling metal, providing a conduit for moves towards democratic government, cultural diversity and the possibility of personal and economic autonomy.37 It is too simplistic to suggest that the gold discoveries directly led to democracy in Victoria, but they helped create a social and political situation where representative government and democratic principles came to the fore. Gold provided a set of social, cultural and economic opportunities that in many cases was not available in mid-nineteenth-century Europe, or for that matter in late Qing dynasty China.
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Recovering the history of Chinese gold-seekers in colonial Australia is an exercise in revealing new stories and challenging old orthodoxies. It is about discovering the ambiguity of cultural encounters in order to understand how racism and cooperation occurred together and how the presence of the Chinese ultimately helped shape the gathering momentum towards immigration exclusion in the late-nineteenth century. While the gold rushes and the Eureka Stockade have been represented as crucibles for the emergence of Australian democratic values, what is often overlooked is that the radical and liberal calls for pluralism, especially within the Chartist agenda, were based on racial exclusion.38 This exclusion was particularly directed at Chinese miners who, it was claimed, represented a serious economic threat to European Australians. While the diggings generated egalitarian notions of mateship and equality, along with a broad clamour for democratic rights, notably they also produced a defining and lingering hostility towards Chinese. As Ballarat historian Anne Beggs-Sunter has observed, membership of the Ballarat Reform League was open to ‘men of all nations’, except Chinamen.39 In other words, there were clear limitations on whom Chartists defined as citizens.

While the gold rushes brought an influx of immigrants from all over the world (around twenty different nationalities were represented at Eureka), the Chinese were the most conspicuous and problematic. Goldfields census figures confirm that there were 28 126 Chinese working on the Victorian goldfields in 1858. All but five were men, most were in their twenties or thirties, and most came from the Pearl River delta region of Guangzhou province in southern China.40 At least some were political dissidents, such as the Red Turban émigrés forced to flee the ruthless government suppression of the 1854–55 rebellion in southern China. Anti-Chinese sentiment on the Australian goldfields was pervasive and strong, especially on fields where financial returns were low and life was tough. The animosity generated countless incidents of intimidation, discrimination and assault against Chinese miners, labourers and shopkeepers throughout the Australian goldfields. On the rare occasion that this boiled over into mass violence, the results were horrifying. At Lambing Flat (NSW), a long series of clashes between European and Chinese diggers culminated, in June 1861, with around 2000 embittered miners, armed with spades and sticks, descending on the Chinese camp, assaulting Chinese miners and pillaging and burning their residences. Two weeks later, after police reinforcements had restored some order and three ringleaders had been arrested, rioting miners turned on the troopers, resulting in the death of at least one miner and causing the authorities to place the district under martial law.41 Such outbursts of racial hatred and violence (there were comparable episodes at Bendigo, Ballarat, Dunolly, Ararat and Buckland River) have to some extent hijacked the historical discussion of Chinese–European relations in colonial Australia, though in fact it is misleading to portray them as typical.42 On many levels, European and Chinese miners actually cooperated and coexisted, and frictions and arguments between European and Chinese miners were not always built solely on racial antagonisms.43 The Chinese on the goldfields were more integrated with their British and European counterparts than is commonly believed. Ambivalence and hostility, however, were never far from the surface.

So while the gold rushes generated egalitarian attitudes and demands for political representation, they also harnessed and encouraged ideas of racial superiority and racial exclusion, which also found their way into the legislative agenda. The 1855 Commission established in the wake of the Eureka violence not only recommended important concessions and liberties for white miners but it also devised the introduction of a Chinese residence tax that was soon being aggressively policed by the government agents. It was intended to provide the resources for a Chinese Protectorate system, though that system quickly became a policy instrument wielded by the Victorian authorities, in conjunction with the poll and residency taxes, to exclude Chinese gold seekers. New South Wales adopted a Chinese Immigrants Regulation and Restriction Act in 1861 in the wake of the Lambing Flat riots, and the Influx of Chinese Restriction Act in 1881 that applied entrance taxes on ships arriving with Chinese passengers. The bigoted and exclusionary rhetoric of the gold rush era can be seen as a precursor to the hardening of racial attitudes towards nonwhite Australians that reached its apotheosis in Australia at the time of Federation (see chapter 6 by Ihde).44 Racism was indeed a guiding force behind political institutions and trans-colonial nationalism in the lead up to Federation. Ideas of racial exclusion, which found their footing on the goldfields, became the most accepted and unifying concepts underlining the advent of Australian nationhood in 1901.
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The Australian gold rushes promoted the idea that the individual could make a fortune and gain financial and social autonomy.45 If, as Benedict Anderson argued, nation-states are ‘imagined communities’ as well as political and cultural entities, then many nineteenth-century Australians considered themselves an integral part of the British Empire.46 During the nineteenth century Great Britain became one of the most politically sophisticated nations and in turn the most successful imperial power of the era. The discovery of gold had dramatic implications for the development of Australia within the British imperial framework. Although convict transportation to NSW ended in 1840, the discovery of gold effectively scuttled attempts to revive it, and the beleaguered system in Van Diemen’s Land was inevitably dismantled. For Britain, colonial gold provided the capital reserves that supported continuing industrialisation and economic hegemony.47 The rushes created a new impression of Australia. The colonies were no longer regarded primarily as ex-prisons, but rather places of opportunity and places of wealth, employment and commerce. Later generations would make much of the idea that these new waves of immigration pushed the taint of convict ancestry into oblivion as a new foundation myth of European settlement in Australia emerged.48

The dramatic transformation of the Australian economy as a result of gold discovery coupled with the process of capital formation and the accelerated settlement of the continent are two often-neglected themes in goldfields history. Perhaps the political significance of the gold rushes in terms of the events surrounding Eureka has been overstated and, conversely, the economic implications of the rushes have been downplayed. Economically, Australia became less remote and was further integrated into international trade networks, also enjoying an extended credit that in turn accelerated the economic development already begun by pastoralism. The argument here is that in claiming too much for the political legacy of the rushes, too little has been claimed for the radical transformation and subsequent impact on the development of the Australian economy. Gold was much more than a sudden exogenous shock to the staple economy underpinned by wool and wheat. As Richard Cotter has argued: ‘To suggest that there was no spectacular change of direction in this sphere in Australian economic history is to misunderstand the structural position of the role of the staple in Australian economic history and to ignore the new trends which the gold rushes generated.’49

In this broader picture, Hargreaves’‘discovery’ of gold near Bathurst in 1851 was a crucial moment, or at least an emblematic one. What ensued from his much-publicised discovery was a sensational chain of events that spread and expanded, leading ultimately to the rise in importance of New South Wales and Victoria within the British Empire. Prior to his discovery of gold, New South Wales was identified as an infamous convict colony, while Victoria was a little-known and unremarkable pastoral backwater. The extraordinary economic and social consequences of the gold discoveries brought irreversible changes for both colonies. Yet the story of the Australian gold rushes is not only one of wealth, fame and failure but also one of the movement of people to Australia from all over the world, predominantly from the British Isles but also from southern China, continental Europe, North America, Chile, the Pacific Islands and New Zealand. This was part of a broader gold-seeking phenomenon that in some way touched nearly every part of the world during the second half of the nineteenth century, underlining one of the great migrations of that century. The people who came to the Antipodes represented a cosmopolitan and multicultural group, and the diggings became kaleidoscopic places of cultural complexity and political dissent. ‘The Gold Generation’, as Geoffrey Serle termed it, dominated economic, social and public life for the remainder of the century. 50

When he discovered gold at Summer Hills Creek during the autumn of 1851, Hargreaves could not have conceived the social transformation that would reshape New South Wales and Victoria, nor envisage the spate of gold rushes that continued on for fifty years in Australia and later still in the gold mines of South Africa. Nonetheless, one thing he clearly understood was the potential of gold rushes to enrich and transform. It is for this broader reason of the long-term impact of gold on the development of nineteenth-century Australia that the date of 15 July 1851 is a turning point in Australian history. While Hargreaves did not receive his baronetcy and his horse never made it to the British Museum, his posthumous fame resides in his role as a key catalyst of Australia’s golden age.
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16 AUGUST 1890

THE MARITIME STRIKE BEGINS: ON UTOPIA AND ‘CLASS WAR’


 Melissa Bellanta




 It was called the ‘Great Strike’ in 1890 because the people who lived through it had the sense of how momentous it was. Today it is more often referred to as the Maritime Strike, the ‘Great Strike’ sounding either too pompous or too quaint for twenty-first century ears. Even so, it still stands as the largest strike in Australasian history. Between 16 August and 6 November 1890, up to fifty thousand unionists left work in South Australia, Victoria, New South Wales and Queensland –and up to ten thousand more in New Zealand. Unionists’ family members were also embroiled in the action. They went to mass rallies, confronted non-unionists in the street and wore themselves out scrounging for food and rent once the wages dwindled. Tens of thousands were also engaged on the other side: as members of employers’ groups and their families, as volunteer workers for the employers or as police and private militias ordered to keep the peace. Given these numbers, it is little wonder that the strike was dubbed ‘great’, a word for big as well as terrible and wonderful things.1

The Maritime Strike was certainly a terrible episode so far as the union movement was concerned. By the time the action ended in early November 1890, the unions were heavily depleted of funds and had achieved none of the gains they had sought when the action began.2 Things were worse still for the strikers and their families. Some had been evicted from their homes, others thrown out of work, and the majority were hungry and demoralised. Anguished post mortems of the strike took place over the months and years that followed as labour activists tried to come to terms with their abject defeat. In the process the strike was imagined as a heroic event, described through the language of war. The routing which unionists had received in 1890 was cast either as a glorious turning point which produced the Labor Party in 1891–a defeat turned to victory, to be celebrated in ‘the glowing pages of history’–or else as a bitter rallying-point for future class-based militancy.3

Interpretations of the strike have been hotly debated ever since 1890. There was a concerted revisionism in the mid-twentieth century, when the idea that Australian history had ever been heroic, or that an epic struggle between ‘Labour’ and ‘Capital’ had taken place in the 1890s, was in most cases dismissed. We do not have to enter into these debates, however, to recognise that the strike was a gruelling, emotionally complex and thus important event for those it affected in 1890. Even though it obviously involved conflict, the strike’s crucial significance ultimately comes from its influence over efforts to overcome social and political division during the 1890s. Its significance also lies in the utopian fervour which it influenced in that decade, in which dreams of social reconciliation and harmony were at the fore. The strike’s influence may further be seen in the composition of the early Labor Party, its cross-class character and in the causes of federation and arbitration similarly based on socially reconciliatory desires.

[image: e9781742240480_i0019.jpg]

The Maritime Strike essentially grew out of two separate conflicts. The first was a disagreement between shipowners and marine officers over the extent of the officers’ right to unionise. The second was a stand-off between sheep-station owners and shearers’ unions over whether the latter could enforce a ‘closed shop’ (that is, employing only unionised labour) within the wool industry. These disputes became entangled because of close links between the shearing and shipping trades. Shipowners and wool bosses had intimate connections to each other: both were caricaturised as proverbial Fat Men, given to mutual backslapping and claret drinking in the back rooms of parliament. Close associations were also developing between the leaders of the shearing and maritime unions. Wool, of course, was the key cargo for the colonial shipping industry. But they were also influenced by a wider political context, in which big employers were busy forming lobby groups based on a shared sense of identity and shared perceptions of interest, while workers’ unions were also forging links across numerous industries for similar reasons.

The catalyst for the strike came in early August 1890, when a group of shipowners tried to stop a marine officers’ union from affiliating with other unions. The marine officers had been locked in a dispute with the shipowners over their working conditions and pay, and tried to gain support from other unionists by joining Melbourne’s Trades and Labour Council. When the shipowners banned them from doing this, the marine officers around the colonies left their posts in protest on 16 August 1890. Since part of the marine officers’ protest was about the right to affiliate with other unions, it at once assumed a wider significance. Union councils in Australia and New Zealand called on their members to support the officers in their right to ally with other workers. ‘The same spirit of union courses through their veins which thrills in ours’, the Queensland Maritime Council proclaimed.4 And support them they did. Over the next days, unionists among the officers’ crews and wharf labourers went on strike, leaving ships lying idle at the wharves. Rather than negotiating with the marine officers, however, shipowners’ groups instead began marshalling non-unionist workers to replace those on strike. In turn, the maritime unionists set up pickets around the ships to stop ‘scab’ workers from making it on board. The dispute escalated from there.

Soon after the maritime workers went on strike, their allies among the coalmining unions refused to supply coal for the ships. Gas stokers in Melbourne struck in late August, leaving houses flickering with oil or candlelight and the streets in darkness. Large union rallies were held. On 31 August, more than forty thousand people gathered for a meeting in Melbourne’s Flinders Park. Everywhere, union supporters could be seen–men and women, some clasping babies, dressed in their colourful Sunday best–and something of the air of a holiday gathering prevailed. In Sydney, thousands of unionists marched to the Domain for one meeting, many carrying blue ribbons and brightlyhued banners, while ‘an immense concourse of citizens’ crowded the streets and rooftops to watch.5 Such festive scenes were short-lived, however, for in the last half of September the strike reached a new pitch of intensity. On 15 September 1890 transport unionists went on strike. They included trolley and draymen who carted wool from the railway stations to the wharves, and who were widely regarded as the roughest of workers. Nine days later, thousands of shearers’ unionists followed their lead and joined the action.6

Shearers’ unionists were not solely prompted by a desire to support the marine officers when they downed tools in late September. They were also acting on their own disputes with employers. On 12 July 1890, some weeks before the Maritime Strike began, the leaders of the shearers’ unionists had declared a boycott on non-union wool. They had been waging a campaign to enforce a closed shop in shearing sheds for some time. Declaring a closed shop meant forbidding union members from working with non-union shearers. This was an attempt to deal with the fact that shearers’ unions constantly struggled to maintain their memberships due to the seasonal nature of the work, and thus struggled in turn for bargaining power in negotiations with employers. Resistance to the closed shop had been gathering momentum among the wool bosses, particularly among some of the biggest and most powerful.7

The shearers’ unions were obviously unable to enforce a boycott on non-union wool without the support of workers from other industries. Most crucially, they needed the support of maritime workers. Since the wool bosses’ wealth came from the export business, the quickest way to make them take notice was to stop their wool being loaded onto international ships. Accordingly, shearers’ unionists sought and received backing for the boycott from the wharf-labour unions in early August 1890. Resolutely unwilling to negotiate, however, sheep-station owners turned to their colleagues in the maritime industry to find ways around the boycott. They organised workers to transport wool to the ports, in some cases calling on friends and family members to carry out the work themselves. They also made use of non-union wharfies recruited by the shipowners to handle the wool on the wharves. It was at least in part because of their frustration at these efforts to circumvent the boycott that shearers’ unionists joined the strike on 24 September 1890.

Both the marine officers’ dispute and the wool boycott were focused on colonial ports. This fuelled the intensity of emotion and violence experienced there during the strike. The maritime unionists’ pickets set up to stop ‘scab’ crews from boarding the ships were sometimes also used in an attempt to stop non-union wool making it onto the wharves. Angry scuffling took place at Circular Quay in Sydney on 19 September, for example, when cartloads of wool were driven from Darling Harbour by sheep-station owners and their friends. These carts were flanked on every side by police and mounted troopers. Amid a great jeering from union supporters, some hurling rocks as well as insults, they rode through the city and later tried to force their way through unionists’ picket lines.8

The men driving the wool carts on 19 September dressed themselves in frock coats, top hats and pale gloves, playing to their reputation as Fat Men–a theatrical display of old money and power. Not surprisingly, this angered the union crowds. So did the police and private militias who threw their weight behind the big employers’ cause. Unionists were particularly incensed that the colonial governments allowed citizens to be sworn in as ‘special constables’ during the strike. Most firms near the ports were loyal to the shipping magnates, and in some cases ordered their employees to take on de facto police powers in this way.9 Plenty of people were thus available to oppose the picket lines, exacerbating unionists’ feeling that the powers of the state were being used to defeat them.

Unionists’ sense of social isolation was exacerbated by the fact that some strikers’ families were being thrown onto the street or refused help by charitable societies. As Bruce Scates says, evictions were a daily occurrence on the coalfields in October, because the mine companies owned the cottages in which the strikers lived. Charities such as Sydney’s Benevolent Asylum also claimed that ‘it would be very improper to assist the families of union men on strike’, turning away desperate women in their queues. Sick children were soon dying from lack of shelter and medical care. Many workers not on strike also felt the squeeze. Factories were closed down during the strike, throwing hundreds out of work whether they were unionist or not.10 It was in this context of worker demoralisation, amid a desire to avoid the social division and alienation of 1890, that Labor parties were formed in most Australian colonies the following year. Both New South Wales and Queensland formed Labor parties in 1891. In South Australia, the United Labor Party was created the same year. In Victoria, the People’s Progressive League was formed, later to be called the Labor Party.
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Given the fierce scenes which took place during the strike, it is not surprising that its keenest participants described it through the language of war. Pro-employer propagandists detailed violent attacks by union members on non-unionists, as well as incendiary actions such as the burning of employers in effigy, arguing that what was taking place was ‘well termed an industrial war’.11 The leader of Melbourne’s Mounted Troopers, a private militia group sent to keep order against Victorian unionists, took a similar view. Before attending a union rally, he allegedly instructed his men to ‘fire low and lay them out’ should any unrest occur. Union leaders angrily recited this order over and over again as proof that they were locked in grim combat with their capitalist foes.12

A sense of the strike as war was a key part of the mythology which came to surround it after November 1890. When the first partisan histories of the event were written in the early twentieth century, the Maritime Strike was presented as a Homeric struggle in which the warrior-knight of Labour fought the chimera of Capital. According to men such as George Black and William Guthrie Spence, both later to become leading figures in the Australian Labor Party, labour ultimately prevailed in this struggle. The unions lost the strike but converted defeat into victory by forming Labor parties across the colonies in 1891. According to Spence (who had also been a union leader during the strike), it was the hostility of colonial governments in 1890 which convinced unionists of the need to influence the state from within. By this means, Black added, the dying embers of the strike lit the ‘never-since-extinguished flame of the Labor political crusade’.13

The idea that unionists’ sacrifice during the strike made way for the all-conquering ‘giant’ of the Labor Party made sense to men like Black and Spence, the latter a keen militarist who as a boy had relished stories of dashing nobility in battle.14 This notion cut little mustard in the 1940s, however, when the fiery members of the Australian Left (now dubbed the ‘Old Left’) began writing about the 1890s. Old Left historians tended to be less than impressed with the heroic credentials of the Labor Party, and thus less inclined to present the Maritime Strike as a loss turned to fabulous gain. They instead saw it as confirmation of Marx’s proclamations about the inevitability of class war. ‘Class warfare on the scale of 1890 … had never taken place in Australia before, and has not been repeated’, wrote Brian Fitzpatrick, arguably the Old Left’s most flamboyant historian. He believed the strike had been deliberately provoked by employers as part of a plot to crush the union movement.15 He also believed this attack caused unionists to experience a more intense feeling of class togetherness than ever before. The strike was by no means a victory for the labour movement–but it at least fomented a class-based solidarity among elements of the Australian workforce which might one day lead to radical struggle on a more ambitious plane.16
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After World War II, the sobriety produced by the Cold War threw a dampener on feisty claims about the Maritime Strike. Some commentators of this era rejected the idea that the strike was a turning point in labour history. They pointed out that moves to create a political labour movement had been afoot before 1890.17 Many also rejected the notion that the strike was a monumental struggle between Labour and Capital, taking exception to the red and black which Fitzpatrick had splashed about in his history.18 One prominent revisionist was the moderate Laborite, Bede Nairn. In an important article written in 1961, Nairn disputed the view that all employers had sought to crush unionism in 1890. Even if they had wanted this, Nairn argued, they were too disorganised to form a concerted plan to achieve this aim. Further, the strike did not become as large as it did because of a spirit of glorious solidarity welling up among unionists. That only happened because of stupid decisions by the Shearers’ Union leader, William Guthrie Spence.19

Nairn’s determination to set old radical mythologies about the Maritime Strike to rights was to influence a generation of labour historians.20 Numerous papers were written about the strike in the 1960s and early 1970s, often couched in decidedly Nairn-like prose. While Fitzpatrick’s work had been infused with a ‘Rabelaisian gusto’, these papers had a carefully rigorous if not numbingly detailed air, and were concerned overall to diminish the sense that an epic event had occurred.21 Nairn’s views also influenced the young historians of the New Left, though they brought a considerably more hectoring energy to their work. Far from exposing a heroic history of class struggle, they claimed, the strike revealed the essential conservatism of Australian society. More people sided with employers in 1890 than with unionists. And while the strikers talked tough for a time, they never really had plans to overhaul labour relations.22 Feminists among the New Left made their own efforts to de-emphasise the strike’s militancy, challenging the masculinism of the obsession with class war among Old Left historians.23

By the 1990s, dissatisfaction was emerging with attempts to softpedal the Maritime Strike. Bruce Scates’ account of the violence in mining communities in 1890, and in particular the fervour of union women in those places, restored a sense of some of the passions aroused. So did Stuart Macintyre’s discussion of the strike’s echoes in the 1998 waterfront dispute. The idea that the Maritime Strike was an outbreak of class war was once again asserted.24 This is interesting, given that class-based analysis was under challenge in other scholarship at the time.25 Talk of class has always been closely linked to the union movement in Australia, however, and it is thus not hard to see why talk of class struggle was bound up with 1990s histories of the strike, given the growing tension between Australian unions and private enterprise during those years. During the 1998 waterfront dispute in particular, the company Patricks Stevedoring hired guards and attack dogs to disperse maritime unionists on the wharves. When it turned out these guards had the blessing of the Howard Government, it was inevitable that labour commentators felt a sense of old struggles being revived.26

Debates about whether or not the Maritime Strike of 1890 was a class war have been tied irrevocably to arguments about the character of Australian society. Should the Australian people be seen as radically working-class at heart, underscored by notions of solidarity and opposition to capitalist elites? Or should it instead be seen as politically apathetic and petit-bourgeois? Those of the first view presented the strike as a shining instance of ‘real’ Australians rallying to defend themselves against the bitterness of the Fat Men. Those of the latter view portrayed the events of 1890 as yet another example of the Australian people’s complicity in capitalist enterprise. Obviously, this is a simplification of the degree of complexity here in debates about the Maritime Strike. But a sense emerges from the historiography nonetheless–a sense of having to choose between a blood-and-cataclysm view of 1890, or else of the bloodless conservatism of Australian society writ large.

Do we have to choose between an epic version of the Maritime Strike and one which disclaims its significance? Is there any need to buy into tired debates about whether the Australian people should either be lionised or contemptuously dismissed? Australians in 1890 took a range of views on the strike besides that of unqualified backing of employers or unquestioning loyalty to unionism–just as many did in 1998, and continue to do so now. Large numbers of people went into the strike with misgivings, or changed their minds as they went along, or felt unable to place themselves on one side or the other. Some of the private militiamen were unionists, for example, and no doubt suffered misgivings about being called out against union protesters.27 Some strikers, too, ended up opposing the action because of the hardship it caused. (‘We have had enough of this game’, wrote a desperate group of shearers to the heads of their union. ‘Our wives and children are starving, and we see misery everywhere. You and your mates have ruined us all for the b__ Cause.’)28 And while there were some newspapers who took rabidly politicised positions during the strike, there were others which refused to portray it in luridly oppositional terms. Such papers included Sydney’s Australian Star and Daily Telegraph, both popular among working people, which avoided froth-at-the-mouth editorials for either side in the dispute and called instead for conciliation between them.29 It is thus misplaced to suggest that the Maritime Strike divided Australians neatly along class lines. It is also misconceived to assume that everyone who had qualms about the rightness of the unions’ actions, or who called for negotiation to end the conflict, was politically conservative in bent.
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Looking at Australian society in the years following the Maritime Strike, one is struck by the feverishness of its political activity. This is of course why this period of Australian history continues to intrigue us today, whatever argument is made about the degree of radical solidarity involved. There were more damaging strikes in the first half of the decade, most notably the Shearers’ Strike of 1891. There were rowdy demonstrations of the unemployed as economic conditions reached their nadir during the Depression of 1893–94–more jeering streetcrowds and burning of authority figures in effigy. At the same time, there were other less riotous moves for social change. Along with the formation of the Labor Party, these included the push for women’s suffrage, achieved in South Australia when women won the vote in 1894, and which continued in other colonies and in anticipation of federation throughout the rest of the decade. They also included the single-tax movement (aimed at abolishing all taxes except those on land values, effectively doing away with the investment property market), a smorgasbord of state-socialist plans for Australia’s future, and the formation of William Lane’s New Australia community, a cooperative outpost in the wilds of Paraguay.30

Each of these endeavours was infused with an anxiety that western society was disintegrating under the pressure of its various opposing forces. This anxiety was indeed part of the whole structure of feeling of late-Victorian society. Great numbers of people felt that the time in which they lived was marked by a widening gap between city and bush, between women and men, between rich and poor, and, of course, between Labour and Capital. Such a feeling was expressed in a range of utopian novels attracting a massive readership at the time. American works such as Edward Bellamy’s Looking Backward (1888) and Ignatius Donnelly’s Caesar’s Column (1890) described western society on the way to an apocalypse of civil strife as the century drew to its end. So did their Australian equivalents: novels such as David Andrade’s The Melbourne Riots (1892), Samuel Albert Rosa’s The Coming Terror (1894) and William Lane’s The Workingman’s Paradise (1892).31

Admixed with this fear of dissolution, however, was a hope that the break-up of old modes of being might make it possible for a new social compact to be formed. The sub-heading of Andrade’s work revealed this hope. Its full title was The Melbourne Riots, Or, How Harry Holdfast and His Friends Emancipated the Workers: A Realistic Novel. Lane also intended to write a sequel to The Workingman’s Paradise which would describe an ideal future being formed after the dissolution of the old social order. It was because he fervently believed in this future that he led hundreds of Australians to form a new cooperative socialist society in Paraguay. The old injustices and rancour between Labour and Capital were ultimately left unchanged by this enterprise–Lane’s New Australia became old news after it disintegrated under the pressure of internal squabbling and material hardship. But the longing that such rancour be brought to an end was felt by more than the motley band who joined Lane in Paraguay, including labour leaders back in Australia such as WG Spence.32

The Maritime Strike was obviously not the cause of the portentous mix of fear and idealistic enthusiasm apparent in early 1890s Australia. The mere fact that similar feelings were felt outside Australia makes this clear. Nonetheless, as an industrial conflict of a different order of magnitude to anything that had taken place before in the colonies, it provided a potent impetus for efforts to do away with disunity. These efforts may be seen in the composition of the early colonial Labor parties. In spite of what Liberal or National Party spin would now have us believe, the colonial Labor parties actually began as cross-class affairs rather than mere creatures of class bitterness dominated by union bovver-boys. One of the candidates for South Australia’s United Labor Party in its 1894 election was a stockbroker and journalist, for example, while another was a pharmacy owner. A surprising number of ‘entrepreneurial adventurers’ were elected to parliament as representatives of the New South Wales Labor Party in 1891, along with a doctor, a clerk, a mining speculator, a commercial traveller, three journalists and eight businessmen.33

Utopian literature was virtually required reading among Laborites in the early 1890s, who were no doubt attracted to its expression of social reconciliatory desires.34 Endeavours to do away with disunity also obviously found expression in the federation movement, which spoke in rousing terms of oneness and of sharing the love.35 Desires for unity were also expressed in calls for the arbitration of disputes between workers and employers. The Commonwealth arbitration system was first drafted by Charles Kingston, a Liberal who had sympathised with the unionist cause during the Maritime Strike. As a bill it was backed both by Alfred Deakin during his first term as Liberal prime minister in 1903, and by John Christian Watson, the world’s first Labor prime minister in 1904. It became law shortly after Watson’s Government fell at the end of that year. This establishment of a national arbitration system was a key reason for Australia’s reputation as a social laboratory in the early twentieth century, and was fundamental to Australia’s distinctive political system over much of the twentieth century.36
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The Maritime Strike evoked profoundly mixed feelings as well as a restless spirit of idealism and anxiety. This complexity of emotions makes it evident that the neat geometric metaphors often used for history–talk of points-of-origin, lines of division, lines of causation, and the like–are an inadequate way to imagine the strike. The historians of Bede Nairn’s generation and beyond were right to recognise this, abandoning the concept of 1890 as a clearly delineated struggle between Labour and Capital, or of the strike as the turning point in Australian labour history. In their effort to dispense with these militant simplicities, however, they went too far in soft-pedalling the clamour of the Maritime Strike. It is impossible to remain true to the events of 1890 if we describe them in a numbingly detailed way, as if they were not hard and tumultuous for almost all concerned, and not bound up in turn with the precarious hope that society might be transformed. It is in this sense that the Maritime Strike is presented as a crucial moment here–as one which was experienced as unusually momentous by Australians at the time, and as one which fostered desires to avoid such ferment in the future. Perhaps, in the end, the best way to think of the strike is to remember the term its contemporaries used–the Great Strike– avoiding the temptation to downplay its drama or present it more simply as war.
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1 JANUARY 1901

AUSTRALIA FEDERATES, AUSTRALIA CELEBRATES


 Erin Ihde




 A Referendum in ‘99 sent a Constitution down the line
 The Queen said ‘Yep I think it will do,
 You can make this work but it’s up to you!’
 Well a hundred years on we are doing our best
 but the problems we face put us all to the test.

‘Federation Rap’1



 ‘Federation Rap’ was performed by school students before the then prime minister, Paul Keating, and other delegates to the 1993 Centenary Corowa Conference. It was one of many events and gatherings in the decade preceding the Centenary of Federation as the governments headed by Paul Keating and John Howard respectively attempted to increase awareness of and knowledge about the origins of Australia as a nation-state. One of the more memorable lessons inflicted on audiences that were politely chastised for their ignorance was an advertisement that asked: ‘What kind of country would forget the name of its first prime minister?’ That Australians had to be informed or reminded that the answer was Edmund Barton was symptomatic of a pervasive lack of knowledge and enthusiasm about Federation. The National Council for the Centenary of Federation ‘had no illusions’, wrote its chief executive officer, Tony Eggleton, ‘about the challenge of generating interest in the Centenary of Federation. It was hardly a top-of-mind issue, or a topic that stimulated immediate enthusiasm! ’ People ‘were vague about … its relevance’.2 That this ‘block out’ often starts in childhood is not helpful either: not only are many histories of Federation seen as boring but its teaching in schools and universities is also regarded as rather less than exciting.3 Several years after the celebrations and its associated educational campaign, Anna Clark found that most secondary history students–and many of their teachers–still found Federation extraordinarily boring: ‘as boring as bat shit’ as one commented.4

To correct this perceived lack of interest and knowledge, Centenary of Federation celebrations were designed to highlight important (and acceptable) themes and events that had shaped the Australian experience since Federation. A great many events were held and attendances were often good. But one of the main achievements of the centenary year seems to have been that it raised basic awareness of Federation among Australians from about twenty-five per cent to something like eighty-seven per cent. This was no mean feat, but critics bemoaned that too many people still did not care.5 Indeed, despite the best efforts of the organisers, 2001–‘a year of interminable spectacles’ –did not really capture the public imagination. Australians have rarely displayed much interest in their political history, and the trip by a large number of politicians to London in commemoration of Federation is unlikely to have helped. For many it was reminiscent of the tone of 1901: it was a politician’s event, created and later celebrated by the elite. Despite great fervour on the part of the organisers, the public’s reaction to the centenary was largely passive. As with the 1988 Bicentenary and the long history of Anniversary/Australia Day celebrations from the mid-nineteenth century (described by Roberts in Chapter 2), the crowds that appeared at some events tended to be there for the spectacle rather than any desire to connect with Australia’s political life.6 Author and journalist Michael Duffy was ironically perceptive when he observed that the celebrations ‘ought to be a success, as they combine two of our great national pastimes: intellectuals telling us what to think and do, and the rest of us happy to celebrate just about anything, providing it involves alcohol and fireworks’.7 Yet the lack of connection with the real meaning behind the celebrations is exemplified by the description of the ‘Journey of a Nation’ parade in Sydney on 1 January 2001 as ‘the gay Mardis Gras with its clothes on’.8 Why, though, should such a crucial moment in Australia’s development as Federation in 1901 have had such a lack of resonance with its population?
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That federation represents a crucial moment and a fundamental turning point in Australian history is self-evident. Six separate British colonies recognised that agreement over some issues was necessary at times, but forged their own ways for the most part. Relationships between them can be characterised by the intense rivalry between New South Wales and Victoria, exacerbated by the free-trade policies of the former and the protectionist outlook of the latter. The smaller colonies were wary of the larger ones, worried that their interests would be overlooked. Queensland and Western Australia were not particularly interested in federation at all, while New Zealand was invited but declined. Defence was somewhat of a worry, highlighted by Queensland’s concerns over German activity, leading the colony to attempt to annex New Guinea in 1883. Coupled with this were concerns over the amount of racially non-whites in the colony and the desire for a ‘white Australia’. Finally, a rising tide of nationalism led by the fact that the majority of Australians were now native-born, and encouraged by the Australian Natives Association and the Bulletin, including writers like Banjo Paterson and Henry Lawson who used sentiment to further the cause, resulted in a groundswell of support that enabled the ‘founding fathers’ to achieve federation.9 Once federated, despite the colonies attempting to ensure that the new states would retain a fair degree of self-control, power has steadily concentrated on the centre. Income tax, health, education and even major roads have come under the control of the federal government. The states have become ever-more reliant on the Commonwealth for their finances.10 Nevertheless, while the journey has not always been a smooth one, it has inevitably led to the nation as it exists today. There is a saying that ‘the past is another country’–without Federation that is what Australia would literally have been.

The Australian Constitution as drawn up by Edmund Barton, Alfred Deakin, Charles Kingston and the other founding fathers has played a major role in ensuring that both the physical and governmental shape of the nation has seen little change since Federation. All of the colonies were concerned about how Federation would affect them–New South Wales and Victoria about losing power to each other or to the smaller colonies, and South Australia, Queensland, Tasmania and Western Australia about being dominated by one or both of the larger colonies. The Constitution was purposely made very difficult to modify, whether it be matters of federal-state relations or even the makeup of those states: Western Australia tried to leave the Commonwealth in the early 1930s and the New England region of New South Wales attempted to form its own state in 1967. But it was the colonies, that were about to become states, that drew up the Constitution and they were keen to ensure their survival under the new system. Their rights were made inalienable: they were sovereign entities (with their own governors) within the commonwealth. The federation of the states was thought of as a marriage, and in 1901 marriages were difficult to dissolve. Similarly, with the major mechanism for constitutional change, the referendum, needing not only four of the six states to vote ‘yes’ coupled with an overall national majority but also a majority of votes in both the Senate and House of Representatives, it is not particularly surprising that only eight out of forty-four referendum questions have passed.11

Why, though, should such a crucial moment in Australia’s development as Federation in 1901 be so easily disremembered? The puzzle becomes not so much whether or not, or to what degree, Federation represented such a crucial historical development and turning point for Australia, but why such a foundational moment fails to stir any deep national emotions for Australians, the majority of whom appear to greet it with a yawn.
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One obvious reason relates to the lack of high drama surrounding federation. Australia is one of the few nations in the world not founded through war, revolution or some other tumultuous upheaval. Instead, federation was achieved through the distinctly unglamorous processes of political and public debate, constitutional wrangling and a series of votes. Even to contemporaries this lacked an element of thrill. A well-known episode involves the sitting of the 1897–98 Constitutional Convention in Melbourne. It coincided with the fourth and deciding test of the Ashes cricket series (which Australia won). Interest in the cricket won hands down, sometimes among Convention delegates as well.12 There was intense debate on critical issues, between protectionists and free-traders for example, but certainly nothing that might have invoked violence or warfare. The federation process simply lacked the excitement or necessary bravado to rate as an event worthy of vigorous annual commemoration. As Duffy put it in 2000, ‘the reality is that Federation was really boring, because no-one died’.13

The lack of drama around Federation, its timing and the nature of the federal compact all left it open to competing occasions. It was, and remains, difficult to clearly identify Federation as the moment when Australia was born, given that the colonists had arrived over a century earlier, and for many people the arrival of the First Fleet strikes a more definitive, if sometimes contentious, note than the constitutional and political manoeuvring over Federation. It was also a limited and not fully independent nation whose birth was celebrated on 1 January 1901, so Empire Day was for some time a more important anniversary, particularly given the efforts of political and civic leaders to develop allegiance to the Empire and the imperial, not just national, travails of both the Boer War and World War I. Federation was bracketed by imperial crises. The event itself in 1901 was overshadowed emotionally by the death of beloved Queen Victoria in January.14 And timing was important in another sense, for while the date of Federation was tidy, it meant that the anniversary was destined forever to compete with the beginning of a new year–a problem never faced by Americans in their 4th of July celebrations, for example. Australians typically awake on New Year’s Day struggling to piece together the events of the previous evening–let alone what happened in 1901. It is a day of recovery and resolutions rather than remembrance.

The lack of martial sacrifice or revolution–the ‘stuff of history’ and the processes through which many other nations came into being–also meant that 1 January 1901 was soon easily overshadowed by 25 April 1915. The response to Gallipoli in Australia was relief, delight and pride that the nation had proved itself on the world stage. Anzac Day has to many people become the closest thing they have to a national day. Speaking at Gallipoli in 2003, then Treasurer Peter Costello said that ‘until the Anzacs, the story of Australia had been one of settlement, colony and federation … Anzac gave the nation a consciousness of itself, the knowledge that Australians were distinct and different and now proud, with their own feats of courage and their own history on the international stage’.15 The Gallipoli story was sanitised and shorn of much of its horror, and turned instead into a story about the birth of the nation.16 The more successful that politicians and returned soldiers were in promoting such a narrative to emphasise Australian martial achievement and to justify the appalling losses of the war (see chapter 7 by Crotty), the more Federation was forced to take a back seat. Military endeavour was inherently more engaging, but Gallipoli’s ascendancy over Federation was thus also a product of deliberate design.

The Anzac legend and Federation do share a masculinist orientation. The federation process tends to be portrayed via the actions of the founding fathers–Henry Parkes, Alfred Deakin, Edmund Barton, Charles Kingston and numerous others. Parkes, of course, is remembered as the ‘Father of Federation’. However, as Helen Irving points out, ‘it is not terribly historically enlightening to treat Federation as a competition over paternity’.17 Other historians have highlighted that women did play active roles in events. Women’s Federal Leagues were formed, women took part in campaigns and organised petitions and women voted in Convention elections and also in referendums. First-wave feminists were active in the campaign and one, Catherine Helen Spence, stood for election as a candidate for the 1897 Federal Convention.18 And yet the figures commonly associated with Federation have remained stubbornly male. This alone, while irritating feminist historians who have in recent times done considerable work in writing women back into the national origins, is no reason for national forgetfulness; indeed most Australian collective memories and legends are determinedly masculinist. But Australians commemorate the common man rather than political elites. Bushmen and citizen-soldiers resonate in Australians’ historical imagination in a way that the founding fathers never could. We can warm to the iconic hero of the Gallipoli campaign, John Simpson Kirkpatrick (especially if we forget his English background), to Albert Jacka who won Australia’s first Victoria Cross in 1915, and the Man from Snowy River. But George Reid, Alfred Deakin or Edmund Barton are not revered by Australians in the same way that Americans venerate George Washington, Thomas Jefferson and Benjamin Franklin.
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Perhaps the most fundamental reason, however, why Australians find it difficult to relate to and celebrate Federation has to do with the nature of the federal compact and the nation it produced. The Federation parade in Sydney on 1 January 1901 provided a snapshot of the nature of the new nation. Federation was not intended to be a complete break with Britain. The makeup of the parade was overwhelmingly British: British Empire troops dominated proceedings, along with British gentry and religious representatives. Federation represented the culmination of a successful British colonisation project in which the white man had triumphed over a distant, harsh land. Aboriginals had no place in the procession and nor did Asians, apart from a solitary Chinese dragon. Asia was not a continent to be engaged with, it was a place to fear, a possible source of invasion or of unwanted immigrants who would sully racial purity.19 By the standards of the early twenty-first century, 1901 appears sycophantic, monocultural, racist, sexist and somewhat paranoid.

Bob Birrell has suggested that Australian historians have been so critical of the nature of federation and the Australia of 1901 that they have generated a general public sentiment that we should not be proud of this part of our past. Birrell and others claim that historians, journalists and intellectuals have recently promoted a sense of guilt rather than pride in Australian history more generally, and that the reputation of Federation has suffered accordingly. Thus, said Birrell in 2001, ‘even the proudest Australians seem to be rather muted in their feelings towards Federation, given what they have been told about it’ .20 It is a somewhat unlikely argument which overstates the influence of academic historians on public commemoration, and which perhaps has more to with the politics of the ‘History Wars’ than with reality. It is worth noting that historians have frequently been critical of the Anzac legend, or of Australia Day, but that these national commemorations have nonetheless prospered.

Yet there remains an element of truth in Birrell’s point. Anzac Day celebrates enduring, if mythologised, national values of mateship and egalitarianism, while Australia Day commemorations (see Roberts in Chapter 2) have become much less about the arrival of the First Fleet and more about celebrations of the present. Federation left us no statements of enduring appeal; there is no equivalent to the French Revolution’s cry for ‘liberté, egalité, fraternité’, and no Australian Federation father produced anything to match Thomas Jefferson’s soaring rhetoric about ‘self-evident truths’, all men being created equal, and how all should be free to enjoy ‘the pursuit of life, liberty and happiness’. Federation detailed constitutional arrangements for a new nation but did not espouse the guiding values for a people. Barton’s famous phrase concerning ‘a nation for a continent, and a continent for a nation’ is perhaps as close as we got, but it is a phrase memorable for its descriptive symmetry rather than a rallying cry or a statement of national principles.

The lack of regular commemoration of Federation, the lack of rallying cries and competition from Australia Day and Anzac Day means that Australians have related to Federation historically rather than mythically. Whereas Australia Day and Anzac Day are celebrated as statements of ‘who we are’ and how the national spirit was created, Federation is predominantly about political history. The Centenary of Federation educational campaign emphasised this difference by exposing and attempting to correct people’s lack of knowledge about what federation involved, who the principal actors were and what they achieved. Audiences were encouraged, not to celebrate Australia or to identify with certain national values, but to look at and understand the history of federation a little better. A need was identified to reignite a sense of nationhood among the people, to make a connection between them and how they were governed. Events were thus encouraged to be ‘national in nature’.21

And yet, when contemporary Australians look to the realities of federation and the nation that the founding fathers created, it seems barely recognisable. The republican debate of the late 1990s highlighted the fact that federation had not represented a complete break with Britain, and so those founding fathers are easily portrayed, however unfairly, as little more than ‘forelock-tuggers to the Mother Country’. Britain and the monarchy no longer have the emotional pull that they did over a century ago, so the ongoing connection to the British monarchy is generally understood as a serious limit to what the makers of the nation actually achieved. For contemporary Australians, federation left the creation project incomplete.

Similarly, the late-twentieth century focus on engagement with Asia, multiculturalism and reconciliation meant that another cornerstone of Federation, the so-called White Australia Policy, has become thoroughly discredited. Keeping Australia free from Asian immigrants and from emergent Asian military threats were two of the key motives for federation and two of the early obsessions of the first Commonwealth governments. The first Acts passed by the new parliament in 1901 were the Immigration Restriction Act and the Pacific Island Labourers Act, both cornerstones of the White Australia Policy. The policy was not officially disbanded until the 1960s and 1970s when increasing international disapprobation, coupled with the unintended effects of the post-World War II immigration policy, made it no longer tenable.22 We now accept migrants from around the world, we live in a multicultural society and we have productive and predominantly friendly relations with neighbouring Asian nations; the first two points at least would have been anathema to the Federation fathers, and their ideals evoke a national identity and national aspirations that have now long been superseded.

It is a similar scenario in terms of Indigenous Australians. They might have been the oldest Australians but they had no place in federated Australia’s ‘imagined community’. The Social Darwinist theories prominent at the time meant that Aborigines were regarded as a doomed race. There was no thought in 1901 that there would be any Aboriginal contribution to Australian life to celebrate in the twentieth century so there seemed little point considering them in the federation process. Aboriginal participation in the 1901 celebrations was extremely limited, with the most notable instance being a bizarre re-enactment of Captain Cook’s 1770 landing at Kurnell, complete with Aboriginals specially brought down from Queensland and outlandish theatrical costumes: a celebration of Empire and white supremacy with no consideration of the Aboriginal perspective.23 On a political level, Aboriginal affairs were left to each state, entrenching the parochial and ruthless policies of the formal colonial regimes, and Aboriginal people were not counted in the national census, effectively denying them citizenship (in this sense, membership of the political community) and the social and political benefits that such status conferred. Even the right to vote, which they had enjoyed in some colonies and which still technically existed under some state constitutions, was effectively stifled by the 1902 Franchise Act and subsequent legislation. The practices of moving Aborigines to missions and reserves, and of removing their children from them, continued.

While Aborigines were losing the vote, federation was paving the way for (white) women to gain it. The ‘First Wave Feminists’ had been fighting for women’s suffrage for several years before federation. They had been successful in achieving it in some colonies–South Australia in 1894 and Western Australia in 1899, for example. Federation brought with it a national franchise for women in 1902, if only to a certain degree by default. With women already having the vote in two states, to have excluded them at the federal level would have been awkward. It was more practical to simply extend the franchise nationally. Nevertheless, Australia was one of the world leaders in this regard. The other states followed over the next few years, with New South Wales also granting the vote in 1902, and Tasmania following suit in 1903, Queensland in 1905 and Victoria in 1908.24 Obviously this did not end the struggle for women’s rights–much work remained (and remains) to be done. But it was a significant reform and, as journalist and author Ernest Charles Buley observed in 1905, it meant that at the very least, ‘the female vote is, therefore, a very important consideration for the politician’.25 But Federation still appears as a male affair. We refer to the founding fathers rather than the mothers, and all of our early national leaders were male. Again, at a time when women are an increasing, if still secondary, force in Australian politics and the rest of our national life, the disjunction between current and historical norms is starkly evident in federation.
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But if the differences between Australia now and the nation that federated in 1901 go some way towards explaining the difficulties of commemoration and the low esteem in which many Australians hold Australia at the start of the twentieth century–if they consider it at all –it should also be remembered what Federation facilitated and made possible. From a current perspective, the nation of 1901 is difficult to recognise because of a vast range of cultural, social and other changes, many of which are exogenous to the nation itself. If Australia had not federated, the world, and the inhabitants of the Australian continent, no matter what political collectives they arranged themselves in, would still have moved on and 1901 would still appear distant. But the Australian state, the federated nation called into being in 1901, has at the same time been a major driver and facilitator of the changes that have made Australia a modern, liberal democracy. The federation fathers did not create a nation for all time but instead established frameworks, institutions and structures that allowed that nation to continue its development and evolution.

In pursuing these aims, Australia came to be regarded as a world leader in the looking after of its citizens. Continuing the tradition of nineteenth-century measures such as the establishment of the eight-hour day, in the early twentieth century welfare measures were introduced including old-age pensions and maternity allowances. The passing of the Arbitration Act in 1904 and the establishment of the Commonwealth Arbitration and Conciliation Court meant that industrial relations and wages in particular were subject to the scrutiny of a body that would ensure fairness and equity. Wage rates were further protected by the 1907 Harvester judgment, which enshrined a basic wage based on the needs of a family of five and linked to the cost of living. Although many of these measures would struggle to survive in the international climate of the 1980s and beyond, for a large part of the century they were integral pillars of Australian society. And it was Federation that made such nationwide innovations possible.26

Similarly, it was Federation that enabled many of the changes mentioned earlier to occur. They might not always have been the outcomes intended in 1901 but Federation has allowed the nation to turn itself into something different. Amendments to the Commonwealth Electoral Act in 1962 allowed all adult Aborigines to vote and the 1967 referendum finally allowed Aborigines to be included in the census and also for federal legislation to be enacted regarding Aboriginal affairs (see chapter 12 by McGregor). Land rights would rise to prominence with the efforts of Eddie Mabo in the 1980s and 1990s.27 The referendum is a mechanism of Federation, and the High Court that handed down the so-called Mabo and Wik decisions was a creation of it. The vote for women, the outlawing of sexual discrimination and the ending of White Australia through mass migration and multiculturalism all occurred under the federal framework. Federation has indeed been instrumental in forging the nation that exists today.
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Nation building is not a moment or an event but rather a neverending process in which the nation makes, alters and remakes itself. Federation was more than a turning point in Australia’s history–it was the creation of the entity that houses that history. There was some effort to recognise this in the Centenary of Federation celebrations. Centrepiece events included the first one of the year, the New Dawn ceremony conducted by the Arrernte people at Alice Springs on 1 January 2001 and also the Yeperenye Federation Festival in the same city in September, celebrating the contribution of Aboriginal people to Australian life. Federation Frontline in Darwin in February and Federation North Fire and Water in Townsville in August addressed military issues. A Capital Celebration in Canberra in March included multicultural activities while Federation Week: An Australian Mosaic in Adelaide in October ‘celebrated and acknowledged the interests and aspirations of the nation’s rich and diverse community’.28 But they remained anachronistic, appearing somewhat forced, and almost as a form of apology about what had been created in 1901 through federation. The Centenary of Federation celebrations, by definition, commemorated a moment rather than the subsequent journey. As Wellings and James put it, ‘the proponents of the celebrations … were too insecure about the cultural legitimacy of federation … to treat the year as an important period of necessary debate and reflection on core issues’.29 There was thus an element of ambiguity to the year, unsure whether to highlight 1901 or what had happened since. And with the Sydney 2000 Olympics just concluded, was another year of celebration really necessary?

The great achievement of federation, therefore, is not what it was but what it made possible. The founding fathers might have envisaged a different nation from that which we enjoy or aspire to now but they also built in the capacity for stability combined with orderly change. The Federation of Australia has held (despite occasional proposals for new state formations) and Australia is now one of the oldest continuous democracies in the world. Much as the terms of federation can sometimes be inflexible and inefficient, politicians and the courts have found ways to make it work and it has evolved when necessary.30 Essentially, the nation works. Federation deserves to be more kindly and more proudly celebrated than it generally is.
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25 APRIL 1915

AUSTRALIAN TROOPS LAND AT GALLIPOLI: TRIAL, TRAUMA AND THE ‘BIRTH OF THE NATION’


 Martin Crotty




 At dawn on 25 April 1915, Australian troops took part in the Allied invasion of Turkey’s Gallipoli Peninsula. Something of a sideshow to the major action on the Western Front, the campaign was designed to open up the Dardanelles, allowing safe passage to the Royal Navy in the hope that its appearance outside Constantinople (Istanbul) would force the Ottoman Empire to surrender on pain of having its capital reduced to rubble. An earlier attempt to force passage of the Dardanelles using ships alone had failed. Despite the fact that the Turks were thus clearly forewarned of the Allies’ intentions and so could dramatically improve their defensive preparations, it was deemed worth another effort–this time with troops. Knocking Turkey out of the war, the campaign’s proponents argued, would render the southern flank of the Central Powers (Germany and the Austro-Hungarian Empire) vulnerable, would ease Turkish pressure on hard-pressed Russia, might persuade neutrals such as Bulgaria and Romania to enter the war on the Allied side, and would reopen communications with Russia through the Black Sea.

After the transports had steamed surreptitiously into position, the raw and largely untried soldiers of the Australian Imperial Force boarded the landing boats that were towed, then rowed, towards the silhouetted landscape. The shooting started as the boats approached their landing points–some men were dead before they even touched enemy soil–but most landed safely. A few were pinned down by the defences and some wilted in their first encounter with the reality of combat, lingering at the shoreline rather than pressing on. Most scrambled up the steep cliffs and a few got so far on that first morning –to the third of the three main ridges crossing the peninsula–as to be able to glimpse the Narrows, the target which, if secured, would have marked success for this phase of the campaign.

The progress of the first hours was cruelly illusory. The advance units were cut off and killed or captured and by the end of the day there were serious discussions about evacuation. Despite later offensives, Australian and other Allied troops at what became known as Anzac Cove remained confined to a tenuous, narrow and overcrowded beachhead. For seven months they baked in summer heat and froze in winter snows. Turkish harassment, poorly planned offensive operations, inadequate sanitation, disgracefully inadequate medical services, fatigue, swarms of flies and the stench from rotting corpses put the soldiers through an almost impossible trial. Severely weakened if not defeated, they were eventually withdrawn in December 1915. After rest, retraining and refitting the bulk moved to the Western Front in France and Belgium.

If the experience of Gallipoli, which cost over 8000 Australian lives and left some 18 000 diggers wounded, was horrific, the Western Front was much worse. Massed armies fought each other with the most technologically advanced weaponry and equipment that industrialised society could devise. Australian and other Allied soldiers had to contend with artillery, deadly gas, machine guns, aeroplanes and barbed wire as they fought a lethal, well-trained and well-equipped enemy. They fought in mud so deep that men drowned in it, and in cold so intense that some froze to death. By the time the fighting ended on 11 November 1918, Australia had suffered nearly 60 000 war dead and 150 000 other casualties, the great majority of them on the Somme and in Flanders. For a country with a population of fewer than five million people this was a devastating toll.1

[image: e9781742240480_i0029.jpg]

The Anzac experience, which began at Gallipoli, is the centrepiece of collective memory in Australia. Anzac Day is Australia’s most commemorated national occasion, and Australia’s experience of war, particularly World War I, has assumed a quasi-religious status in Australian collective memory. Anzac constitutes an almost biblical creation story for Australia, a national equivalent of the Book of Genesis. It is, in this view, the ‘moment’ when Australians and the world saw clearly for the first time the qualities that made Australians a distinct people, and it offers an Australian counterpart to the American and French revolutions which ushered in the modern republics. World War I–and the Gallipoli campaign in particular–is widely represented as the birth of the nation. Amidst the catastrophic destruction of total war we find a profound act of national creation.

But there is often a disjuncture between the mythology and the history, between the reverence accorded to the memory and the ignorance of realities. When Anna Clark, for example, interviewed a number of secondary school history students, they waxed enthusiastically about Anzac. One student referred to how Anzac ‘sort of forged the Australian identity’, another to how ‘Australian identity comes out during the war … mateship sort of thing’, another to how ‘it’s good to learn like how we get all our mateship’, and still another to Anzac being ‘like a real Australian tradition kind of thing’.2 To be fair, some students evinced a more critical and informed engagement with Anzac, but Clark’s interviewees, like many Australians, were better at parroting clichés than reflecting on historical reality. Similarly, Bruce Scates noted the ‘profoundly ahistorical’ understandings of many Gallipoli pilgrims who often unfairly laid all the blame for the disaster at the feet of the British and who ignored the British and Turkish sacrifices. One pilgrim also claimed that the invasion of Gallipoli might have been ‘gruesome’ and ‘probably not our war to fight’ but that it ‘brought the nation together’.3 Letters to newspapers and comments in Internet blogs on Anzac Day reinforce the impression of reverence divorced from understanding.

Critics of the Anzac legend worry that the potentially useful historical lessons that can be drawn from Australia’s war experience are obscured by celebratory rhetoric. But the critics too can sometimes be a little simplistic in arguing, for example, that the Anzacs did not give birth to the nation (the nation, of course, had taken political form fourteen years earlier), or that because fundamental changes to class relations, gender relations and relations between the generations are difficult to identify, Australian society has not been deeply touched by war.4 It is similarly inappropriate to reduce Anzac to a ‘discourse’, divorcing the legend from its underlying historical events, as some cultural studies academics are prone to do. Such arguments underplay the effects of what was the most profound event in modern Australian history and they are viable only if the enquirer proceeds with a narrow frame of reference. There is, fortunately, enough excellent work, much of it recent, on World War I and its effects on Australia to permit of a reasonable overview of both its immediate impact and its long-term consequences, particularly with regard to the ‘birth of the nation’ mythology.
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Any realistic attempt to assess the impact of World War I on Australia must start with trauma. To look beyond the devastation of soldiers’ bodies and minds–and the disrupted lives of those who remained in Australia–misses a crucial step. There can be no doubt that for the great majority of Australians the overwhelming experience of World War I was ordeal and suffering in one form or another. Moreover, the lingering effects of wartime trauma and private and public efforts to overcome it do much to explain, and in themselves constitute, some of the longer-lasting impacts of war on Australian society.

The most obvious victims were the 60 000 dead. There were any number of grisly ways for a World War I soldier to meet his end. A fortunate minority died quickly and relatively cleanly from, for example, a rifle shot to the head. Most deaths were uglier, often more lingering, and unimaginably painful. Men were buried alive, mangled by artillery, disemboweled by machine guns, poisoned by gas and skewered by bayonets. Some of the most harrowing stories detail the agonies of wounded men stranded in ‘no man’s land’. Often beyond rescue, they could linger for days, crying out in pain and desperation. Their own side could not reach them, while the enemy sometimes allowed the suffering to continue, using the wounded as bait to draw retrieval parties into the open where they too could be cut down.5

And there were the wounded. Improvements in medical technology and facilities meant that soldiers often survived even major wounds that in earlier conflicts would have been fatal. For every Australian soldier killed in World War I, between two and three were wounded or gassed yet lived to tell the tale. But the damage could rarely be made good. Even disregarding the often agonising wait for treatment and the painful procedures and recoveries, wounded soldiers were left with ailments such as missing or paralysed limbs, blindness, hacking coughs, facial disfigurement, chronic pain, neuroses and suicidal depression .6 Many who survived their battlefield injuries nonetheless led dramatically truncated lives. Their employment opportunities were limited and they were often spurned by the opposite sex (especially in the case of facial injuries).7 War heroes suffered as much as others. Hugo Throssell won a Victoria Cross at Gallipoli, married Katharine Susannah Prichard in 1919 and enjoyed some blissful years with her. But when times turned hard he was unable to cope, shooting himself in 1931 and leaving a suicide note declaring that ‘I have never recovered from my 1914–18 experiences’.8

The suffering of the returned soldiers was often visited upon those who had waited for them at home. Soldiers returning from the war spread Spanish influenza, a disease that killed more people worldwide (some 15 million) in the war’s immediate aftermath than did the war itself. Australia escaped relatively lightly, but returning soldiers no doubt contributed to Australian infection, which carried another 12 000 to their graves.9 Others suffered too: of the 50 000 Australian troops estimated to have contracted venereal disease while overseas, some 5000 returned to Australia while still infected, in many cases spreading their diseases. Many Australian families spent years nursing ailing veterans and visiting hospitals, suffering financial hardship, emotional turmoil and, for the particularly unfortunate, diseases such as tuberculosis.10 Deserted husbands or boyfriends sometimes murdered their former partners, while stress disorders, frustration and other legacies of war service flowed through into increased domestic violence.11 Returning soldiers were more likely than the general population to get married but their marriages were more likely to end in divorce.12

Individual trauma fed into social trauma. How closely the two were connected is open to speculation, but there is likely to have been at least some link as people sought scapegoats for their misery and outlets for their frustration. Contrary to popular misconceptions that World War I brought Australians together, countrymen increasingly turned on each other. Social differences were rendered into major cleavages and debate was replaced by vilification and repression. The conscription campaigns, in particular, took Australian politics and public debate to a nadir not matched before or since, but the divisions were evident from the war’s commencement through to its finish and beyond.

Prime Minister Billy Hughes, an increasingly hysterical and autocratic leader as the war dragged on and his conscription plans were frustrated, must bear much of the blame. He could have attempted the role of conciliator or directed public debate with the civility that had, until 1915, been traditional in the young Commonwealth. Instead, he used the tactics of division to assemble fragile wartime coalitions that kept him in power but which required a hard line against anyone less then fully committed to the war effort. Nearly a century later, those who question the worth of Australia’s commitment to the motherland in World War I are still likely to have their loyalty and good sense called into question.13

Irish Catholics were increasingly understood as dangerous Sinn Feiners, socialists as Bolshevik wreckers, and dissenters as disloyalists. No-one, however, provided such an easy target as German Australians, or ‘enemy aliens’ as they were termed. Nearly 7000 Australians of German birth or descent were interned during the war years, and a similar number were deported at war’s end. There was a logic behind the internment of some (such as unnaturalised males of military age) at the start of the war, but sensible precaution soon turned into malicious persecution. Returned soldiers were often to the forefront in the anti-German campaigns, perhaps in part a reflection of the viciousness and hatred of a war that employed weapons such as poisoned gas.14 The main returned soldiers’ body, the Returned Sailors’ and Soldiers’ Imperial League of Australia (RSSILA), pressed for eversterner measures against German Australians, including the banning of the German language, the closing of all Lutheran schools and the deportation of those interned during the war. The hostility continued into the post-war years as German Australians were blamed for the unrest and unemployment of many of the returned men. The newspaper of the Victorian branch of the RSSILA, for example, editorialised in mid-1919:‘To Hell with everything that stinks of German sliminess, trickery and fraud.’ There were, complained the paper, ‘three thousand soldiers … looking for work … and settled in every kind of agricultural plenty are these German spawn and eternal haters of the British race, who are laughing at our stupidity, toleration and ignorance’ .15 Hatred towards Germans and German Australians was intentionally whipped up by governments looking to foster greater war enthusiasm by exploiting fears about the ‘enemy within’, and anti-German crusades also satisfied many Australians’ desire for a more immediate connection to the war.16

Unrest and division were also fostered by the economic strains of war. Unemployment doubled from 5.9 per cent at the start of 1914 to 11 per cent by the year’s end, and the economy contracted by about 10 per cent across the war years. Falling real wages and wartime shortages incited labour unrest, with 5 million working days lost to strike action in 1917 and, after a drop in 1918, 6.3 million in 1919. Numbers of radical and working-class women, faced with the increasingly impossible task of managing the household budget in the face of rising food prices, rioted in Melbourne in 1917.17

The growing social divisions and unrest were reflected in the politics of wartime, which became increasingly bitter and divisive. The biggest loser was the Labor Party, which fractured over the question of conscription when Hughes and his fellow pro-conscriptionists resigned or were expelled and joined the conservatives to form the Nationalist Party. Hughes increasingly turned on his own people. On one occasion he led a military contingent on a raid of the Queensland Government’s printing office. He also created the Commonwealth Police Force to impose his will on recalcitrant states, rushed through the Unlawful Associations Act to ban radical bodies which opposed him (a measure aimed principally at the Industrial Workers of the World) and oversaw the creation of a variety of intelligence bodies charged with spying on Australian citizens of dubious loyalty.18
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The trauma suffered by Australia during World War I renders it an obvious choice as a crucial moment in Australian history. Identifying the longer-term effects of the war is more difficult. Confusing currents, often running counter to each other, emerge from the war years, and the historian has to grapple with the question of whether some apparently war-induced changes–such as the expansion of the Commonwealth Government–would have taken place anyway. And what constitutes a turning point as opposed to a lingering effect? In terms of the political changes wrought by the war, for example, the Nationalists were a wartime creation, while Labor fell from its early wartime position as the dominant political force. Labor in April 1916 held power federally and in five of the six states; by July 1917 it held power in Queensland only.19 It did not return to power federally until 1929, and then only briefly. Superficially therefore, the war appears to mark a turning point in Australian politics. But the Nationalists only survived until the creation of the United Australia Party in 1931 (itself succeeded by the Liberal Party in 1944) and the basic structure of the Labor Party and a major non-Labor party as the centrepieces of Australian politics remained. The Communist Party and Country Party were both wartime creations but were both likely to have emerged eventually even without Australia’s participation in the war. The political changes wrought by the war were thus largely transient –there was no fundamental realignment.

The war wrought a number of other changes, big and small, in Australian social and cultural life. There were, for example, changes in mourning rituals and grieving practices.20 Pat Jalland has argued that after World War I the bereaved were increasingly expected to endure their losses quietly and stoically, with little overt public display. To do otherwise during or after the mass calamity of World War I was seen as self-indulgent.21 Particular problems were raised by the absent dead. Only two bodies were ever repatriated to Australia: General Thomas Bridges in 1915 and the unknown Australian soldier entombed at the Australian War Memorial in Canberra in November 1993. The rest (a quarter of whom did not even have a known grave) lay overseas, far removed from Australian bereaved who, in a vastly less mobile world than we now inhabit, usually lacked the means to visit. A lucky few made pilgrimages to overseas cemeteries and memorials; others settled for photos of grave sites, the return of keepsakes, or tracings of headstones.22

Another significant result of the war was the redefinition of Australian citizenship in the sense that warriors were honoured above all others. Jill Roe argued in 1987 that, just as women were achieving full citizenship in Australia, their position was usurped by Australian soldiers’ claims to be the first citizens.23 Marilyn Lake has taken it a step further, arguing that the Anzac legend positioned men not just as the foremost citizens but as the creators of the nation. Women might give birth to citizens of the nation; men gave birth to the nation itself.24 Moreover, through associations such as the RSSILA, returned men argued that they had shown such devotion to the nation–indeed they had given birth to it–that they should have a particular and privileged say in how the nation was run, and should have first call on the nation’s largesse through pensions, soldier settlement schemes, war service homes, preference in government employment and ritual recognition on Anzac Day.25 ‘Stay-at-homes’, enemy aliens, other disloyalists and general ‘slackers’ were to take their place at the back of the queue.26 Wartime thus served to elevate the men over women in civic prestige–but only some types of men.

The popular notion that Australian soldiers gave birth to the nation would be, if correct, the most fundamental turning point to emerge from Australia’s World War I.27 Arrival, colonisation and federation are, in such an understanding, merely moments of preparation, the creation of a chrysalis which does not fully emerge until blood is shed on the slopes of Gallipoli, giving Australia what journalist Alfred Buchanan termed ‘the altar … stained with crimson’ that was widely regarded as a necessary ‘rallying centre’ for nations.28 Thus Major RA Hendy told students of the University of Queensland and Brisbane’s Central Technical College in 1923 that on 25 April 1915 Australia was ‘firmly set on the map … as a powerful force in the world’s affairs’ independent of its membership of the British Empire. From that day on, he said, ‘Australians were spoken of with reverence and respect in all parts of the world, and the counsels of their statesmen were eagerly availed of in the deliberations of the Allies’. The name ‘Australia’ had become ‘a glorious thing’.29

There are good reasons to be sceptical of claims that the nation was born on 25 April 1915. It is, most obviously, historically false because modern Australian history began with the arrival of the First Fleet in 1788, and the nation was created peacefully through Federation in 1901. The interests served by the myth also need to be considered. Billy Hughes’ repeated claims that Australian soldiers had given birth to the nation concomitantly suggested, given Hughes’ leadership of the war effort, that Hughes was something of a founding father. The RSSILA’s repeated claims that Australia was born through the efforts of its soldiers elevated the material and moral claims that the returned soldiers could make on their compatriots. It also suited all those who had supported the war effort, or suffered because of it. If Australia’s war efforts created a nation then the sacrifices were justified and the question inscribed on one Australian headstone as an epitaph–‘Another life lost. Hearts broken for what?’–was effectively answered. The mythology of national birth eased doubts, salved consciences and consoled the hurt. It offered a foundation story more digestible than the shameful arrival of a convict fleet and the devastation of indigenous populations, or the dullness of a constitutional arrangement forged by politicians in 1901 (see chapter 2 by Roberts and chapter 6 by Ihde). In 1959, for example, the Sydney Morning Herald opined that Australia Day commemorated ‘a dull, indeed an ignoble, beginning to the Australian story’, and that it seemed ‘both natural and right that Anzac Day, with its memories of sacrifice and courage, should be our national day’.30

The ‘birth of the nation’ rhetoric suggests an Australian nation emerging from the shadows of its motherland. But, contrary to the mythology, there are many ways in which World War I made Australia more British, not less. The expulsion of German Australians, repression of German culture, closing of Lutheran schools and suppression of Irish nationalist and Russian influences after 1916 marked a retreat from the pre-war pluralism in favour of an Australian modernity that was determinedly British.31 Loyalists were called ‘loyal Britishers’ rather than loyal Australians, and recruitment rhetoric called on people to do their bit for the Empire more so than for the nation. In South Australia the wartime Labor government introduced an oath of loyalty in public schools which began: ‘I love my country, the British Empire, I salute her flag, the Union Jack’.32 Veterans later cited a love of Britain and Empire rather than Australian nationalism as a major motivation for their enlistment.33 Post war, the RSSILA remained fiercely loyal to the British Crown and subsumed Australian nationalism to imperial patriotism. In 1922, for example, it opposed the burial of an unknown soldier in Australia, ‘feeling that the sentiment of the Empire was expressed in the burial in London’.34 Anzac Day marches were led by a marcher carrying the Union Jack, with the Australian flag sometimes carried alongside it but never in its stead.35 The Anzac legend was broad enough to accommodate ardent and even radical nationalist narratives but they were secondary to a conservative, imperial story.36

The national birth mythology has other shortcomings. The ideals of mateship and egalitarianism had been features of colonial and, to some extent, convict society and the figure of the Anzac soldier merely provided a new frame on which to hang mythologised national qualities.37 Similarly, despite Australia winning separate representation at the Paris Peace Conference on the basis of her contribution to the war effort, after the war Australia continued to rely on imperial defence and was content for foreign policy to be made within an imperial framework. Hughes even abolished Australia’s Department of External Affairs in 1916.38 He sought a mix of independence in Australian affairs, the right to be consulted in foreign affairs and British protection in return for loyalty to the motherland.39 As subsequent events showed, only the first, which had already been attained, could be relied on.40

There are, however, some ways in which the Australian nation was partially created through the war experience. The war dramatically increased the role of the Commonwealth Government and made it a much more important player in the affairs of most Australians as Hughes sought to mobilise support for the war and marginalise dissenters. The government also became a much bigger employer, partly through the armed forces but also through government-owned enterprises charged with tasks such as the production of uniforms. The war cost the Commonwealth Government £311 million between 1914 and 1918. Most of this was borrowed but some of it was raised through increased taxes, especially Commonwealth income taxes.41 In all, the public sector expanded by about three times over the course of World War I and public consumption increased to about 30 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP).42 Commonwealth Government debt increased from £6 million prior to the war to £325 million by 1919.43

When the fighting was over, the government remained a major influence in people’s lives through the operation of the repatriation system. Liberal pension criteria (if not amounts) made a vastly increased number of Australians dependent, wholly or in part, on government benefits. In the interwar period some 70 000–80 000 exsoldiers were in receipt of a pension, while a sense that the state should pick up the role of provider for wives and children of the incapacitated or dead meant that war widows, children and other dependants also received pensions. The total number of pensioners peaked at over 283 000 in 1931–only slightly below the number of Australians who departed for war service overseas. 44 By 1931 the annual pensions bill amounted to almost £8 million–equivalent to nearly half of the entire Commonwealth budget before 1914.45

As much as the ‘Empire’ was lauded by politicians, returned soldier organisations and other wartime patriots, it appears also that many Australians developed, through travel and contact with the Brit ish, a clearer sense and a higher estimation of themselves. Australian soldiers who fought at Gallipoli seem to have developed a positive self-image through denigrating the British they served under and alongside. They were encouraged to think of themselves as distinctively fitted for soldiering by newspapermen such as Ellis Ashmead Bartlett and Keith Murdoch, who praised the Australians as being a breed apart, a superior colonial variant on the British racial type.46 British commanders were revealed as fallible and they preserved social customs and personal affectations that the Australian soldiers regarded as quaint and old-fashioned.47 These attitudes appear to have filtered back to the homefront. Brian Lewis, a schoolboy during the war years who lost one of his brothers, recalled that by the war’s end: ‘We had lost our reverence for England. We no longer gloried in the Empire and the army that Kipling wrote about before the war. His army had been a jolly rollicking lot; his army was now senselessly brutal and our Kipling showed a sadistic delight in its brutality.’48

Richard White has argued that the 330 000 Australian soldiers who embarked in World War I were Australia’s first mass tourists, constituting a significant portion of the population and travelling to destinations beyond the reach of most Australians for another half a century.49 Through their encounters with other societies, peoples and customs, Australian soldiers developed a stronger feeling that they possessed distinctive national characteristics, such as egalitarianism and informality.50 In nurses’ diaries too, after brushes with the more rigid British systems, mores and practices, it is possible to see nurses ‘displaying, discovering and deliberately performing difference’ in national terms.51 Australians came to understand that they, and their country, were different and distinct–but certainly not inferior.

It must also be acknowledged that many Australian soldiers felt at the time of the Gallipoli landings that the eyes of the world were upon them. Bill Gammage has argued that the men were conscious of being ‘virtually the first soldiers of an untested nation’ and that ‘the world would judge their country by their achievements on the morrow’. Some were conscious that it was Australia’s chance to establish a military tradition for itself and hoped that the Anzacs would acquit themselves well.52 War was understood as a national challenge for Australia, a test of her ability to perform on the toughest of all stages. And when Australian troops, in the reports of correspondents at least, performed heroically and overcame daunting odds, they were held to have shown that Australia could stand proud beside the motherland and other countries of the old world, holding her head high as an equal.53 We need to understand the subjective experience and perceptions of the participants: if they and their countrymen felt incomplete without the trials and tests of war, it might fairly be argued that the historian, by debunking such claims many decades later, is imposing a foreign perspective on contemporaries’ lived reality. More simply, if Australians at the time felt that the nation had been born, had it not?

It is worth remembering, too, that the myth itself has had nationbuilding effects. Sacred memories and legends such as the Anzac legend are major contributors to a shared sense of history, and thus to binding Australians together in an ‘imagined community’.54 The rise of the legend is one of the enduring legacies of Australia’s participation in World War I. The creation of a nation might not have flowed directly from the Anzac experience but the stories that are told about the landings do have a socially cohesive function in terms of common identification with a powerful collective memory and the veneration of national characteristics, whether real or imagined. Anzac did not give birth to the nation, but the Anzac legend has had a nation-building and nation-sustaining effect. As Ann Curthoys notes: ‘In the story of Anzac lies the emotional locus of Australian narratives of nation.’55
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World War I will forever remain a major milestone in Australian history. Even shorn of the mythological elements surrounding the Gallipoli landings and subsequent actions, the sheer trauma of the war years–for soldiers, their families and the homefront–means that it can never, and should never, be forgotten. Many of the important moments in Australian history are defined as such only by subsequent outcomes. They are crucial because they mark points where the course of Australian history, for better or for worse, changed direction. Others, such as Australia’s World War I, are crucial in their own right. They constitute historical experience so intense–and in this case so grievous–that they do not require subsequent developments to establish their crucial status.

It is hard to envisage, however, how such a tumult can have anything but substantial and long-lasting reverberations, so moments that are crucial in their own right are often rendered into historical turning points through, for example, lingering trauma or attempts to make good the damage. Post war, Australia’s trauma was most immediately visible in shattered veterans and bereaved relatives. Absent bodies generated new grieving rituals, and damaged veterans imposed a new and vast national obligation. Most significantly, the physical, psychological and social damage wrought by the war demanded a narrative within which the suffering could acquire a higher purpose. Thus the Anzac legend acquired its revered status as it rhetorically turned the destruction of war into an act of national creation. The legend ignored and glossed over many historical realties. But, ironically, it became in its own right one of the war’s most significant outcomes.
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THE PREMIERS’ PLAN AND THE GREAT DEPRESSION: HIGH POLITICS AND EVERYDAY LIFE IN AN ECONOMIC CRISIS


 Erik Eklund




 It was late autumn in 1931 when the Australian state premiers, together with the Labor prime minister, Joseph Scullin, assembled at the Victorian houses of parliament in Melbourne. The Wall Street Crash had happened in 1929 and the effects of the subsequent economic collapse were reverberating around the world. The meeting was one of many between Commonwealth and state leaders in a desperate attempt to respond to the economic tsunami crashing over them. The outcome of the meeting between the premiers and the prime minister, finalised on 10 June, was to lower government expenditure, reduce pensions, reduce interest payable on government bonds and rein in government debt. In short, this agreement–later known as the Premiers’ Plan –enacted a rapid and determined cut to government spending.

In 1931 ‘Charlie B.’ was living in a small shelter made of kerosene tins and discarded industrial material just outside the industrial town of Port Kembla on the south coast of New South Wales. Out of work since 1929, he had managed to survive with the occasional odd job and whatever he could find around him. The deflationary policies of the Premiers’ Plan were to have a profound effect on his life and on the lives of many thousands of Australians like him.1 The Great Depression is one of the few historical events where public and national stories of its impact are matched by personal, community and regional experiences. For every file on government action or policy decisions there is a welter of records of the poverty and deprivation of ordinary people.

As the federal and state parliaments grappled with the crisis, so too did communities and individuals throughout the nation. By 1931 there was a palpable sense of crisis in politics, in the economy and throughout Australian society. There were increasing numbers of homeless and unemployed. There were growing fears, real and imagined, of social and political breakdown. The Great Depression was truly national in its scope. It affected all Australians from every state and territory, in the capital cities and in smaller regional towns. Few moments in Australian history can lay claim to such encompassing effects. The Depression transformed the public and private lives of many who lived through it. It shaped their subsequent behaviour and attitudes well into the 1940s and beyond. Throughout 1930 and 1931, the Premiers’ Plan dominated the political landscape, deepening the economic crisis and shaping the lives of those like ‘Charlie B.’.
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The Great Depression was tumultuous and complex, and in the Premiers’ Plan we have an embodiment of the political response to it. The Plan was not overly detailed or prescriptive but the broad parameters and the informing principles shaped Commonwealth and state government responses to the crisis. It is also the point at which we can most clearly see the interaction of public policy and private experience, for the Premiers’ Plan was to have considerable effect on the structure of the economy, on working lives and on the shape of federal and state politics. The themes that emerge in looking at this crucial moment include the movement between high politics and social history, and the consequences of the adoption of the Plan for the majority of Australians.

The Great Depression still haunts our collective memories. In March 2008, the US investment bank JP Morgan offered a line of credit, guaranteed by the United States Federal Reserve, to buy out the fifth-largest US investment bank, Bear Stearns. As many news reports noted, this was the first major bank bailout since the Great Depression. Newspaper columnists discussed at length the extent of the similarities between the 1920s and the current global financial crisis stemming from unsustainable loan practices in the US. The chairman of the US Federal Reserve, Ben Bernanke, has himself undertaken important scholarly work on the Depression. ‘I am a Great Depression Buff’, Bernanke wrote. ‘For my money, few periods are so replete with human interest.’2 The Depression left a significant political and intellectual legacy. The role of banks, and the impact of fiscal and monetary policy, have generated considerable debate and political conflict and are clearly issues of considerable contemporary relevance.

The Depression was triggered by a massive and sudden drop in stock prices on the US stock exchange in October 1929. This event and its flow-on effects in Australia, however, also revealed more fundamental economic problems including an inexorable decline in Australian commodity prices and overproduction in some areas of the economy. From the late nineteenth century most industrialised economies had diversified, moving away from a reliance on agriculture, and had acquired a broader spread of trading partners. The Australian economy, in contrast, remained relatively dependent on its agricultural export trade, especially with the United Kingdom.

As for many other countries, the 1920s was a decade of mixed blessings for Australia. State governments continued to borrow to finance important public works projects, but underlying problems remained. Post-war inflation in 1919 and 1920 was followed by a recession. Unemployment hovered at around 10 per cent during the 1920s. Loan funds from London dried up after 1927, limiting debtfinanced public works. The precise reasons why many different countries shifted into depression have been the subject of some debate and discussion.3 The exact definition of an economic depression is also contested. The principal characteristics of a depression include a major fall in national income (usually over 10 per cent), which precip-itates a real decline in economic activity for a sustained period with accompanying high unemployment. Table 1 outlines three common measures charting the move into an economic depression.

Table 1

Gross domestic product (GDP), Commonwealth basic male wage and unemployment among trade union members, 1929 to 1935.
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SOURCE The GDP and unemployment figures are from Australians: Historical Statistics, Fairfax, Syme and Weldon, Sydney, 1987, pp. 133 & 152. The wage rates are the Commonwealth Court of Conciliation and Arbitration Basic Male Wage for May of each year from P Sheldon, ‘State-level Basic Wages During the Depression, 1929–1935: Institutions and politics over markets’, Australian Economic History Review, vol. 47, no. 3, November 2007, p. 258.



What can be said with some certainty is that many of the affected economies had common characteristics. In the US, Canada and Australia the 1920s was a boom period for investment, but economic activity was highly dependent on a number of key commodities such as wheat, wool and coal and was largely financed by borrowed money. As commodity prices dropped and the terms of trade deteriorated, most major industrialised countries suffered a massive decline in their national income. By the end of the 1920s, Australia’s population of approximately 6.4 million faced a monumental economic crisis.4

Almost 120 000 jobs were lost from manufacturing industries over the period 1927 to 1932 with major falls in Victoria and New South Wales.5 Wool prices dropped steadily from 1925; the wheat price dropped sharply in 1930. Subsequently, the value of Australia’s wool and wheat exports halved from 1929 to 1930, and national income declined by one third.6 Widespread upheavals in the economy generated social dislocation, social and political conflict and, above all, human suffering. The experience was mind-boggling in its international scale and devastating effects. Official unemployment rates in 1933 peaked at 19 per cent in Canada, 22 per cent in the UK and 25 per cent in the US. As high as they are, however, these figures were probably underestimations.7 In Australia official unemployment rates peaked in 1933 at 30 per cent, though underemployment and wage cuts for those who remained in work were also important elements of the calamity for working people and their families.

Faced with the emerging crisis from the late 1920s, and overwhelmed by the scale and complexity of the problem, governments tried a range of different responses. Tariff barriers were raised, levels of migration were monitored and reduced. Customs excise, the main form of taxation income, was increased. Some governments sought alternative sources of loan monies while others moved to guarantee farm income by setting a guaranteed minimum price on commodities such as wheat. Such strategies were actually grounded in the 1920s, implemented in the desperate hope that somehow the world had not changed as dramatically as it had.8

By the end of 1930 a clearer response from the federal government was emerging. The Premiers’ Plan represented a more confident political assertion of a particular fiscal and monetary response to the crisis. This approach focused on the notion that Australia had lived beyond its means and that wages, government spending and prices needed to be controlled. The visit by the Bank of England mission in 1930, headed by Sir Otto Niemeyer, gave great impetus to this view. Niemeyer was a fiscal conservative with grave misgivings about colonial extravagance. He implicitly aligned an imperial sense of morality and duty with the specific economic measures of reduced spending and honouring debt. Furthermore, he appeared to offer the possibility of redemption from the imperial centre. The spectre of defaulted loans, so Prime Minister Scullin believed, was a matter of Australian honour, and Niemeyer, as an English expert, had powerful political and cultural influence in the context of an Australian national sentiment which was still closely aligned with Britishness. It was Niemeyer’s belief that Australia should privilege debt repayment–debt that was primarily secured through loans from the British banks–a view that was buttressed by the emerging elite of Australian economists such as the University of Melbourne’s DB Copland.9

The growing numbers of unemployed understood the implications of these financial policies. In March 1931, when the Western Australian Government failed to secure any substantial loan funds at one of the numerous Melbourne meetings, the unemployed gathered outside the Treasury building in Perth. The so-called ‘Treasury Riot’ was a major confrontation between police and protestors, with a number of arrests. This was followed by months of sporadic and occasionally violent protest in the Western Australian capital. Across the nation, some 200 000 men employed on public works projects lost their positions as a result of the cessation of loan money from London.10

The dilemma of how the Plan could be presented or ‘sold’ to the electorate was partially, though not entirely successfully, managed through the slogan ‘equality of sacrifice’. Prime Minister Scullin and the supporting premiers argued that both pensioners and bondholders should suffer the same cuts. Needless to say, such a slogan underwhelmed the Labor Party faithful, and the ensuing years were some of the most bitter and divided in the party’s history.11

Federal and state Labor split in South Australia, Victoria and New South Wales. In the latter state the irrepressible Premier Jack Lang developed a populist and excoriating critique of the Premiers’ Plan. Lang favoured defaulting on the British loans and withheld NSW Government payments to London lenders. This debt was serviced by the Commonwealth which believed that it needed to restore financial confidence in Australia and that defaulting on loan repayments was the quickest way to destroy that confidence. The climax to the political crisis in NSW saw Lang dismissed by the Governor, Sir Phillip Game. Another Labor grouping, under Tasmanian Joseph Lyons, joined the conservative opposition, which was reforming itself into a new political force. In December 1931 Lyons won a federal election as leader of the new United Australia Party, and became prime minister.12

Criticism of the Premiers’ Plan came not only from disgruntled state parliamentarians and the increasing ranks of the unemployed. Another dissident view, though somewhat milder than Lang’s, was that of the federal treasurer Ted Theodore, who advocated an expansionary response to the crisis, quite the opposite to the ‘control spending and live within your means’ approach. Theodore, a former Queensland state premier, was aware of the developing doctrine of Cambridge economist, John Maynard Keynes (who, ironically, came second in the British civil service examination in 1908, just behind Otto Niemeyer). By the 1930s Keynes was suggesting that a deflationary response would only make the economic decline worse. Theodore did manage to include some proposals for raising further capital within the Plan, and even touted a more ambitious capital-raising exercise, which was ultimately thwarted by the Senate and the Commonwealth Bank Board. Theodore’s position, however, was significantly undermined by the ‘Mungana affair’. A Royal Commission into the sale of state government-owned smelters in Queensland found that Theodore had personally benefited from the sale while he was Queensland premier. Thereafter, Theodore’s erratic personal life and association with the ‘Mungana affair’ helped discredit his more ambitious and unorthodox economic proposals.13

The Premiers’ Plan was crucial in crystallising a deflationary, control-spending approach to the Depression, despite Theodore’s attempts to modify the harsher policies. As mainstream political opinion coalesced around the Plan, radical groups on the left and right unleashed a torrent of criticism. The reduction in pensions appeared heartless to those on the left, and the involvement of the Bank of England in the person of Niemeyer was further grist to the mill for Labor and Communist Party critics who alleged a conspiracy to protect finance capital. On the right, as politics lurched from one crisis to another and some saw even the sanctity of private property under threat, groups such as the New Guard and the All for Australia League lost faith in democracy itself and called for the installation of a strong leader who might restore order and control the communist menace.14

These fraught and highly polarised debates had a wide-ranging impact in capital cities, regional centres and even in smaller rural towns. In Adelaide the unemployed protested against poor-quality food relief and exploitation by some traders. In Wollongong NSW, street protests were banned by a nervous local council, and ‘free speech’ marchers were intimidated and arrested by police. In Melbourne, Lloyd Edmonds, then an arts student at the University of Melbourne, recalled long meetings and conferences: ‘Of course, nobody had a solution, but we certainly didn’t want the Premiers’ Plan. So we had these conferences … It was the most frustrating thing, because no-one knew the answer to the depression. We didn’t, but neither did the government. But we still were opposed to cuts in pensions and wages.’ ‘Loyalist’ groups, fearful of growing communist influence, made an appearance, and clashes between them, the unemployed and the police became more common. Police were increasingly nervous, sometimes heavy handed, and often biased against the unemployed.15

The Premiers’ Plan clamped down on wages and pensions. There was a 10 per cent wage cut for some workers, delivered by the Commonwealth Court of Conciliation and Arbitration in 1931. On the coalfields of NSW and Victoria workers lost between 10 and 20 per cent of their wages. Award rates for single women in industrial employment, already about half of the male basic wage, declined from £2 per week in 1923 to £1.17s by 1933.16 Such wage cuts came on top of a deterioration of working conditions as the labour movement grew weaker in the context of major industrial defeats in the coalmining industry, on the waterfront and in the timber industry. Many awards reverted to 48-hour weeks, reversing the progress of the 1920s towards 40-hour weeks. The Plan also restricted the already tight money supply and further reduced public employment. The traditional government response to unemployment in times of economic downturn was to increase public works and thereby absorb many of the underemployed. Instead, the Commonwealth Government, which had spent over £2 million on public works in 1930, withdrew nearly all of this funding in 1931. State governments maintained some public works projects, though many reverted to ‘food relief’ rather than the provision of ‘real’ work for the unemployed. Food relief was another area of social conflict as the unemployed demanded wages rather than dole coupons.17

Deflationary policies, with a strong deadening hand over economic activity, flowed into the private sector. Total federal government outlays declined by more than 10 per cent from 1930 to 1932, a figure for any penny-pinching treasurer to be proud of. By 1931, manufacturing and mining had suffered significant declines. In places like Port Pirie, Queenstown and Port Kembla large numbers of men had been laid off. Decline in mining and manufacturing affected work in the ports and rail yards of capital cities and regional centres alike. Towns where the local commercial sector was dependent on the wages from local industries were particularly hard hit. Tent cities and camp sites mushroomed around their outskirts.

The immediate social effect of this major downturn across public and private employment was the creation of a large class of unemployed men who travelled the country alone (or occasionally with their families) in an increasingly desperate search for work. Favoured destinations were the big cities of Melbourne and Sydney and industrial areas where there was even a slight chance of work. Industrial centres, however, were severely affected as orders for state government infrastructure projects, as well as many private projects, dried up. Some of the highest levels of unemployment were experienced in Newcastle NSW, where the decline of the coal and manufacturing industries led to unemployment levels as high as 38 per cent in some suburbs. In June 1932, the NSW Government transferred some men into an emergency work relief program, popularly known as ‘work for the dole’.18 In rural areas such as Gippsland and the La Trobe Valley in Victoria, the remaining unemployment relief work was dominated by men from the city who constituted up to 90 per cent of the workforce. This was a requirement which generated conflict between local men and itinerants. State governments viewed large groups of unemployed men in city areas somewhat fearfully, and moving them to the country was seen as a way to dissipate this perceived threat. A number of states trialled unsustainable and half-hearted schemes to resettle the unemployed on farms.19 Western Australia offered free railway travel to the South Australian border. In Broken Hill NSW the labour movement, controlled by the Barrier Industrial Council, declared its books closed to ‘outsiders’ in 1931. Communities generally feared the establishment of tent cities, though in many cases local councils with scarce resources did their best to secure a water supply and sanitary systems for the ‘Happy Valleys’, ‘Official Camps’ and ‘Frogs Hollows’ that emerged.

Those with the resources, financial and social, to stay in their local communities and neighbourhoods were much better off than the itinerants who ‘hit the road’. Those who stayed had access to local contacts, central to securing employment, and received in-kind support from friends and neighbours. Farmers too could fall back on their own resources, such as a vegetable garden or a couple of cows, as long as they could stay on the land and were not foreclosed.

The group that was especially hard hit were those in regular employment who had been reasonably secure throughout the 1920s. In these cases the extent of the fall and the sense of a major disruption to established routines of life made adjustment difficult. This group lacked many of the economic and cultural strategies for coping with periods of unemployment or underemployment. In port towns throughout Australia waterside workers enjoyed only punctuated periods of employment with fishing or rabbiting in between to survive. Household budgets were structured around the probability of varying incomes. All members of the household, including children, were mobilised to secure resources, either through casual employment or informal economic activities such as fishing or bartering. For many, the sheer horror of the Great Depression lay in the fact that even respectable, sober and hard-working people could be made destitute.
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The study and search for understanding of the Great Depression is also an important point in debates on Australian history. The debates have centred on questions about its severity, with some researchers arguing that the impact of the Depression has, in fact, been overrated. The historical problem lies with the relationship between macroeconomic or labour market indices of economic turmoil, and people’s lived experience of that turmoil. This poses a series of difficult questions. Do the economic statistics convey the true breadth of the experience of living through the Great Depression? How might we connect the statistical picture with the realities of economic deprivation and unemployment? As Stuart Macintyre notes, the ‘human dimensions of the depression experience defy precise statistical measurement’.20

Oral testimony is often used by historians as the qualitative counterpoint to quantitative economic measurement. Australian libraries and archives have extensive holdings on the Depression collected from the 1960s, though oral testimony grows harder to obtain with the inexorable passage of time. What is striking is that memories of those who lived through the Depression tend to minimise the hardship and conflict, focusing instead on stories of ‘coping’, ‘getting by’ and ‘getting through’. David Potts, who uses oral history extensively, has challenged and revised our understandings of the Depression by focusing on the opportunities that came with unemployment or underemployment, and on stories of great resilience, or examples of people making do and getting by with courage and resourcefulness. Rather than anger or bitterness, this account emphasises adaptability. Potts argues, for example, that the Depression did not radicalise the majority of people. Instead, the Depression precipitated life-changing moments and enabled great generosity among relatives and neighbours and within community networks.21

Historians using oral history, however, need to be alive to the contradictions and complexities of memory and language. Often hidden beneath well-rehearsed stories of coping and managing lie stories or indications of alternative experiences and interpretations. Respondents from Port Kembla who spoke of the town ‘coming together’ during the Depression also related stories of some benefiting from the powerlessness and misfortune of others. Others made the general statements about unity in the Depression but revealed in other evidence that they were implicitly referring to smaller, more specific workplace or neighbourhood groupings.22 Janet McCalman found a similar complexity in the Melbourne suburb of Richmond. ‘The Depression’ she writes, ‘was always tougher for someone else: women claim it was harder for men; men claim it was harder for women. But in the euphemisms, the projections, the evasions and the myths, we can sense the pain and the fear.’23

In the 1990s, historians were deeply divided in their opinions of the severity of the Depression.24 With some critical distance we can look back and see more common ground than was originally admitted. Acknowledging conflict and social disorder does not necessarily mean that generosity and kindness was unheard of. Likewise, acknowledging that the Depression found people adapting in new and innovative ways to make a living should not lead to the conclusion that the experience was not still difficult or distressing, or that depression hardship is a ‘myth’ that needs busting.

The discussion of any turning point or crucial moment in history is always likely to produce analysis that is not sufficiently attuned to the continuities of past experience. In other words, the narrow focus on a moment in time can cut it off from the context and experiences that surround, presage and flow out from that moment. Many of the survival strategies adopted by families and communities in the 1930s, for example, were built on years of experience coping with unemployment and underemployment. For those on the margins of the labour market, particularly in industries with boom–bust cycles of employment demand such as rural labour or waterfront work, stop–go rhythms of work were commonplace. As McCalman notes of Richmond: ‘For many working-class people the Great Depression was to be “normal” only longer.’25 This is a theme echoed by many oral history respondents. Others note that, for them, the Depression did not end in 1933, as economists and politicians argued, but only in 1939 when they enlisted in the second Australian Imperial Force, or were absorbed into the expanding wartime economy.

What were the long-term consequences of the Great Depression? The answer to this question partly depends on whether one wishes to focus on the hardship and conflict or on the personal and social resilience of those who survived it. For those who emphasise the hardship and conflict, the Depression revealed deep divisions in Australian society. The veneer of civility was arguably quite thin. When poverty became more widespread, those with some degree of wealth or privilege took concerted action to protect their position. This involved political organisation in the main, but others took more drastic action to organise in a paramilitary way.

Politically, the Depression had far-reaching consequences. For many years the bitter experience of living in canvas tents, moving from one town to another or suffering police brutality or community ostracism was the raw material that fed people’s desire for more fundamental change in the structures of the economy and of governance. If the market could not manage its affairs then perhaps, it was suggested, it should be subject to democratic or political control. The Communist Party of Australia, through one of its front organisations, the Unemployed Workers’ Movement, was a major beneficiary of this disillusionment and anger, maintaining this momentum through to the beginning of the Cold War in 1947. Many militant union organisers and leaders in unions such as the Waterside Workers’ Federation and the Federated Ironworkers’ Association carried this anger through to their organising and political activity in the mid- to late-1930s. In this period, workers with well-organised and militant unions made substantial gains in their pay and conditions.26

Other political consequences are almost too numerous to mention with appropriate detail. The Labor Party fell apart, the conservatives reorganised themselves, and both the far right and far left had a short-lived influx of interest and support. The sheer numbers of unemployed overwhelmed most trade unions. Many ceased to function altogether and only recovered from the mid-1930s. The very bonds that cemented the Commonwealth together appeared under threat. Momentum towards secession gathered in Western Australia, as that state tired of being a supplicant to the Commonwealth. Culturally, the Depression left a powerful legacy. It included a generation of Australians who were frugal, saving money and resources ‘for a rainy day’. They were adept at finding novel ways to reuse and recycle. Such qualities, which seemed out of place in the post-war boom, have more recently returned as characteristics of a more sustainable, less profligate way of life.
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The adoption of the Premiers’ Plan had dramatic consequences. Debate over the plan dominated federal and state politics for more than two years and the ensuing political upheavals had far-reaching consequences for the rest of the decade. There was a fracturing and then a realignment in the labour and non-labour parties. The Plan significantly reduced economic activity in the public and private sectors. Its deflationary approach generated unemployment on a scale not seen in Australia since the 1890s, and produced widespread homelessness and a housing crisis, together with moments of public disorder and protest.

The crucible of Depression unemployment, made worse by the Plan, was a turning point in the lives of many. It was also a turning in national political history, witnessing the emergence of new policy priorities such as full employment and state housing. The spectre of the Depression haunted public policy for decades, and the years of continuing economic growth from 1945 to the early 1970s were a reassuring experience. It is in this search for certainty and security that post-war politics matched the cultural ethos. The long era under Prime Minister Menzies, with steady change underpinned by economic growth, evoked a reassuring stability driven by a desire to escape the chaos of the Depression. It is not known what happened to ‘Charlie B.’, but the temporary camps, absent services and rough conditions were slowly but surely removed from the urban environment after 1945. Only a shameful remnant of such conditions continued in Indigenous communities.

As an important moment in Australian history, the Depression looms large because of its effects on the lives of so many ordinary people. It disrupted and curtailed working lives. It made itinerants of men and families. It made beggars out of earners. Money was scarce, living conditions were appalling and, as certainly as any natural disaster, this financial one, along with the political strategies adopted in response to it, shaped the lived experience. It is a ‘moment’ that we can distil within Australian history and historiography. And while historians grapple with its extent and influence, it is still alive to us. As more recent recessions and financial crises from the 1970s onwards have come and gone, many historians, economists and commentators have continued to question whether our political and financial systems have matured to the degree that Great Depressions are no longer possible.
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27 DECEMBER 1941

PRIME MINISTER CURTIN’S NEW YEAR MESSAGE: AUSTRALIA ‘LOOKS TO AMERICA’


 David Day




 In the wake of the sudden Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and Singapore in December 1941, Prime Minister John Curtin warned Australians of the perilous position that now confronted their nation. In an article in the Melbourne Herald on 27 December, Curtin advised Australians that they faced ‘the gravest hour of our history’. With two British warships, Prince of Wales and Repulse, lost off the east coast of Malaya, and no sign of the long-promised British fleet, it was clear that Australia could no longer rely on Britain for protection from the fast-approaching Japanese forces. The obvious place to look was the United States, which had been drawn into the war by the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor.

Curtin’s New Year message has subsequently been hailed by some as a turning point when Australia shifted its primary allegiance from Britain to the US. The historian Tom Millar claimed that Curtin’s New Year message ‘marked the beginning of a shift in Australia’s sense of military dependence away from Britain to America’, while Gareth Evans, foreign affairs minister in the Hawke-Keating governments, described it as the moment when Australia ‘for the first time showed itself capable of addressing a fundamental issue about its place in the world other than reflexively, instinctively and dependently as a member of the British Empire’. More circumspectly, Evans, writing with Bruce Grant, described it as ‘a half-turning point in Australian history’.1 December 27 1941 was certainly a crucial moment, or at least an iconic one, but not necessarily a dramatic turning point in terms of the orientation of Australia’s foreign policy. Like all such moments, under closer inspection the reality tends to be a little more complex and problematic.
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As a distant and isolated part of the British Empire, Australia had long relied on the worldwide reach of the British navy to protect it against possible invasion. However, the relative decline of the British Empire and the concomitant rise of the Japanese in the early twentieth century had caused a succession of Australian governments to worry about the day when Japan might challenge their occupation of the lightly populated continent. Australians became obsessed with a fear of the Japanese, being convinced that Japan had an invasion of the resource-rich continent high on its agenda. Now that day seemed to have come and Australia was ill-prepared to defend itself against invasion. Most of its defence forces were committed to distant battlefields in Europe and the Middle East or were tied down in the vain and desperate defence of the empty British naval base at Singapore.

It was the nightmare scenario that Australians had feared for nearly forty years. Ever since the signing of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance in 1902 and the decisive Japanese naval victory over Russia in 1905, it had been clear to Australia that the British navy had lost its supremacy in the Pacific to the rising powers of Japan and the US. This was the reason for the invitation in 1908 by the government of Alfred Deakin for a visit to Australia by the American fleet, in the hope that it might lead the US to accept some obligation to defend its white counterpart in the Pacific. The visit of the powerful, white-painted battleships caused a sensation, with hundreds of thousands of people turning out to greet the ships and their crews when they called at Sydney and Melbourne. But nothing concrete came of the visit. Deakin was ousted as prime minister just weeks after the ships departed, and by the time he returned to power in 1909 he was dependent on ardent, imperialist MPs for his political survival.

Nor did anything come of a recommendation by the flamboyant, American-born cabinet minister, King O’Malley, who warned Labor prime minister, Andrew Fisher, in December 1912 that in the event of war Britain would likely ‘look after herself first, even if her possessions beyond the seas had to be sacrificed’. To guard against the possibility of Australia being abandoned to the Japanese, O’Malley urged that Australia must do all it could to develop links with the US so as to ‘secure their goodwill and assistance’ in the event of a Pacific war.2 There is no evidence that Fisher pursued this suggestion before falling from power several months later. Even had he tried to do so, the US was not prepared to assume such a role. Nor was the Australian Government ready to relinquish its faith in Britain’s willingness and ability to protect the distant dominion, although the events of World War I increased Australian concerns about Britain’s waning power when it was forced to rely on Japanese warships to escort Australian troop convoys across the Indian Ocean in 1914.

During the 1920s and 1930s, following the end of the Anglo-Japanese Alliance and despite the evidence of Britain’s relative decline as a world power, Australia still looked overwhelmingly to Britain to protect it against any future Japanese invasion. Under the agreed system of imperial defence, Britain was committed to sending a fleet to Singapore in the event of Japanese forces moving southward, while Australia effectively committed itself to supporting Britain in any European war.3 The strategy had a fatal flaw which few were prepared to acknowledge. As Curtin pointed out as Opposition leader in 1936, Japan was only likely to attack when Britain was preoccupied with a war in Europe. In such circumstances, declared Curtin, relying on the British Government ‘to send forces to our aid is too dangerous a hazard upon which to found Australia’s defence policy’.4

However, the conservative government of Joseph Lyons and Robert Menzies could see no alternative to Australia’s historic reliance on Britain. Even after the outbreak of World War II, which brought Australia’s nightmare scenario that much closer, Menzies committed Australian forces to the war against Germany and Italy while leaving Australia poorly prepared for the possibility of a Japanese invasion. More surprisingly, he continued to hold the US at arm’s length and made no attempt to emulate Deakin’s earlier overtures to Washington. Instead, as late as 1941, Menzies continued to refuse American requests to establish air and other links between the US and Australia for fear that it would harm British commercial interests.5

On coming to power in October 1941, after two independent MPs shifted their support to the Labor Party, Curtin immediately overturned these blinkered policies and agreed to the Americans using Australia as part of an alternative air and sea reinforcement route to service US forces in the Philippines. The sense of Curtin’s earlier warnings was now clear for all to see. Britain had failed to fulfil its imperial defence obligations by sending a fleet or a strong air armada to Singapore and had concentrated its forces instead on the war against Germany. While this made sense in London and Washington, it left Australia dangerously in the lurch. It was in this context that Curtin published his New Year message to the Australian people, announcing that ‘Australia looks to America, free of any pangs as to our traditional links or kinship with the United Kingdom’. Coming just three weeks after Japan’s dramatic entry into the war, the statement was a frank admission of Australia’s vulnerability and of the new strategic realities in the Pacific. It reflected the widespread but mistaken assumption in Australia that Japan had the Australian continent firmly in its sights rather than any of the other territorial pickings that were suddenly available to it, including India. To deflect the Japanese, Curtin not only appealed for American assistance but also called on Russia to declare war against Japan and thereby force Japan to retain its forces in northern Asia.6

Curtin’s statement provoked outrage among some conservatives, who regarded it as an abandonment of Britain and the empire. The wording of the statement (written by Curtin’s press secretary, Don Rodgers) and the suggestion that Australia had no ‘pangs’ about turning away from Britain, was particularly inflammatory. It threatened to bring to the surface the bitter religious and ethnic divisions that arose in World War I, when conservative, Anglo-Australian Protestants had tended to be the staunchest supporters of Britain and the empire, while Labor-minded, Irish-Australian Catholics had tended to be its sternest critics. As a Labor leader of Irish Catholic background, who had been a leading opponent of World War I and conscription, Curtin should have been more alert to how his message would be read by his political opponents. It had been a constant refrain of Australian electoral politics since the early 1900s for the conservative parties to claim that the Labor Party was somehow disloyal to Britain, and Curtin’s statement was seized on as confirmation of this allegation. Billy Hughes, now leader of the federal Opposition, suggested that Curtin wanted ‘the break-up of the British Empire’, while Menzies declared the statement a ‘great blunder’.7 Curtin rushed to assure Australians that he was not cutting ties with Britain. Rather, he had wanted the statement to emphasise to Australians the seriousness of the defence position and to exhort them to make the personal sacrifices required to ensure eventual victory.8 Curtin need not have worried. There was no backlash from the public, which watched with horror as the citadels of British power, from Hong Kong to Singapore, fell in quick succession to the Japanese, effectively bearing out Curtin’s dire warnings about Australian security and Britain’s inability to help.

There was a backlash, though, from British and American leaders, who reacted angrily when Curtin’s statement was reported overseas, since it was a direct challenge to the agreed Anglo-American strategy for fighting the war. British Prime Minister Winston Churchill and US President Franklin D Roosevelt had agreed that, in the event of a war with Japan, the two Allies would concentrate their efforts on defeating Germany first. Curtin was calling for the war in the Pacific to be fought with equal vigour to the war in Europe, since the present policy could see Australia being conceded to Japan while the Allies concentrated on Germany. The Pearl Harbor attack had made Americans eager to focus their forces on Japan, and Churchill had gone to Washington to ensure that there was no back-sliding by Roosevelt. Churchill was still there when Curtin’s statement was reported in the American press and he was outraged by the challenge it posed to the Allied strategy and by Curtin’s demand for Australia to be consulted as a leading player in the Pacific war. Describing it as ‘insulting’, he called on his ministers in London to ensure that there was no pandering to the Australians.9

Fortunately for Churchill, Roosevelt was similarly outraged and stood by the pre-existing Allied strategy. As a result, Curtin’s statement had little effect. Russia ignored his call to declare war on Japan, while the British and American governments disregarded his call for Australia to be given a leading place in the formulation of Pacific war strategy. Nevertheless, the statement has come to have great symbolic significance for supposedly indicating when Australia changed from being dependent on Britain to attaching itself instead to the US. After all, the publication of the statement roughly coincided with the arrival in Australia of the first of over a million American troops who would be based in or would pass through Australia on their way to Pacific battlefields.10 After nearly four decades of sporadic attempts by Australian governments to develop a defence relationship with the US, the two countries finally had a mutual interest in defeating Japan, with the US needing Australia as a launching pad and a source of supplies for the American forces that would begin rolling back the borders of the vastly expanded Japanese empire.
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Curtin agreed that the supreme command of Allied forces in the South-West Pacific Area would be exercised by the American general, Douglas MacArthur, who had fought alongside Australians in France in World War I and who had left his doomed command in the Philippines in March 1942 to take control of all Allied forces from his new headquarters in Melbourne. For the first few months, the majority of the forces under his command were Australian. It was MacArthur who decided on their deployment and who organised the military and naval operations that would secure the Australian mainland from the possibility of invasion before turning his attention to winning back the territories that had been seized so easily by Japan. As for British forces, there was not a sign to be seen in the first years of the Pacific war. Despite the risks of invasion in early 1942, and the repeated Japanese air attacks on Australia’s northern ports and towns, no British troops, airmen or naval forces were sent to reinforce Australia in fulfilment of Britain’s pre-war commitments.

It was not until late 1943 that a few token squadrons of Spitfire aircraft were sent to Australia, as a sop by Churchill to Australia’s minister for external affairs, Dr HV Evatt, and it was not until early 1945 that a British fleet was sent to Australia to take part in the final defeat of Japan. Australia, though, continued to fulfil its part of the imperial defence bargain, sending airmen to serve in units of the Royal Air Force and allowing some of its naval ships to serve with the Royal Navy, while the 9th Division continued to fight in the Middle East until after the decisive battle of El Alamein in late 1942.11 In the absence of British forces in MacArthur’s South-West Pacific command, Australia was forced to rely on the Americans for military manpower and for much of its munitions, from aircraft to tanks. And it was the American navy in the crucial battles of the Coral Sea and Midway in mid-1942 that effectively lifted the Japanese siege of Australia and ensured that an invasion was no longer a practical possibility.

Throughout it all, a close relationship developed between Curtin and MacArthur, perhaps because Curtin was content to allow the egotistical American general to determine strategy in the South-West Pacific without interference from the Australian Government, and even to exercise a large measure of control over the Australian economy. However, the relief that Australians had felt on the arrival of MacArthur and the American forces was soon replaced by a measure of resentment and some suspicion of American territorial ambitions in the Pacific and of its economic ambitions in Australia. It also proved just as difficult to obtain munitions from the US as it previously had from Britain. When Curtin insisted on the return of Australian forces from the Middle East, he now found himself battling opposition from both Churchill and Roosevelt.12

The popular resentment at the American presence, and the clash of cultures, was evident in the so-called ‘battle of Brisbane’ in November 1942, when rioting broke out between Australian and American soldiers in the streets of Brisbane.13 On a political level, the resentment was heightened when visiting American politicians suggested that the US should retain control after the war of the Pacific bases that had been built with American money and defended with American blood. These included bases on British islands including Fiji, as well as in Australia and its territory of Papua and New Guinea. However, Australia had grand ambitions of its own and hoped to enjoy a large measure of post-war economic and strategic control over its surrounding region, stretching as far north as South-East Asia and eastward to Fiji.14 The stage was set for conflict between the two close allies.

In January 1944, after leaders of Britain, the US and China had met in Cairo to decide their plans for the Pacific without any consultation with Australia, the Australian Government organised its own conference with New Zealand without any prior consultation with Britain or the US. At a meeting in Australia’s Parliament House, Evatt made clear the scope of Australia’s territorial ambitions when he announced that the south-west Pacific should be an area of predominant Australian and New Zealand influence. The Australia–New Zealand Pact that was signed in Canberra was effectively a Monroe Doctrine for the south-west Pacific, with the two British dominions declaring that the sovereignty of Pacific island territories should not be decided without reference to them. However, Australia’s power to influence events in the Pacific was more limited than it had supposed. The British and American governments expressed their displeasure after learning of the Canberra conference and refused to attend the mooted Pacific conference at which Evatt had hoped to pressure them into acknowledging the ambitions of the two dominions.

The failure of the Canberra conference to achieve its major aim was an object lesson for Curtin and Evatt. Despite the closeness of the relationship between Curtin and MacArthur, and the great expansion of Australia’s military power during World War II, the nation could not make unilateral assertions in relation to post-war territorial arrangements, even in its immediate region, without reference to Britain and the US. It was a timely reminder that Australia would continue to need a great power ally after the war was won, for Curtin and his colleagues were convinced that the defeat of Japan would not end the risks of invasion. But to which great power should Australia look for protection in the post-war world?

It might have been expected that the experience of 1941–42 would have led Curtin to look to Washington for a defence treaty to guard against a resurgent Japan or other Asian power that might be intent on threatening Australia. However, Curtin turned instead to Britain for the core of its post-war defence arrangements. Australia returned to its position within the empire. On his arrival in Australia in 1942, MacArthur had left Curtin with no illusions about the temporary nature of America’s close relationship with Australia, which was driven by pragmatic considerations in Washington. Once the end of the war was in sight, the value of Australia was less apparent to the US. Its attention was concentrated instead on Europe, the Middle East and, to a lesser extent, north Asia. As a result, there was little prospect of the US being willing to replace Britain as Australia’s great power protector.

The Australian Government had other reasons for looking primarily to Britain. Despite Britain’s failure to fulfil its defence guarantees in 1942, it was believed that the racial and historical bonds between Britain and Australia would ensure that the defence links would be that much stronger than any links that might be created between Australia and the US. The wartime presence of American forces in Australia had revealed the sometimes stark differences between the two peoples. With the White Australia policy being central to Australian politics, the use of black American troops to defend Australia was a cause of some official consternation, although recent research suggests that the concern was more keenly felt by government and military authorities than by the Australian public.15 When the first shipload of black American soldiers arrived in January 1942, they were refused permission to land by officious customs officers enforcing Australia’s racially-restrictive immigration policies. When the Australian Government later agreed to the presence of black American troops, it was on condition they be based predominantly in northern Australia, far from the populous southern cities.16 Even the ethnic mix of the white American troops had been of concern during the war to Australians, who prided themselves on being overwhelmingly British in their origins and who had erected barriers in the 1920s and 1930s to restrict the entry of immigrants from southern Europe.

Not surprisingly then, when Curtin travelled to the US and Britain in May 1944, his principal aim was to reassure British leaders of Australia’s continuing loyalty to the empire. Although Australia was still part of America’s strategic responsibility in the Pacific, Curtin assured audiences in London that it did not mean ‘any reallocation of relationships’. Australians continued to regard themselves as ‘trustees for the British way of life’ and would ensure that Britain had in the Pacific ‘a people and a territory corresponding in purpose and in outlook and in race to the Motherland itself’.17 The words could just as easily have been uttered by his conservative predecessors. But the sentiments of Curtin were markedly different from those of Robert Menzies.

Although Curtin declared that Australia would remain as an ‘integral part of the British Commonwealth’, he wanted Australia’s membership of the empire, and its enhanced strength from the war, to allow it to speak with greater authority in the Pacific and the wider world. He wanted Australia to be recognised by the British Government as the leading British nation in the Pacific.18 Most importantly, in regional matters, he expected that London would defer to Canberra, rather than the reverse. Weakened by the war, and concerned with the post-war threat from Russia, Britain was more than ready to recognise Australia’s enhanced position in the Pacific and to lean on Australia for support. Britain encouraged Australia to boost its navy with the addition of two redundant aircraft carriers so that Australia could project its power further from its shores, and it allowed Australia to nominate its officer to command the British Commonwealth Occupation Force in Japan.

By the end of the war, with MacArthur and most of his forces having left Australia’s shores, Curtin’s ‘looking to America’ statement seemed to have left no lasting mark on Australia. With the US refusing Australian suggestions for a post-war defence treaty, the government of Ben Chifley tied Australia back into the system of imperial defence and planned in any future European war to send its troops to defend British interests in the Middle East, just as it had been doing since the Gallipoli campaign of 1915. With the US jealously protecting its atomic secrets, Australia agreed to allow Britain to use the Australian interior for weapons testing so that the empire could have its own capability, independent of the US.19 But the gradual decline of British power and the dissolution of its empire, and its replacement as a world power by the US, could not be denied.
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The government of Robert Menzies, which came to power in 1949, implicitly acknowledged the changing post-war reality when it committed Australian forces to the American-led war in Korea in 1950–the first time that Australia had committed itself to a war without Britain already having done so. Menzies’ Government then pressured the US into agreeing to the ANZUS Treaty in return for Australia agreeing to a ‘soft’ peace treaty with Japan, as part of American attempts to contain communism in Asia. Originally, Australia had wanted the Pacific defence pact to be equivalent to the North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO), with Britain as a key member. It was only when Britain, Canada and several other countries declined to be involved that the treaty was restricted to just three members (including New Zealand) and was made much more limited in its scope than the NATO pact.20

The Liberal Party has since pointed to the signing of the ANZUS Treaty as marking the time when Australia really turned to the US. The reality is rather different. When Australia made its commitment to join the Americans in Korea, it was also joining with Britain in fighting against insurgents in Malaya. The following year, Australia also based two squadrons of aircraft on the British-controlled island of Malta in support of British operations in the Middle East. In fact, the ANZUS Treaty was of limited importance in Australian strategic planning during the 1950s, with the links with Britain continuing to predominate. With most Australians still regarding themselves as belonging to the British world, the Menzies Government continued its attachment to Britain by hosting British atomic and hydrogen bomb tests, as well as other weapon trials, in order to support Britain’s vain attempt to retain its status as a world power.21

It was Britain that was moving away from Australia, rather than the reverse. The Suez crisis of 1956 confirmed Britain’s waning ability to assert itself as a world power and set it on a post-imperial trajectory that saw it withdraw from most of its remaining colonies. Without its colonies, and beset with economic problems at home, Britain began the process of dismantling its far-flung defence bases and scaling back its strategic commitments. When it finally announced the withdrawal of its forces from newly independent Singapore in 1967, Australia made a last desperate attempt to retain the traditional defence link with Britain by suggesting that it simply shift its forces from Singapore to Darwin rather than withdraw them all the way to the Mediterranean.

But the contraction of British power could not be stopped. Nor could the reorientation of Britain’s economic direction towards Europe. While the failure of Britain to fulfil its defence commitment in 1942 had caused a temporary switch by Australia towards the US, it was the announcement of Britain’s intention to seek entry into the European Common Market in 1961 that forced Australia to realise that its own destiny also lay elsewhere. Its choice was clear. The US had come to replace Britain as the major source of foreign investment in Australia, while Australia’s participation in the Vietnam War caused the two countries to develop a much closer political and strategic relationship.

With Australia’s strategic and economic reliance on the US rivalling Australia’s links with Britain, the two major political parties in Australia regularly competed to claim responsibility for having instituted the alliance with America. Just as the conservatives had tried to claim prior to World War II that the Labor Party was disloyal to Britain and the empire, it became a feature of Australian politics from the mid-1960s for the conservatives to claim that the Labor Party was anti-American and that a Labor government would undermine the alliance with the US. The Labor Party gave implicit credence to the Liberal claim when it opposed Australian involvement in the American-led war in Vietnam. Labor suffered severely at the polls for its opposition, until the news from Vietnam gradually gave rise to a mass movement in opposition to the war.

To firmly establish their pro-American credentials, the Liberals pointed to their signing of the ANZUS Treaty, arguing that their party had thereby been the originators of the close defence relationship with the US and that it was the signing of the treaty that marked the crucial moment when Australia switched its allegiance from Britain to the US. A commitment to the treaty became a regular litmus test of loyalty at election time. There were also organised attempts by conservative governments to engender a sense of obligation by Australians towards the US for the assistance that was rendered during the war. This was centred on activities commemorating the anniversary of the Battle of the Coral Sea, with the American navy being cast as the force that saved Australia from invasion, while the role of the Australian soldiers on the Kokoda Track was downplayed.

Any hint from within the Labor Party in the 1960s or 1970s of wanting to loosen the tight bonds with Washington and develop more independent foreign and defence policies was derided for supposedly exposing Australia to attack from whatever was the invasion bogey of the day. To neutralise such claims, the Labor Party regularly pointed to Curtin’s statement in 1941, and his subsequent welcoming of American forces to Australia, as marking the turning point in the reorientation of Australia from its long-time dependence on Britain to a new-found reliance on the US. The issue continues to resonate. The conservative government of John Howard tried unsuccessfully in the lead-up to the 2007 election to suggest that a Labor government could not be trusted to preserve the alliance with the US, while Labor’s Kevin Rudd declared in response that the American alliance would continue to be central to Australian foreign policy under a Labor government. In support of his declaration, Rudd made a symbolic presentation of a biography of John Curtin when President Bush visited Sydney just prior to the election.22 Rudd was reminding Australians, as much as President Bush, that it was the Labor government of John Curtin which had been first to initiate the close defence relationship with the US, which was later enshrined in the ANZUS Treaty and which continues to be central to the foreign policy of this over-anxious nation.
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Although some writers might like to claim that one particular event has marked a crucial moment in Australia’s history, when everything thereafter changes, the reality tends to be less dramatic. So-called ‘turning points’ usually have a long pre-history, as gradual changes establish the pre-conditions for an eventual transformation. That was certainly true in the case of Australia’s alliance with the US, which was the culmination of a prolonged process going back to Deakin’s invitation to the American fleet and which was accelerated by Curtin’s New Year message in 1941, by Menzies’ signing of the ANZUS Treaty in 1951 and by his later commitment of Australian forces to the American-led war in Vietnam. Moreover, the process of drawing closer to the US in defence and foreign policy was mirrored by a growing American influence on Australian culture and by American investment in the Australian economy. Mickey Mouse and multinationals thereby helped to cement the fear-driven alliance with the US. The contribution of Curtin’s New Year message was to provide an historic highlight in the process rather than marking a more dramatic turning point or the origin of the alliance.
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16 SEPTEMBER 1956

‘IT’S HERE, AT LAST!’: THE INTRODUCTION OF TELEVISION IN AUSTRALIA


 Michelle Arrow




 It was 6.30 pm on the evening of Sunday, 16 September 1956, and the crowds of curious Sydneysiders who had been drawn out of their homes for this special event were expectant and curious. Thousands had gathered in front of shop windows, inside television showrooms, at RSL clubs, at the homes of besieged relatives and neighbours and at advertised ‘television parties’ to watch the first regular television broadcast from TCN Channel 9. The Daily Telegraph reported that ‘whole families made special car trips to the city to get their first view of television. Long lines of cars were parked outside some stores in streets normally deserted on Sunday nights.’ As television screens across the city flickered into life, viewers saw Bruce Gyngell, dapperly dressed in a dinner suit and bow tie, greet them with his now-famous line: ‘Ladies and gentlemen, good evening and welcome to television.’

Television was a novelty, a public spectacle, and viewers responded accordingly: at one party, the audience was so absorbed in the programs that they applauded at transmission’s end.1 The Daily Telegraph greeted the new medium with enthusiasm and a hint of impatience, proclaiming ‘it’s here, at last!’. Yet, as film and television scholar Albert Moran has pointed out, this germinal moment, commonly recalled as the beginning of television in Australia, was really one of many ‘beginnings’ (for example, Melbourne had its first broadcasts on 4 November, and the public network Australian Broadcasting Commission (ABC) began broadcasting in Sydney on 5 November). It nonetheless heralded a turning point in Australia’s history.2 Television not only changed Australia’s homes and leisure habits, it transformed the ways in which we came to understand ourselves. As the dominant medium of mass communication in the post-war era, it has had a tremendous impact on almost every aspect of our lives.

How has Australia changed since that first night of ‘TV’ in 1956? This new device nestled into Australian homes, signalling a shift in entertainment away from the public sphere and towards the home. The arrival of television was a crucial moment in the development of post-war consumerism, facilitating Australia’s transformation from a production to a consumption-orientated society. Television proved a highly effective means of transmitting American culture, yet it also afforded advocates of Australian culture a more persuasive platform on which to advance their arguments. Television broadcast previously unseen vistas of Australia and the rest of the world, offering the possibility of a new, mediated citizenship where Australia’s ‘imagined community’ came to life, but it also fostered diversity through programs and services for specific audiences. Television changed the ways we found out about the world, and it transformed the practice of politics in Australia. While some of these effects were completely unexpected and others were viewed with dismay, some were intended and hoped for, for this was a turning point that was anticipated and extensively discussed well before it actually occurred.
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Television was late to arrive in Australia. By the time Prime Minister Robert Menzies established a Royal Commission to investigate its introduction in 1953, television was already well established in Great Britain, the United States and many other countries. Television’s potential merits and problems had been discussed in Australia for at least ten years before it was introduced. The Chifley Labor Government favoured a nationalised public broadcasting service and passed legislation in 1948 prohibiting the granting of commercial television licences. The Liberal-Country Party coalition supported the involvement of commercial and public broadcasters in line with its belief in free enterprise but also because of the popularity of Australia’s dual radio broadcasting system.3 Commercial interests had agitated since the early 1940s for the introduction of commercial television, but they would have to wait until well after the election of the Menzies Government in 1949 to get their wish.

The control, nature and purpose of television were extensively debated. The United States, with its entirely commercial system, and Britain, with public-only broadcasting, offered two possible visions of what television might deliver. Many who supported government-controlled broadcasting believed that television could enhance citizenship, and insisted a public network would ensure a ‘delightful and fascinating instrument of entertainment and instruction’.4 On the other hand, those with established media interests and those involved in television-related manufacturing argued that unfettered private enterprise would best deliver the democratic television service Australia needed, because ‘it [will try] to please the general public, whose interest it serves’.5 This spectre of an entirely commercial service horrified many observers in church and education groups, who felt that television would be a powerful tool for manipulating the public. The Archbishop of Sydney, for example, warned that ‘the huge costs of television will almost certainly pander to the lower elements of human nature and human society’.6 Others opposed television entirely, either on grounds of excessive expense, like Country Party MP Henry Gullett, who declared that television was a luxury to be paid for by all but accessible to only a few, or because it might destroy domestic intimacy and adversely impact on children. As journalist AA Clarke predicted in the Sydney Morning Herald in 1951:


Television is going to be one of the big menaces of the future … [In America] people are … generally playing havoc with their domestic ensembles so that a ‘viewing room’ can be created … Children are refusing to study or eat … Every night meals are hastily disposed of and the ritual in front of the TV screen commences.7


Critics and advocates alike imbued television with significant powers and there was great apprehension about what it might do to Australian society.

Menzies, distrustful of the media’s power (despite his own skill in using it), delayed television’s arrival in Australia for as long as he could, telling a visiting BBC (British Broadcasting Corporation) official in 1952 that he ‘hope[d] this thing [would] not come to Australia within my term of office’.8 Yet Australia did get ‘this thing’ four years later–a distinctive system that combined commercial and public networks, albeit one that rolled out slowly and after considerable delay. In 1953 the government initiated a Royal Commission to advise on the number of channels and hours of transmission, choosing commissioners who were sympathetic to commercial rather than community interests.9 The first television licences went to consortiums dominated by newspaper interests. In Sydney, for example, Channel 9 was controlled by a group dominated by Sir Frank Packer’s Consolidated Press (publisher of the Daily Telegraph), and Channel 7 went to a group led by Fairfax Newspapers (publisher of the Sydney Morning Herald) and the Macquarie radio network, with similar concentrations occurring in Melbourne.10 While the dual system (one ABC and two commercial stations each in Sydney and Melbourne) ensured that commercial broadcasting would be balanced by a national public network, it also delivered considerable power and profits to existing media proprietors who, in the absence of a quota for Australian content, mainly imported large numbers of programs from overseas.11 Despite regulations against networking, the big television owners quickly developed informal relationships which allowed them to increase their profits. This high concentration of media ownership did not appear to bother Menzies or his Cabinet, who took no steps to guarantee diversity of ownership or to protect Australian ownership of media assets.12

By 1957, all six stations were broadcasting in Sydney and Melbourne and television services had extended to Hobart, Brisbane, Adelaide and Perth. By 1961, television was extended to thirty-three country areas, and in 1963 the government allowed a third commercial licence in Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide and Brisbane, thus establishing the parameters of Australia’s television system that remained in place until the introduction of the Special Broadcasting Service (SBS) in 1980.13 Television ownership grew steeply in the first ten years of broadcasts: in Sydney and Melbourne, it rose from less than five per cent of households in 1956 to around ninety per cent in 1965.14 Such a steep growth is remarkable considering the high cost of television sets and the obligation to pay an annual licence fee (only abolished in 1974). How did this rapid expansion affect Australian society?

The 1950s’ ideal of the nuclear family, with its emphasis on privacy, distinct gender roles and domesticity, reinforced the centrality of the home in post-war Australia, making television the perfect medium for its era–providing it was thoughtfully managed.15 Women’s magazines offered advice on incorporating television within domestic spaces and daily routines, to counter anxiety that television would undermine family relationships and social interactions. A self-confessed TV hater complained in the Australian Women’s Weekly that ‘TV has bound the family together. In a tight welded knot. Not that we see much of each other in the darkness … But they are all here. Even the children.’16 Yet Woman’s Day readers were advised that ‘if you can manage yourselves well and manage your family well, you can manage TV well’.17 Women’s magazines carried recipes for TV dinners, handyman magazines featured instructions for TV trays, and sharp-eyed entrepreneurs promoted novelties like TV pyjamas, TV lamps and spill-proof furniture. Later, television changed the way homes were designed, taking centre stage in ‘family rooms’ created for television viewing, just as AA Clarke predicted.

In providing entertainment direct to Australian homes, television began a long-term transformation in Australian’s popular culture and media consumption habits. Writing in 1958, filmmaker Cecil Holmes believed that television had had a significant impact on ‘social and cultural activity’, especially in the new suburbs of the major cities, for: ‘Now the TV set means that your friends come to visit you. You no longer go to the pictures so often, and you can see some (though not all) sporting events at home.’18 Radio and cinema were hard hit. Faced with a declining audience, especially at night, radio increasingly sought out neglected segments of the television audience. Rock-and-roll music and the transistor arguably saved radio from oblivion in the wake of television, and later formats like talkback also attracted listeners. In 1957, cinema attendances declined in Victoria by 5 million visits and a third of Melbourne’s cinemas had closed by 1959.19 The drive-in cinema was an attempt to arrest this trend, promising patrons the delights of cinema while safely ensconced in the family car. There were 140 drive-ins in Australia by 1964, mainly attracting teenagers and dating couples.20 Later still, the introduction of the video cassette recorder (VCR) in the 1970s and the digital video disk (DVD) in the 1990s meant that people could watch films at home or record their favourite programs and ‘time shift’ their viewing as it suited them. Television accelerated the privatisation of entertainment, a process that has only gathered speed with the introduction of broadband Internet and alternative broadcasting such as cable television into the new century.

As television was domesticated and debates over its appropriate use settled down, disquiet over its content became more pronounced. Television was broadcasting unprecedented amounts of American programs into Australian homes, focusing attention on the lack of Australian content and acting as an impetus for the development of rules to ensure local content. Cultural nationalists campaigned to mobilise television for their cause, like playwright and Labor MP Leslie Haylen, who argued that Australians should be given ‘some content of Australian thought and philosophy’ instead of ‘cheap, commercial junk’ and violence from the United States.21 In this, he was echoing a long line of critics of American popular culture, from cinema to comic books, but television’s reach into Australian homes meant that demands for local content had new force.

The question of quotas for local content had been debated since the Royal Commission, which had only recommended restrictions on the broadcasting of imported advertisements. Implemented in 1960, this restriction meant that local filmmakers gained valuable production experience, but it did not solve the question of local drama and comedy. The Senate Select Committee (Vincent Report) investigated ways of encouraging local programs in 1962, and found that of the 57.8 per cent of drama on television, only 1.06 per cent was Australian. 22 The report’s recommendation of a local content quota was shelved, but it gave momentum to advocates of Australian production, like producer Hector Crawford, who warned that American dominance of Australian cinema must not be allowed to happen in television. Australians, he declared, must ‘insist that they be woven into an Australian fabric of our own making and design’.23

The Australian Broadcasting Control Board increased the required amount of Australian content from 40 to 45 per cent in January 1964, and to 50 per cent in January 1965, of which two hours had to be in prime time.24 This reflected the local industry’s increasing confidence and skill, and programs like Crawford Productions’ Homicide, which premiered in 1964, proved that local drama could find an audience. It helped that the program was of a popular genre, but what made it distinctive and appealing was its Australianness. Critic Jerry Fetherston wrote approvingly that Homicide’s ‘accents are broad Aussie, the drama takes place in Australian suburban streets, the cops talk and walk and wear hats like we have all seen, they react the way we would imagine ourselves to act’.25 Homicide ran for eleven years, paving the way for subsequent serial dramas like Bellbird, Number 96, Prisoner, A Country Practice and Neighbours. By the late 1960s, a majority of audiences felt that Australian-made drama compared favourably to overseas programs and they wanted more.26

Of course, people watched more than drama on television, and perhaps its most enduring cultural effect was the way that it gave shape to Australia’s imagined community, creating ‘new ways of knowing and belonging to the nation’.27 Unlike radio, which offered sound without pictures, or cinema, which had featured few local films since the 1920s, television broadcast images of Australia back to Australians, many of whom saw parts of their country, society and history for the first time. It was no coincidence that television arrived just in time to broadcast the Melbourne Olympic Games in 1956, an event that was intended to showcase Melbourne–and Australia–to the rest of the world.28

Television also meant that families could experience global news events in the comfort of their lounge rooms: watching US President John F Kennedy’s inauguration, a viewer wrote to TV Times that ‘it [was] really splendid to be able to watch on our own TV screens events of world-wide significance and to feel that we are really sharing the occasion’.29 The world was simultaneously enlarged and contracted by television. Television accelerated the globalisation of Australian society but it also fostered the creation of a common Australian culture, especially following the development of satellite technology in the mid-1980s which offered new possibilities for simultaneous programming. While this has brought us mixed blessings (can we really revel in a common culture that has so many former Big Brother contestants in it?), it has undoubtedly played a crucial role in the shaping of Australian society since the 1950s. So what were some of television’s specific effects and consequences? How, and in what ways, did it shape our lives and society?

[image: e9781742240480_i0042.jpg]

Any discussion of the impact of television must grapple with the consequences of the dual broadcasting system in which it developed, considering that public and commercial networks have played very different roles in Australian society. Until the Hawke Government changed media ownership laws in 1987, television licencees could own two television stations anywhere in Australia and one in any service area. The 1987 laws meant it was forbidden to own more than 15 per cent of both newspapers and television in the same service area, but the possible audience reach for a television owner grew from two stations to a maximum of sixty per cent of the Australian population. While the 1975 Foreign Acquisitions and Takeovers Act regulated overseas media investment generally, in 1990 foreign ownership of television stations was explicitly restricted to just twenty per cent, which directly advantaged Kerry Packer–who was then trying to regain control of the Nine network–over foreign media barons like Rupert Murdoch.30

Throughout television’s history in Australia, the high concentration of ownership seemed not only to diminish the possibilities for a wide variety of content and perspectives but also sparked fears that the big proprietors could exert undue–and undemocratic–influence over politicians. As Bridget Griffen-Foley noted, by the 1980s media empires were hiring political powerbrokers as lobbyists and Kerry Packer himself appeared on his own network’s A Current Affair program in February 1995 to complain that the media ownership laws frustrated his ambitions to own the Fairfax group. The Howard Government’s changes to these rules in 2006 removed prohibitions on cross-media ownership and broadcasting-specific restrictions on foreign investment in media, which meant that the big media owners could finally have their wish to own a television station, a newspaper and a radio station in the same capital city. The flurry of buying activity (including by overseas-owned private equity firms) seems to suggest that Australian media ownership is likely to become even more highly concentrated than it has been in the past. Certainly, hopes that pay television or digital television might offer new diversity have remained unrealised.31

While media proprietors have certainly not been above using their television networks to advance their own agendas, politicians too have had to grapple with the implications of the medium. Television coverage of election nights began in 1958, and although the first televised election debate between the leaders of the two major parties did not take place until 1984, politicians quickly realised that television required new communication skills as they addressed intimate audiences at home, rather than large public audiences. In 1961, the Liberal Party employed actor Hayes Gordon to train Liberal politicians in television technique.32 Later, as election campaigns were increasingly conducted using modern advertising techniques, with jingles and slogans, television further altered the ways in which politicians communicated with voters, most memorably in the ALP’s 1972 ‘It’s Time’ campaign. Today, the demands of television increasingly dictate the conduct of politics, with policy announcements timed for evening news coverage and delivered in media-friendly soundbites, reflecting the fact that television has largely displaced the newspaper as the main source of news for most Australians. Governments have also increasingly used television in political ways, from ‘social marketing’ campaigns aimed at using advertising for the social good (like the 1977–81 ‘Life. Be In It’ campaign, which promoted healthy living and –ironically–turning off the television), to promotion of government initiatives (the Howard Government spent almost $2 billion on advertising, the great bulk of it on television, in eleven years).33

Yet television has also served as a check on power through the development of a rigorous news and current affairs tradition, particularly on the ABC. Four Corners, introduced in 1961, was Australia’s first national current affairs program, at a time when we had no national newspaper or weekly other than the Bulletin.34 Both Four Corners and This Day Tonight (1967–78) could be thorns in the side of government. Four Corners dared to criticise the RSL in 1963, while This Day Tonight brought an irreverent approach to politics in general. Menzies declared in 1967 that these two programs were the ones he most disliked on Australian television.35 In the 1980s, the crusading investigative work of Four Corners journalist Chris Masters helped to topple Joh Bjelke-Petersen’s state government by exposing widespread police corruption in Queensland. In this way, public broadcasting has earned itself a valuable role in holding governments to account. Television has offered Australians a form of mediated citizenship: our participation in public decision making is conducted primarily through the media.36

Television has also proved to be an extremely effective agent and representative of consumerism. Consumerism has been one of the defining features of post-war Australia, fuelled by increasing prosperity, mass production and ready access to credit. Households shifted from production to consumption units and shopping became a leisure activity. A large advertising and marketing industry shaped these new consumption habits and, from its inception, commercial television and the advertising industry were locked in a fervent embrace. Like radio, advertisers ‘sponsored’ many programs and advertising revenues were essential to maintaining network profits. Advertising agencies had to learn television production techniques, and they proved a useful training ground for the film and television industry.37 Commercial television cemented the role of advertising in Australia’s media landscape and television commercialised much of what we watched on our television screens, most notably sport. Sports that once had strong local followings could now reach national and even international audiences, thanks to commercial television’s sponsorship dollars. While television arguably increased the audience for many sports, including rugby league, Australian rules football, cricket and tennis, sport that could not attract sponsorship dollars (most notably female-dominated games like netball) were ignored by the commercial networks. Commercial networks have not hesitated to bend the workings of sport to their will: Kerry Packer’s World Series Cricket (1977–79) remains the bestknown case. Packer sought to break the ABC’s exclusive hold over cricket’s broadcasting rights, forming a break-away competition that ran in opposition to established international cricket, with brightly coloured uniforms, games played under lights to maximise the viewing audience and a cigarette brand as sponsor. The demands of television have transformed many sports, changing kick-off times and introducing new ways of playing (such as Twenty20 cricket), all with the aim of increasing profits through producing better viewing experiences for television–not live–audiences, thus changing the ways we engage with our great national pastime, sport.

Yet while television has offered new avenues of profit for media owners, it has also offered new forms of cultural identification and education. Indeed, theorists John Hartley and Joke Hermes argue that television, as part of popular culture, forms the basis of community building–what Hartley has termed ‘cultural citizenship’. Popular culture, Hermes argues, offers belonging. It presents us with the materials for reflection on our hopes and fears and, in linking the public and private domains, blurs the boundaries between these two spheres.38 We watch television privately but are often aware that we are watching simultaneously alongside thousands of others. Television has shaped an Australian common culture, but because it addresses public issues in a private space and vice versa, it has also offered recognition of difference and diverse audiences, especially through the work of the public broadcasters. Indigenous programs on the ABC and SBS (from 1971’s Basically Black to the more recent Message Stick) and Indigenous television networks like Imparja (formed by the Central Australian Aboriginal Media Association in 1986) and since 2007 the National Indigenous Television Service, have attempted both to present Indigenous perspectives to the mainstream and to offer Indigenous people their own media services.39 Similarly, SBS, established in October 1980 as part of the Fraser Government’s implementation of services to support the policy of multiculturalism, has fostered and reflected recognition of Australia’s cultural diversity, offering ‘deliberately minoritarian’ programming aimed at non-English speakers, Indigenous Australians and other audiences not catered to by the major networks.40 In articulating a diverse vision of Australian citizenship, SBS played an important role in the broader acceptance of multiculturalism, for both specific ethnic communities and Australian society as a whole.
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Considering the impact of television on Australia since its introduction in 1956, one could ask: was the introduction of radio an equally important turning point in the development of Australian media and society? After all, radio has both public and commercial networks, it has developed a range of specialist and targeted services, it has provided channels for media proprietors to advance their agendas and it has influenced the practise of politics. Yet radio has long conceded the high-rating evening audience to television, and television’s national rather than regional coverage means it has proved a powerful shaper of Australia’s ‘imagined community’. While one could argue that film has been a far more potent transmitter of images of Australia than television, especially overseas, Australian cinema has never rivalled television as a medium of mass entertainment. Nor has cinema colonised our leisure time as effectively as television has: the most recent Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) time use survey, conducted in 1997, showed that television viewing was the most common leisure activity for people aged fifteen years and over, and that most viewers watched television for more than three hours per day.41 A 2007 survey found that most Australian families have three or more televisions and that television is increasingly part of broader media consumption. For example, children watch just under two hours of television per day but they spend almost an equal amount of time on electronic games or computers, and while only 7 per cent of families had an Internet connection in 1995, in 2007 this had risen to 91 per cent. Almost every family, according to this survey, had a DVD player.42 Free-to-air television endures, but it is under threat from new media habits. Will we soon mark the end of television as another turning point in our history?

The history of television has been much mythologised and obsessively retold, not least by the television networks themselves. Television has proved very fond of reflecting on its place in Australian culture, recycling archival footage, anointing stars and defining ‘memorable moments’ in its own popular histories. Curiously, for a medium that has held such a central place in our everyday lives for the last half-century, we lack a definitive account of its history, although perhaps Alan McKee’s Australian Television: A Genealogy of Great Moments, with its detailed histories of seventeen key television programs, best explains the source of television’s enduring appeal. Well-loved programs, rather than the medium itself, also took centre stage in the exhibitions commemorating television’s fiftieth anniversary in 2006. Both the Powerhouse Museum’s On the Box: Great Moments in Australian Television 1956–2006 and the Australian Centre for the Moving Image’s TV50 featured numerous artefacts from popular programs (the original Mr Squiggle, for example, and Kylie Minogue’s wedding dress from Neighbours), clearly aware of the nostalgic potency of such objects.

Yet aside from offering us ample fuel for nostalgia, television has also reflected our history and shaped our understandings of it. Who can recall the Dismissal in 1975 without thinking of the footage of the ousted prime minister, Gough Whitlam, addressing the restive crowds on Parliament House steps with Norman Gunston mugging in the background? Or separate the events of 11 September 2001 from their endless replay on television screens around the globe? We remember events in televisual terms and increasingly consume our own history through television in both factual and dramatised forms. In the recent ‘Australians and the Past’ survey, conducted by Paula Hamilton and Paul Ashton (historians from UTS), which attempted to gauge the ways that Australians engaged with the past, respondents were asked about historical activities they had participated in over the past twelve months. Eighty-four per cent said they had watched movies or television. 43 Only the viewing of photographs rated higher, which suggests that television has a particularly strong capacity for audience engagement. Of course, television is popular because it is widely accessible –it has become part of the media wallpaper and few of us could conceive of a world without it, at least until a couple of years ago when the rise of the Internet generated speculation about television’s demise. Yet only during the 2007 federal election, for example, could the Internet be seen to challenge television as a medium for politicians to communicate with voters, and even then, Kevin Rudd’s Facebook page or John Howard’s stilted (television-style) YouTube performances were more likely to be the subject of television news stories than determinants of voting behaviour.

Was the introduction of television a great missed opportunity for Australia? Writing in 1951, education academic Max Poulter sensed its potential, remarking that ‘television is a force for social awareness and intelligent action … [It] can be a force which preserves and enriches a nation’s cultural life, or … gradually debases all social and cultural values’.44 Governments of various stripes have recognised the power and potential of television to do these things but they have not always succeeded in providing us with the framework for a television service that might enlarge, as well as debase, our society and culture. What sort of television–what sort of culture–might we have developed had local content quotas been established in 1956? Or if the large media players had been more tightly monitored in their drive to wrest control of television networks? Conversely, an entirely commercial –or entirely public–television service might have shaped a radically different broadcasting culture, one dominated by advertising, the other possibly burdening audiences with heavy licence fees. In an era where the mass media has assumed more power and influence than ever before, television has entertained, informed and diverted us. For better or worse, it remains an important part of the connective tissue of Australian society.
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THE RELEASE OF THE PILL: CONTRACEPTIVE TECHNOLOGY AND THE ‘SEXUAL REVOLUTION’


 Frank Bongiorno




 There is a satisfying chronological convenience about the arrival of the contraceptive pill (‘the pill’) at the beginning of a decade seen as heralding a ‘sexual revolution’. Like the inauguration of President Kennedy in the USA, the pill’s appearance marked a new frontier announcing the arrival of the ‘swinging sixties’. But was there a connection between these two phenomena: the development of the most reliable contraceptive technology in history and the ‘sexual revolution’? We need to be careful of such easy associations in judging the pill’s impact, for it was married women who were its most enthusiastic users, at least initially. Young single women and homosexual people –more emblematic of the sexual revolution than married straights –found it either difficult to obtain or irrelevant. But the pill’s arrival was indeed a crucial moment in Australian history. It was crucial as a symbol of sexual revolution but also for its substantial impact on the lives of millions of Australians. No previous contraceptive technology achieved anything like its almost complete reliability and, largely as a result, none assumed such an ascendancy over all rivals as had the pill by the 1970s. The pill opened to women and men the promise that had been held up to them in decades of sex-advice literature but never fulfilled by any previous contraceptive technology: intercourse for pleasure and companionship without fear of pregnancy.

Early proponents of the pill mainly took for granted that its role was to aid marital ‘adjustment’, assist couples in achieving a closer ‘spiritual communion’ and strengthen heterosexual monogamy.1 It would make women freer, but only within the context of marriage and the family. An Adelaide doctor, for instance, claimed that by removing fear of an unwanted pregnancy, the pill would make a wife a more willing sexual partner for her husband: ‘If he is not sexually satisfied, he may become inconsiderate, uncooperative and not infrequently a disturbing influence upon domestic harmony.’ The ‘harmony pill’–as he believed it should be called–would help overcome female sexual frigidity in the interests of marital adjustment.2 These comments suggested a deep continuity with marriage guidance and sexual advice before 1960 but it was soon clear that the pill was opening far greater possibilities for the reconstitution of gender relations than most family planners envisaged.3 Women, whether married or unmarried, might be liberated from the tyranny of their wombs and ovaries.4 Yet at the same time as it gave women unprecedented control over their own reproductive systems–that is, in contrast with common ‘male’ forms of birth control such as the condom and withdrawal –the pill also somewhat paradoxically enhanced the medical profession’s role in contraception.5 The oral contraceptive, requiring a prescription, was cloaked in the ‘respectability’ of medical science in a way that no diaphragm or condom ever was.6 And in common only with the intra-uterine device (IUD) and its forerunners, which also required a doctor’s intervention, it separated contraception from the act of intercourse itself. In the process, the pill did much to encourage more open discussion of sexuality in the media. Pleasure and desire were recognised as valuable ends in themselves, rather than as disreputable subsidiaries of race, population, morality or religion. Historians have sometimes suggested that sexuality was ‘invented’, in the sense that it ‘only exists through its social forms and social organisation’. If this is so, the ‘sex talk’ occasioned by the emergence of the oral contraceptive was remarkably effective in defining sexuality as a site of both anxiety and pleasure.7 Yet it was perhaps in the legitimation of desire–especially female desire–that the pill’s impact was truly revolutionary.
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The story of the pill’s development is well known and has been told many times.8 There were several impulses but overwhelmingly significant was a post-war faith in ‘scientific and technological solutions to social problems’.9 In the 1950s demographers, population planners, scientists and the odd wealthy philanthropist promoted research in human reproduction that would undermine what they understood as the self-destructive trend for rapid growth in the world’s population. By the 1940s biologists had isolated two key hormones responsible for regulating women’s reproductive cycles, estrogen and progesterone, and researchers conducted experiments in their use for treating gynaecological disorders. The main challenge was to produce synthetic hormones that would be commercially and clinically viable. But worried about Catholic hostility and US state laws, drug companies were uninterested in contraception and instead invested in the production of synthetic compounds for other purposes.

Meanwhile, Margaret Sanger, a veteran feminist and birth controller, had long dreamed of the development of a contraceptive controlled by women. In the early 1950s, Sanger met Gregory Pincus, a researcher at the little-known Worcester Foundation for Experimental Biology in Massachusetts, and persuaded him of the value of oral contraceptive research. Funded initially by a grant from the Planned Parenthood Federation of America, but later mainly by a wealthy feminist and philanthropist Katharine McCormick, Pincus worked with a Cambridge graduate, Min-Chueh Chang, on ‘the pill project’ from the early 1950s. When it was time for clinical trials, Pincus combined with a Catholic obstetrician at Harvard, John Rock, who had noticed progesterone’s contraceptive properties while treating infertility. These trials–most famously among women in Puerto Rico–demonstrated the pill’s effectiveness in preventing ovulation.10 Enovid, manufactured by the pharmaceutical company GD Searle and containing a synthetic progesterone (called progestin) and estrogen, was approved for release as a contraceptive in May 1960.

In Australia, the pill was released in January 1961 and immediately proved popular. By the end of 1961 about four per cent of married women under forty-five years of age were taking the pill, a figure that had risen to seven per cent a year later.11 By the time of President Kennedy’s assassination, one in ten Melbourne women of child-bearing age had a prescription from one of the five brands competing for market share, although they were overwhelmingly likely to be using Anovlar by the German company Schering, which controlled four-fifths of the Australian market. The retail price of a month’s supply of pills had dropped from £2/3/9 in early 1961 to £1/3/9 in mid-1962, despite the federal government’s imposition of a sales tax. By the end of 1964 a prescription was about £1 a month, at a time when the minimum wage was around £20 a week. A few months later, a bulk pack could be purchased that reduced the cost to less than fourteen shillings.12 Although it was therefore increasingly affordable, the pill was in the early years a word-of-mouth product, mainly because of bans on advertising outside of medical publications. It continued a centuries-old tradition whereby women’s informal social networks disseminated birth-control knowledge.13

Publicity about side effects, and especially claims that the pill could cause potentially fatal blood clots, undermined some confidence. Yet there were also authoritative reports that the pill was both reliable and safe for most women, while newspapers and popular magazines gave it increasing and often favourable attention.14 Women’s magazines were especially important in drawing attention to the pill’s possibilities. In 1964, for instance, Woman’s Day published an interview with Pincus and his wife, conducted by Lillian Roxon, an Australian journalist and member of Sydney’s sexually libertarian ‘Push’. Pincus provided a spirited defence of his ‘baby’.15 Women’s magazines of the mid-1960s acclaimed the pill as ‘changing world history’, ‘the biggest topic on earth’ and ‘the greatest talking point since the bomb’.16 One remarked that contraception had until recently been ‘a private matter, discussed only between a wife, her husband and the family doctor’, but ‘because the pill is so easy to take, so effective, so accepted by women, the subject now is right out in the open’.17 Such magazines published articles that were highly favourable to the pill, but also made some attempt to weigh up its pros and cons in a manner that allowed women to make well-informed decisions.18 The pill also featured on television programs such as Four Corners and in the daily newspapers.19

Individual doctors used the correspondence columns of the Medical Journal of Australia (MJA) to report apparent side effects of the pill.20 A bewildering variety of ailments was cited and although most of these doctors undoubtedly had genuine (and, in some cases, well-founded) concerns, some criticisms on health grounds obviously masked objections to the pill based on moral or public policy considerations. A few doctors opposed the pill entirely, recycling the arguments that had been used against contraception for decades. Roman Catholic doctors were prominent among the critics, asserting that the pill would increase venereal disease, infidelity, divorce, materialism, broken homes, delinquency, alcoholism, corruption, licentiousness and marital disharmony. The pill, they said, would degrade ‘the sexual act in marriage to mere self-gratification’.21

But the Catholic Church’s authority over the sexual behaviour of its younger members was declining. Some Catholics who resiled at the use of mechanical forms of contraception, or at the use of chemicals that had to be applied at the time of sexual intercourse, felt liberated by the pill. It was scientific, clean, clinical and–perhaps most importantly for those raised in a climate of hostility to sex for pleasure –disconnected temporally and therefore psychically from intercourse itself.22 The Second Vatican Council established by Pope John XXIII had unleashed waves of change and some progressive Catholics dared hope their church would approve use of the pill. Although Catholic pill usage lagged behind that of Protestants, many were taking the pill in the 1960s, possibly comforted by the arguments of some Australian priests, theologians and intellectuals that its use did not breach the church’s ban on contraception.23 Catholic conservatives later complained that ‘the Pope by his silence appeared to be saying for several years that he could not tell the difference between right or wrong in a matter of vital human concern’.24

When in mid-1968 Pope Paul VI confirmed the church’s ban on contraception, including the pill, there was vigorous debate among Catholics about the implications of the ruling.25 Many women ignored the ban, thereby figuratively ejecting the clergy from their bedrooms once and for all. When seen in the larger sweep of the Catholic church’s influence on sexual mores in Australia, it is hardly unreasonable to call this a crucial moment in Australian history. Vincent Buckley, the Melbourne Catholic intellectual, poet, academic and critic of the encyclical, reflected that ‘Catholicism was never the same again’.26 Church authority was fatally undermined. A survey in the Australian newspaper in 1970 showed that only twenty-nine per cent of Catholics endorsed papal teaching on the pill, with well over two-thirds opposed.27 Many Catholic women now claimed to be taking the pill for medicinal rather than contraceptive purposes, and an early 1970s survey found that sixty per cent of Catholics had used ‘illicit’ contraception at one time or another in their lives.28 While the church also promoted the rhythm method as an alternative, the pill’s public opponents were an increasingly embattled and ignored minority.

By the early 1970s, one in every four married women had a prescription and if one excludes the pregnant, those trying to become pregnant and the sterile, the figure rises to thirty-eight per cent.29 Australian women were more likely to take the pill than their British counterparts but embraced it with similar enthusiasm to their sisters in the USA. It was especially attractive to the young.30 None of the previous contraceptive technologies and methods of the twentieth century, including rhythm and withdrawal, appear to have ever attracted more than about a quarter of those practising ‘family planning’. Yet by the late 1960s over two-thirds of married women aged under twenty-two using contraception were on the pill. For them, ‘the pill’ and ‘contraception’ became almost synonymous. The use of other contraceptive techniques and devices, such as spermicides, diaphragms and condoms, declined dramatically over the decade, although the IUD gained adherents, often among those who abandoned the pill.31

For many married women, the pill largely removed a fear of pregnancy. If the historian of British birth control, Hera Cook, is correct, such women were now more able to enjoy their sexuality because they were freed from the restraint and fear dictated by less effective contraception.32 As one Melbourne woman who went on the pill at the beginning of the 1960s recalled: ‘At age thirty-nine I began to use the pill … it was wonderful. I felt so fit. I had no premenstrual tension … I think it was the most marvellous thing that has ever been invented. I thought I could enjoy sex so much more.’33 Stories of this kind have been underestimated by historians of the 1960s’ sexual revolution preoccupied with the more spectacular and readily observable manifestations of transformation. It is true that for a minority of married people, ‘swinging’, group sex, partner swapping and open marriages became an alternative to monogamy. But a change of far greater import was the relaxation of a ‘culture of abstinence’ within marriage itself.34 One way that couples controlled their fertility before reliable contraception was by having intercourse less frequently, so the pill had a far-reaching and permanent impact on marital sexual relations. 35 As one Australian authority on oral contraception cautiously put the case in 1975: ‘It is quite possible that changes in attitudes related to sexual activity and reproduction grew out of the possibility of confident freedom from untimely pregnancy.’ He added, plausibly enough, that women’s ability to control their fertility had assisted their demands for equal pay for equal work, a cause that came to fruition in the 1970s.36 In an economic system founded on the ability of individuals to compete successfully in the marketplace, women’s new and unprecedented ability to determine if and when they had children also helped to transform their status as participants in the economy. People married later and delayed having children longer, while the greater reliability of the pill over previous contraceptives almost certainly contributed to declining fertility. Before the pill, even a careful couple who wanted two children could easily end up with three or four. After the pill, this outcome was much less likely.37

Perhaps even more radically, women’s reproductive systems were no longer so widely assumed to be at the nation’s disposal. Earlier in the century, women who limited their fertility were often seen as contributing to race suicide, but even those brave pioneers who advocated contraception tended to see their actions as part of a larger project of improving racial hygiene and eugenic fitness.38 In the context of a 1960s ‘expressive revolution’, with its emphasis on individual expression and self-realisation, female sexuality was able to achieve a relative autonomy from contemporary views about population. 39 Jim Woolnough, a member of the Humanist Doctors’ Group, expressed an increasingly common attitude that it was ‘unethical’ and a transgression ‘against the rights of the patient’ for doctors to refuse contraceptives on other than medical grounds: ‘Even if Australia’s population had dwindled to a single married couple, one would not wish to remove their freedom of choice whether to procreate or not because freedom for the individual is the basis of all freedom.’40 There were, naturally, contrary views, such as those of the doctor who warned of ‘decay from within’ that would ‘facilitate the assault from without’,41 while another commended the sales tax on contraceptives as a wise ‘deterrent … in a country where the need is for more population’.42 He was presumably dismayed when the Whitlam Government removed the tax and placed the pill on the pharmaceutical benefits list.

The pill provided both the occasion and justification for discussion of female sexuality understood as something other than a function of a woman’s reproductive system. For unmarried women, who had increasing access to the pill from the second half of the 1960s, new forms of heterosexual experimentation opened up, with an accompanying shift in female sexual attitudes. Women could now ‘get away with it’.43 According to historian Russel Ward, ‘the pill made it possible for women to exercise their sexuality as freely and fully as men had always done’.44 The new circumstances were illustrated by Nancy, a twenty-year-old bookkeeper living in Sydney in the late 1960s, but from a New England farm:


I’m really too young to get tied down … You never know what’s around the corner, and it’s more fun hunting than settling. These days, you get on the pill, and you stop worrying. The pill’s changed everything. Now, if a girl’s over twenty and still a virgin, there’s something wrong with her.45


The pill was nevertheless harder for single than married women to obtain, and many doctors refused to prescribe it to unmarried women.46 A Woman’s Day article from 1964 included testimony from one doctor of having been asked for the pill by seventeen- and eighteen-year-old girls with ‘no prospect of being married’. ‘I’ve always refused’, he added pointedly. Another remarked that the pill should never be prescribed for unmarried minors, an opinion he based ‘not on the grounds of conventional morality, but because of the sometimes disastrous psychological after-effects of promiscuity in the emotionally immature’.47 In the early 1970s, in response to the Queensland branch of the Australian Medical Association’s (AMA) adoption of a federal AMA ruling that left judgment in the matter to the doctor concerned, there was an exchange of views in the MJA about the propriety of prescribing pills to minors.48 JCA Dique, who sparked this controversy, opined that the medical profession had no duty ‘to prescribe oral contraceptives to unmarried minors of Spock-marked parents’, while another doctor reported that since his graduation in 1941 he had ‘heard many requests for sensory gratification made with the same plaintive, puerile whine, whether for boiled lollies, smokes, 4X or sex, with no thought as to whether it is licit or not’.49 Still another ‘felt constrained on occasion to express the point of view to these young ladies that I did not do a six years’ medical course merely for the sake … of providing the young bucks with a means of having their pleasure without responsibility’.50

But there were alternative views of the doctor’s professional responsibilities. 51 A female doctor working in a mental hospital thought that it was no part of doctors’ ‘professional mandate to persuade those whose values permit premarital intercourse that it is immoral behaviour’. In judgments of this kind–and others also objected to Dique’s views–we can observe the manner in which the medicalisation of contraception permitted the transformation of birth control into a ‘private’ matter, with the needs of the patient being paramount rather than those of society or popular moral judgments about right and wrong sexual conduct. The trend was also evident in a university context, where the pill featured prominently in student newspapers from the mid-1960s.52 There had been trouble in the US in 1965 when at the prestigious Brown University the director of the university’s health service had prescribed the pill to two female students.53 Two years later, in Australia’s own New England region, the council of the university ruled that the contraceptive pill should be prescribed to its students by an attending doctor ‘for medical purposes only and not for purposes of contraception’. But this policy was rescinded in 1969, with council now considering that the matter should be left to ‘the professional discretion of the attending doctor’.54

As contraceptive services proliferated in the late 1960s and early 1970s, many young and single women were saved the embarrassment of having to front up to the family doctor and ask for the pill. Doris Condon, the mayor of South Melbourne and cofounder of Victoria’s first municipal family planning clinic in that working-class suburb, told a reporter in 1971 that ‘we don’t look to see if a woman or girl is wearing a gold ring on her left hand’.55 Similarly, Peter Hollingworth, director of social services for the Anglican church’s Brotherhood of St Laurence, reported in the same year that its family planning clinics prescribed the pill to single women. At its Carlton clinic, located near the university and teachers’ college, almost half the patients were single. These women, said Hollingworth, ‘have a special problem of not being able to get married and being fairly committed to someone regarding their sexual drives … We are clear in our own minds that there are groups of single girls who should be prescribed the pill’. Reportedly, family planning clinics prescribed the pill for girls of sixteen or seventeen if convinced it was needed but not for those under sixteen without parental consent.56

The impact of this emergent sexual culture was registered in a survey of 1442 Australian women carried out by a visiting American sociologist in 1973. He found that nearly three-quarters had experienced premarital intercourse and the average age at which they lost their virginity was eighteen-and-a-half. But younger women were, on this measure, more ‘permissive’. Not only did they engage in first intercourse earlier–at just under eighteen for those aged under forty at the time of the survey compared with over nineteen-and-a-half for women older than forty–younger women also had premarital sex in much greater numbers. Younger women also had, on average, more partners before marriage than older women. Meanwhile, in marital sex younger women were found to be more likely to initiate intercourse than older women, had sex more often and experienced orgasm more frequently. While these results were hardly surprising, the older cohorts contained significant numbers who wanted more sex with their husbands than they were having. Many were dissatisfied with their sexual lives; possibly all those sexological texts of the mid-twentieth century, when combined with a new atmosphere of permissiveness, were having their effect. But younger women were much more likely to practise oral sex, suggesting that more effective contraception, more open discussion of sexuality and a growing emphasis on sex for pleasure were broadening the repertoire of both men and women into the realm of the frankly non-reproductive.57 The boost that the pill gave to sex for pleasure and companionship rather than reproduction might also have opened up cultural space for greater experimentation in and acceptance of same-sex relations. Dennis Altman, the Australian gay theorist, made this connection in his pioneering and influential study, Homosexual: Oppression and Liberation (1971). ‘Under the joint impact of technology and the women’s movement’, said Altman, ‘we are divorcing procreation from sex, and anatomy from role.’ He believed that demands for the recognition of homosexuality as a valid form of human relationship seemed ‘a logical extension’.58

The pill, then, held out great promise but it was also a deeply ambiguous and somewhat troubling technology. Oral contraception seemed to provide the opportunity for sexual spontaneity and freedom but was associated with side effects and health risks. It also raised the prospect that women would find it even harder to resist men’s sexual demands. Men, meanwhile, could more easily absolve themselves from responsibility for contraception, although the status of the pill as a female contraceptive also undermined male control over reproduction, a matter that evidently worried some doctors.59 In Frank Moorhouse’s The Americans, Baby (1972) the pill holds out the promise of sex without fear of pregnancy and seems a triumph of scientific rationalism in the cause of sexual freedom and pleasure. Yet because it is also within the realm of female control, its promise cannot be fully realised. In one episode, a young and somewhat naïve woman from the country, now living in the big smoke, refuses to go on the pill despite the vigorous urging of her selfish and boorish Trotskyite boyfriend. In another, a woman insists on using the pill despite the protests of her comically pretentious lover that it is an interference with natural processes: ‘Love goes bad between people when they don’t want children’, he said. ‘Contraception is a rejection of children–a rejection of me as the father of your children–hesitancy about your love.’60

Ethnicity and class also mediated the pill’s impact. The oral contraceptive was in the early years taken up predominantly among locally born women, especially non-Catholics, and migrants from northern and western Europe. The uptake was very low among eastern and southern Europeans, who were entering Australia in large numbers by the 1950s and 1960s; they remained attached to withdrawal as a form of birth control. In general, oral contraception was used mainly by better-educated women, although differences according to education declined over the course of the 1960s.61 The pill was also most easily available to women who could afford private health treatment, and that meant the better-off.62 Nevertheless, a late 1969 survey of mainly working-class women using the postnatal wards of a Melbourne hospital found that 134 of the 209 women used birth control and of these, sixty per cent were on the pill.63 Another late-1960s survey, this time of 825 Sydney female factory workers, found that thirty-eight per cent had been on the pill for at least six months in the previous year.64 The spread of family planning clinics in the late 1960s and early 1970s–many of which were established in industrial suburbs and allowed women to pay according to their means–is likely to have increased pill uptake among working-class women, as did its rapidly declining cost.

Nevertheless, not all women’s lives were transformed by oral contraceptives. Many tried the pill and went off it–perhaps, in the early days, as many as a third within two years.65 The debate about side effects bubbled on throughout the 1960s and at the end of the decade a widely publicised British report warned of the dangers of blood clots, prompting an immediate drop in usage.66 Some women turned to the insertion of devices such as the IUD as an alternative, but these too had some negative side effects.67 Germaine Greer was not alone among feminists in criticising the pill for its adverse effects on both women’s health and sexual desire.68 Nevertheless improvements in the oral contraceptive during the 1970s aimed at alleviating the health risks saw a recovery in usage.69
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When researchers at La Trobe University in Melbourne carried out a massive survey of sexual practice at the beginning of the twenty-first century they found that the pill was still a commonly used method of contraception in Australia, with more than one-third of women taking it. It was especially popular among women in their twenties. On the other hand, forty-two per cent of women reported that they were protected from pregnancy either by having had a surgical procedure themselves or by their male partner’s vasectomy–choices that were especially common among older couples who’d had children while young.70 In the 1960s, debates about sterilisation were carried on alongside those on the pill in the MJA and, although the two forms of contraception were each seen to raise different ethical and legal issues for doctors, at least one aspect was held in common: both involved ‘the right to sexual enjoyment without the fear of producing unwanted children’.71 And in each case, the individual right of the patient to control their own fertility was triumphant.

By the time of the La Trobe survey, politicians worried about declining fertility were calling for Australians to have more children and offering them cash incentives for doing so. And while women’s reproductive rights remained a live issue in Australian public debate, and some moral conservatives blamed the ‘sixties’ for most ills affecting contemporary society, few were prepared to blame the pill itself.72 Women’s right to take advantage of contraceptive technology was now largely accepted. In March 2008, conservative commentator Angela Shanahan, in the context of a familiar attack on feminism, called the pill ‘the best thing men ever invented for men because it ensured women’s constant sexual availability and men’s abandonment of old ideals of honour’.73 But most Australian women had come to take reliable birth control for granted, just as they had assimilated much of the feminism to which Shanahan remained so bitterly antagonistic. We can be certain that a moment is crucial when its effects seem so familiar that the very act of imagining social life in their absence requires an imaginative leap more commonly associated with science fiction than with history.
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27 MAY 1967

THE 1967 REFERENDUM: AN UNCERTAIN CONSENSUS


 Russell McGregor




 On 27 May 1967, campaigners for the rights and status of Indigenous Australians won the most decisive referendum victory in Australian history. Led by the Federal Council for the Advancement of Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders (FCAATSI), these campaigners sought the deletion of two references in the Australian Constitution which they claimed discriminated against Indigenous Australians. Over 90 per cent of Australian voters endorsed the constitutional amendments. In no electorate was the affirmative vote less than 70 per cent; in some it exceeded 95 per cent. This was as close to consensus as can be expected in a democratic contest. The extraordinarily high affirmative vote, however, has promoted exaggerated assessments of the referendum’s consequences.

The 1967 referendum has been popularly memorialised as a turning point for Aboriginal rights: the moment when they won the vote, became citizens, gained legal equality and when Aboriginal affairs came under federal control. Exemplifying the most prominent of these myths, the Australian National Rugby League billed its Inaugural Reconciliation Cup, held on 25 May 2007, as a celebration of ‘the 40th anniversary of indigenous Australians’ right to vote’.1 A few weeks later, two Queensland delegates to the National Sorry Day Committee wrote a letter to the Courier Mail which referred to ‘the 40th anniversary of the referendum on voting rights’.2 In fact the 1967 referendum did not secure the right to vote or any other legal rights for Aborigines. It resulted in the amendment of two sections of the Australian Constitution, neither of which was particularly significant for Aboriginal rights. Amendment of section 51 (xxvi) empowered the Commonwealth Government (concurrently with the states) to enact ‘special laws’ in respect to Aborigines, as it already could in respect to any other race, but did not require the Commonwealth to exercise those powers. Deletion of section 127 mandated the inclusion of Aborigines in official census counts. Several historians and political scientists have recently explained that these constitutional changes did not, and could not, have the consequences for Aboriginal rights commonly attributed to them–indeed, several commentators made this point at the time of the referendum.3 Among the wider public, however, the myth of the referendum as a turning point for Aboriginal rights remains entrenched.

To explain why the referendum has been so extravagantly memorialised, we need to re-examine the campaign for a Yes vote in 1967, setting it in the longer historical context of activism by and on behalf of Aborigines, going back to the 1920s. This chapter argues that the referendum was not a turning point but it was a crucial moment in Australian history for its public affirmation of the principle of national inclusiveness. Between affirmation of that principle and the achievement of real change, there was–and remains–a wide gulf, which in the case of the 1967 referendum has been bridged in popular memory by construing a symbolic victory as a legal breakthrough.
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The emphasis on legal rights in popular commemoration of the referendum is partly a consequence of the manner in which the Yes campaigners presented their case in 1967. The campaigners did not claim that a Yes vote would enfranchise Aborigines; some explicitly repudiated this notion.4 They did, however, persistently maintain that the civil and human rights of Aborigines were at stake. One of their most commonly displayed posters bore the bald injunction ‘Vote Yes for Aboriginal Rights’, as if there were a direct connection between the referendum outcome and the legal rights of Aborigines. Many other campaign slogans carried the same implication, although FCAATSI’s more expansive expositions usually indicated that the connection between rights and referendum result was indirect, via an extension of Commonwealth powers through amendment of section 51 (xxvi).

Simplification for sloganeering may be inevitable in political campaigns but many of FCAATSI’s pronouncements on legal rights were not only over-simplified but also confused, slipping between advocacy of equal civil rights and promotion of special entitlements for Aborigines. Pleas for legal equality predominated. A campaign song urged Australians to ‘Vote “Yes” to give them rights and freedoms just like me and you’.5 Promotional material maintained that a Yes vote would ‘end discrimination’ and ‘give the Aborigines full citizenship rights’. Yet other campaign statements included a concept of differential rights. FCAATSI’s national campaign committee stated that after the amendment of section 51 (xxvi), ‘for the foreseeable future the Commonwealth would be expected to discriminate in favour of the Aborigines by special beneficial legislation’.6

Sometimes the equal rights and special entitlements agendas were abruptly juxtaposed. The front cover of the May 1967 issue of the Aborigines Advancement League’s journal, Smoke Signals, stated simply: ‘End Discrimination–Vote “Yes” on May 27’. Over the page, it carried an argument for positive discrimination: ‘In view of the special disadvantages of lack of capital, education and “know-how” suffered by the Aborigines, the well-known principle of justice that “it is as unjust to treat unequals equally as to treat equals unequally” is a strong argument for special legislation to enable Aborigines to overcome their disadvantages.’7 What the public made of such inconsistencies is uncertain. Perhaps they were unperturbed, for when FCAATSI raised the issue of special entitlements it was careful to specify limited and respectable precedents–usually repatriation benefits for former military personnel. Almost never were Aboriginal land rights raised in this context, even though FCAATSI had espoused land rights since its inception. Land rights seem to have been quarantined from the referendum campaign for the sound strategic reason that such substantive distinctive rights were controversial and divisive, whereas equal rights, and limited forms of special assistance, were not.

Some historians, notably Sue Taffe, have argued that securing special rights for Aborigines was FCAATSI’s primary objective in the referendum, and that the other elements–calls for equal rights and national inclusion–were mere tactical devices to win victory at the ballot. Undoubtedly FCAATSI had a special rights agenda and tactical considerations influenced its campaigning. However, Taffe’s assertion of the primacy of the distinctive rights agenda is questionable. She concedes that FCAATSI’s publicity for a Yes vote devoted far less space to special rights than to the supposedly tactical issues of equality and acceptance.8 Taffe may be attributing the Yes campaigners with more single-mindedness of purpose than was in fact the case. Political campaigns frequently embody multiple, even divergent, objectives; the Yes campaign in the 1999 republican referendum and the ongoing movement for reconciliation between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians are obvious instances. In these cases, as in the 1967 referendum campaign, it may be more appropriate to attribute inconsistencies in the political program to historical context rather than to a supposed distinction between ‘real’ objectives and mere tactics.

Two circumstances particularly promoted inconsistency in the campaign for legal rights in 1967. One is that it occurred on the cusp of change in Indigenous activism. Since the emergence of organised Indigenous activism in the interwar years, it had been dominated (insofar as legal rights were concerned) by a civil rights agenda. There had always also been a strand of special entitlements advocacy (for parliamentary representation and land grants, for example) but the quest for legal equality predominated. In the 1960s the balance began to shift, as a national (as against merely local) land rights agenda emerged and demands escalated for some form of Indigenous self-determination. 9 At the same time, Aborigines were granted many of the civil rights from which they had hitherto been excluded, including the right to vote, awarded federally in 1962 and in all states and territories by 1965. By 1967 New South Wales, Victoria, South Australia and Tasmania had cleared the statute books of discriminatory provisions other than a few trivial remnants; in Western Australia and the Northern Territory the same process was well advanced, though not quite so far; but in Queensland, home to many Aborigines (including FCAATSI’s national president, Joe McGinness), a vast array of laws and regulations still placed Aborigines in an inferior legal position, denying, among other things, their freedom of movement and employment and control over their own incomes.10 In this context of an imperfectly achieved civil rights struggle and an emergent agenda of special Indigenous entitlements, it is hardly surprising that the campaign for a Yes vote pulled both ways.

The other circumstance that promoted confusion in the Yes campaign is the fact that it faced no organised opposition. Uniquely among Australian referenda, for the 1967 question on Aborigines there was no campaign for a No vote, and even the government departed from convention by giving, in the official advice issued to voters, only the case for Yes. Occasionally, newspaper editors gave space in the letters pages to arguments against the proposed constitutional changes. Even these negative arguments seldom expressed opposition to the expansion of civil rights to Aborigines; their usual complaint was that an amended section 51 (xxvi) would empower the federal government to entrench its discriminations against Aborigines. 11 However, churches, trade unions, the media and governments, as well as Indigenous advocacy groups, firmly supported the Yes case. This undoubtedly contributed to the magnitude of the Yes vote but it also meant that the campaign was conducted in an extraordinarily sheltered fashion. Without an organised opposition, the hyperbole and misrepresentations of the Yes campaign were seldom subjected to close critical scrutiny and the Yes campaigners were seldom forced to publicly explain their aspirations in any depth or detail. Some public figures, such as the anthropologist AP Elkin and the constitutional lawyer Geoffrey Sawer, were sufficiently perturbed by the prevalence of misunderstanding and misrepresentation to contribute newspaper articles offering correctives.12 But these were no substitute for the robust oppositional arguments advanced, as a matter of course, in every other Australian referendum.

Three days before the event, the Sydney Morning Herald reported that ‘the public is in a state of confusion about the referendum on Aborigines’. It quoted NSW Vote Yes campaign coordinator, Faith Bandler, who blamed ‘the Commonwealth Government and the political parties for the public’s confusion’.13 She might more aptly have blamed her own organisation. Only a week earlier, Bandler herself had informed voters that ‘when you write Yes in the lower square of your ballot paper you are holding out the hand of friendship and wiping out nearly 200 years of injustice and inhumanity’.14 Such extravagant rhetoric is not unusual in political campaigns. What is unusual is that there was no organised opposition to contest such claims or to counter them with equally extravagant rhetoric for the negative.

While the Yes campaign’s pronouncements on legal rights were often inconsistent and misleading, on one issue their position was abundantly clear: Aborigines must be accepted into the fellowship of the Australian nation. ‘Vote “Yes” for Aborigines, they want to be Australians too’ was the opening line of a widely distributed campaign song.15 Jack Horner, honorary secretary of the NSW Vote Yes campaign committee, maintained that a Yes vote was fundamentally an affirmation ‘that Aborigines matter as Australian people’.16 Archbishop Strong, Anglican Primate of Australia, urged a Yes vote because it would make Aborigines ‘more completely Australian’.17 These were calls for more than legal rights: they demanded attitudinal change on the part of the Australian people, giving Aborigines the honour and esteem due to citizens of the nation. The Yes campaigners were not so naive as to believe that merely by changing a few words of the Constitution they could secure a change in popular attitudes. It was the campaign for change that would serve the educative function. By making a fuss over those words in the founding document of the nation that implied the exclusion of Aborigines, campaigners sought both to erase those symbolic exclusions and to promote a renewed public appreciation of, and respect for, the Indigenous peoples. A few days before the referendum, Aboriginal activist Chicka Dixon declared that: ‘There are scores of other reasons why the vote should be yes. But for most Aborigines it is basically and most importantly a matter of seeing white Australians finally, after 179 years, affirming at last that they believe we are human beings.’18 The 1967 referendum campaign was not merely a quest for rights, civil or indigenous, or to wrest control of Aboriginal affairs from the states to the Commonwealth. At least as importantly for its participants, it was a quest for recognition and esteem.

This is most evident in the lobbying for the abolition of section 127, which, as Yes vote campaigners acknowledged, had no implications for the legal rights of Aborigines. Section 127 excluded Aborigines from the census count, thereby, according to Yes campaigners, insulting Aborigines by implying that they were not worth counting, not people or not Australian citizens. Its repeal, Jack Horner explained, would give Aborigines ‘the dignity of full citizenship’ which he implied was as important as the accompanying rights.19 Arguments for the amendment of section 51 (xxvi) (which did potentially, though not necessarily, have consequences for Aboriginal rights) were also frequently couched in terms of national inclusion. Bandler maintained that the practical consequence of s 51 (xxvi) was that Aborigines held ‘a different legal status … in every state’, a predicament suffered by no other Australian citizens; thereby they were ‘made to feel a race apart in the land of their birth’.20 In a radio broadcast over station 2GZ, Jack Horner put it more forcefully. Because Aborigines were subject to different laws in each state, ‘an Aborigine travelling around Australia almost needs to take a lawyer with him to find out what his rights are in various parts of the country! … And he is the only Australian to whom such conditions apply!’ This diminution of Aborigines’ status as Australians, he urged, must be remedied by the amendment of s 51 (xxvi).21

The quest for national acceptance and public respect was not a novelty of 1967. Since the beginning of organised campaigning for Aboriginal citizenship in the interwar years, activists had fought for both the legal rights of the citizen and the esteem due to holders of that status, for both were assumed to be inherent qualities of citizenship. NSW Aboriginal activists Jack Patten and Bill Ferguson entitled their 1938 polemic Aborigines Claim Citizen Rights!, but in it they demanded far more than formal rights. ‘We ask–and we have every right to demand–that you should include us, fully and equally with yourselves, in the body of the Australian nation’, they admonished their presumed white readership. Consequently, they continued: ‘We ask you to be proud of the Australian Aboriginal, and to take his hand in friendship.’ They invoked Aboriginal war service as Anzacs; they pleaded for an end to the ‘insult’ of ‘comic cartoons and misrepresentation’; they asked ‘to be accepted into the Australian community on a basis of equal opportunity’.22 Patten and Ferguson’s Victorian contemporary, William Cooper, similarly demanded not only the legal rights of the citizen but also an honoured place for Aborigines in the national community. Thus he urged Aboriginal involvement in the great national(ist) project of northern development as a means for Aborigines both to regain their self-respect and to earn the respect of white Australians.23 Cooper died long before 1967 but his young protégé of the 1930s, Doug Nicholls, not only survived but was himself a major figure in the referendum campaign. Shortly after learning of the massive victory of the Yes vote, Nicholls proclaimed that it was ‘evidence that Australians recognise Aborigines are part of the nation’.24 As Nicholls knew from three decades of personal involvement in activism on behalf of his people, recognition of Aborigines as part of the nation was the culmination of a long, hard struggle.

While the Yes campaigners of 1967 were heirs to a long struggle for Aboriginal acceptance and esteem, they were heirs to an even longer legacy of invoking Australia’s international reputation as a lever for reform in Aboriginal affairs.25 These invocations of international reputation in earlier times had met, at best, limited success, but by 1967 advantage lay with the reformers. The United Nations had issued proclamations condemning racism and conventions setting out universal standards for the treatment of indigenous minorities. Post-war decolonisation had created numerous independent states in Asia and Africa, often critical of their former colonial masters and the white-dominated settler states where colonialism could still be seen to prevail. In the Cold War slanging-match, the Soviet Union had several times raised Australia’s treatment of Aborigines as evidence of the perfidy of the capitalist powers. South Africa had been rendered an international pariah for its domestic policies on race, and by the 1960s allegations were being made of apartheid in Australia.26 Asian states were increasingly levelling charges of racism against Australia for its restrictive immigration practices commonly known as the White Australia policy. A year before the referendum, Prime Minister Holt instituted changes in immigration policy that amounted to a decisive blow in ‘the long slow death of White Australia’.27 A similar gesture of goodwill towards Aborigines was necessary if Australia was to avoid international opprobrium of the kind heaped on South Africa.

It was concern over international reputation that finally persuaded the government, in February 1967, to hold a referendum on both sections of the Constitution, after years of insisting that only s 127 should be put to the vote.28 Having persuaded the government, FCAATSI and its allies played the international reputation card strongly in its public campaign. ‘Vote Yes Australia, Vote Yes Australia, the eyes of the world are upon us today’ ran a campaign song to the tune of ‘Waltzing Matilda’.29 Bandler informed readers of the Australian Women’s Weekly that a Yes vote ‘will tell the world at large that there is only one Australian, and his colour doesn’t matter at all’.30 Another publicity statement asserted that ‘The eyes of the world–especially African and Asian eyes–will be on Australia on May 27th. A “no” vote to the Aboriginal rights question will brand this country racist and put it in the same category as South Africa.’31 Two decades earlier, it is doubtful whether most Australians would have cared how African and Asian eyes saw Australia. By 1967, however, it mattered a great deal. This was perhaps the main reason for the absence of a campaign against the constitutional changes. The status not only of Aborigines but also of the nation itself was at stake; and both, Yes campaigners urged, could be redeemed by the painless process of pencilling ‘Yes’ on a ballot paper. By publicly proclaiming their willingness to accept Aborigines into the national community, Australians could, in the words of a campaign song, ‘show the world the true Australian brotherhood’.32

Thus the 1967 referendum was transformed into a plebiscite on Australian nationhood. The legal niceties of the constitutional amendments were submerged in a welter of exhortations to give Aborigines rights, welcome them into the nation and redeem Australia’s reputation. Much campaign propaganda made no mention of the Constitution, instead representing the referendum as a means to address Aboriginal problems more generally and to redress past misdeeds. ‘Right Wrongs Write Yes’ was emblazoned above a photograph of a cute Aboriginal baby on one of the most extensively displayed posters in the campaign. Such appeals to a generalised sense of justice, combined with the absence of a countervailing No campaign, gave a nebulous quality to the Yes campaign. The one principle that was articulated clearly and consistently was that Aborigines must be included in the Australian nation. On how that principle might be translated into practice–on exactly what it meant for Aborigines and how it would benefit them–the Yes campaign was alternately inexplicit and inconsistent. An editorial in The Age two days before the referendum expressed misgivings about the paucity of concrete aims and profusion of vague promises. ‘It will be an empty victory’, The Age warned, ‘if a Yes majority in the referendum benefits Aborigines only to the extent of acknowledging, in token fashion, their right to be called Australians.’33

The editorial was prescient. The principle of national inclusion was overwhelmingly endorsed, but little changed. Henceforward, Aborigines were included in official census counts but they continued to be ‘insulted’ by popular derogatory stereotypes. Henceforward, the Commonwealth possessed the power to make ‘special laws’ for Aborigines, but the government sat on its hands. It made no policy innovations, no more effort than previously to coordinate the states into a national strategy in Aboriginal affairs, and few administrative innovations beyond establishing a purely advisory Council for Aboriginal Affairs. Reforms were so meagre that in 1971 FCAATSI sent a memorandum to the United Nations complaining that ‘racial discrimination’ remained entrenched in Australia and that ‘very little has been done, or even attempted, since the Federal Referendum of 1967’.34 When the reformist Whitlam Labor Government came to power in 1972 it invoked the moral mandate of 1967 to justify its interventions in Aboriginal affairs, but it relied very little on the powers conferred by the referendum.35 Perhaps the Whitlam Government’s most consequential item of legislation for the rights of Aborigines was the Racial Discrimination Act of 1975. Its passage owed nothing to the constitutional amendments of 1967 but depended on the external affairs powers under s 51 (xxix) which the Commonwealth had possessed all along. The 1975 Act had far greater legal importance than the referendum eight years earlier because the Act incorporated into Australian law the United Nations’ International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination, thereby guaranteeing the recognition of human rights for all Australians regardless of race. However, the Act has never been popularly memorialised as the 1967 referendum has, because an Act is a mere fiat of government whereas a referendum articulates the will of the people.

Why, then, has the 1967 referendum been popularly memorialised as a turning point for Aboriginal rights? An event in which the people themselves, rather than the government, had so resoundingly affirmed the high-minded principle of national inclusiveness could not fail to attract popular memorialisation. But what was to be memorialised? Surely not the abstractions of principle or the nebulous notion of social esteem; nor could the Yes campaigners’ advocacy of rights, shifting uncertainly between ending discrimination and inaugurating positive discrimination, provide any firm foundations for remembering this as a significant moment in the nation’s history. Public memorialisation demands concrete actualisation of what is being memorialised. Thus the 1967 referendum came to be imagined as the moment when Aborigines actually gained the rights of citizenship, instantiated in the most salient of those rights: the right to vote. Although empirically mistaken, this popular understanding of the referendum does not so much misconstrue its significance as misrepresent its consequences. An event that did signify, by public plebiscite, the principle of acceptance of Aborigines as citizens of the nation was transformed into an event that gave Aborigines the rights of the citizen.

Yet in another sense the memorialisation of the 1967 referendum as the moment of civil rights for Aborigines does seriously misconstrue the event. It implies that Aborigines were granted rights because the people had spoken; that the legislature acted only after the Austral ian people had directed them to do so. In fact, the Commonwealth and state governments (with the significant exception of Queensland) had granted Aborigines most civil rights before the referendum, in response not to popular insistence but to a range of political pressures, domestic and international. The growth of more positive popular attitudes toward Aborigines in the post-war era cannot be discounted as a factor behind legislative change, but it was not the decisive factor implied by the referendum myth. By rearranging the sequence of events concerning the civil rights of Aborigines, public memorialisation of the referendum as the moment of Aboriginal rights carries a self-congratulatory message for the Australian nation. It was we–‘the Australian people’–the myth maintains, who secured rights and equality for Aborigines.

Yet Indigenous Australians have been as fervently attached to the referendum myth as their non-Indigenous counterparts, despite having good reason for being less tender towards the self-image of their fellow Australians. For Indigenous Australians too, the notion of a ‘turning point’ is appealing because they can also be included among the people who secured the great referendum victory. Indigenous Australians played a prominent role in campaigning for a Yes vote, and in the ten-year campaign preceding the referendum. Consequently, the massive Yes vote can be seen as a victory both for and by Aborigines. They have as much reason as non-Indigenous Australians to inflate the symbolism of acceptance into the reality of rights.
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The 1967 referendum was a rare moment of near consensus in Australian political history, on the superficially improbable issue of Indigenous affairs. Near consensus was achieved because the Yes campaigners, unencumbered by an organised opposition, could represent a positive outcome as a means of redeeming the national reputation and rectifying Indigenous disadvantage, without much attentiveness to–or consistency on–the messy details of how these noble ideals could be given practical effect. The referendum was thus a product of its time, when Indigenous affairs were a relatively recent addition to the agenda of items of national significance. That time has passed, and the purveyors of new ‘turning points’ in Indigenous affairs in the early twenty-first century are forced to articulate a coherent program of action to complement their symbolic pronouncements. Prime Minister Rudd’s apology to Indigenous Australians, enunciated in February 2008, combines symbolism with pragmatic prescriptions–how effectively, we have yet to see. The campaigners for a Yes vote in 1967, too, sought practical outcomes from constitutional change but in the end their victory was primarily symbolic. In popular memorialisation, the referendum has been attributed with tangible legal consequences and celebrated as a turning point for Aboriginal rights, but that says more about a popular appetite for ‘turning points’ than about the changes secured in 1967.
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1970

WHEN IT CHANGED: THE BEGINNINGS OF WOMEN’S LIBERATION IN AUSTRALIA


 Susan Magarey




 The beginnings were quiet enough. There was an article in a student newspaper in Adelaide in March 1969 suggesting that it was ‘just about time for a new feminism’.1 There was a leaflet headed ‘Only the Chains Have Changed’, distributed at an anti-war demonstration in Sydney in December 1969, calling a public meeting about women’s liberation for the following month.2 In March 1970, a group of women calling themselves Women’s Liberation picketed the ‘Miss Fresher’ contest, part of the orientation week celebrations at Adelaide University.3 In May 1970 about a hundred women from Sydney, Adelaide and Brisbane travelled to join others at Melbourne University to discuss ‘female conditioning’.4 These were not especially noisy social or political disruptions. That quietness in itself could be seen later as a symptom of the scale of change that the women’s liberation movement sought: so thorough-going as to take the breath away.

By September 1970, though, women’s liberation was ready to make more noise. At an anti-war rally on the lawns at Sydney University, writer Kate Jennings seized the microphone and shouted: ‘Watch out! You may meet a real castrating female or you’ll say I’m a man-hating bra-burning lesbian member of the castration penis-envy brigade, which I am. I would like to speak.’5 ‘Who was to know’, reflected artist Gale Kelly, that Jennings’ ‘little old pebble of a speech … was to turn into such a boulder which landed with a God-almighty splash right in the middle of the “lefties-aren’t-we-marvellous-altogether” millpond’.6 Years later, Melbourne feminist Sue Jackson described the eruption of the women’s liberation movement like this:


I don’t know if you’ve seen photographs of it, from that time, and everyone from Margaret Whitlam on through, all the women of that time, there’s a look on the face. That wide-eyed sort of bright and hopeful look and it was that feeling, you know. There was a feeling of incredible anger, of course, when you’re understanding all the various ways … in which women are oppressed. But at the same time, this sense of joy and power coming from this working together and working it out and the scales being taken from the eyes.7


It was breaking all the rules, beginning a society-wide carnivalesque upheaval.8 Sydney history student, Ann Curthoys, was photographed swinging from the branch of a tree to illustrate the cover of a new journal with a title which left Tarzan out of the picture altogether: Mejane it was called.9 Singer-songwriter Robyn Archer composed a song which not only mentioned the embarrassingly unmentionable but sang it out loud in almost every line; she called it The Menstruation Blues and performed it at the Adelaide University Footlights’ Revue. 10 In Melbourne women took to the trams and buses refusing to pay more than 67 per cent of the required fare–because women still earned only 67 per cent of men’s rate of pay.11 ‘Everyone was sort of like on fire’, said Eileen Capochi, an Israeli migrant who had been in her mid-forties in 1970, ‘the Women’s Movement seemed to be one big mass movement. Like we went out on the streets and it was magnificent.’12

Of course, collective activism against the oppressions of women and for women’s rights was nothing new in Australia. Feminist organisations, publications and campaigns had studded our past. They had been most prominent during the campaigns for women’s suffrage between the 1880s and 1910 when Australian women–unlike women in Britain or the United States–gained the vote as early as 1894 in South Australia and as late as 1910 in Victoria, the last Australian state to concede to women’s concentrated but non-violent campaigns.13 But feminists were continuously, if less spectacularly, active throughout the twentieth century.14 Indeed, two events on the eve of women’s liberation explicitly invoked the imagery of earlier feminist struggles, though it was imagery derived from the more desperate militant activists in Britain rather than the Australian past. On 31 March 1965, Merle Thornton and Ro Bogner, both young wives and mothers, chained themselves to the bar of the Regatta Hotel in Brisbane to protest against the legal prohibition on serving drinks to women in front bars. On 21 October 1969, Zelda D’Aprano, a union activist and member of the Communist Party, and also a mother, chained herself to the doors of the Commonwealth Building in Melbourne in protest against the failure of the Conciliation and Arbitration Commission to introduce equal pay for women.15 The chains invoked those moments at the beginning of the twentieth century when British suffragists chained themselves to the railings of Downing Street, when a single suffragist chained herself to a statue in the lobby of the House of Commons, and when members of the Women’s Freedom League chained themselves to the grille of the Ladies’ Gallery of the House of Commons.16 Such imagery would recur in women’s liberation publications, providing a symbolic connection with the past.

But there was something unprecedented, something excitingly new about women’s liberation. Sydney broadcasters Julie Rigg and Julie Copeland remembered ‘that new tone we could hear in women’s voices: a boldness and enthusiasm for the possibilities of change’.17 ‘It was a revolution, you know’, said Jean Taylor, a wife and mother of two in Melbourne in 1970: a revolution in which ‘we were the frontline troops’.18 ‘We knew that the whole of society had to change’, recalled Sue Jackson, ‘and that involved every kind of structure and mode of relating, and everything. And individuals had to re-pattern themselves, and the whole thing. We knew how big it was. The amazing thing is we thought it would happen.’19

It was not only women breaking the rules at this time. The women’s liberation movement erupted out of general cultural, political and social ferment. Some have dubbed it the ‘cultural revolution’ of the advanced industrial West. There was ‘the dawning of the age of Aquarius’, the counter-culture and the gathering protest against Australia’s participation in the United States’ war against the North Vietnamese. It seemed, wrote poet Judith Wright, ‘as though the whole of “Western” society is in a ferment of change and challenge … Every taboo is being questioned, dragged to the dock and put through a process of naked examination and self-justification.’20 Society was being remade, and women determined that their aspirations were not to be overlooked.
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The 1950s and 1960s in Australia, as in all other advanced industrial economies, was a period of the greatest prosperity that the world had ever known. It was a time characterised by expanding production; increasing profits, full employment and a growing demand for workers –female as well as male, married as well as single; rapid growth of tertiary education–for girls as well as boys–to supply the demand for skilled and professional workers; and growing general affluence. For production to continue to expand, overseas markets needed to be supplemented with domestic markets. Firms and factories mushroomed, producing new consumer durables that households would want to buy: a new Hill’s Hoist, for instance, or a Holden motor car or a television set. To acquire these goods many households needed two paypackets. Wives and mothers encountered an uncompromising contradiction. On the one hand there was a prevailing belief that motherhood, home-making and ‘the domestic sphere’ represented everything that a woman could properly desire. On the other hand, there was a clear demand for women, including women who had come to Australia in the waves of European migration following World War II, to work outside the domestic sphere, in the labour market.21

The offspring of these working wives and mothers, the children of the post-war baby boom, became a distinctive and significant market during the 1960s: first the ‘teenager’, and then simply ‘youth’. Historian Barry York notes that ‘in the early 1960s, 900 000 unmarried people aged under twenty-five were earning between 500 million and 700 million dollars each year and spending at least half of it’.22 They were also watching television: by the beginning of the 1960s, when television news attracted more than three million viewers each night, the largest single segment of that audience consisted of people aged between ten and seventeen.23 The images of a wider world that they met on their screens were of a world in turmoil. In 1968 they watched students taking over the streets of Paris, the assassinations of Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy in the United States, Russian tanks rolling into Czechoslovakia to crush Dubček’s Prague Spring, and the daily effects of the war in Vietnam. In 1969 they could see not only Neil Armstrong walking on the moon but also Woodstock and all the music, drugs and ‘free love’ that Woodstock represented; not only the demonstration of some 250 000 protesters against the Vietnam war in New York but also the slowly surfacing accounts of US Charlie Company’s massacre of Vietnamese women, children and old men at My Lai eighteen months earlier. In 1970 they saw images of Kent State University in the United States where members of the Ohio National Guard shot four students dead. Television changed Australians’ lives (see chapter 10 by Arrow). One way in which it did so was by bringing global turmoil into Australian living rooms.

It was hardly surprising, then, that these same years in Australia saw at least some of those images copied. Not only were sartorial conventions transformed–men wore wild long hair, women wore skirts so short that modesty panels had to be installed on reception desks–and not only was there a rapid spread of recreational drugtaking but there was also a national referendum on a proposal to end discrimination against Aborigines approved in May 1967 (see chapter 12 by McGregor), and there were young people (and many of their parents) flocking to the Vietnam Moratorium protests–as many as around 100 000 in Melbourne in May 1970. Meredith Burgmann, later a Labor member of parliament in New South Wales, recalled all the meetings she went to: ‘Free Papua New Guinea, rent strikes in Wollongong, Aboriginal issues, civil liberties, the Summary Offences Act’.‘We were into Yippie culture’, she said, ‘which was basically using humour to destroy the establishment … the Youth International Party was an anti-authoritarian and extremely theatrical counter-cultural youth group founded in the USA in 1967’.24 Protests were all more light-hearted than in the United States, noted artist George Gittoes. He had been at the anti-war rallies, but, he said, ‘the scene in Sydney was a game; in America it was for real’.25 Former professional soldier, Barry Billing, found the anti-war protests arousing: ‘in a demonstration, ’ he said, ‘everyone gets horny–you’re getting attacked and bashed, ducking and running, and afterwards the testosterone’s up and the birds are hot’. He went on the marches, dressed in ‘civvies, looking cool’ because, he said, ‘you’d get a root’.26

And there we are, from cultural revolution and anti-war protests, directly to one of the core grievances of the women’s liberation movement. ‘You’d get a root’: women as ‘sex objects’, as women’s liberation came to define such sexist, depersonalised objectification. Women as bodies continued to be a central issue for women’s liberation, whether the questions were about women understanding their own bodies or about the laws governing women’s reproductive capacities or, as in the case of Barry Billing, women being reduced to anonymous objects of men’s gratification. When he was asked about the women’s movement, forty years later, Barry Billing could manage nothing better than this: ‘It was totally incomprehensible’.27

The appearance of the contraceptive pill on the mass market in 1961 made a huge difference to heterosexual sexual relations (see chapter 11 by Bongiorno). It was crucial to the free love of the Woodstock music and drugs scene. Men involved in any of the aspects of the western ‘cultural revolution’ considered that they were participating in a sexual revolution. Women did, too–briefly. The pill meant that they had no need to fear pregnancy following extra-marital sex and medical science could treat syphilis and gonorrhoea with antibiotics. The HIV/AIDS plague had not yet begun to infect the bloodstreams and neurones of the population.

But women found that the freedoms of the sexual revolution were freedoms predominantly, if not exclusively, for men. Even in the Libertarian Push in Sydney this was so. The Push held that women were equal to men (‘if they “came up to scratch” intellectually’28). Push men were even willing to accept much of Germaine Greer’s pathbreaking critique of current relations between the sexes, The Female Eunuch (1970): after all, Greer had been one of the Push women for a time.29 But Push men objected strongly to her attack on Freud. They insisted that there was no difference between a male and a female orgasm, and even wrote papers about it. Once Australian women encountered the ideas published in the pamphlet called The Myth of the Vaginal Orgasm by American Anne Koedt, they reproduced them over and over again, on purple stencils smelling of methylated spirits (these were the days before photocopying). And when Push women began to discuss the Push men’s sexual performance, their descriptions were less than enthusiastic: they described them as ‘“workmanlike”, “threadbare” and with a “lack of foreplay”‘.30 Of course, the pill was not an answer for all women, even though many Catholics had begun using oral birth control. Abortion had been an important form of birth control for almost a century in Australia but it had never been legalised. So the gathering concerns of women’s liberation included not only access to tax-free contraceptives, and not only provision of free twenty-four-hour child care, but also ‘abortion on demand’.31

Women expressed other, related grievances. Beryl Donaldson pointed out, for instance, that ‘the counter culture is essentially a male creation, in which the sexual inequalities of the dominant culture are maintained–albeit in hip form’.32 The Only the Chains Have Changed pamphlet equated the oppression of women with international oppression of the Vietnamese.33 Jan Mercer drew an analogy between masters oppressing their slaves and men oppressing their women, an analogy she had learnt from reading US Black Power leader, Stokely Carmichael.34 Joyce Stevens complained that women in the anti-war movement had been relegated to an ‘auxiliary role’:


serving on various working committees, typing the ‘big deal’ reports, licking the stamps, warming the beds of movement ‘leaders’ or keeping ‘her’ children quiet while he ponders the great theoretical problems of our times.35


Lyndall Ryan and Ann Curthoys observed that the emergence of women’s liberation had been severely criticised by the leaders of the Left. Instead of subordinating personal or individual problems to the needs of maintaining class solidarity in order to combat class oppression, they had–said these men–given priority to their ‘personal concerns’, thereby splitting the Left and weakening its capacities for class struggle. Curthoys and Ryan responded to such a charge:


To us, however, it was quite apparent that the Left had never considered women in a revolutionary perspective, expecting us to remain its faithful servants and supporters in the great struggle. We therefore had two alternatives: work within the various existing Left groups attempting to convince them of our validity, or go our own way and create our own movement. We had no choice but to pursue the latter.36


They wanted to escape ‘the standover tactics’ of the ‘so-called sympathetic supporters’ among the Left men. Indeed, they found the whole structure of left-wing politics authoritarian and ‘inimical to women’s liberation’, so they set up women’s liberation groups.37

The demonstration against the Miss Fresher contest in Adelaide in March 1970, echoed in Una Stannard’s 1970 leaflet The Mask of Beauty denouncing the effects on young girls of media images of uniformly beautiful women, was a protest against not only the sexual objectification of women but also against what historian Marilyn Lake has called ‘the imperative of femininity’: the requirement that women be ‘sweet, attractive, submissive, understanding, dependent and defenceless’.38 It was about women learning to think and behave differently.

The women’s liberation groups which mushroomed all over Australia held consciousness-raising meetings, analysing how they thought and how it would be possible to think differently and act accordingly. Consciousness-raising meant that individual women found that what they had thought to be individual problems–and probably their own fault–were instead problems very like those of other women, and the fault of systemic discrimination and structural inequality. Women’s liberation groups read pamphlets and books from the United States: Our Bodies, Our Selves, Margaret Benston’s The Political Economy of Women, Linda Gordon’s Families and Pat Mainardi’s The Politics of Housework. They copied whole sections of them, reproduced them, distributed them, absorbed them, and developed their own analyses of the structural inequalities in the labour market, of the patriarchal nature of the bourgeois nuclear family, and of the sexist oppressions of housework. ‘Any movement’, wrote ‘Juanita’, ‘seeking a change in women’s roles attacks the family structure upon which capitalism rests and poses demands which capitalism cannot meet … The struggle for Women’s Liberation is revolutionary because of this.’39

The same desire to counter ‘the imperative of femininity’ developed into a campaign to revise educational books and practices to ensure that all children would be freed from the gender stereotypes that their parents and teachers were finding so constraining. It would drive the research for Daniela Torsh’s report on sexism in schools for the Australian Government’s Schools Commission, published as Girls, School and Society (1976).40 That would be a campaign directed towards all children, boys as well as girls, for an important element in women’s liberation’s critique of existing social and political conditions and relations was the determination that men would need to change quite as much as women, indeed that women’s liberation meant human liberation. Politics tutor Anna Yeatman, instigator of the Miss Fresher protest, also wrote a manifesto for the Adelaide women’s liberation group. In it she argued that:


The freeing of woman from her subservient role, the assertion of her freedom as an individual, must simultaneously involve an attack on the male role. Men must have demonstrated to them the destruction of human relations that they perpetuate in clinging to their dominance as males.41


Similarly, sociologist Jan Mercer proclaimed that ‘Women’s Liberation demands radical change, fundamental change’, and that meant, she said, revolution: ‘a revolution which is part of the drive towards the liberation of humanity’.42

Revolution was a goal for many in the women’s liberation movement, especially the historically minded who saw themselves as the descendants of, say, Alexandra Kollontai or Clara Zetkin or Emma Goldman, feminists active in the early twentieth century within movements for socialist or anarchist revolution in Europe and the United States. But Australian women’s liberation adherents did not–as literary critic, Margaret Henderson, asserts–call themselves ‘revolutionary feminists’. That was a label adopted by women more often characterised as radical feminists who considered ‘male supremacy’ or patriarchy to be the primordial and primary form of domination and oppression; it was a label mobilised particularly in a major campaign against male violence in northern England during and after the depredations of ‘the Yorkshire Ripper’.43 By contrast, those in women’s liberation in Australia aspiring for revolution were signalling their commitment to socialism’s promise of universal change. ‘We saw ourselves’, I wrote myself:


as feminist revolutionaries, committed ultimately to the total transformation of our whole society, indeed of all societies. Our struggle against the power of men over women, of masculinity over femininity, was also simultaneously a struggle against any element in society having power over another–employer over worker, white over black, native-born over immigrant, teacher over student.44


Women’s liberation, in our view, was liberation for all.

The claim that the liberation of women also meant the liberation of men was to lose force amid the multifarious discussions, debates and divisions that followed: the tyranny of structurelessness, the establishment of women’s services, International Women’s Year, the patriarchy debate, radical feminism and its interpretation of rape as an act from which all men benefit, the growth of Women’s Studies, interconnections with the peace and environmentalist movements, and the increasing use of such terms as ‘the Women’s Movement’ and ‘feminism’ to replace ‘Women’s Liberation’. Such a claim could only be made from a position which emphasised the political solidarity of all women, and that emphasis slid easily into a very different concept–a concept derived from identity politics rather than from the politics of collective struggle–the commonality of being female implicit in notions of the ‘sisterhood’ of all women, and a ‘dream of a common language’ of understanding among women.45 But such commonality could not be sustained before charges that it ignored differences among women of class, race, sexuality and ethnicity–charges which necessarily arose in a socio-political movement so various in its constituencies. And that meant that questions of difference could also, by reversing that initial slide, fragment the commitment to solidarity. Nevertheless, the enormous claim that women’s liberation would liberate everyone was to resurface in the late 1980s, though differently inflected, in the announcement that ‘men have gender too’.46

Integral to the world-changing vision of 1970 was a re-definition of ‘the political’. Canberra feminist Eileen Haley explained:


Most people think of themselves as having a ‘private life’ in which politics does not operate. Politics is something that goes on ‘out there’. Feminism shows this distinction as non-existent. It exposes the ‘private life’ areas as a political arena. It also shows how the dominant political system invades that private life continually in very deeply felt ways. The ‘politics’ which inhabits both areas welding them into a single system is that of male supremacy.47


Accordingly, engaging in discussions of personal relationships, marriages, domestic labour, responsibilities for child care between parents of one sex and the other–just for example–was quite as political as attending an anti-war rally or a trade union meeting. Personal relationships, marriages and partnerships and child-bearing and rearing norms certainly changed, quite radically. Even so, it must be acknowledged, a generation later, that women continue to shoulder a double burden–paid work in the labour market (though still a gender-segmented market in which women continue to suffer disadvantage) coupled with unpaid labour of child care and housework –‘caring work’.

Women’s liberation and its more reformist allies, such as the Women’s Electoral Lobby (WEL) which was formed in Melbourne in February 1972, and older feminist organisations such as the Union of Australian Women and the National Council of Women, also engaged in political campaigns of a more conventional kind. One was a major campaign for equal pay. The Arbitration Commission’s determination in 1969 that women should have equal pay, but only for strictly defined ‘equal work’ in a sharply gender-divided labour market, made little difference to women’s pay rates. The next equal-pay case came before the Arbitration Commission in December 1972, shortly after the election of the federal Labor government of Gough Whitlam, and that government intervened in favour of equal pay. This was, notes Marilyn Lake, ‘taken to be a sign of the impact of the women’s movement in setting a new political agenda’. In 1974, the Arbitration Commission accepted the submission by the WEL’s Edna Ryan for an adult minimum wage.48

There were other campaigns and other successes. Childcare and preschool facilities were expanded and enhanced. Women’s liberation and others printed postcard forms addressed to the prime minister petitioning for the luxury tax of 27.5 per cent to be removed from the contraceptive pill, a petition granted within days of Whitlam gaining power.49 A remarkable array of women’s services appeared, often established by local initiative, then increasingly seeking funding from governments, especially from the International Women’s Year Secretariat in 1975: refuges, women’s health centres and rape crisis centres. Working Women’s Centres were set up in Adelaide and Melbourne, providing aid for women trying to combat discrimination in the workplace and formulating a Working Women’s Charter. Feminist influence impelled the first legislation in the world defining rape in marriage, in South Australia in 1976.50 WEL members were influential in shaping the federal government’s Family Law Act (1975) which instituted blame-free divorce.51 Feminist analysis brought some recognition that the cash value of women’s ‘caring work’–that is, the market value of women’s vast non-market contributions to family and community welfare, amounting to about sixty per cent of GDP–should be taken into account in post-divorce financial arrangements.52

Some of the feminist analysis underlying women’s liberation grew out of women’s increased participation in post-secondary education and their dissatisfaction with courses which presented a world that seemed to be peopled exclusively by men and their concerns (or if its inhabitants included women then women depicted in misogynist terms, as North American Kate Millett demonstrated in her immensely influential Sexual Politics (1970)).53 Feminists already employed as academics, as was Kay Daniels, founder of the Hobart Women’s Action Group, at the University of Tasmania initiated courses within their own specialities: Daniels’s was on ‘Women in English Society 1791–1928’. Others, at the University of Sydney and at Griffith University, established interdisciplinary units: Sydney’s was ‘The Political Economy of Women’, Griffith’s was ‘Women’s Studies’. Yet others attempted, as I did at the Australian National University, to develop Women’s Studies as trans-disciplinary, exploring a set of feminist issues through the lenses of a range of different academic disciplines in an effort to transcend what would now be called the ‘silo-ism’ of those disciplines.54

Tertiary teaching and learning can be fun and pleasurable, as well as a slog. Women’s liberation brought into being a quite wonderful energy and creativity. Feminist students and their friends made films and devised plays and musicals. The Feminist Theatre Group in Adelaide produced a highly professional show called The Redhead’s Revenge at the Adelaide Festival Centre in May 1978; students in Canberra performed a pastiche of Tammy Wynette singing–not Stand By Your Man, but rather, clad in Barbara Cartland pink fluff with sequinned spectacles, Stand By Your Gran. Analyses provoked by reading North American theologist Mary Daly’s Gyn/ecology:The Metaethics of Radical Feminism (1978) prompted some Canberra students into a production called Standard Operating Procedure, a dramatisation of misogyny so distressing that many of the audience left in tears.55

Cultural production was by no means confined to universities. Kate Jennings compiled a collection of feminist poetry titled Mother I’m Rooted (1975).56 A new group, Sisters Publishing Ltd, began to produce slender volumes of poetry not only ‘to bring to prominence poets who deserved a wide audience and who had not published their own books’, in the words of Rosemary Dobson, editor of the first Sisters volume, but also to collect together poems that would ‘reflect the concerns of women and offer a feminist perspective’.57 Kerryn Higgs won a prize for her novel All that False Instruction.58 Feminists made films, most notably For Love or Money, a major work by Megan McMurchy, Margot Nash, Margot Oliver and Jeni Thornley. And, as Ann Curthoys has pointed out: ‘An even greater sign of the achievement of feminist energies in filmmaking was women’s success in the mainstream feature film industry, notably Gillian Armstrong’s My Brilliant Career (1978)’, to which could perhaps be added Tracey Moffat’s Nice Coloured Girls (1987).59

This is a story that could go on and on. It has not even come to Susan Ryan and the federal Sex Discrimination Act of 1984, to say nothing of Joan Kirner and Carmen Lawrence, feminists who became state premiers in 1990. But I am not, here, telling a story; I am describing a turning point in Australian history: 1970, the year in which the women’s liberation movement began in Australia. Unlike older movements which formed religious sects or trade unions or political parties, the women’s liberation movement has not become an institution. It has never had an easily defined membership and it explicitly eschewed structure and hierarchy. But it continues. It is an amorphous, shifting collection of groups and individuals, united from time to time, not by any sense of a common identity but rather by a sense of a common cause: to combat the oppression of women, to promote justice and freedom for women and to celebrate women’s creativity, energy and humour. It is, said Laurie Bebington, ‘an ongoing force’.60 It is also a great source of joy. For before 1970, as Jean Taylor remarked, ‘you’ve got to remember, at this time, women hated each other. We were told that each other were rivals.’61 Women’s liberation changed that. And Australia has never been the same since.
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26 JANUARY 1981

THE OPENING OF THE AUSTRALIAN INSTITUTE OF SPORT: THE GOVERNMENT TAKES CONTROL OF THE NATIONAL PASTIME


 Brett Hutchins




 On Australia Day 1981, Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser formally opened the Australian Institute of Sport (AIS), declaring that we were ‘no longer going to let the rest of the world pass us by’.1 He was referring to the poor performance of Australian teams at the 1976 and 1980 Summer Olympic Games, where Australia’s Cold War enemies, the USSR and East Germany, topped the medal tables. At Montreal in 1976 Australian athletes returned home without a gold medal for the first time since the Berlin Games forty years earlier. A paltry return of nine medals (only two gold) by a dispirited 126-member team at the 1980 Olympics in Moscow caused further public consternation. For a nation that had long worshipped athletic vigour and sports prowess, it was unacceptable for Australian competitors to be comprehensively outdone by old-world communists. It was a particularly embarrassing result for a federal government that had hitherto resisted calls for substantial state investment in elite sport.

The opening of the AIS represents a crucial historical moment in Australian sport and politics. From the nineteenth century onwards, sport, alongside war, provided the foundation for an Australian national identity, serving to both test the ‘national type’ and ‘to demonstrate the nation’s qualities’ to itself and others.2 The popular attention lavished on the 1932–33 Bodyline Ashes cricket series, the 1956 Melbourne Olympic Games and the one-day cricket revolution of the 1970s continued to highlight the centrality of sport in Australian culture many years after Federation. Yet, for all but the last three decades of its history, Australian sport has been largely amateur in terms of organisation and funding. Until recently, government support was infrequent and minimal and undertaken with little fanfare. The establishment of the AIS, however, heralded a thirty-year process that fundamentally transformed this arrangement. Top-level Australian sport moved from impoverished amateurism to generously funded elitism through the profuse expenditure of public funds. As the centrepiece in one of the world’s most efficient elite sports systems, the government-owned and run AIS stands as evidence that sports administrators and politicians had learnt well from the examples of East Germany and the USSR.3
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Referred to variously as the gold medal factory, Australia’s university of sport and the Taj Mahal of Australian sport, the mission of the AIS is to ‘develop elite sport in Australia by providing facilities and funding to sporting organisations and potential elite athletes’.4 The main campus on a 65-hectare site in Canberra includes an athletics track, an indoor sports centre, tennis courts, a gymnastics training hall, an aquatic centre, a synthetic turf training pitch, a two-storey biomechanics dome and the National Sports Information Centre. It is also a tourist destination, with an AIS shop, guided tours and residential accommodation where visitors can ‘live like an AIS athlete’.5 Sculptures dating back to the 1980s that glorify athletic performance and the sporting body are clues to the fact that the AIS had its origins in Olympic competition during the era of the Cold War. Indeed, the AIS stands as symbolic and physical evidence of the potency of sport in the ideological, geopolitical and nationalist skirmishes that characterised the Cold War. Public policy expert Barrie Houlihan has, for example, observed that in Australia ‘the systematic sifting of school-age children as a means of identifying the potential elite, the development of specialist training academies, the subordination of domestic governing bodies to government policy and the use of public money to support individual athletes’ are reminiscent of the practices of former Eastern Bloc countries.6

The spectre of the East German sports system lurked within the initial attempt to formulate an Australian national sports policy. Three years before the Montreal Olympics, the federal Minister of State for Tourism and Recreation, Labor’s Frank Stewart, commissioned the Bloomfield Report. John Bloomfield, who had lectured on sport science in eastern and western Europe during the 1960s, lamented the difficulties faced by Australia’s largely amateur athletes when competing internationally against full-time professionals. ‘Unfortunately’, he noted, ‘several eastern European countries [had] created [such professionals] simply to further the cause of nationalism in their country’.7 An appendix of the Bloomfield Report raised the suggestion of a national Institute of Sport and Recreation, informed by examples in eastern and western Europe. The idea soon took centre stage in sports policy and planning.

In 1975 the Department of Tourism and Recreation published its Report of the Australian Sports Institute Study Group.8 Often called the Coles Report after its author, Allan Coles, it was the result of tours by an eight-member study group of sports academies and institutes in West Germany, Russia, Poland, Hungary, Denmark, France, Switzerland, Norway, Sweden and Great Britain. Some members also travelled to Israel, Canada and the United States. A comprehensive document of almost 300 pages, the first of its thirty recommendations was unambiguous: ‘that the Australian Government establish a national institute for sport to be termed The Australian Sports Institute (TASI)’. The Report was shelved after the Whitlam Government’s dismissal in November 1975, when the Department of Tourism and Recreation was disbanded and sport given much less priority within the Department of Environment, Housing and Community Development. The influence of the Coles Report would, nevertheless, be felt five years later, after the Montreal and Moscow Olympics, when it became the main document informing the creation of the AIS.

The Coles Report explicitly embraced the idea of sport as ‘the national obsession of Australians’.9 But it noted enviously that in western and especially eastern European sports schools (there were forty-eight in Moscow alone), the ‘skill level of the children, usually of high-school age, was unbelievably high by comparison to the skill level of Australian children, particularly in indoor sports’.10 The report was sometimes gushing in its admiration for European sports systems, with a Swiss multi-purpose sports institute described as ‘tantalising’. Notably, even though the study group did not visit East Germany, the report mentioned Leipzig or ‘Leipzig-type Institutes’ on several occasions, presumably referring to the Leipzig Sports Institute, the East German College for Physical Culture and the Research Institute for Physical Culture and Sport. These were credited for ‘the recent upsurge in East German sport’, which in 1972 had seen the German Democratic Republic (GDR) athletes return from Munich with 66 Olympic medals–41 more than in the previous Games and almost quadruple Australia’s 17 medals.11 That this striking increase was achieved by a communist nation with a population comparable to Australia’s proved that the ‘efficiency’ produced by systematic sports science, research and training was imperative, and that the amateur administration of sport in Australia threatened our deeply rooted national image as a ‘paradise of sport’.12 The systematic, state-sponsored doping of athletes in East Germany had not been revealed at that time, so there is no suggestion that TASI was intended to be similar in this respect. Rather, it was the extensive facilities, specialist coaching, sports science research, centralised planning and direct and generous sponsorship by government that were regarded as worthy of emulation.

In understanding the views of the study group, it is important to acknowledge the widespread influence of eastern European sports governance in the post-World War II environment. Russia in the 1940s, followed by Poland, Czechoslovakia, Romania, Bulgaria, Yugoslavia, East Germany and Hungary, recognised that state investment in sport was crucial to improving performances at the elite level. The results delivered in terms of Olympic medals and international victories were self-evident, as was the ideological value of these triumphs. Subsequently, western European countries such as Italy, France, West Germany, Holland and Belgium ‘partially copied’ the eastern European example.13 Thus the wider geo-political and historical context of the Cold War set the parameters for sports policy and development at this time.

The practical reality faced by the study group was that its recommendations needed to be based on verifiable evidence to justify large-scale government spending on sport. The most convincing evidence available–Olympic medal tables–pointed towards the examples of eastern Europe and specifically the state-run institutes of East Germany–the original ‘gold medal factories’. The Coles Report was, however, conspicuously quiet on the matter of whether the powerful East German sports system might have reflected that nation’s oppressive political system. The authors claimed in principle that sport should not be used for ideological purposes, yet produced a government-commissioned report that used nationalism as a justification for establishing a sports institute designed to improve Olympic medal hauls. Five years after this report was published, politicians and sports administrators either defused or simply ignored the political character of the East German model in selling the AIS as a worthwhile investment of public funds. Their task was made much easier by the sporting failures of Montreal and political shambles of Moscow.

It is difficult to overstate the mortification and introspection caused by the poor showing of Australian athletes at the Montreal and Moscow Olympics. In the words of one British observer, this caused a ‘crisis for the [Australian] Government and set off a strong debate over how the nation [could] regain its lost athletic potency’.14 An interesting dimension of these events is their political implications for the Fraser Government. The federal government’s attitude towards elite sports funding at this time was one of benign indifference. The Coalition’s commitment to ‘smaller government’ melded with an older orthodoxy that sport was an area of social activity outside the responsibility of the state.15 Indeed, despite the pro-sport message contained in 1974 Liberal Party television advertisements featuring footballers Ron Barassi and Johnny Raper, sports funding was cut as part of the Fraser Government’s ‘austerity measures’ following the alleged profligacy of the Whitlam years.

Several national media outlets backed this position by editorialising against ‘large government handouts’ to sport.16 A proud tradition of sporting amateurism was partnered with a Liberal Party commitment to minimal government intervention into people’s lives. As the Minister for Environment, Housing and Community Development, Ivor Greenwood, noted in March 1976, ‘let us never get to the stage where sport is totally dependent upon government in this country. Sporting people have an obligation to help themselves.’17 Even after the disappointments of Montreal, Liberal MP, David Jull, offered the hope in 1977 that Australia could ‘take its place in the international sporting arena’ through increased contributions from private enterprise. 18 And Ray Groom, in charge of the Environment, Housing and Community Development portfolio, incorrectly speculated in 1978 that he did ‘not believe that the expenditure of money by governments is likely to result in a proportionate increase in the success of an international team or in the number of medals that might be won by a team competing in international events’.19

However, three years later, Prime Minister Fraser confounded these arguments by formally opening the AIS. In the interim he had been struck by the apparently blinding revelation that it was ‘no longer possible to keep sport and politics separate’.20 Fraser’s new-found wisdom overturned his government’s failure to comprehend the utility of sport as a weapon in Cold War international politics. While Fraser continued to treat sport as something outside the core business of government, Eastern Bloc countries and the United States were, throughout the 1970s, deliberately politicising international sport through increasing investment, centralised policy control, political intervention, diplomatic action, growing Olympic medals hauls and/or boycotts.21 The Olympics, by this time, had also become a stage for political protest and terrorism. The Mexico City Olympiad witnessed both student protests and the famous Black Power salute of American sprinters, Tommie Smith and John Carlos, on the medal dais. Munich in 1972 saw the tragic murder of 11 Israeli team members by the Black September group. African nations boycotted Montreal in 1976 in protest against the International Olympic Committee’s refusal to ban New Zealand athletes, after the New Zealand rugby team toured apartheid South Africa.

The intensifying politicisation of sport was not lost entirely on Bob Ellicott, Minister for Home Affairs (1977–80) and then Home Affairs and the Environment (1980–81), who became a pivotal figure in the establishment of the AIS once it was determined that sport was a potent domestic and international political issue. A senior minister, Ellicott dusted off the Bloomfield and Coles reports and visited an impressive national sports institute in communist China in 1979.22 Meanwhile, Fraser confronted a host of problems. He was deliberately snubbed by Australian athletes who stayed in their beds during his visit to the Montreal Olympics athletes’ village, and was obliged to announce an official inquiry into the Montreal results (which was never commissioned). In August 1976, the Olympic track-and-field coach, John Daly, wrote to a national newspaper calling for more funding. Meanwhile, the government faced an increasingly strident sports lobby, led by the newly formed Confederation of Australian Sport (CAS) which lobbied government members, launched its own white paper–A Master Plan for Sport (May 1977)–and published open letters criticising levels of government assistance.

Fraser’s indifference towards federal government control of sport was finally reversed after the 1980 Moscow Games. Events surrounding Australia’s involvement in those Olympics are complex and deserving of a dedicated study, especially given that Fraser finally conceded in March 2008 that the actions of his government had been wrong.23 The Australian Government wished to support the American boycott, while appearing not to intervene directly in the affairs of sport and the Australian Olympic Committee. Thus athletes, teams and officials were ‘encouraged’ (that is, verbally pressured and intimidated) and offered ‘compensation’ (about $524 000 in total) to withdraw from the Games, which merely served to promote and prolong a heated public and political debate about the boycott.24 Pressure was also applied to Olympic sponsors and broadcasters. In a moment of deflating symbolism, television viewers then witnessed a reduced Australian team abandon the national flag to march behind the Olympic banner in the Moscow Opening Ceremony.

On the back of Montreal four years earlier, phantom inquiries into Olympic results, funding cuts and a testy relationship with the CAS, relations between the Fraser Government and the sports community were reduced to their lowest ebb. A large-scale gesture was urgently required. Even prior to the Games, in early 1980, Fraser had asked Bob Ellicott to begin ‘healing the rift’ between the government and the representatives of Australian sport.25 Ellicott’s ‘sports institute concept’ was thus announced on 14 January 1980. The prime minister strongly and publicly backed the Institute, particularly after Moscow when he reportedly ‘felt badly’ about the events that had transpired.26 Reduced to its base political reality, the AIS was one of the largest and most expensive conciliatory gifts offered by a government to a disgruntled lobby group in Australian history.

Though they later supported the AIS once in office, members of the Labor Opposition initially attempted to extract advantage from the Coalition’s difficulties in managing the politics of sport. They then reasserted their ownership of the Coles Report and drew upon it in presenting potential answers to Australia’s poor Olympic performances. However, whereas the report was reasonably subtle in advocating an East German-inspired solution, Labor speakers were more explicit in noting that East Germany owed its Olympic success to ‘first class facilities, … a first class physical education program for all children … and expert coaching’.27 But as attractive as East German results were, the political system attached to it was less alluring. It was therefore argued that the success of East German sport was not a product of communism, for many other authoritarian regimes–Cuba, Hungary, Romania and North Korea, for example–did not produce the same results. The ALP’s Member for Robertson, Barry Cohen, remarked that ‘One does not have to admire the political system of a country to admire particular aspects of it … The answer lies not in the political system but in the sporting system.’28 Similarly, the Sydney Morning Herald editorialised: ‘If we are to learn from the East Germans we need to look at their sports system rather than their political system.’29

Alternately, it was claimed by Coalition members that the success of the East Germans was, in effect, counterfeit because of the professionalism of their athletes. 30 In a moment of deliberate provocation, the Liberal Party’s John Cotter claimed East German athletes performed well because ‘they have a sharp bayonet up their backside’.31 The news media affirmed this image of GDR sport through the employment of Cold War propaganda and stereotypes. In 1977, the Australian’s Max Harris, for example, wrote of ‘mechanical automats’ devoid of identities offering a spectacle ‘no more inspiring than observing a chess championship between two computers’.32 Such hyperbole drew upon a repository of Cold War myths about communist athletes as militarised, brainwashed automatons produced by a ‘monster sports network’.33 Historian John Hoberman has discredited these myths in his masterful study of modern sports performance and science, revealing the hard, surprising and all-too-sad facts about Eastern Bloc (and western) sports systems.34

The logic of this political and media rhetoric was ideological polarisation. The idealistic image of free and democratic Australian sportsmen and women was exaggerated, and any suggestion that Australian athletes would or could be similar to communist ‘automatons’ was quashed. Through a discursive sleight of hand, the fact that Australians were to be trained with similar scientific techniques–excluding the drug abuse–in a sports institute modelled on those existing in East Germany was sidestepped. (Interestingly, within five months of its opening, eight athletes had left the AIS, some complaining about ‘over-regimentation’ of their lives.)35 In announcing the building of the Institute, Fraser and his minister were able to ignore its political genealogy under the cover of restoring national sporting pride.
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When Fraser formally opened the AIS on Australia Day 1981, the conjunction of sport, politics and nationalism was perfectly distilled into a single moment. But, for the first time, the extravagant costs of this union were borne by taxpayers. Perceptions of the AIS as an outcome of Cold War politics combined with the political mismanagement of sport during the Fraser years eroded quickly. The process of forgetting began at the 1982 Commonwealth Games in Brisbane, where Australia won 107 medals, supposedly providing evidence of AIS success. Helping to fund the Games, Fraser spruiked his sporting credentials on the national stage, claiming that the athletes had ‘brought together the entire Australian nation’.36 Shamelessly promoting another pro-sport message during an election campaign, the Liberal Party sought to use footage of gold medal winners from the Brisbane Games in 1983 television advertisements.37 It did them little good. Fraser ceded power to a resurgent Labor Party in 1983. His successor, Bob Hawke, a self-confessed sports lover famous for his attendance at major sporting events, clearly understood the mass appeal and nationalistic overtones of sport. The AIS survived and went from strength to strength.

The AIS stands today as a compelling example of outstanding achievement through public investment. The apotheosis of this program was the Australian team’s performance at the 2000 Sydney Olympic Games, with current or former AIS athletes claiming 32 of the 58 medals won, placing Australia fourth on the medal table. Australia had learnt the lesson of what is achievable through systematic state intervention and funding of sport, represented by the establishment and development of the AIS. It is difficult to imagine now, but according to press gallery journalist turned sports administrator Greg Hartung, in the 1978–79 federal budget the Australian Ballet Foundation received approximately the same amount of government funding as sport (about $1.3 million), while the arts, via the Australia Council, received just under $26 million.38 Thereafter, levels of public sector investment in elite-level sport and the AIS escalated rapidly, such that the 25 gold medals won by Australian Olympians between 1980 and 1996 cost taxpayers in the order of $37 million each.39 In 2003, federal government largesse extended to an additional $65.4 million over four years for the building of ‘enhanced specialised facilities’ at the AIS.40 And of the $193 million allocated to the Australian Sports Commission (ASC) in 2007, the AIS accounted for 21 per cent (or approximately $40 million annually).41 Yet still, the deputy president of the ASC, broadcaster Alan Jones, complained that ‘the Howard Government failed, in our view, to commit the sort of money we have been asking for for several years and there is no doubt we are suffering from that’.42 If Jones is representing the views of the ASC accurately, there exists an almost insatiable appetite for government funds and a strong sense of entitlement to them.

Despite possessing East German DNA, the AIS and the Australian elite sports system has grown and changed over the years in line with wider political circumstances and conditions. The imprint of the Eastern Bloc sports system was amplified when the Soviet Bloc collapsed, and it still remains, albeit residually. Eastern Europeans have proved, in Bloomfield’s words, a ‘great help’ to elite sport in Australia. Of those ‘no longer being behind an iron curtain’ post-1989, Australia managed to attract ‘quite a few of those coaches, East German coaches, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, several Russian coaches’.43 During the Sydney Olympics a small selection of expert coaches and athletes from former communist countries were members of Australian squads in track and field, swimming, water polo, rowing, sailing, weightlifting and wrestling. While beneficial in terms of results, their influence has also been occasionally problematic. For example, Athletics Australia was forced to rescind the appointment of Dr Ekkart Arbeit as head coach of the national track-and-field team in 1997 after his Stasi files revealed that the former head of the East German athletics team had been involved in planning the state-sponsored doping of athletes since 1968.44

The development of the AIS has also been influenced by the decentralisation of selected programs throughout the country, the initial influence of the American college sports system on its day-to-day routines, the establishment of the ASC in 1985, a secondary but consistent commitment to ‘sport for all’, changes of federal government, and above all a consistent record of international sports success. Government reports, debates in parliament, inquiries into performance-enhancing drug use, alleged abuse of gymnasts by coaches and claims of financial mismanagement attest to the fact that it has also had to deal with its share of problems over the past 27 years.

However, bipartisan political support for the AIS has rarely, if ever, been seriously threatened. There has been no sustained interrogation of the continuing priority given to elite sport funding over mass participation sport and community recreation.45 By 2001, even an original member of the group that established the AIS and the author of its published history, Quest for Excellence (1991), John Daly (the Olympic track-and-field coach mentioned earlier), had reached the conclusion that the level of government assistance given to the elite was obscuring other priorities: ‘The Olympics are over and have been successfully staged. Hopefully the emphasis in sport and recreation will be directed to assisting those, other than elite athletes, who could give veracity to the statement “an active, sporting lifestyle”.’46

Again, this situation is as much political as sporting. While the Cold War may have given birth to the AIS, its post-1989 operations owe much to the influence of free-market economics and the vast profits extracted from spectator interest in elite sports. Effectively there is an entrenched compact between the publicly funded, institutional elite sport and the private sector, which indirectly turns public money into private profit. In the case of the AIS, which is predominantly funded from the public purse, this entails the use of government-funded facilities, infrastructure, coaches and support personnel for senior elite and development sports programs in cycling, swimming, cricket, rugby union, rugby league, Australian rules football, basketball, golf, tennis and football (soccer). The best athletes in these programs supply a pool of playing talent for profitable, privately run sports organisations like the Australian Football League, National Rugby League, Australian Rugby Union and Cricket Australia. A minority of athletes go on to earn a considerable wage selling their finely tuned athletic talents to elite sports competitions and teams in golf, tennis, cycling and football. Unlike in the 1970s, this arrangement cannot be justified on the grounds that government involvement is essential to bolster the lagging competitiveness of Australian athletes.

There have been few serious attempts to critically contextualise the history of the AIS within the broad context of Australian and international politics.47 As a result, the AIS’s continuing operation as a state-sponsored trainer of top-flight athletic labour is inadequately scrutinised, outside an understandably acquiescent elite sport and sport science community. A telling comparison here is the roar of media and public debate in recent years over the purpose and character of public broadcasting as opposed to the mute silence surrounding publicly funded elite sports programs, which cater for an estimated pool of 280 000 athletes.48 Even a minor correction to this imbalance would be welcome given the amounts of government money spent on the AIS and a national sports policy since 26 January 1981. Unless, of course, the cultural value and social benefit of 30–40 medals each summer Olympic Games is judged self-evident and therefore beyond question.
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1 JULY 1983

SAVING THE FRANKLIN RIVER: THE ENVIRONMENT TAKES CENTRE STAGE


 Melissa Harper




 Tasmania’s Franklin River stretches for 125 kilometres through the remote and rugged terrain of the state’s south-west corner. At times its flow is gentle, at others it roars at unrelenting pace. In February 1976 Bob Brown, a doctor, and Paul Smith, a forester, rafted the Franklin River in rubber dinghies. Only a few hardy types had been before them. Smith, whose wife made him draw up a will, recalled that he felt lucky to have survived this great adventure. Brown, having a more romantic temperament, claimed the trip was a profoundly transformative experience. Where before he had been ‘a mystified and detached observer of the universe’, he now felt ‘fused into the inexplicable mystery of nature’.1 Both men also remember the excursion as a call to action. Along the way they saw evidence that the Hydro-Electric Commission was conducting exploratory work to build a series of dams that would flood the Franklin and Gordon Rivers, two of the last remaining wild rivers in the world. The pair had already witnessed the destruction of Lake Pedder in 1973 and were now determined that nothing like it should happen again. They resolved to publicise the wild beauty of the area and to convince others that it must be maintained.2

In July the same year, sixteen members of the South-West Action Committee (SWAC) met at Brown’s house to discuss the future of the fight for wilderness. The Committee had formed in the wake of the loss of Lake Pedder but had struggled to maintain momentum. Confirmation that the Hydro had its sights on more dams gave it a new cause to rally around. The Committee renamed itself the Tasmanian Wilderness Society (TWS), elected Kevin Kiernan as its first director and rented office space in Hobart as its campaign headquarters. 3 From that small beginning grew a movement that divided Tasmania and destroyed a state government. The seven-year battle to save the Franklin also captured national and international attention and support and played a key role in the fall of a federal government. It culminated on 1 July 1983, when the High Court confirmed the Commonwealth Government’s power to halt the flooding of the Franklin, thus overriding the wishes of the state government.

The Franklin campaign was certainly not the first environmental issue in Australia to generate widespread popular support. Vigorous campaigns had been fought over Lake Pedder, Little Desert and the Great Barrier Reef. Many others would follow.4 But it is the Franklin campaign that has become etched in popular memory as Australia’s most important environmental battleground. Environmental histories mark it as the ‘first instance where wilderness became truly a national concern politically, legally and socially’. It was ‘one of the defining moments in Australian political history … the moment when ecological politics entered the mainstream’ and ‘the coming of age of the environment movement’.5 So why has the environmental activism to save the Franklin River been accorded such status? The Franklin campaign was certainly a turning point in Australian environmental history. Its legal, political, cultural and social impacts have been far-reaching. However, it is all too easy to exaggerate its longer-term significance. It was a monumental and hard-won victory for the environmental movement but it is important not to attribute to the Franklin an ongoing legacy that Australia’s environmental record cannot sustain.
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When Launceston connected to hydro-electric power in 1895 it was only the second town in the world, after Niagara in the United States, to do so. Throughout the nineteenth century Tasmania’s economy had relied on its primary industries, but the prospect of cheap electricity inspired visions of a prosperous future built on manufacturing. The completion of Waddamana in 1916, the first major hydro-electric power station, marked the beginning of a state-wide supply system that, coupled with public and private investment from the 1940s, saw the rapid expansion of Tasmanian manufacturing and mining. Hydro-electricity made good its promise of jobs and prosperity. The Hydro-Electric Commission (HEC), an autonomous statutory authority established in 1929, exerted enormous power. Free of ministerial control, the HEC operated as a ‘state within the state’. Its expansionary plans went virtually unchallenged as successive governments did little to loosen its grip or to question its claims that more dams were needed to maintain Tasmania’s electricity supply.6

That position took a major battering in the 1960s when the HEC’s plan to inundate Lake Pedder faced major opposition. From the 1920s an environmental movement, largely led by bushwalkers, increasingly questioned Australia’s commitment to resource development at all costs and insisted that wilderness needed to be protected for posterity.7 Between 1967 and 1973 conservationists held public meetings, collected signatures on petitions and lobbied state and federal politicians in an attempt to pressure the government to reverse its plan for Pedder. The Lake Pedder campaign inspired the formation of the United Tasmania Group (UTG), the world’s first ‘green’ political party.8 Although the UTG never won a seat in Tasmania’s Parliament, it helped to put green politics firmly on the agenda, giving the Lake Pedder campaign a claim of its own to being a turning point in Australian history. And yet the Lake Pedder issue did not generate quite the same media frenzy nor exact the political damage wrought by the Franklin. Perhaps what ultimately gives the Franklin campaign its prestige is that it was successful.

The campaign to save the Franklin moved slowly in its early years. It was difficult for activists to gain much public traction when the HEC had not made its plans official and when it denied that it had conducted preliminary investigative work. In addition, both sides of politics and the media were wedded to the HEC’s vision of development. The concerns of the conservationist movement rarely received a hearing. And indeed many environmentalists were burned out by the loss of Lake Pedder.9

The Tasmanian Wilderness Society recognised that it needed to be both persistent and inventive in its campaigning if it was to successfully engage public support. The loss of Lake Pedder had indicated the need for a more cohesive, militant and professional approach and one that convinced people that wilderness was truly valuable.10 From the outset the visual image was central to its armoury. In 1977 Brown, Smith and several others, despite having no film-making experience, returned to the river with a 16 millimetre camera to shoot a film, Last Wild River, which Smith hoped would ‘kick the campaign along’. The society bought prime viewing time on commercial television in Tasmania in order to show people what they stood to lose if the HEC went ahead with its plan.11 Brown gave his assistance to Michael Cordell, a student from Sydney, to produce Franklin: Wild River, an hour-long documentary. In 1979 the National Parks and Wildlife Service commissioned respected documentary film-maker, Bob Connolly, to make Franklin River Journey, which was later screened in Tasmania’s Parliament. Brown also produced A Wilderness Pictorial, 32 pages of glossy photographs of the river, launched by internationally renowned violinist, Yehudi Menuhin, who became a patron of the TWS.12 But the most powerful image to emerge was a photograph by Peter Dombrovskis, ‘Rock Island Bend on the Franklin River’. Brown selected the photo from thousands and it became central to the TWS campaign. It proved an inspired choice. Swirling waters move quickly through a rocky landscape as mist hovers above. It illustrated that what was to be sacrificed was a place of rare beauty: a pristine, sacred wilderness. 13 Brown, from 1979 the director of the TWS, understood that while it was important to make the arguments around economics and employment, it was the visual image that would most capture people’s attention. As he pointed out: ‘film of beautiful places allows those places to speak for themselves–and it is a speech which the exploiters cannot match’.14 Through the moving and still image, the Franklin River found its way into the homes, then the hearts and minds, of the Australian public.

In 1979 the TWS employed an independent company to canvass public opinion on the Franklin issue. The cost of hiring the company drained the society of most of its funds, but the result more than compensated for the outlay. Of the one thousand Tasmanians surveyed, 53.5 per cent wanted the river maintained, 28 per cent supported the dam and 19 per cent were undecided. Brown had extracted a promise from the editor of the Launceston Examiner that if the poll showed a majority against the dam the result would be published on the front page.15 In a media largely hostile to the campaigners, this was an important moment. The result indicated public disquiet about the dam while the Examiner’s commitment to publicise the opposition suggested a growing recognition of its newsworthiness.

Learning to successfully engage with the media was a key lesson that had emerged from the Pedder campaign. Conservationists in Tasmania were all too aware of how easy it was to be depicted as hostile to the state’s economic interests. In 1979 Peter Thompson, an ABC journalist, took a job with the Australian Conservation Foundation. He played a crucial role in getting publicity for the Franklin campaign and presenting campaign issues in a credible manner. He helped Brown, who was initially a very poor media performer, and other activists to develop their skills. The TWS held practice classes in writing media releases, meeting and lobbying politicians and appearing on camera. Brown quickly came to recognise the value of a conservative appearance. As Brown put it, ‘the first thing we might need to do to save a mountain is to get a haircut–or grow it longer, depending on which sex we are. And dress carefully–a la St Vincent de Paul’s best offerings’.16 Brown always wore a suit when meeting with politicians or when fronting a camera. Such tactics were all part of transforming well-meaning but inexperienced conservationists into a body of articulate and respectable activists.

By the beginning of 1980 the campaign was gaining momentum. When the HEC released its 2000-page Report on the Gordon River Power Development Stage Two in October 1979, its plan to dam the Franklin finally became official. It revealed that the Gordon-below-Franklin dam was part of an integrated power scheme intended to provide for Tasmania’s power needs between 1990 and 2000 at an estimated cost of $1.36 billion, concluding that the benefits of jobs and electricity would ‘far exceed any losses’ incurred by environmental damage.17 The proposal provoked opposition from a series of government agencies, including the Mines Department, the Department of the Environment and the National Parks and Wildlife Service and, just as significantly, proved a catalyst for more widespread community concern and concerted action from conservation groups. In June 1980, between 8000 and 10 000 people marched through the streets of Hobart in a ‘Walk for the Rivers’ rally. To counter the ‘juvenile irresponsibility and downright dishonesty’ of the conservationists, HEC workers formed their own organisation, the Hydro-Employees Action Team (HEAT).18 Serious political and social divisions were taking shape.

Increasingly the TWS had its sights on expanding its campaign to the mainland. Here, activists again drew on the lessons learnt in the battle for Lake Pedder, the Great Barrier Reef and Fraser Island. National attention needed to be brought to bear upon the issue if the campaign was to have any hope of success. Activists established branches of the organisation in a number of the capital cities and regional offices were set up as far away as Cairns and Newcastle. In May 1980, despite very little pre-publicity in the mainstream media, 1200 people turned up to a public meeting in Melbourne to hear Bob Brown speak.19 High-profile Australians began to lend their support to the campaign. Entrepreneur Dick Smith, for example, funded advertising in major mainland newspapers urging Australians to inform the Tasmanian premier that the lower Gordon and Franklin Rivers should be ‘kept in their original condition for all Australians to enjoy’.20

The Tasmanian Labor Government was beginning to listen. Premier Douglas Lowe had brought a new consensual style to Tasmania politics. He was young, energetic and not reliant on conventional wisdom. To his predecessor, ‘Electric’ Eric Reece, it seemed ‘absolutely criminal that there should be a non-use of water resources’. Where Reece gave the HEC carte blanche, Lowe established a directorate of energy to provide independent recommendations on power development. Lowe also met regularly with conservationists and he and Brown developed a relationship of mutual respect. In July 1980, following the recommendation of his directorate, Lowe offered a compromise: instead of a dam on the Gordon, below its junction with the Franklin, the government would support a dam on the Gordon River just above its junction with the Olga. Known as the Gordon-above-Olga scheme, this option would protect the Olga and Franklin Rivers in a Wild Rivers National Park, though it would reportedly cost the government $250 million more than the HEC’s favoured scheme. The move marked the first time a government had said ‘No’ to the HEC and Brown hailed it ‘a historic decision for Tasmania, Australia and the world’.21 But it still threatened significant flooding and loss of wilderness, and so the TWS could not support the compromise. The HEC was fiercely opposed to the plan and remained intent on gaining approval for its original scheme, as did the Liberal Party and, significantly, a number of Lowe’s ministers. Some plastered ‘Flood the Franklin’ stickers on their seats in the House. The HEC lobbied intensely, and when the bill to legislate for the Gordon-above-Olga scheme went before the Upper House at the end of 1980, it was not only rejected but was amended to give approval to the Gordon-below-Franklin dam. Parliament was left in a deadlock and the government fell into disarray. Within a year Lowe lost the leadership and took the dramatic step of resigning from the party to sit with Democrat Norm Sanders on the cross-benches from where he could continue to oppose the dam.22

Before Lowe resigned he made two decisions that played an important role in deciding the fate of the Franklin River. First, he proclaimed the Franklin and Lower Gordon Rivers part of the Wild Rivers National Park, nominating the area for World Heritage listing. Second, he announced that the dams question would go to a referendum. The questions put to voters on 12 December 1981 generated intense debate. Initially Lowe supported a ‘no dam’ option but when this was opposed by his own party and by the Liberal opposition and the HEC he relented. For the first time in the history of referenda in Australia voters were not given a ‘No’ option. Instead, Tasmanians were required to choose between the Gordon-above-Olga scheme or the Gordon-below-Franklin dam.23 The TWS, in concert with the Australian Conservation Foundation, vigorously campaigned in support of an informal vote. Tasmanians were also encouraged to write ‘no dams’ on their ballot paper. Their campaign was further boosted when Kevin Kiernan found human bones in a cave on the river, dated at almost 20 000 years BCE (see chapter 1 by Davidson and Roberts).24 Once again conservationists demonstrated their growing campaigning skills. One thousand volunteers doorknocked around 85 per cent of the state. ‘No Dams’ stickers proliferated on car bumpers and noticeboards across Australia. Bob Brown worried that the slogan was too negative. But it didn’t seem to put off the voters. While 8 per cent voted for the Gordon-above-Olga dam and 47 per cent voted for the Gordon-below-Franklin, 45 per cent of Tasmanians registered an informal vote. One-third of them wrote ‘No Dams’ on their ballot papers.25 The conservationists naturally greeted the result as a resounding success. But despite the narrow margin in favour of the Gordon-below-Franklin proposal, the government interpreted it as a mandate to proceed.

The conservation campaign was dealt a further blow in May 1982 when the Liberal Party, led by Robin Gray, achieved a comprehensive victory in the state election. Where Lowe had been respectful towards the Franklin campaigners, Gray was openly hostile. He paid little heed to those who spoke of the beauty of the river and the country it ran through. ‘For eleven months of the year’, said Gray, ‘the Franklin River is nothing but a brown ditch, leech ridden, unattractive to the majority of people’.26 He was adamant that the dam must proceed and moved quickly to implement the necessary legislation, allowing work to begin on the Franklin on 17 July 1982. Gray’s Government also removed the protective reserve status on sections of the Wild Rivers National Park, and in two moves aimed directly at protestors it implemented a permit system for access to the construction site and made changes to the Police Offences Act so that trespassers on HEC land could be fined or imprisoned.27

It had become more apparent than ever that national support was needed and that only the intervention of the federal government could save the river. Privately, Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser felt that the dam was unnecessary and acknowledged the beauty that would be destroyed, describing the river as ‘an irreplaceable asset’.28 His government did take the step, in January 1982, of nominating Tasmania’s south-west for World Heritage listing, then resisted calls from Gray to withdraw the nomination. But as the federal leader of a party committed to states’ rights, Fraser took the stance that the Commonwealth had no duty or right to intervene. Fraser’s minister for the environment, Tom McVeigh, attempted to bring his leader and his colleagues to a ‘no dams’ position. A Senate select committee concluded that the Commonwealth was empowered to intervene and recommended that no new power scheme was needed. But on 8 December federal Cabinet reiterated that it would leave the issue to the Tasmanian Government. The Franklin campaigners found the federal Australian Labor Party far more receptive. At its national conference in July 1982, despite the opposition of Tasmanian Labor, the ALP passed a resolution opposing any dam on the Franklin or Lower Gordon rivers.29

The start of construction of the dam was the trigger for the TWS to announce a blockade of the construction site–a full-scale campaign of civil disobedience designed to bring the issue to national attention. It was a risky strategy. Organisers recall a constant sense of doubt and anxiety. Would people give up their time to participate in the blockade? A comprehensive media presence was essential but would the media cover the story, and would they cover it positively? The campaigners had worked hard to maintain a respectable public image and the blockade organisers were committed to a strategy of nonviolence, but there was always the possibility that it might erupt.30 Brown toured Australia in August and September 1982 to generate support for the campaign. A poll published in the Sydney Morning Herald in October showed that 75 per cent of people opposed the dam. A Walk for Wilderness event held in Melbourne on 13 November, led by Britain’s celebrity botanist, David Bellamy, was attended by 15 000 people, the largest number ever to protest in support of a conservation campaign. Prince Charles lent his support to the bid to save the Franklin. At a by-election in the federal seat of Flinders in December, where Liberal candidate Peter Reith campaigned on a ‘no dams’ platform, 40 per cent of voters wrote ‘No Dams’ on their ballot paper.31 Clearly the campaign had significant support on the mainland.

On 14 December 1982, the World Heritage Commission officially listed the Tasmanian south-west as a World Heritage Area. In federal parliament four government senators crossed the floor to vote with Labor and the Democrats to pass the Democrats’ World Heritage Properties Protection Bill. Fraser’s Government was starting to unravel. The blockade began on the same day as a flotilla of protestors in rubber rafts was towed to Warner’s Landing to form a line across the river. Fifty-three people were arrested; forty-six of them refused to accept bail conditions that they not ‘lurk, loiter or secrete’ in the World Heritage-listed area, and were remanded in Hobart’s Risdon prison. The protestors continued undaunted: there were always many more to replace those who had been carted off to gaol. As a gesture of support there were spontaneous rallies in Sydney, Canberra, Bendigo, Canberra, Hobart and Launceston. Bob Brown was arrested on the third day of the blockade and he too was remanded in Risdon gaol. A photo of the arrest showed Brown, wearing a tie, smiling and holding out his hand to police. It was, Brown recalled, not so much a compliant arrest, rather he feared the excited young officer would fall into the river: ‘The smile was to try and settle any anxiety he might have that there was going to be a struggle or an escape.’32 But the image, and many more like it, was a far cry from the violence that Premier Gray predicted would erupt at the site.

By the time the blockade drew to its official conclusion on 8 March 1983, 2613 people had registered as participants. They came from throughout Tasmania and from every state and territory on the mainland. There were also 67 blockaders from overseas. A total of 1272 people were arrested, 1324 charges were laid and 447 people were gaoled. All of the charges were later dropped.33 The blockade provided some of the most dramatic moments of the campaign. It was, at least initially, every bit the media event that organisers had hoped for. More than 250 journalists registered for HEC accreditation to gain access to the site, including a number from overseas. They jostled on the banks of the river, interviewed key blockaders and recorded footage of peaceful protestors being dragged off the site by police and trees being torn down by bulldozers. Even the virulently pro-HEC Hobart Mercury gave the blockade an extraordinary amount of coverage. The Melbourne Age consistently editorialised in support of the protest campaign.34 And when the Australian newspaper announced that Brown was its 1983 Australian of the Year, despite not supporting his cause, the national significance of the issue was abundantly clear.

Fraser knew he was rapidly losing ground. In January 1983 he offered Gray $500 million to build a thermal power station if he abandoned the Franklin dam. When he went public with the offer Gray had already rejected it. A month later Fraser called an election for 5 March. Just as he had feared, Bob Hawke replaced Bill Hayden as the Labor leader. With a federal government committed to upholding states’ rights and an opposition planning to intervene on behalf of the environment, the tone of the conservationist stance during the election was set. They would run a hostile campaign against the government, focusing on key marginal seats and urging voters to put the Liberals last.35 There were now seventy branches of the TWS across the country and the society went into overdrive, organising protests, holding public meetings, doorknocking and distributing how-to-vote cards. Peter Dombrovskis’ already famous photograph of ‘Rock Island Bend’ featured on election posters and in full-page colour election advertisements in metropolitan newspapers. ‘Could you vote for a party that will destroy this?’ read the caption beneath the photo. Estimates suggest that the photograph appeared more than a million times.36

The Franklin certainly was not the only issue to bring down the Fraser Government but it did play a key role. Hawke moved quickly to prohibit the Tasmanian Government from continuing the dam. The federal government used its constitutional external affairs powers to meet international obligations imposed by the World Heritage status of the south-west. The Tasmanian Government immediately challenged the Commonwealth’s right to impose the regulations and the matter went before the High Court. On 1 July 1983 the High Court ruled by four to three in favour of the Commonwealth. After seven long years the Franklin River had been saved.

This was, as a number of observers have suggested, an important moment in commonwealth-state relations. The Sydney Morning Herald (SMH) editorialised that the High Court decision ‘has in the long run less to do with a dam that will not now be built in the South-West wilderness of Tasmania, and more to do with that no less emotional area where law and politics intersect, the sharing of power in the Australian Federation’.37 Bitterly disappointed and convinced that the dam should still go ahead, Robin Gray predicted ‘the end of Federation’. 38 The decision certainly gave legitimacy to the protection of landscapes deemed to have international significance. Subsequent governments have used the same power to protect Queensland’s Daintree and Tasmania’s Lemonthyme forests. But as the SMH acknowledged, the decision that handed conservationists a victory was a legal and not a political one. The High Court had not ruled on the basis of whether wilderness was worth saving but on a point of law. Indeed, when the Wilderness Society tried to introduce colour photographs of the Franklin to support its case, one of the judges intervened to prevent such ‘irrelevancies’ entering the courtroom.39 Ultimately, the decision did little to settle the familiar debate over federal and state rights, but nor has it led, as some feared, to unbridled use of the external affairs power by the federal government, whether in the areas of the environment, industrial relations or racial discrimination.
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In hindsight, the significance of the High Court’s decision and more broadly the campaign lies with the status invested in the environment in Australian politics and culture. A battle over a river in the small island state of Tasmania became a nationwide political issue. The emotion generated by the campaign was such that political parties, at both state and national levels, ignored it at their peril. Many Australians, not just the activists who marched the streets and manned the blockades but thousands who would never see the river, were passionate in their belief that it should be saved. The campaign produced a far more environmentally aware population than had existed before and the TWS had achieved its goal that ‘the right of wilderness to exist’ be broadly acknowledged. Arguments to save the river had been made not just through appeals to science but on the basis of ethics and aesthetics.40

A new generation of activists, skilled in the art of direct action, worked to keep environmental issues to the fore both in Tasmania and on the mainland. The Franklin campaign not only forced environmental protection into mainstream political life, it played an influential role in the formation of a new political force. In 1983 Bob Brown entered Tasmanian Parliament as a green independent and others followed. The green movement injected a new idealism into Australian political life. Brown believed Australia stood ‘on the threshold of having a world beyond the dreams of our ancestors’.41 In 1996 Brown was elected to the federal Senate as leader of the Australian Greens. He continues to hold the seat and the Greens, now regarded as the third force in Australian politics, continue to gain support from an electorate that is becoming increasingly aware of the importance of preserving and protecting the natural environment.

But for all the euphoric hope, evident in the immediate aftermath of the High Court decision, that a new era of conservation had dawned, one that marked a comprehensive turning away from resource development, government action (or indeed an unwillingness to act) quickly brought a sobering realisation. Environmental issues did have the power to move people and politics, but almost every new problem required its own tactical, media-savvy campaign. During the 2004 federal election campaign, Tasmania’s old-growth forests served as a dramatic reminder of the fragile political fortunes of the environment. After an intense campaign by environmental activists, Labor leader Mark Latham pledged to stop the logging of old-growth forests and offered the Tasmanian Government a comprehensive compensation package. Liberal Prime Minister John Howard countered by promising that logging would continue; he even offered subsidies to the logging industry. At a rally in Launceston, supported by the Construction, Forest, Mining and Energy Union, Howard was cheered by 2000 loggers.42 The optimism inspired by the Franklin seemed like a very distant memory.




16

14 MAY 1986

PAUL KEATING’S ‘BANANA REPUBLIC’ STATEMENT AND THE END OF THE ‘GOLDEN AGE’


 Ray Broomhill




 The mid-1980s constituted an important turning point in Australia’s political and economic history. It heralded the end of the post-World War II ‘long boom’ and the beginning of a new phase, markedly different in important ways from the previous era. One event in particular symbolises this transition. During an interview with Sydney broadcaster John Laws in May 1986, the federal Labor treasurer, Paul Keating, announced that the Australian economy was under threat from increasing global competitive pressures. ‘We must let Australians know, truthfully, honestly, earnestly, just what sort of international hole Australia is in’, he declared. If ‘adjustment’ was not made, Keating warned, ‘then Australia is basically done for. We will just end up being a third rate economy … a banana republic.’1

This interview received enormous media attention and became a watershed in public discourse about the implications of globalisation for Australia. For the first time in the post-war era, Australia’s view of itself as ‘the lucky country’, a country that enjoyed one of the highest living standards in the world and which ‘punched above its weight’ in international affairs, was called into question. Keating alerted Australians to the realities of changes in the global economy, and the event arguably marked a fundamental paradigm shift in policy thinking on domestic and foreign economic issues. These comments, although phrased in Keating’s typically colourful language, reflected a rapidly growing sense of unease about a number of emerging problems in the Australian economy: the decline of the manufacturing sector, a poor trade performance and escalating foreign debt. However, the problems facing the Australian economy were deeper than they first appeared. The protracted boom had disguised major structural weaknesses that had long existed. Throughout its history, Australia’s semi-dependent relationships with foreign economic powers had been a source of its success but at the same time had left it vulnerable to shifts in the global economy, exacerbating the severity of the economic downturns that followed boom periods.2 Once again, as the long boom of the post-war era came to a close, the Australian economy was not well equipped to cope with the dramatic changes occurring in a globalising world economy.3

Keating’s ‘banana republic’ comments marked the beginning of a period of rapid structural change that transformed the Australian economy in many ways but, as this chapter argues, severe doubts remain whether these changes have successfully resolved its long-term structural weaknesses. At the same time, a paradigm shift occurred in the policy approach that underpinned economic development in Australia. For at least six decades Australia’s development had been supported by a policy and institutional framework that provided state intervention in various forms to shield the economy from global volatility. In the post-war period this was supplemented by a Keynesian policy approach to maintain steady economic growth and full employment. From the mid-1980s, however, Australian governments embraced a radically different framework that emphasised a market-orientated, or neo-liberal, policy approach to economic development with the aim in particular of opening the Australian economy to global forces. Again, this transformation in the dominant policy paradigm has not delivered a policy and institutional framework that is capable of protecting Australia from the negative impacts of increasing globalisation while taking advantage of its positive aspects.

Understanding the nature of these transitions and the forces underpinning them requires reference to the international economy, the dynamics within local economic and class relations and the changing character of Australia’s economic, political and social regulatory regime. These questions provide the framework for examination of the transition from the post-war boom to the current era in Australia –a transition heralded by Paul Keating’s banana republic metaphor.
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The first two or three decades after World War II have been described as Australia’s ‘golden age’.4 The post-war economy was driven by a cycle of growth based on increasing investment in mass manufacturing production, full employment and rising incomes which, in turn, promoted mass consumption. After experiencing among the highest levels of unemployment within industrialised countries during the 1920s and 1930s, the economy appeared to perform remarkably well during the post-war era. In fact, growth rates in that period until 1973 were above those in most OECD countries. Unemployment remained mostly below 2 per cent between 1945 and 1973. As noted above, it was common then for Australia to be referred to as the ‘lucky country’–often without the touch of irony that was intended by Donald Horne, who coined the term.5

Since Federation, Australian governments had adopted a model of development characterised as the ‘domestic defence’ model–alternatively known as the Australian Settlement–in which key parts of the economy were shielded from the volatility of international markets through the protection of manufacturing industries and labour.6 Throughout Australia’s history the volatility of foreign capital and markets had played a critical role in shaping the pattern of development. British capital, labour and markets were central in fuelling the rapid bursts of growth during the booms of the 1830s, the 1870s and 1880s and, to a lesser extent, the early twentieth century. Foreign capital was also crucial in underpinning the long boom of the post-World War II era. Conversely, however, the withdrawal of overseas capital and labour, the closing of British markets and, above all, increasing indebtedness to British finance were catastrophic to the Australian colonial and national economies in the economic crises of the 1840s, the 1890s and especially in the Great Depression of the 1930s. Similarly, changes in international markets contributed significantly to the onset of the major structural changes in the Australian economy in the 1970s and 1980s that Keating’s 1986 comment alluded to.

The domestic defence policy framework was a response to this volatility. It developed indigenous economic, political and social institutions and processes to shield the economy against the negative effects of Australia’s vulnerability to global forces. It was forged in part through capital, labour and the state’s struggles to harness the benefits of foreign links while seeking to protect themselves against vulnerabilities deriving from foreign dependency. Under the domestic defence model, manufacturing was protected from overseas competition and in return workers were guaranteed a degree of industrial protection through the establishment of a centralised industrial arbitration system incorporating a minimum basic wage. The basic principles of the domestic defence model remained in place for seven decades, underpinning national development until the crisis of the 1970s and 1980s challenged its fundamental economic institutions and policies. Under the Liberal-Country Party coalition government of 1949–72, the domestic defence regulatory model was maintained and extended. Successful capital accumulation was supported by state subsidies for primary export industries, highly protectionist industry policies, full-employment strategies, high levels of direct foreign investment, high levels of immigration and a relatively small occupational welfare state.

Nevertheless, within this long period of political and economic stability, important changes were underway. Firstly, as Britain’s previous role as a global power waned, Australia’s dependence on British capital, labour and markets was gradually reduced. Between 1946–48 and 1966–68 the UK’s share of Australian exports declined from 37 per cent to 13 per cent and imports from the UK declined from 50 per cent to 22 per cent. Although British links remained significant, Australia’s economic, political and cultural links with the US grew in importance. Imports from the US increased from 9 per cent to 26 per cent of total imports between 1946–48 and 1966–68. The rapid industrialisation of some Asian economies opened export opportunities for Australia’s extensive reserves of raw minerals. Australia continued to rely heavily, as it had always done, on the export of raw materials but these increasingly comprised minerals and energy commodities. Japan’s share of Australian exports increased from 4 per cent to 22 per cent between 1946–48 and 1966–68. Once again, as had been the case in earlier boom periods, extensive overseas borrowing was undertaken by governments to fund long-term investments in numerous mining and resource projects. However, while Australian mineral exports significantly increased during the 1970s, the expected resources boom did not eventuate.

Secondly, dramatic changes occurred in the ownership and control of the Australian economy. The local bourgeoisie historically had developed in a relatively dependent relationship with British capital. The 1930s Depression had restricted severely the development of broad-based local manufacturing capital and the leading sectors of industrialised capital were concentrated in a small number of groups, including BHP and CSR in Melbourne and the Collins House group formed by financiers in Melbourne, Adelaide and London.7 Each of these groups had a base in the mining industry and had strong financial links with Britain. During the 1950s and 1960s foreign capital inflow increased dramatically and changed in its nature. The majority of this inflow now came in the form of direct foreign investment through branch plants of US and British transnational corporations. This came about partly as a result of changes in the investment patterns of transnational corporations and partly as a result of Australia’s strong protectionist trade policies and regulation of the financial system. Increased inflow of direct foreign investment resulted in a substantial increase in the share of foreign ownership and control of the Australian economy. Importantly, the highest levels of foreign control were concentrated in the emerging and most profitable sectors of the postwar economy. Transnational corporations took well above 50 per cent foreign control of both mining and manufacturing industries.

Throughout the long post-war boom, local businesses displayed an ambivalent attitude to the increasing penetration of foreign capital, especially from the US. On the one hand they were dependent on it to drive the economy, while at the same time feeling threatened by the further erosion of their own narrow base. However, the growing economic and military power of the US ensured that the Australian Government, and the local bourgeoisie, were drawn further into the orbit of the US. By the late 1960s increasing foreign control led to concerns about loss of Australia’s ‘economic sovereignty’. This was most evident in the political left and in trade unions but was also increasingly found in sections of Australian industry. The Liberal prime minister, John Gorton (1968–71), showed signs of adopting policies to restrict the level of foreign control before he was deposed as leader of his government. The Whitlam Labor Government (1972–75) similarly moved to increase controls on foreign investment but it too failed to make meaningful progress in this area–and in fact tentative proposals to ‘buy back the farm’, led by Labor’s Minister for Energy, Resources and Secondary Industry Rex Connor, not only failed but precipitated strong business and media resistance and contributed to the government’s ultimate downfall.

Therefore, while significant structural changes occurred within the Australian economy over the years of the post-war boom, in retrospect it can clearly be seen how fragile the whole system remained. Australia’s history of colonial dependency continued to be a key factor shaping the political economy of Australian capitalism throughout the 1950s and 1960s and the economy continued to possess structural weaknesses.8 In particular it remained highly dependent on a volatile global market for a fairly narrow range of raw materials while ownership and control of key sectors of the economy increasingly became concentrated in the hands of foreign corporations. These weaknesses made it vulnerable when the next wave of global restructuring occurred in the 1970s and 1980s.
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Just as the international economy provided the impetus for the postwar boom in Australia, so international events led to its demise. The rapid post-war economic expansion had been based on a continuation of Australia’s traditional export strength in wool and natural resources. A healthy demand for basic commodities in Britain, western Europe and the US underpinned Australia’s strong balance of payments situation throughout the 1950s. However, during the early 1960s a fundamental change occurred in international markets. Increasingly, technological advances in farming allowed the most industrialised countries to produce most of their own food needs. Coupled with this, the formation of the European Economic Community greatly restricted Australia’s markets.

Changing circumstances within Australia also contributed to the end of the post-war boom. By the late 1960s the strain was beginning to show in the domestic defence model. Manufacturing industry, an important engine of post-war growth, began to stumble as annual growth rates in labour productivity fell from an average of 3.4 per cent between 1960 and 1973 to 2.3 per cent between 1973 and 1979, and then to 1.2 per cent between 1979 and 1993.9 Business leaders became increasingly resentful about the labour movement’s increased power and gains in wages and working conditions. The state expanded enormously, but as the economic downturn worsened it experienced a fiscal crisis. In these changed circumstances, Australian business leaders increasingly perceived the liberal Keynesian political framework and policies as impediments to, rather than facilitators of, their goals. Consequently, as the post-war boom came to a close, the domestic defence approach to managing Australia’s relationship to global capitalism looked less adequate to key sectors of the local bourgeoisie and, most importantly, to foreign investors. One early sign of the change of mood was the decision by the Whitlam Government in July 1973 to apply a unilateral 25 per cent cut to all import tariffs.

The depth of Australia’s emerging problems was not fully recognised during the 1970s by either the reformist Whitlam Government (1972–75) or the conservative Fraser Coalition Government (1975–83). The clearest problems were perceived to be rising unemployment combined with very high rates of inflation (a phenomenon described as stagflation). Unemployment rose above 7 per cent in the late 1970s while inflation soared to over 17 per cent at one point.10 Growth in gross domestic product (GDP), generally above 5 per cent between 1950 and 1974, declined to an average of 2.6 per cent in 1975–79.11 Nevertheless, it was only at the end of the 1970s, as a significant deterioration in Australia’s macroeconomic performance occurred, that the full impact of the crisis became evident. The oil price rise in late 1979 slowed global growth rates and Australia’s current account deteriorated dramatically in 1980–81 and again in 1981–82. Growth slowed further and foreign debt trebled in a short period. Australia’s economy needed a serious, fundamental overhaul.
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When Bob Hawke was elected as Labor prime minister in late 1983, his government attempted to introduce an innovative version of a European-style corporatist wages policy in the form of a Prices and Incomes Accord between the state and the trade union movement. It hoped thereby to promote economic ‘recovery’ with a Keynesian-style expansionist fiscal policy while still controlling inflationary wage movements through the Accord.12 However, Labor also began a process of deregulation, particularly within the financial sector of the economy. It floated the Australian dollar, deregulated home loan interest rates, removed many controls over banks’ operating procedures, further reduced tariffs and allowed foreign financial institutions entry to the domestic financial system. In doing so, it was following a trend towards a more market-orientated approach evident in many western capitalist countries.

However, the government was soon unsettled by the ballooning of both the current account deficit and the foreign debt. One of the effects of financial deregulation had been to open the Australian economy to speculation by international money markets. As a result, the Australian dollar went into freefall. These events, and the response they elicited from mainstream economists and bureaucrats, motivated Keating’s banana republic metaphor. The political discourse that followed was dominated by the imperative of ‘internationalising’ or ‘globalising’ the Australian economy. The policy debates were largely based on the assumption that the primary goal of economic policy must be to achieve international competitiveness. From the time of the banana republic comments, virtually all economic commentators agreed on the need for the internationalisation of the economy. The debate thereafter was primarily about by what means and how fast this should occur.13

Labor considered that Australia had to adopt policies that appealed to international money markets. All other goals–including social reform, full employment and equity–must await the globalisation of the economy. This policy framework reflected the influence of the powerful ideological and economic forces driving the neo-liberal restructuring agenda throughout the world, supported locally by a plethora of Australian right-wing ‘think tanks’, economists, business groups and conservative politicians who worked to advance a more strident free-market agenda.14 In embracing ‘neo-liberal globalism’, Labor also abandoned the Keynesian approach initially embodied in the Accord.15 In its place, a restructuring strategy was adopted based on the export-orientated manufacturing sector. While aspects of the original Accord remained in place, these developments marked the demise of the traditional Australian domestic defence policy of trade protection.

In retrospect, Labor’s responses to neo-liberal globalism were in several respects problematic, based as they were on questionable assumptions about the nature of the problems they sought to address. Australia’s chronic current account deficit actually had little to do with its international trade position. Rather, it was the result firstly of a huge foreign debt (acquired not by government expansion but rather by private companies often to finance speculative ventures and takeovers), and, secondly, by extensive profit repatriation by transnational corporations.

Labor’s external economic policy response to globalisation also had a profound influence on domestic economic policy choices. Labor policymakers saw the application of neo-liberal ‘reforms’ to the domestic economy as of equal importance with the achievement of trade liberalisation in order to make the Australian economy more responsive to the logic of the global market on the one hand and the opportunities of East Asia’s economic dynamism on the other.16 Market-orientated domestic policies were perceived as vitally important in sending the right signals to international and local markets. This led to a range of further neo-liberal ‘reforms’ that included reducing the size and scope of government activity, more deregulation of the finance sector, privatisation and commercialisation of government enterprises, the (partial) deregulation of the labour market, and other microeconomic reforms. The overall effect was to define and restrict the framework within which opposition groups were able to contest the increasingly neo-liberal economic agenda, to lock domestic policymaking into a neo-liberal straightjacket and to force a fundamental reshaping of the Australian state.

The pressures arising from global restructuring presented the government with a dilemma: how to mediate between these external pressures and the need to fulfil at least a minimalist social democratic agenda. Throughout its period in office between 1983 and 1996 Labor struggled to find a policy approach that met the perceived need to internationalise the domestic economy while still maintaining a viable public sector and some elements of the Keynesian liberal state’s former role.

In contrast, the Liberal-National government led by Prime Minister John Howard (1996–2007) had no such dilemma. In a general way, the Howard Government embraced Labor’s globalisation goals for the Australian economy. However, rather than attempting to combine these with a limited social justice agenda, it implemented a more aggressive neo-liberal agenda aimed explicitly at reversing the postwar balance of class forces. One key strategy was the expansion of the ‘welfare to work’ policies initially introduced by Labor. These policies were designed to force those outside the labour market back into it. Similarly, the Howard Government made several attempts to undermine Australia’s centralised industrial relations system and the trade union movement. As with many of the government’s reform attempts, these proposals had only limited success prior to the 2004 election since the conservative parties did not have control of the federal Senate. However, on gaining control of the Senate in its fourth term from December 2004, the Coalition immediately introduced legislative changes that aimed to dramatically change the balance of power in Australian society. In particular, legislation was introduced to effectively destroy the one-hundred-year-old industrial relations system, replacing it with a system similar to the US model aimed at rendering the trade union movement virtually irrelevant. However, as with a previous attempt in 1929 by the conservative government of Stanley Bruce, this attempted paradigm shift in Australian labour relations arrangements ultimately failed, contributing significantly to the defeat of the Howard Government in November 2007, and to the unseating of the prime minister himself.17
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So to what extent does the crisis of the mid-1980s mark a paradigm shift in Australia’s political economy? In some important respects it certainly does. The shift away from the domestic defence approach that provided its policy framework for most of the twentieth century is a significant transition. In its place has emerged the adoption of a neo-liberal domestic policy framework together with a commitment to trade liberalisation and the internationalisation of Australia’s political economy. The Australian economy also has been profoundly restructured since the ‘banana republic’ period. In particular it is much more integrated with global markets than in the earlier postwar period, particularly as a result of greatly increased demand for Australian resources from the booming East Asia economies–the impact of which is discussed below. These changes have been accompanied by a significant recovery in economic performance in several respects over the past decade, including higher than OECD-average GDP growth (3.5 per cent per annum compared to an OECD (Organisation for Economic Change and Development) average of 2.5 per cent between 1995 and 2005).

However, in spite of the restructuring of Australia’s political economy, its historical vulnerability in relation to upheavals in the global economy remains, and arguably has been exacerbated. While the structure of the economy has been profoundly altered, the fundamental character of Australia’s trade has remained quite similar to what it was in the 1960s: exporting primarily raw materials and basic processed manufactured goods while importing technology and capital goods. Australia has a very substantial negative trade balance with several of its trading partners and its trade balances with the US, China, Singapore, Germany and Malaysia all deteriorated during the 1990s and early 2000s. Overall, Australia’s manufacturing exports increased under the ‘globalisation’ strategy introduced by the Labor government of 1983–96, but it has fallen since and still remains relatively low by international standards. In spite of the export boom in resources, overall in 2007 the World Trade Organisation ranked Australia globally only twenty-seventh in exports in relation to GDP.18

Australia’s increasing trade with China, in particular, raises issues of concern for the future. While much of Australia’s current strong economic growth is attributable to the boom in mining exports to China, concerns are emerging about the impact of the inevitable slowing down of this trade given the economy’s dependence on it. For example, while Australia’s trade deficit in 2006–07 was $12.7 billion, without Western Australia’s huge trade surplus (derived primarily from mining exports to China and Japan) the national trade deficit would have been over $51 billion.19 Concerns are also being expressed about the implications for Australian industry of a proposed trade agreement with China. One recent study argues that such an agreement could result in the loss of 170 000 jobs in manufacturing.20 Of possibly even more concern is the increasing Chinese pressure for Australia to relax its foreign investment rules to allow China to increase its ownership of Australian resource assets.21

Australia’s continuing, or worsening, vulnerability is manifest also through significant deficits on the current account component of the balance of payments.22 The current account deficit increased from $16.0 billion (3.7 per cent of GDP) in 1993–94 to $59.2 billion (6.7 per cent of GDP) in 2006–07.23 Australia also remains highly dependent on foreign capital for investment and the composition of this investment has changed dramatically. Indirect foreign investment (portfolio, loans and speculative investments) now outweighs direct foreign investment (longer-term investment in enterprises) in the ratio of approximately 80:20–a reversal of the situation in the early post-war period. Australia has experienced an enormous increase in the movement of speculative (or hot) money in and out of the economy. Between 1991 and 2006 the daily turnover on the Australian foreign exchange market increased from $35 billion to over $211 billion.24 This has made the economy far more vulnerable to volatility. Australia’s level of net foreign indebtedness also has continued to increase rapidly, from 38.6 per cent of GDP in 1996–97 to 53.1 per cent in June 2007.25 On the other hand, there has also occurred a very substantial increase in Australian investments overseas, reflecting the extent to which Australian corporations have globalised. Nevertheless, the flow of income remains overwhelmingly one-way. In 2004–05 income leaving Australia in the form of interest payments or profit repatriation by corporations exceeded income flows back to Australia by more than 250 per cent.26

What has driven these changes over the past two or more decades? Clearly, external pressures brought about by globalisation have had a major impact: first, the increased power and hegemonic role of the US; second, global economic restructuring that has exposed long-term structural weaknesses and forced a major restructuring of the Australian economy; and third, powerful pressure from international corporations, money markets and political institutions (including the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund) to globalise and adopt market-orientated policies in both external and domestic policy spheres. These pressures were reinforced by the Howard Government’s desire to increase its links with the US, especially through a preferential trade agreement that has locked in a neo-liberal approach on many domestic policy issues.27

However, it is evident that domestic factors have also been important. First, the cumulative effects of the recent decades of restructuring in Australia have significantly shifted the balance of power between the major economic class groupings. The end of the postwar boom weakened the power and influence of one of the major pillars of the trade protectionist coalition, the trade union movement. The power and influence of large corporations, on the other hand, has been strengthened by the restructuring of the economy. Neo-liberal globalisation policies in Australia gained support from key sectors of both local and international capital because they sought to facilitate and reinforce the processes of restructuring.28 Deregulation and privatisation permit corporations to shift investment out of areas of declining profitability while creating new areas for potentially profitable investment. By reducing government regulation of business and by lifting restraints on the free flow of capital and commodities, neoliberal policies have maximised the ability of (at least some sectors of) business to restructure and globalise. At the same time, labour market deregulation, the abandonment of Labor’s corporatist compromise arrangements between capital, labour and the state, and the reduction of state welfare expenditures have all reinforced the power of corporations while weakening that of unions.

Similarly, changes in the balance of power within the Australian bourgeoisie have created pressures for a more market-orientated approach in both internal and external policy areas. Structural changes in the economy have weakened the previously dominant pro-protectionist coalition within the local bourgeoisie that underpinned the post-war domestic defence model. The 1980s also saw a dramatic increase occur in the trend towards oligopoly in the ownership of the economy and the rise of a new class of local entrepreneurial billionaires. Of even more significance was the emergence of a new globally-orientated coalition within the business class as a dominant force within Australia’s political economy. This coalition comprised externally orientated sectors of local capital, such as mining, farming, tourism and the deregulated finance industry.29 It also has been greatly reinforced by foreign corporations and international money markets that now dominate the local economy.
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While Australia experienced an extended and stable period of growth in the early post-war decades in the context of benevolent international conditions, the continuation of the domestic defence model of protection for Australian industry and workers and the adoption of an effective Keynesian economic policy regime, these arrangements began to unravel in the 1970s. The mid-1980s marked a significant point of transition. While key elements of this transition had emerged and were evident during previous decades, the early- to mid-1980s marked the beginning of a period of rapid capital, labour and state restructuring similar to those periods of restructuring following the booms of the 1830s, the 1880s and the early twentieth century.30 The depth and significance of these structural changes was encapsulated in Keating’s banana republic comment in May 1986 and thus marked a turning point in Australian history. The subsequent two decades have been marked by a new phase of regenerated capital accumulation that is markedly different from the post-war domestic defence model, particularly in relation to the neo-liberal policy framework that replaced the post-war Keynesian regime and a radically different global economic landscape which brought significant new opportunities as well as pressures from powerful global economic and political forces. These paradigm shifts have not overcome the underlying historical weaknesses that have characterised Australia’s political economy. Nevertheless the current renewed boom conditions, although undoubtedly temporary, do provide an opportunity for the new Rudd Labor Government elected in November 2007 to seek policy and institutional alternatives to both the former domestic defence model and the recent neo-liberal model in order to counterbalance Australia’s continuing long-term dependence on foreign economic powers and its vulnerability to market shifts in the new global order.
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FROM TAMPA TO 9/11: SEVENTEEN DAYS THAT CHANGED AUSTRALIA


 Robert Manne




 On 26 August 2001, the Norwegian cargo ship, MV Tampa, responded to a belated message from Australian maritime safety authorities and rescued 438 mainly Afghan asylum seekers from a fishing boat sinking in the Indian Ocean. On 11 September 2001 Islamist terrorists flew aircraft into the twin towers of the World Trade Center in New York and into the Pentagon in Washington. The former event was local; the latter, which came to be known as 9/11, fully global. By accident, the local and the global now intersected. The events occurred at a critical moment in Australian politics. John Howard was in his third term as prime minister. It was far from clear that his government would be returned at the election due later in the year. It now became almost certain. In choosing a military solution to the asylum seeker problem at the time of Tampa, the three-decade-long bipartisan consensus on matters touching ethnicity and race collapsed. What emerged in the political culture was a new form of populist conservatism. Following 9/11, the government committed Australia unreservedly to active support for the policies of the United States in the War on Terror, whatever they might be. A new chapter in the history of Australian defence and foreign policy was opened, which took the country from independence within the framework of the American alliance to a kind of reliance on ‘a great and powerful friend’ reminiscent of the days when Australia was a dominion of the British Empire. The War on Terror soon also transformed Australia’s domestic landscape. A set of anti-terror laws were enacted which were among the most draconian in the western world. In preparing for a decades-long period of military struggle, Australia quickly became, under the prime ministership of John Howard, more military in temper than at any time since the leadership of Billy Hughes during World War I.
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When the Tampa picked up the asylum seekers in the Indian Ocean, the Howard Government issued a stern warning to its captain, Arne Rinnan, not to bring them to Australia.1 This ruthless response is not difficult to explain. Since September 1999, some 8000 asylum seekers, mainly from Afghanistan, Iraq and Iran, had reached Australia on Indonesian fishing boats which had been hired by people smugglers.2 As it had signed the United Nations Convention on the Status of Refugees (1951), Australia was obliged to process protection claims and provide asylum to those accepted as genuine. Paul Keating’s Labor Government (1991–96) had introduced a system of mandatory detention for asylum seekers during the processing period. The system was ill-equipped to deal with the number of asylum seekers who arrived from 1999. The processing now took months or years. If asylum seekers whose claims failed refused to be repatriated, they faced the prospect of lifelong imprisonment. The detention centres became sites of human desperation where inmates rioted, staged starvation protests, sewed their lips together, attempted suicide or sank into deep depression. The government did all it could to deter these asylum seekers. It built new detention centres in the desert. It characterised the boat people as wealthy ‘queue jumpers’. It introduced a three-year Temporary Protection Visa, which prevented refugees from applying for reunion with family and from travelling abroad. Yet nothing seemed to work. After a brief lull in July, in August 2001 more asylum seekers reached Australian territory than in any previous month.3

There is contradictory evidence about how the Howard Government planned in August 2001 to deal with future boat arrivals. Australian offers to fund a detention centre in Indonesia had consistently been rejected by Jakarta. On 8 August, the National Security Committee of the Cabinet gave the Australian Defence Force the task of devising plans to draw an anti-asylum seeker ‘thick grey line’ in the Indian Ocean.4 On commercial radio on 18 August, however, the prime minister claimed that ‘for a humanitarian country … using our armed forces to stop people coming and turning them back … [was] not an option’.5 It seems likely that at the time of the Tampa rescue, the prime minister was wavering between a policy which continued to respect traditional humanitarian considerations regarding refugees and one which moved into new moral territory by solving the asylum seeker problem by military means. The fortuitous circumstance of the Tampa rescue solved John Howard’s dilemma. To take a decision to repel fishing boats bearing asylum seekers from Australian shores by the use of naval force was genuinely difficult from the moral point of view. To take a decision to prevent a seaworthy Norwegian cargo vessel from bringing asylum seekers to Australia was not.

The story unfolded like this. The Australian Government warned Captain Arne Rinnan of MV Tampa not to sail to Australian territory. A delegation of asylum seekers demanded that he did. For prudential and humanitarian reasons, Rinnan headed for Christmas Island. John Howard was absolutely determined that the asylum seekers would not reach Australia.6 His decision was overwhelmingly popular. On 27 August the Melbourne Herald Sun asked its readers if the asylum seekers on the Tampa ought to be allowed to land: 615 thought they should; 13 572 thought they should not.7 In the parliament, the Labor Party at first offered the government its total support. According to its leader, Kim Beazley, at this time Australia ‘does not need a carping opposition’. On 29 August, SAS troops boarded the Tampa. The government prepared a bill which provided Commonwealth officers with complete legal immunity irrespective of anything (by implication, including murder) that might happen in the course of removing ships from Australian territorial waters. Even Beazley could not support this bill. Howard seized his chance. Concerning border protection, Beazley was from that moment and for months after characterised as ‘soft on border protection’.8

It was not clear what could be done with the asylum seekers on board the Tampa, or where they might be sent. A troopship HMAS Manoora was dispatched to Christmas Island. New Zealand agreed to take 150 of the asylum seekers. After a diplomatic scramble, in return for much-needed financial assistance, first Nauru and later Papua-New Guinea agreed to build detention centres on their territory. Canberra called this the Pacific Solution. In early September, while the Pacific Solution camps were being constructed, new asylum seeker boats set sail for Christmas Island and Ashmore Reef. In a confected atmosphere of emergency, the task of preventing all further landings was handed over to the so-called People Smuggling Task Force, a whole-of-government body under the control of the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet. A complex air and naval plan for the repulsion of all asylum seekers coming from Indonesia on fishing boats was improvised. In the moral life of Australia a vital line had been crossed. Something which three weeks earlier had not been an option for a humanitarian country now became settled policy with enthusiastic public support. The hope was to force the fishing boats back to Indonesia. Often this proved impossible. Because many of the boats were not seaworthy, most of the asylum seekers who sought to reach Australia over the next two months had to be taken by Australian navy ships directly to Nauru or Manus Island. It was still possible that some boats might evade air surveillance and naval action and make it to Australia. To avoid Australia’s legal obligation to process asylum claims if this occurred, in the second week of September the government decided that Australia’s Indian Ocean territories, Christmas Island and Ashmore Reef, would be ‘excised’ from Australia for the purpose of the operation of the Immigration Act. Having learnt its lesson, Labor now supported all Howard Government border protection legislation, even this cynical ruse to evade the spirit of international law. The only meaningful opposition to what had happened to the asylum seekers on the Tampa was offered by the minor parties, the Democrats and the Greens, and by civil liberties lawyers who ultimately unsuccessfully took the government to the Federal Court. The military policy ‘worked’: in December 2001 boat arrivals stopped.9

Shortly after the first post-Tampa asylum seeker boat had been intercepted by the navy and the excision decision had been announced, in an atmosphere of high border-protection drama, the prime minister flew to the United States for the fiftieth anniversary celebrations of the signing of the ANZUS alliance. On 10 September he was given a very warm reception in Washington. Vice-President Dick Cheney, Secretary of State Colin Powell and Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld all attended a barbecue at the Australian Embassy held in the prime minister’s honour. Even more importantly, on the same day John Howard had a lengthy meeting with US President George W Bush.10 On 11 September, Howard was due to address a joint meeting of the Congress. The terrorist outrage intervened. John Howard was severely shaken by the events he witnessed in Washington; 9/11 was a turning point in Howard’s life. As he explained in October 2001: ‘[O]f all the events I have in any way been touched by in the 27 years that I’ve been in public life, none has had a more profound impact on me than this.’11 Howard was provided with the US vice-presidential aircraft for the journey back to Australia. While flying ‘high above the Pacific Ocean’, after a telephone call to his minister of foreign affairs, Howard decided to invoke the articles of the ANZUS Treaty, which called for consultations in the case of threats to any of the signatories, for the first time in its history.12 The initial major US decision in what came to be called the War on Terror was to destroy the Taliban regime in Afghanistan. It had provided Al Qaeda, the organisation which had masterminded the 11 September attacks, with its base. From that moment, Australia was very keen indeed to be among the first of the allies of the United States to be involved. Within weeks of 11 September, a small garrison of SAS troops had been despatched to US Central Command headquarters in Tampa, Florida. Soon, Australia decided to commit a further 200 SAS soldiers, three Boeing air-to-air refuellers and four Hornet fighters to the war on Afghanistan.13 The meaning of all this soon became plain. The Howard Government was, in reality, already committed to support the United States in whatever actions it might take in the War on Terror.
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How did these seventeen days change Australia? The most obvious and immediate impact was in the sphere of party politics. In the first four months of 2001 it seemed as if the Howard Government was heading for inevitable defeat at the election due later in the year. On 10 and 17 February, the Labor Party very comprehensively won state elections, first in Western Australia and then in Queensland. More significantly, on 17 March in the ‘safe’ Brisbane Liberal Party federal seat of Ryan, Labor won a by-election with a swing of almost 10 per cent. In April 2001 the opinion poll conducted by AC Nielsen for the Sydney Morning Herald and the Age had the Labor Party leading the Coalition by 60 per cent to 40 per cent in two-party-preferred terms.14 In the history of the Nielsen poll this was the widest margin between the parties ever recorded. It is true that between May and August the fortunes of the Coalition revived and that in mid-July the Liberal Party retained the Melbourne seat of Aston at a by-election containing the swing to Labor to a little over 3 per cent. But it is also true that in most of the 2001 polls conducted by AC Nielsen and Newspoll before Tampa, the Labor Party seemed set to win the next election due later in the year.

One way of demonstrating the combined electoral impact of Tampa and 9/11 is to examine the results of opinion polls taken between the second week of August and the third week of September 2001. On 10–12 August, AC Nielsen found the two-party-preferred vote for Labor at 53 per cent and for the Coalition at 47 per cent. On September 21–23, it was 43 per cent for Labor with the Coalition at 57 per cent. In the space of less than six weeks a 6 per cent two-party-preferred advantage for Labor had been transformed into a 14 per cent disadvantage. Almost as dramatic was the evaluation of the prime minister’s approval rating, which rose from 46 per cent to 65 per cent in the same period.15 Newspoll results were much the same. Before Tampa, between 24 and 26 August, the primary vote for both the Coalition and the Labor Party was 40 per cent. Between 31 August and 2 September, the Coalition led Labor on the primary vote, 45 per cent to 39 per cent, and between 21 and 23 September by the astonishing margin of 50 per cent to 35 per cent. The meaning of all this seems obvious. By the time John Howard called an election in early October, the combination of Tampa and 9/11 had utterly transformed the Howard Government’s electoral fortunes in the space of a little over a month. A turnabout of comparative party fortunes of this depth and at this pace is without precedent in the history of Australian politics.

The combined impact of Tampa and 9/11 made the 2001 election an extremely unusual one. According to the Australian Electoral Study questionnaire, as always in recent times health and education were the two most important issues for voters. In 2001, they were followed by asylum seekers, terrorism, immigration and defence–issues which favoured the Coalition by very considerable margins.16 At the time of Tampa, for example, an AC Nielsen poll found that on the question of asylum seeker policy the Coalition led Labor by a massive 31 per cent. The Coalition grasped the meaning. No single sentence had a greater impact on the election than one uttered by the prime minister at his party’s launch: ‘We decide who comes here and the circumstances under which they come.’ It provided the government with its advertising theme for the final fortnight of the campaign.17 Clearly, the government also understood that the salience of the border control question was deepened by the issue of terrorism created by 9/11 and, on a number of occasions, utilised that fact. On the eve of the election, for example, the Brisbane Courier Mail led with a report of a prime ministerial remark that ‘Australia had no way to be certain terrorists … were not among the asylum seekers trying to enter the country by boat from Indonesia’. According to David Marr and Marian Wilkinson, the authors of Dark Victory (2003), when he saw the story John Howard remarked: ‘Good … excellent.’18 Although border control and terrorism became entangled before the 2001 federal election, there is one intriguing piece of evidence which suggests that in the election of 2001 the question of border control was in fact far more significant than terrorism in determining votes. On 23 September, Newspoll reported that of the 21 per cent of people who had recently changed their voting intention, 13 per cent nominated the asylum seeker issue as the reason and a mere 2 per cent the terrorist attack on the United States.19

Yet even more than this can be said. According to AC Nielsen, when the election campaign began on 8 October 2001, the Coalition led the Labor Party by 10 per cent in two-party-preferred terms and by an even greater two-party-preferred margin of 13 per cent according to Newspoll. Despite this near hopeless starting point, Beazley Labor made very considerable ground during the six-week election campaign. On 10 November it lost with 49 per cent of the vote to the Coalition’s 51 per cent. In the absence of the Tampa crisis, which the Howard Government had manufactured, and the terrorist outrage of 9/11, from which it benefited, there is good reason to believe that Labor would not have begun the campaign trailing the government and that the Beazley campaign would have been even more effective than it was. The conclusion seems obvious. Without Tampa and 9/11, Kim Beazley would have been elected Labor prime minister in 2001.

[image: e9781742240480_i0060.jpg]

Tampa helped determine far more than the outcome of an election. It represented a shift in the nature of the Liberal Party and more broadly in the Australian political culture. Since the 1960s Australia had been involved in a transformation grounded in the questioning of traditional attitudes to ethnicity and race. The White Australia policy had been abandoned. The idea of assimilating migrants to a settled Australian way of life had been replaced by the ideal of multiculturalism. Reconciliation with the Indigenous people had been sought through land rights, native title, self-determination and the recognition of historic wrongs. Until the emergence of John Howard as Leader of the Opposition in the 1980s, this transformation had received bipartisan support. With his election as prime minister in 1996 bipartisanship collapsed. Howard watched with interest the rise of an anti-Asian, anti-multicultural, anti-Aboriginal party, Pauline Hanson’s One Nation. As Crotty and Roberts explain in the introduction to this collection, Howard sought to make Australians ‘relaxed and comfortable’ about their past. He hoped to lift the yoke of ‘political correctness’ from the shoulders of the Australian people. Under his government, talk of multiculturalism virtually ceased. In the struggles over the High Court’s so-called ‘Wik judgment’ of December 1996, details of native title law were fiercely contested. Because of his government’s unwillingness to offer an apology to the Indigenous people and because of its opposition to the idea of self-determination, in May 2000 his government abandoned the decade-long formal quest for reconciliation.20

While Howard’s attack on political correctness was generally popular with that section of society now called the ‘mainstream’ and unpopular only among the left-leaning ‘elites’, none of the issues chosen before 2001 had great electoral salience. As it happened, patriotic border security did. In July 2001 one of the shrewdest observers of Australian society, Hugh Mackay, issued the following report on the basis of discussions with focus groups: ‘There is a widespread view that people who have arrived illegally … are likely to behave illegally once here … some of the most ugly and vicious outpourings of hatred occurred in discussion of boat people/illegal immigrants … so strong are the passions aroused by fear of illegal immigrants and of Australia being “swamped by Asians” that such matters have the potential to overwhelm factors like the GST in the coming federal election campaign.’21 In the astonishing popular reaction to Howard’s decision to refuse to allow the asylum seekers on board the Tampa to land, the truth of this judgment was seen. Inside the Labor Party phones ran hot with popular fury following Kim Beazley’s one and only decision to refuse to support a government post-Tampa bill, the one concerning the removal of ships from territorial waters.22 The government began its campaign in early October with a story that was eventually discovered to be entirely bogus, about asylum seekers throwing their own children overboard as a form of moral blackmail.23 During the campaign the atmosphere was such that Beazley did not dare to suggest that an Iraqi refugee in Sydney should be allowed to visit his wife in Jakarta following the drowning of their three daughters at sea. At the Liberal Party’s launch the Minister for Immigration, Philip Ruddock, was hailed as a hero, while the prime minister’s ‘we decide’ remark was greeted with uproarious applause. The asylum seeker issue was so poisonous for Labor that even news that was embarrassing for the government–like the eleventh-hour revelation that the children overboard story was almost certainly false–probably inflicted more harm on Beazley than on Howard simply by returning the asylum seeker issue to the centre of the political stage.24

In the short term, Tampa helped Howard win the 2001 election. In the longer term, it helped shift the balance of Australia’s political culture. Since the time of Gough Whitlam’s prime ministership (1972–75), Labor had been divided on ideologically sensitive racial and ethnic issues between its two constituencies–left-leaning professionals and working-class battlers. On the issue of asylum seekers, Howard showed how this division could be utilised politically to maximum effect. Since 1997, moreover, the Coalition had been troubled by the existence of a populist party on its right. With Tampa the Coalition killed One Nation as a serious political force, as its leader Pauline Hanson immediately understood, not only by stealing its refugee policies but, even more importantly, by satisfying the political appetite upon which it fed.25 We now have the evidence that Howard knew precisely what he was doing. On 27 August, as Howard biographers Wayne Errington and Peter Van Onselen reveal, on the way to the parliament for question time, Jackie Kelly, the member for Lindsay in western Sydney, told the prime minister of her fear that One Nation was about to reap the political benefits of Tampa. ‘“We need to do something or I’m a goner.”’ Howard waved his speaking notes towards her. “‘Don’t worry Jackie … That’s all about to change.’”26

Yet the importance of Tampa is more profound than this. For thirty years there had been a potential clash between mainstream opinion and the viewpoint of the political class on questions connected to ethnicity and race.27 No leader of a major political party had exploited this division, though they could have at any time. If the bipartisan consensus of the political class had broken down during these critical decades of Australian history, the renunciation of the White Australia policy or the settlement of tens of thousands of Vietnamese refugees in the 1970s and the 1980s could not have happened as painlessly as they did.28 John Howard was tempted over Asian immigration in 1988 but was swiftly forced to change his mind.29 With Tampa the taboo was finally broken. The partial conversion of the Liberal Party to a species of populist conservatism was the result. This, of course, in turn affected the general political culture, as Muslim Australians over the next years, because of the interconnection of Tampa and 9/11, were to come to understand.30
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If Tampa transformed Australian domestic politics, 9/11 opened a new chapter in the history of Australian foreign policy. The essence of this shift can be stated with an almost embarrassing simplicity. At the beginning of the War on Terror, Australia signed a military and diplomatic blank cheque drawn in favour of the United States. David Day argues in chapter 9 that Australia has, since at least 1941, been engaged in a close, fear-driven alliance with the US. Other historians might place greater emphasis on the theme of growing independence and the occasional moments of discord. Yet, during the War on Terror, there were no longer grounds for disagreement about the nature of the alliance. Wherever America would go, it was clear, Australia would follow.

Within days of 9/11 the group of neoconservatives and hardline nationalists associated with the American Enterprise Institute, who had assumed critical defence and security positions in the Bush administration through the patronage of Vice-President Dick Cheney, began to argue that the war on Afghanistan should be followed by the invasion of Iraq. By early 2002 military planning for the invasion had begun. By September 2002 a new strategic doctrine had been devised. It argued for the use of pre-emptive strikes or, in reality, preventive wars against rogue states possessing arsenals of weapons of mass destruction (WMD) and with links to terrorist groups of global range who might use these weapons against the United States and its allies. The strategic doctrine was a rationalisation for a decision already taken by both the United States and the United Kingdom.31

The Howard Government always supported the decision to invade Iraq. By mid-2002 it was actively involved in the military planning.32 Moreover, between early 2002 and March 2003, every argument advanced by Washington and London in support of the invasion was instantly seconded in Canberra. Even though we now know there were serious doubts among the best-informed members of the Australian intelligence community about the danger posed by Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction, the Australian Government consistently supported even the most alarmist pseudo-precise details produced by the British and the Americans concerning the Iraqi arsenal.33 Despite the fact that it was almost self-evidently preposterous, Canberra supported the idea that as Saddam Hussein posed the kind of danger in our era that Hitler had posed in the 1930s, a policy of appeasement was as foolish now as it had been then.34 And even though the new strategic doctrine in support of preventative war undermined the entire basis of post-war international law, Canberra instantly gave it its uncritical support. In late 2002 John Howard even applied the doctrine of the pre-emptive strike to a hypothetical situation of an anti-Australian terrorist group operating in South-East Asia, thereby exciting, for no good purpose, gratuitous offence among Australia’s regional neighbours.35 On the eve of war, when the United States and the United Kingdom dismissed the idea of waiting for the UN weapons inspectors to complete their work, when they lampooned the French for their resistance in the Security Council, when they likened the United Nations to the futile League of Nations–Australia time and again expressed its unambiguous agreement.36

In the prelude to the invasion there was one occasion when Canberra was obliged to think for itself. In September 2002, Washington and London disagreed about the question of whether or not to try to win the support of the Security Council of the United Nations prior to mounting the invasion. Canberra leant towards London.37 And as war approached, there was also a difference in emphasis between Canberra and Washington. While Washington, torn between the hardline nationalist and the neoconservative perspective, stressed both the WMD and humanitarian justifications for the invasion, the more ‘realist’ Howard Government emphasised the weapons threat almost exclusively. In mid-March, Howard argued: ‘If Iraq had genuinely disarmed, I couldn’t justify on its own a military invasion of Iraq to change the regime. I’ve never advocated that.’38 This caused later embarrassment. Before the invasion, Howard farewelled the troops on HMAS Kanimbla like this: ‘I believe that it is right for the international community to try and disarm Iraq.’ No weapons of mass destruction were found. After the fall of Baghdad, Howard welcomed the return of troops with the following words. ‘You were sent by (sic) a just cause to liberate an oppressed people.’ This was quite simply not true.39

In 1964, when the Menzies Cabinet encouraged American intervention in Vietnam they did so after careful, although fallacious, national security assessment.40 Under Howard, there is no evidence of any serious debate of a similar kind. The prime minister has even admitted that no paper evaluating the Iraq invasion from the point of view of Australia’s national interest was ever sent to Cabinet.41 In regard to Iraq, in short, Australia embraced a mimetic style of foreign policy of a kind not seen in Australia since the time when it was a dominion of the British Empire, which persisted under the Howard prime ministership through four-and-a-half years of bloody turmoil.42

Automatic support for the United States extended well beyond the War on Terror. On questions as various as the Kyoto Protocol or the Millennium Development Project or the Arab–Israeli conflict, Australia adopted positions consistently closer to those of the United States than did any other government. This kind of support transcended rational calculation of what was needed to keep the alliance healthy or ensure American protection in times of trouble. It reflected something altogether different: Howard’s core vision of Australia’s long-term future–diplomatic, military, economic and sentimental integration-in-depth with what he thought of as the greatest force for good in the contemporary world–the benign global hegemon, the United States.43
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Beyond this reversion in the sphere of foreign relations, 9/11 changed Australia on the homefront in two main ways. Before 9/11 Australia had no national laws concerning terrorism. By 2008, it had forty-five. 44 As a result of these laws, those suspected of terrorist intentions could be arrested and charged with an offence before any intention to commit a particular act had been formed. In certain circumstances, the right to remain silent for fear of self-incrimination was removed. People could be lawfully detained simply on the basis that they might be able to provide information about a terrorist act and not because they were suspected of any intention to commit a crime. Both membership of designated terrorist groups and even advocacy of terrorism or praise for these groups became crimes. Citizens could be restrained by ‘control orders’, a technological form of house arrest. They could be detained under a ‘preventative detention order’, either when a terrorist act was ‘imminent’ or to preserve evidence after one had occurred. The ancient common law offence of sedition was reenacted in modern form. The domestic security service, the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO), was greatly expanded in size, with plans for its staff to more than treble from 2001 to 2011. It gained new powers over detention and interrogation of suspects which far surpassed what was thought to have been required during the long Cold War struggle against communism and Soviet espionage.45 Distinguished civil liberties lawyers like Julian Burnside and George Williams believe that the combination of these new anti-terror laws and the enhanced powers given to security agencies threaten the freedom of all Australian citizens.46 In the long term they may be right. So far, however, the only victims of the new anti-terror legal regime have been, in general, members of the Muslim community in Australia, and, in particular, certain young Muslim men. As Martin Krygier has argued, non-Muslim Australians have balanced a supposed, and perhaps illusory, increase in their security against an undoubted loss of the liberties of Muslim Australians.47

Even this threat should not be exaggerated. Despite the formidable new anti-terrorist legal structure, only one prosecution under the new laws has so far succeeded–that of Faheem Lodhi, who was charged with pre-planning a terrorist attack. At his first trial the convert to Islam and Al Qaeda trainee, Jack Thomas, was acquitted because of the way the evidence against him had been gathered in Pakistan by the Australian Federal Police. Soon he was the recipient of the one and only control order so far issued. His case was then revived after a successful appeal by the Commonwealth Director of Public Prosecutions. Although he pleaded guilty to the non-terrorist-related offence of uttering a threat, the young outspoken Zeky Mallah was acquitted by a jury of all the charges he faced under the new terrorist laws.48 The medical student, Dr Izhar al-Haque, was charged with a terrorism offence on the basis of three weeks of training in 2003 with the pro-Kashmir terrorist group, Lashkar-i-Toiba, before it was banned. The case was dismissed because of the unlawful manner of his interrogation by two ASIO officers, which Judge Michael Adams described as kidnap and false imprisonment. Dr Mohammed Haneef, a Brisbane doctor with a familial connection to the failed terrorist attempt at Glasgow airport, was charged under the new terrorism laws. Following revelations about the comical bungling of the Australian Federal Police and the pre-election interference of the Minister for Immigration, Kevin Andrews, who, after a magistrate had released Haneef on bail, had manipulated Australia’s migration laws so that he could be held in mandatory detention pending the outcome of his case, all charges were withdrawn by the Director of Public Prosecutions.49

All this reflected something deep. At times of international crisis, like the Cold War or the War on Terror, the collective fears of Australians are easily aroused by the argument that ‘it might happen here’, even though, because of our great distance from the main theatres of international conflict, ‘it’ rarely does (although of course it still might).50 Sometimes in Australia security fears are sincere but exaggerated. Sometimes they are confected for political gain. In the rapid passage of laws following the outrages of 9/11, Bali, Madrid and London, and in the precipitate and sometimes cynical laying of terrorist charges, both tendencies were evident. But it is also true that in Australia the courts are generally able, at times of crisis, to resist both government pressure and the popular mood. This happened during the Cold War, most famously when the High Court rejected the Menzies Government’s attempt at a Communist Party ban. In the failure of the prosecution in all but one of the cases brought by the authorities under the new terrorist laws, it happened once again.

The domestic impact of 9/11 was not, however, restricted to the law. Each year the solemnity and significance of the Anzac Day celebrations seemed to grow. More than ever, Gallipoli was now universally recognised as the nation’s only sacred soil. Members of the armed forces became customary participants before major sporting events. The General who led the Australian troops in the liberation of East Timor, Peter Cosgrove, was probably the most popular Australian soldier since Sir John Monash. Another General, Michael Jeffery, was appointed as Governor-General. Soldiers who had served in World War I were now routinely given state funerals. On suitable occasions, newspapers, especially those of the Murdoch press, published lavish military supplements. Time and again, John Howard spoke about Australia’s ‘great military tradition’, in defence of the cause of ‘freedom’, stretching from the Boer War to Iraq. During the War on Terror, Australian troops were regularly dispatched, not only to Afghanistan and Iraq, but also to trouble spots in the Pacific like the Solomon Islands and Bougainville. On almost every occasion, John Howard made a point of being present at their departure and on their return. On one occasion, he even took the military salute, conventionally a practice restricted to the head of state. By these means and others, serving Australian servicemen and women were turned into what the historian, Mark McKenna, has called ‘instant diggers’.51 As the nation prepared itself after 9/11 for decades of involvement in the War on Terror, the Australian political culture also became more military in flavour than at any time since World War I.

Historians are notoriously ill-equipped to see into the future. How far the changes analysed in this chapter–the rise of populist conservatism, voluntary re-dominionisation, the embrace of a mimetic foreign policy style, the creation of a new anti-terrorist legal structure and the militarisation of the political culture–represent what will eventually come to be seen as a peculiar episode following the intersection of the local Tampa crisis and the global turmoil after 9/11, or how far they represent a genuine historical turning point in the life of Australia, only time will tell.
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Campbell, William

Canada

Canberra (ACT)

Australian Institute of Sport

Australian War Memorial

Parliament House


Cape Cod (USA)

Capochi, Eileen

Carboni, Rafaello

Carlos, John

Carmichael, Stokely

Castlemaine (Vic)

Chang, Min-Chueh

Chartism

Cheney, Dick

Chifley, Ben

Chile

China

Chinese gold–seekers


Christmas Island

Churchill, Winston

Clark, Anna

Clark, Manning

Clarke, WA

Clendinnen, Inga

Cohen, Barry

Coles, Allan

Report of the Australian Sports Institute Study Group (‘Coles Report’)


Collins, David

Commonwealth Arbitration and

Conciliation Court/Commission

Commonwealth Electoral Act amendments to (1962)

Communist Party

Condon, Dor is

Connor, Rex

Construction, Forest, Mining and Energy Union

convicts/convict heritage

Cook, Helen

Cook, James

Cooper, William

Copeland, Julie

Copland, DB

Cordell, Michael

Cosgrove, Peter

Costello, Peter

Cotter, John

Cotter, Richard

Country Party

Crawford, Hector

Cuba

Curthoys, Ann

Curtin, John

1942 New Year Message


Czechoslovakia


Daly, John

Daly, Mary

Daniels, Kay

D’Aprano, Zelda

Darling, Ralph

Darwin (NT)

Davison, Graeme

Deakin, Alfred

Denmark

Dique, JCA

Dixon, Chicka

Dobson, Rosemary

Dombrovski, Peter

Donaldson, Beryl

Donnelly, Ignatius

Duffy, Michael

Dufresne, Mar ion

Dumont D’Urville, Jules

Dunolly

Dutton, Geoffrey


Edmonds, Lloyd

Eggleton, Tony

Elkin, AP

Ellicott, Bob

Ellis, MH

Empire Day

environment

Aboriginal adaptation and management techniques

destruction of

environmental activism/protection

environmental perspectives on history


Errington, Wayne

Eureka

European Common Market

European Economic Community

Evans, Gareth

Evatt, HV


Family Law Act (1975)

Federated Ironworkers’ Association

Federation

Centenary of, 2001

Constitutional Convention

Federal Convention, 1897

Federation Parade, 1901

Women’s Federal Leagues


Ferguson, Bill

Fether, Jerry

Fiji

Fisher, Andrew

Fitzpatrick, Brian

Flinders Island

Flinders, Matthew

Flores (Indonesia)

Forbes, Francis

Foreign Acquisitions and Takeover Act (1975)

Franchise Act (1901)

Franklin, Benjamin

Franklin River (Tas)

France

French Revolution

Paris 1968

Paris Peace Conference


Fraser Island (Qld)

Fraser, Malcolm


Gallipoli

Australian pilgrims to

landing of AIF at


Game, Sir Phillip

Gammage, Bill

Germany

Berlin Olympics

East Germany (GDR)

German Australians

Leipzig

Munich Olympics

Schering


Gippsland (Vic)

Gittoes, George

Gladstone, William

Goldman, Emma

Gordon, Hayes

Gordon, Linda

Gordon River (Tas)

Report on the Gordon River Power Development Stage Two


Gorton, John

Goulburn, Henry

Grant, Bruce

Gray, Robin

Great Barrier Reef

Greenway, Francis

Greenwood, Ivor

Greer, Germaine

Griffen-Foley, Bridget

Griffith University

Groom, Ray

Gullett, Henry

Gunston, Norman

Gyngell, Bruce


Haley, Eileen

Hamilton, Paula

Haneef, Mohammed

Hanson, Pauline

Hargreaves, Edmund

Harris, HC

Harris, Max

Hartley, John

Hartung, Greg

Harvester judgement (1907)

Hawke, Robert

Hay, Douglas

Hayden, Tom

Haylen, Leslie

Henderson, Margaret

Hendy, Major RA

Hermes, Joke

Higgs, Kerryn

High Court

Hirst, John

Hiscock, Thomas

‘History Wars’

Hitler, Adolf

Hobart (Tas)

Risdon prison


Hoberman, John

Holland

Hollingworth, Peter

Holmes, Cecil

Holt, Harold

Hong Kong

Horne, Donald

Horner, Jack

Houlihan, Barrie

Howard, John

1998 waterfront dispute

economic policies

media ownership laws

on US alliance

sports policy

Tampa and


Howells, William

Hughes, William Morris

Hughes, Robert

Hungary

Hunter Island (Tas)

Hussein, Saddam

Hydro-Employees Action Team


immigration see also White Australia Policy

Chinese

John Howard’s views on

post goldrushes

post WWII


India

Indonesia

Bali terrorist attacks


International Monetary Fund

Iraq

Irving, Helen

Israel

Italy


Jackson, Sue

Jalland, Pat

Jamaica

Japan

Jeffrey, Michael

Jennings, Kate

Johnson, Richard

Jones, Alan

Jones, Rhys

Joseph, John

Jull, David


Kalgoorlie (WA)

Kangaroo Island (SA)

Keating, Paul

‘Banana Republic’ statement


Kelly, Gale

Kelly, Jackie

Kelly, Joan

Keneally, Thomas

Kennedy, John F

Keynes, John Maynard

Kiernan, Kevin

King Island

King, Martin Luther

Kingston, Charles

Kipling, Rudyard

Kirkpatric, John Simpson

Kirner, Joan

Koedt, Anne

Kollontai, Alexandra

Korean War

Krygier, Martin

Kutikina Cave (Tas)

Kyoto Protocol


Lake, Marilyn

Lake Pedder

Lambing Flat (NSW)

Lane, William

The Workingman’s Paradise


Lang, JD

Latham, Mark

La Trobe Valley (Vic)

Lawrence, Carmen

Laws, John

Lawson, Henry

League of Nations

Lewis, Brian

Liberal Party

Lieber, Francis

Lodhi, Faheem

London

Lowe, Douglas

Luck, Peter

Lyons, Joseph


Mabo, Eddie

MacArthur, Douglas

Macathur, John

Macintyre, Stuart

Mackay, Hugh

Macquarie Harbour (Tas)

Macquarie, Lachlan

Madrid (Spain)

Mainardi, Pat

Malaysia

Mallah, Zeky

Malta

Manus Island

Marr, David

Marx, Kar

Massachusetts (US)

Masters, Chris

McCalman, Janet

McCormack, Katherine

McGinness, Joe

McKee, Alan

McKenna, Mark

McMurchy, Megan

McVeigh, Tom

Melbourne

La Trobe University

Olympic Games

Trades and Labour Council

University of Melbourne


Melville, Henry

Menuhin, Yehudi

Menzies, Robert

Mercer, Jan

Mexico City Olympics

Millar, Tom

Millett, Kate

Minogue, Kylie

Mitchell, Thomas

Moffat, Tracey

Monash, Sir John

Montreal Olympics

Moorhouse, Frank

Moran, Albert

Moreton Bay (Qld)

Mount Alexander (Vic)

Mount Cameron West (Tas)

Murdoch, Keith

Murdoch, Rupert


Nairn, Bede

Napoleonic Wars

Nash, Margot

National Council of Women

National Parks and Wildlife Service

nationalism

Anzac Day and

Australian Day and

Federation and

history and

racism and

sport and


Nationalist Party

Nauru

Newcastle (NSW)

New Guinea

New Zealand

New York (US)

Niagara (US)

Nicholls, Doug

Nichols, George Robert

Niemeyer, Sir Otto

Nietzsche, Friedrich

Norfolk Island

North Atlantic Treaty Organisation

North Korea

Nunn, JW


Oliver, Margot

O’Malley, King

Ophir (NSW)

Organisation for Economic Change and Development


Packer, Sir Frank

Packer, Kerry

Parkes, Henry

Paterson, ‘Banjo’

Pattern, Jack

Patricks Stevedoring

Pearl Harbour

Perth (WA)

Péron, François

Peru

Peterloo Massacre

Peters, Christopher

Phillip, Arthur

Pincus, Gregory

Planned Parenthood Federation of America

Poland

Police Offences Act (Tas)

amendments to (1982)


Pope John XXIII

Pope Paul VI

Port Arthur (Tas)

Port Kembla (NSW)

Port Macquarie (NSW)

Port Pirie (SA)

Potts, David

Powell, Colin

Prince Charles

Prichard, Katharine Susannah

Puerto Rico


Queensland

Aborigines in

and Federation

University of Queensland


Queensland Maritime Council

Queenstown

Queen Victoria


Racial Discrimination Act (1975)

Raper, Johnny

Read, Dwight

Reece, Eric

Reid, George

Reith, Peter

Returned Sailors’ and Soldiers’ Imperial League of Australia

Richmond (Vic)

Rigg, Julie

Rinnan, Arnie

Robinson, George Augustus

Rock, John

Rocky Cape (Tas)

Rodgers, Don

Roe, Jill

Romania

Roosevelt, Franklin D

Rosa, Samuel Albert

Rousseau, Jean Jacques

Roxon, Lillian

Rudd, Kevin

apology to Stolen Generation

on US alliance


Ruddock, Phillip

Rumsfeld, Donald

Russia/Soviet Union

Moscow

Moscow Olympics


Ryan, Edna

Ryan, Lyndall

Ryan, Susan


Samuel, Raphael

Sanders, Norm

Sanger, Margaret

Sarah Island (Tas)

Sawer, Geoffrey

Scates, Bruce

Scott, Ernest

Scott, Thomas Hobbes

Scullin, Joseph

Searle, Geoffrey

Sex Discrimination Act (1984)

Shanahan, Angela

Singapore

Smith, Dick

Smith, Paul

Smith, Tommie

South Africa

South Australia

Special Broadcasting Service (SBS)

Spence, Catherine Helen

Spence, William Guthrie

sport

Australian Institute of Sport

Australian preoccupation with

Australian Sports Commission

Australian National Rugby League

Confederation of Australian Sport

National Sports Information Centre

television and


Stannard, Una

Stevens, Joyce

Stewart, Frank

Strong, Archbishop

Summary Offences Act

Switzerland

Sydney (NSW)

2000 Olympic Games

Archbishop of

Bicentenary celebration in

demonstrations in

Libertarian Push

Powerhouse Museum

Sydney Cove

Sydney Morning Herald

TCN Channel 9

University of Sydney

University of Technology Sydney



Taffe, Sue

Tampa

Tasman, Abel

Tasmania

Hydro-Electric Commission

South-West Action Committee

University of Tasmania


Tasmanian Tiger

Tasmanian Wilderness Society

Taylor, Jean

Taylor, Thomas Griffith

Taylor, Tony

Theodore, Ted

Thompson, Peter

Thomas, Jack

Thompson, EP

Thornley, Jeni

Thornton, Merle

Throssell, Hugo

Torsh, Daniel

Townsville (Qld)

Turkey

Turner, Victor


Unemployed Workers Movement

Union of Australian Women

United Australia Party

United Nations

International Convention on the Elimination of all Forms of Racial Discrimination

Convention on the Status of Refugees (1951)

Security Council


United States of America

Federal Reserve

Niagara

Vietnam War

War on Terror


United Tasmania Group

University of New England (NSW)

Unlawful Associations Act (1914)


Van Onselen, Peter

Victoria

Aborigines in

and Federation

and Great Depression


Vietnam War

My Lai massacre

protests against



Waller, Michael

Ward, Russel

Wareen (Tas)

Washington (US)

Washington, George

Waterside Workers Federation

Watson, John Christian

Wellington (NSW)

West, John

Western Australia

Aborigines in

and Federation


White Australia Policy

Immigration Restriction Act (1901)

Pacific Island Labourers Act (1901)


White, Richard

Whitlam, Gough

Whitlam, Margaret

Whittle, Thomas

Wilkinson, Marian

Williams, George

Women’s Electoral Lobby

Women’s Freedom League

Woodford, Ralph

Woodstock Music and Art Fair

Woollongong (NSW)

Woolnough, Jim

World Bank

World Heritage Commission

World Trade Organisation

Wright, Judith

Wynette, Tammy


Yateman, Anna

York, Barry

Yugoslavia


Zetkin, Clara
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