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we have remarked in the labor members. They had every respect for 
law and order in its everyday form: there was no whiff of anarchism 
about them. Furthermore, their suspicion that the machinery of the law 
was capable of misuse was modified by several important considerations. 
Most labour leaders seem to have shared a belief that the higher one 
went in the legal system, the greater the chance of unalloyed justice. 
It was the magistrates and justices of the peace, particularly in 
the country, who were the most susceptible to social pressures. For 
example, where the justice of the peace was a local squatter the law too 
often seemed a means of disciplining shearers who had offended him. 
Even in Melbourne Harrison Ord assumed that magistrates could be 
expected to be prejudiced against the implementation of the Factory 
Act. Labour leaders, clearly sharing the English infatuation with the 
trappings of the law, assumed that as learning in the law increased, so 
would the degree of justice:

A judge is human like every other man. He has his bias, his pre­
judices, and his class interests, I admit, but I would rather have a
judge as final arbiter in a matter of this kind, for the reason that he
has a judicial mind and is trained in the weighing of evidence.

It was nearly always argued that it was essential for a Supreme or 
High Court judge to preside over an arbitration court. Partly this was 
to ensure a sufficient status for the court; but partly too it was thought 
that the higher the judge, the more Olympian and disinterested would 
be his view. In 1908 one New South Wales labor member declared 
that a supreme court judge was ‘more apart from class feelings and 
interests than any other man in the community’; and another believed 
that even Chief Justice Dar ley, who had made direct attacks on arbitra­
tion legislation from the bench, would be impartial in chairing a wages 
board. At the very least, even if the class background of the judge 
was seen as prejudicial to labour’s interests, a labor member might admit 
‘that a judge is under no necessity to conform with the ideas of anyone 
in politics’.5

This lurking respect for the traditions of British law owed much to 
the few outstanding judges of liberal reputation the colonies had 
managed to produce. That there should have been two such chief 
justices as Higinbotham and Lilley presiding over colonial benches 
at the same time was perhaps remarkable: both won an established
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place in labour lore. In the High Court of the new Commonwealth, 
Isaacs and Higgins (although usually forming a kind of judicial opposi­
tion to the majority alliance of the chief justice, Sir Samuel Griffith, 
Barton and O’Connor) helped maintain such a respect. It was always 
assumed that a judge of more liberal sentiments -  an equity judge, 
Watson had suggested6 -  would be appointed to any arbitration court, 
if only because a judge politically opposed to arbitration would be 
unlikely to accept the appointment. The law might be a conservative 
institution, but the fact that it could accommodate a Higinbotham 
and a Higgins provided a measure of reassurance to the labour 
movement.

The most ingenious rationalisation of the labour movement’s ac­
ceptance of a legal framework for arbitration was provided by Holman:

Unhappily the stress of commercial conditions and industrial life 
in Australia has so far done nothing towards the evolving of the 
same leisured class as that to which appeal can be made in England for 
an impartial judgment on these matters. A member of the aristocracy, 
a member of the diplomatic body, a member of the cultured and 
leisured middle class who happens to be in public life can always be 
appealed to in England. . . But here it is almost impossible to find 
men who have no connection with either side who are of sufficient 
public prominence, unless we take them from the ranks of one of the 
professions . . . We find in Australia no class corresponding to the 
leisured, cultured middle class of England. We turn, then, to the 
best available substitute that we have -  official life . . .

The absence of a leisured class from colonial society was a generally 
noted phenomenon, but it is remarkable to find a labor member 
lamenting the fact in such Whiggish tones. It is unlikely that many of 
his colleagues shared his regret, but they agreed that in Australia there 
was no alternative but to call in the judges. Arthur Griffith admitted 
that he was ‘not greatly in love with the idea of a Supreme Court judge, 
but who would be better’; and Spence, answering Reid’s ‘unbounded 
astonishment’ that ‘the champions of labour should be the first to come 
down and pray to a judge of the Supreme Court to deliver them from 
all their afflictions’, explained that ‘it was not because we had any 
great liking for Supreme Court judges, that we asked that a Supreme 
Court judge should be the arbitrator. It was because the alternative
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bristled with a number of unsatisfactory conditions.’ But if you couldn’t 
have arbitration without judges, you could certainly manage without 
lawyers. The labor party vented its distrust of the legal profession 
by repeatedly attempting to exclude lawyers from the new courts. 
However in this they were defeated by the politicians (and lawyers) 
of the main parties.7

There was, then, a certain ambivalence in the attitude of labour 
leaders to the courts and processes of law. They were suspicious of the 
law and its acolytes, and produced reasons why the legal system could 
not help but be biased against the working class; yet they wanted arbi­
tration to be clothed in the majesty of the law, and to be armed with 
legal powers. This apparent inconsistency is explained by the perhaps 
naive confidence of labour leaders that the case of the trade unions 
for better wages and conditions of labour was not only sound, but 
self-evidently so. The case had only to be heard for its merits to be 
recognised, and the legal processes of taking and examining evidence 
would make this possible. The problem since 1890 had been to establish 
any sort of dialogue with employers at all, and the resistance of em­
ployers to schemes of arbitration seemed to labour leaders a tacit ad­
mission that trade union claims were reasonable. As Hughes put it, 
‘law and order’ no longer meant a policeman with his truncheon, or 
a soldier with rifle and bayonet: now ‘law’ was an invitation to appear 
before an arbitration court, and ‘order’ was the order of that court for 
the regulation of wages and hours.8 Moreover the whole raison d'&tre 
of arbitration was that the judge in some way embodied the public 
conscience, so that he would feel a responsibility to apply the recognised 
social and ethical standards of the community.

It soon became clear, however, that the labour movement’s belief 
that, judges and lawyers notwithstanding, the natural tendency of 
arbitration must be in its favour, was not always well founded. True, 
arbitration dramatically aided the growth of trade unionism; true, also, 
it did provide a minimum guarantee of industrial conditions that was 
particularly valuable to weaker unions. But employers, having accepted 
the movement towards wage regulation as irreversible, soon appreciated 
that arbitration might have its compensations. If  the decisions of the 
court were accepted by the trade unions, the immediate cost of paying 
wage increases might be offset by the prospect of stability in the industry 
for a prescribed period of time. If, on the other hand, the trade unions
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A comment on Higinbotham’s support for the labour movement in 
the 1890 maritime strike: here labour’s vision of the role of the law 
in arbitration is prefigured.
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at any time did not accept the court’s decision, if they were so discont­
ented as to go on strike against an award of the court, then the employers 
had the whole paraphernalia of ‘law and order’ on their side, in an 
even more powerful form than before. If  the court embodied the public 
conscience, then a strike against an award was a strike against the 
public. Although Wise always made it clear that his Act did not set 
out to prevent striking against an award -  indeed it was his view that 
arbitration could only enforce the terms of an award, and could not 
compel employers to give work nor workers to take it -  this was a 
distinction which was soon to become a nicety. Likewise the Victorian 
wages board legislation, not being conceived in terms of industrial 
disputes, made no provision for banning strikes or lockouts. When in 
1907 there was a strike in the baking trade (not against the determination 
of the board, but in protest against a decision of the Industrial Court 
reviewing the determination), employers were outraged by what they 
saw as disobedience to the law. Was the Trades Hall Council to be 
allowed ‘to break the law and flout the public’, the V.E.F. demanded, 
or was ‘the law-abiding portion of the public . . .  to be protected in its 
rights?’ New South Wales coalmine owners, who had resisted con­
ciliation and arbitration throughout the nineties, at first viewed the 
operation of the Arbitration Act with immense suspicion. In 1907 F.L. 
Learmouth of the Australian Agricultural Company lamented that ‘the 
Collieries will never again as a body be allowed to settle their disputes 
in their own way’. But by the time of the coal strike of 1909-10 the 
owners saw that arbitration could itself become an instrument of the 
‘law and order’ they had always cherished. Learmouth believed that 
it was their ‘firm attitude’ that forced the Wade government into 
passing the ‘Coercion Act’ under which Peter Bowling and his associates 
were gaoled.9

It had always been the theoretical justification of arbitration that 
it would render strikes and lockouts unnecessary. But in fact, although 
the trade union movement calculated on arbitration providing certain 
material benefits, there was hardly a union leader who was prepared 
to dispense with the strike weapon entirely. Employers regarded this 
as labour having its cake and eating it, but to union leaders it was simply 
a matter of keeping their options open. Indeed, employers themselves 
were guilty of similar behaviour. Where possible, particularly in the 
early years, they sought to circumvent the awards of the various courts
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by legal technicalities and constitutional challenges; yet at other times, 
where convenient, they appealed to the authority of the arbitration 
system in the cause of law and order.

Arbitration had never been conceived as a total solution to the 
economic conflict between capital and labour. Rather it had been put 
forward as a means of channelling that conflict into a system in which 
reason, and not brute force, would preside. Yet in as much as arbitration 
depended on the development of organisation on both sides, it also 
offered the prospect of enlarging the scope of conflict between them. In 
this sense arbitration added to the complexity of industrial relations: 
there were now more pieces on the chess board. Both sides would use 
all their resources of gamesmanship in order to work the system to 
their own ends. Where this seemed fruitless, they would consider the 
alternatives to it. The new province for law and order was never accorded 
the absolute recognition by its subjects that Higgins’s term implied: 
the conflict was always likely to be taken over the provincial border 
into the wilderness.

In their day to day use of the arbitration system, employers and 
trade unions tended to assume that they were the only two parties 
concerned. But through the very nature of the political rhetoric as­
sociated with arbitration, there was always a third party present, how­
ever shadowy and unsubstantial -  the community. In the beginning 
the right of the state to intervene in industrial relations had to be justi­
fied, and this was most easily done by setting up the community as the 
party in whose interests arbitration was really conceived. In the shadow 
of 1890 Kingston put it this way: T think that the rights of the com­
munity are of such a character that there are many instances in which 
they may regulate the mode in which the individual should assert his 
rights. They do in minor matters, why not in larger?’ It was the 
community which was the injured and innocent party in industrial 
strife, and it was expedient that arbitration should be promoted, not 
as a means of strengthening the position of the labour movement, 
but as a means of the community controlling the anarchy of economic 
war. So Deakin could see ‘public opinion’ as being ‘crystallised and 
expressed’ in the federal Arbitration Bill; so too it was natural for 
Higgins to assume that ‘this Court, as I take it, represents the public 
between the two contending factions’. The idea of arbitration began 
as a means of settling industrial disputes, but in practice it took shape
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as an institutional guardian of national standards, an enigmatic ex­
pression of the Australian psyche.10

There was some degree of artifice in all this. Victor Clark believed 
that popular sentiment had followed rather than led the legislators. This 
would appear to be true of New Zealand, where Reeves remarked of 
his arbitration legislation that ‘during the three years and a half in which 
its fate was in suspense, it neither roused the least enthusiasm nor 
attracted very much attention’; the ‘general public’, he made clear, 
‘was not interested in its fate’.11 It is also true that early legislative 
attempts in Victoria, New South Wales and South Australia likewise 
provoked no storm of interest. The tentative, generally impractical 
schemes offered were neither politically controversial nor far-reaching 
enough to merit much public attention. Similarly, compulsory arbitra­
tion was not a public issue in New South Wales at the time legislation 
was first introduced in 1900, though it soon became one. In this sense 
it is true to say that there was no widespread clamour for wage regula­
tion as such, which prompted the legislation providing for it. The issues 
involved were, to start with, technical. Even the politicians had difficulty 
understanding them; the general public did not bother.

Nevertheless the politicians’ approach to arbitration was conditioned 
by an awareness of what they deemed to be public sentiment. Even 
where the subject provoked little interest, it was clearly thought 
impolitic to oppose conciliation and arbitration. And when the final 
legislative steps were taken in Victoria and New South Wales, they 
were, unlike in New Zealand, accompanied by a concerted expression 
of public opinion. In Victoria the anti-sweating movement surged into 
life in 1895-6, and only a few conservative free-traders were left 
upholding orthodox political economy. But although public opinion 
had been mobilised by an emotional campaign against sweating, at the 
popular level there was little consideration of the pros and cons of 
wage regulation per se. The principle that wages and conditions should 
be compulsorily fixed by a state-sponsored wages board had not, 
strictly speaking, been approved, for that would imply a conscious 
recognition of the issues at stake; rather, what happened was that, in 
an emotional atmosphere, the practice of wage regulation in particular 
trades was accepted as a palliative for immediate distress. Similarly, 
in New South Wales the fact that compulsory arbitration would lead 
to the general regulation of wages was not made clear to the electorate
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when it cast its vote in favour of the legislation in 1901. All that the 
public saw was that arbitration was better than industrial warfare, and 
that if either party were recalcitrant it was fair enough, in the public 
interest, to compel them to accept arbitration. It could be said, then, 
that Australia acquired wage regulation in the way that Britain is said 
to have acquired its empire -  in a fit of absence of mind.

The public sentiment governing attitudes to conciliation and arbitra­
tion was general and ill defined. Basic to it was a belief that Australia 
was still somehow the working man’s paradise. It was considered normal 
and proper that living standards in Australia should be higher than in 
‘old’ Europe; there was something unnatural about sagging living 
standards and unemployment in such an emergent society.12 Nor was 
this simply a working-class perspective. Until 1890 such attitudes had 
been encouraged by the pattern of economic growth. Although industrial 
strife was by no means unknown, in general the peaceful expansion of 
the trade union movement was observed without alarm. Indeed the 
adoption of Eight Hours’ Day as an Australian festival demonstrated 
the acceptance of trade unionism by the community, and the labour 
councils were respected institutions. I f  B.H.P. was a symbol of colonial 
prosperity, so too was the Melbourne Trades Hall. The unanimous 
sense of colonial superiority reached a climax in 1889 with the generous 
despatch of £ 37,000 to aid the London dockers, a donation which 
came by no means only from the trade unions.13 The depression of the 
nineties removed the economic underpinning of this optimism, but 
the reaction was not so much to revise the ethic of the working man’s 
paradise, as to seek new ways of restoring its reality. The intervention 
of the state through the regulation of wages, whether by wages boards 
or arbitration courts, formally recognised the status of labour in the 
community. The new legislation in effect restored the self-respect of 
labour, whether explicitly through the stimulation of trade unionism, 
or implicitly through the guaranteeing of hours and wages. Seen in 
terms o f‘support in return for concessions’ arbitration and factory legis­
lation resulted from the pressure of political labour. But while the 
pressure of political labour was a vital factor (at least in the case of 
arbitration in New South Wales and the Commonwealth) the extensive 
middle-class support for these experiments cannot be explained in 
terms of sheer political expediency. Nor at a popular level is it meaning­
ful to attribute this support to any particular enthusiasm for establish-



Class and Arbitration 285

ing a social laboratory for the world. Rather it was an attempt to 
restore something of the balance and cohesion of pre-1890 Australian 
society. Many commentators, from Eggleston to Fitzpatrick, have 
pointed out the innate conservatism of arbitration, which for all its 
reliance on the state, merely ‘institutionalises’ the wage system. This 
is a reasonable observation, so long as it is not meant to imply (a) that 
arbitration was really an employers’ plot, or (b) that arbitration was 
ever advocated as a first step to the abolition of capitalism. In terms of 
goals arbitration looked back rather than forward. It was not so much 
introduced to create a new order, as to help restore an order which had 
disintegrated. So it was that the judges, consciously or unconsciously, 
harked back to living standards that had existed before the catastrophe 
of 1890; so it was that labour leaders held in their sights the magic 
figure of 7s. a day.

In the introduction and early development of wage regulation we 
see many of the central themes in Australian history. We have noted 
the dependence of the labour movement on the middle-class radicals 
for ideas and techniques. Even more apparent is the Australian tendency 
to achieve ends by a process of piecemeal construction and extension -  
so much so that one wonders whether the ends themselves were ever 
recognised as such, or whether, after the event, it has been merely 
convenient to assume premeditation. The Turner government, when it 
sought to amend the Factory Act in 1895, had no plan for revolutionising 
the structure of industrial relations in Victoria; it was indeed a pleasant 
surprise for Peacock in later years to discover that he had fathered the 
wages board system. Wise, well briefed by the Webbs and other experts, 
had more vision, but his scheme was never allowed to develop as 
planned. This was partly for political reasons, partly because of legal 
and constitutional difficulties. Here arbitration takes us into the huge 
muddle of federalism in Australia. The federal compromise made 
inevitable the development of seven different industrial systems in the 
Commonwealth. It was natural that the systems should overlap, and 
from all sides there was constant pressure for amendment and adjust­
ment. Thus to please New South Wales employers Victorian-style 
wages boards were imported into the local system, but to appease the 
angered trade unions a framework of arbitration was retained. The 
ramshackle structure of wage regulation in Australia was to remain 
part of the political scenery, at times giving an impression of stability,
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at times appearing on the verge of collapse -  but always there, casting 
its long shadow over the politics of the nation. If  arbitration as a 
solution represented a kind of governmental escapism, its continued 
political repercussions (from 1929 to the present day) can only be 
regarded as ironic.

Arbitration is the Australian solution, par excellence, for industrial 
strife and declining living standards. The right of the government to 
intervene is established with relative ease; these preliminaries over, the 
government acts, but the aim of its intervention is in fact to defuse 
the problem politically, wrap it up in the brown paper of bureaucracy 
and hand it over to the courts. While this relieves the politicians, the 
judicial framework of the solution also satisfies the Australian temper. 
It declares a parity of status between employer and employed. The 
relationship between capital and labour has been subtly transmuted. 
It is no longer a struggle between bourgeois wealth and proletarian 
solidarity. There are bosses and there are workers, but the arbitration 
system casts them as two parties to a legal dispute. Class is at once 
recognised and rejected. The existence of class conflict is indeed the 
basis of the whole system, which cannot operate without the organisa­
tion of capital and labour. But the form of the solution -  particularly 
in New South Wales with the workers’ and employers’ representatives 
side by side with the judge on the bench* -  pays lip service to the 
Australian concept of egalitarianism. Arbitration is the most explicit 
statement possible of the Australian belief that Jack is as good as his 
master. This does not of course alter their roles; indeed it is based on 
the assumption that Jack will remain Jack. Arbitration has not only 
institutionalised conflict in Australian society, it has also institutionalised 
some of Australia’s most cherished beliefs (and prejudices) about itself 
and life in general.

Already this discussion has provoked some generalisations concerning 
the nature of Australian society. It is now time to take a wide-ranging 
look at social attitudes and the ways in which they changed between 
1890 and 1910, and to draw some broad historical conclusions on the 
nature of class in Australia.

* This judicial trinity disappeared with the reshaping of the system under 
the Industrial Disputes Act of 1908.



i i  Class Consciousness in Australia

The finest-meshed sociological net cannot give us a pure 
specimen of class, any more than it gives us one of de­
ference or love. The relationship must always be em­
bodied in real people and in a real context.

E.P. Thompson, The Making of the English 
Working Class, Pelican, 1968, p. 9.

A superficial glance would suggest that there was a considerable de­
velopment of class consciousness in Australia between 1890 and 1910. 
Trade union membership trebled between these years, and by 1912 
over 50 per cent of male employees in New South Wales and nearly 
44 per cent in Victoria were unionised (see Appendix B). These two 
decades also witnessed the founding and expansion of a new range of 
employer associations, with developing political interests. And if the 
intervention of the state in the regulation of wages had been intended 
to reduce industrial tension, its success by 1910 seemed dubious. Indeed, 
the coalminers’ strike of 1909-10 can be seen as ushering in a new period 
of industrial strife, which reached its climax during World War I.

In politics these twenty years present a remarkable change in style 
and structure. In 1890 colonial parliaments reflected a curious mixture 
of systems and traditions, the concepts of party, coalition and faction 
all exercising varying degrees of influence on local situations. The 
result was not so much instability as confusion -  confusion concerning 
the nature and basis of political division. Depending on the time, 
place and issue, politics could be said to be about free trade versus 
protection, liberalism versus conservatism, the maintenance of a party 
system versus coalition, Protestantism versus popery, a simple conflict 
between leaders, or any combination of these views. By 1910 politics 
have been revolutionised. Throughout the Commonwealth a two party 
system has been established, and the professional and the party machine 
have all but taken over. On the one side is the labor party supported by 
the massed strength of the trade union movement: on the other, the 
anti-labor, usually liberal, party, supported by a varied group of 
employer and farmer organisations. The confusion as to what politics
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is all about has not, of course, necessarily disappeared, but it is now 
contained within the finite bounds of a party system. It is tempting 
to conclude that Australia, lacking the traditional order of English 
politics, between 1890 and 1910 replaces the improvisations of colonial 
politics with a two party structure based on lines of class.

Such a conclusion is supported by the evidence of contemporary 
language. In 1890 the most common terminology of democracy was 
‘the classes’ versus ‘the masses’. The classes were the traditional ogres 
of colonial society, the squatters, merchants, and the large financial 
and shipping interests; the masses were all the rest. The whole point 
of this terminology was to emphasise the injustice of a situation in 
which the privileges of a wealthy minority were able to thwart the 
rights of a deprived majority. After 1890 this terminology gradually 
falls into disuse. It still lingers on here and there, but by 1910 when it 
is used it has an old fashioned ring. One is surprised to find Deakin 
using the terms to explain the defeat of that year, particularly as he 
does not seem disturbed by the implication that he has now graduated 
as a member of the classes. But generally this kind of the-few-versus- 
the-many analysis gives way to a new class-oriented language. The 
strikes of the period demonstrate this change. The ultimate importance 
of the maritime strike was the change it produced in community attitudes 
to the use of the strike weapon. Public sympathy no longer leant to the 
strikers. The strike had somehow become ‘political’. The railway 
strike of 1903 was not, Deakin himself argued, a case of the classes 
versus the masses, but of organised labour against the rest of the 
community.1

What had happened, of course, was that ‘the masses’ had now been 
overtaken by ‘the workers’. Before 1890 there are ‘working classes’ 
rather than a working class. Indeed, while the causes for which the aid 
of the masses had been invoked dominated politics -  electoral reform, 
land legislation, protection and such -  there is no point in attempting 
to identify a working class. The term ‘working classes’ is a descriptive 
one and suggests their different characteristics: that some are skilled 
artisans, with aspirations to property and respectability, others mere 
labourers whose jobs are often subject to the fluctuations of the economy; 
or that some are conscientious trade unionists, who believe that labour 
is not only a commodity but a cause, while others are cynics who 
believe in very little at all. During the eighties there is already a percep-
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tible change. The language of class is heard much more in unionist 
rhetoric. The word ‘labour’ is now posed against ‘capital’, and in the 
process acquires a more political connotation. But it is not until the 
nineties that, encouraged by the angry militancy engendered by in­
dustrial conflict on the one hand, and the emergence of political labour 
as a focus for unity on the other, the new language takes over. Less and 
less do labour leaders speak of ‘trades unionism’ and ‘working classes’; 
more and more do they speak simply of ‘labour’, ‘the working class’ 
or, most common of all, ‘the workers’.2

Yet a class-based interpretation of Australian politics raises as many 
questions as it answers. In particular there has been, in some quarters, 
a tendency to be sceptical of the ‘outward flourishes’ of class in Australia, 
and to dismiss class consciousness in the Australian context as essentially 
unreal. Eggleston wrote in 1915:

Workers generally are content with their position. Great schemes 
for the improvement of the workers lack support; class loyalty, let 
alone consciousness, can hardly be said to exist. The class war may 
be a reality in England, America, or Europe, but in Australia it is 
a figment of the imagination.

Yet even for Eggleston this was not an entirely satisfactory explanation. 
Some years later, while still insisting that there were ‘no hard and fast 
divisions between classes or between rich and poor’, he nevertheless 
admitted the bitterness of class feeling in Australia. In his Reflections 
he reaffirmed his belief that there were no clearly defined classes in 
Australia, yet described the labor party as a class party. Sometimes this 
sort of conflict is expressed even more blatantly as, for example, in 
this excerpt from a Sydney Morning Herald leader of 1903:

In every conflict between workers and their employers, whatever its 
nature, a certain amount of class sympathy goes without thought on 
both sides. That is to be expected. These strikes and lock-outs 
represent class conflicts in the opinion of those who take this un­
reasoning attitude. But in a country like this, where there are prac­
tically no divisions of classes, the sentiment is a false one.

There is class feeling, runs this extraordinary argument, but as we 
have no class divisions in Australia it follows that this class feeling 
(although ‘to be expected’) is ‘false’. Here, it may be remarked, is a
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‘false consciousness’ in quite a different sense from that intended by 
Marx !3

Two factors are involved here. One is the nature of class conscious­
ness. Eggleston implies that the term has no meaning unless used within 
the Marxist framework of the class war: it will be convenient to con­
sider this question, involving as it does the use of sociological terms, 
after the historical evidence has been surveyed. The other factor is one 
that has been referred to at several points in this work, but needs now 
to be met face to face -  the Australian tradition of egalitarianism. For it 
is plain that much of the feeling that here ‘there are practically no divi­
sions of classes’ derives from a belief in the strength of social egalitarian­
ism in Australian society.

In this period the belief was expressed as much by English visitors 
as by Australians themselves, and was based on a standard pattern of 
observations. Fundamental to the belief was the traditionally accepted 
levelling effect of life in a colony: it was taken for granted that in a 
pioneer situation old-world class barriers ceased to apply. Of course 
by 1890 few Australians could be said to be living in a pioneer situation, 
but evidence of this influence was easily found. In Australia everyone 
worked. There was no leisured class. As much as Holman might have 
lamented its absence, most Australians were proud of the fact.4 
Furthermore, the gospel of work as preached in Australia main­
tained the pioneer tradition in approving the value of manual work in 
particular.

The growing adulation of the shearer is a case in point. In the bitter 
nineties one might have expected some attempts to denigrate the 
shearer’s character: on the contrary, there was general agreement that 
while retaining his manly qualities he had become more mature, even 
more respectable.5 According to Russel Ward this was part of the 
apotheosis of the nomad bushman, but one wonders how much it also 
reflected the Australian preoccupation with the virtue and dignity of 
manual work; a preoccupation that finds its urban form in the celebra­
tion of the eight hours movement, and the campaign for technical 
education.0

Nor in this sense was manual work the prerogative of ‘the workers’. 
There was, as Ward himself has noted, a sneaking respect for the 
squatter: as one labour man put it, ‘many of the so-called squatters 
proved virile characters not lacking in grit’. But in nearly all sections
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of society the necessity of manual work was, if not actually seized, at 
least accepted without embarrassment:

One may be engaged . . .  in manual labour, and yet not cut off from 
society. It is possible to meet in the morning a man dressed like a 
navvy, working on his farm or in his orchard, and to see him again 
in the evening in his dress clothes, and not concerned for his rough­
ened hands. I have seen, in one of the colonies, a lady whose husband 
occupies the highest position in local politics, and is largely indebted 
to her tact and popularity for his long lease of power, doing some of 
the family washing on her back verandah, while her guests of the 
afternoon drank tea with her, thirsty and unashamed. That was due 
to a mistake as to her ‘at-home’ day, and the washing was mainly 
lace and such matters; but she did not put the tub away.

Likewise, a visiting English clergyman recounted the story of two beau­
tifully dressed ladies at a ball overheard complaining that they were too 
tired to dance, it having been their washing day.7

This brings us to the legendary difficulty of engaging servants in 
Australia. Although it was possible in 1891 for Anglican prayers to be 
offered for servants, usually the prayer was directed to finding any 
servants at all. Between 1891 and 1911 there was a decline in the percent­
age employed in domestic service, particularly in Victoria. It is clear 
that the Australian prejudice against domestic service had hardened. 
In 1892 the playwright-pastoralist F.R.C. Hopkins observed that 
Australians regarded the occupation of a servant as infra dig, and that 
consequently servants here tended to be Irish. Six years later Barton 
was lamenting the fact that Australian girls preferred to work in factories, 
in spite of all their moral dangers, rather than enter the wholesome 
atmosphere of domestic service.8

Given this sellers’ market it is not surprising that Australian servants 
had a reputation for independence. ‘No cook will consent to serve hot 
dinner on Sunday evening’, one English visitor was shocked to discover; 
it was also said that servants simply took their holidays when they felt 
like it. In all, Australian servants showed very little of the deference 
that their English counterparts gave their employers as a matter of 
course. Those upper middle-class families who employed servants 
usually had to make compromises: there always seemed to be a make­
shift character about the household organisation.9 The upper middle
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class may have managed with few or no servants simply because it 
had to, but it is possible too that the egalitarianism characterising the 
servants was to some extent present in their employers as well -  the 
lady who did her washing on the verandah while entertaining her 
friends to tea may have done so, not because there was no help available, 
but because she prided herself on doing some of the domestic chores; 
indeed, there is an inverted snobbery about the fact that she would not 
dream of postponing the task.

The egalitarian quality of Australian society was seen in various 
aspects of colonial life. Dress, for example, was no sure indication of 
social class, and public transport seemed to be used by the entire public 
in a way that surprised visiting English gentry. Writing of Melbourne’s 
trams, Lady Sarah Wilson remarked that ‘people of every class seemed 
to avail themselves of them just as one would a hansom in London’. 
As Wise put it, ‘the penny tram will take a girl to Government House 
as safely as a hansom cab, and almost as quickly’. There was nothing 
unusual about Prime Minister Deakin taking a tram to his home in 
South Yarra, behaviour that would have been eccentric for an English 
political leader. In the theatre, according to Grattan Grey, you might 
see the artisan and his wife sitting along side the Supreme Court judge 
and his wife. Then there was that great leveller -  the Australian accent. 
‘All Australians speak alike’, declared C.E. Jacomb uncompromisingly. 
Foster Fraser, while not accepting this sweeping judgment, agreed 
that there was no class basis to the accent. ‘The speaking of it [Cockney] 
is not limited to one stratum of society. The curious thing to me was 
that Cockney was spoken by one member of a family, whilst the other 
members of the family spoke perfectly correct English.’10

Such facts of colonial life are important, but to take them as implying 
a classless society is a gross misinterpretation. Moreover it is a mis­
interpretation not made by the more astute of contemporary observers. 
‘The belief in the absence of class distinctions in Australia is cherished 
by the masses in the face of an existing class’, wrote Buley, and saw 
evidence of the ‘covert antipathy’ between the masses and the classes 
in the former’s contempt for the titles sought by the latter. And Percy 
Rowland insisted that ‘the fact that in Australia “sir” is seldom heard, 
that a “lady” does the washing, and a “gentleman” is behind the bar 
does not in the least mean that class distinctions are non existent’; 
indeed Rowland thought that ‘the “classes” collectively distrust and
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fear the “masses” collectively far more than is the case at home’. 
Here, of course, the terms still imply a conflict between the few and the 
many. It was Bryce, however, who suggested that the absence of social 
distinctions might actually serve to increase class tensions. ‘The passion 
for equality has induced social jealousy’, he wrote, observing ‘an appar­
ent belief among the workers that the interests of the richer and those 
of the poorer are and must be mutually opposed’ which did not exist 
in Britain, Canada or the U.S.A. Yet although he dubbed the labor 
party ‘a class party’ Bryce’s analysis of classes seems curiously incom­
plete. He saw three ‘classes’ or ‘types’: wage earners and poorer people, 
landowners and the wealthier members of the commercial class, and 
professional men. If  the wage earners form the class basis of the labor 
party, the last two ‘classes’ would hardly appear sufficient to explain 
the electoral support for anti-labor. Likewise when C.H. Northcott 
saw the line of political division as being between employers and 
employed, the result, in democratic terms, would appear to be a very 
unequal struggle.11

All these writers were trying to explain the unique character of class 
in Australia; yet all found themselves in some measure resorting to the 
masses and classes formula. This is plausible when applied to the 
nineteenth century struggles between the popular forces of liberalism 
and the entrenched conservatism of upper house elites, but is less con­
vincing as an explanation of the political orientation that was developing 
during this period. What sort of class analysis is appropriate, then, 
to the political structure that had emerged by 1910? The essential role 
of the labour councils in the birth of the labor party, and the corres­
ponding part played by employer associations in the development of 
anti-labor, have already been charted here. But at the mass level, 
what evidence is there of a working-class consciousness, apart from the 
mere statistics of a growing labor vote; and is there such a thing as a 
middle-class consciousness underlying the anti-labor forces?

Something of a working-class consciousness was forced on wage earners 
between 1890 and 1910 by sheer economic facts. The social mobility of 
earlier colonial society no longer existed. The continuing problem of 
unemployment throughout this period, and the financial difficulties 
faced by many enterprises in the nineties, stressed the fact that the 
worker’s scope for improving himself was very limited. The proportion
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of wage and salary earners in the community increased dramatically in 
New South Wales, and at least significantly in Victoria (see Appendix 
A).

The distance between employer and employed, even in physical 
terms, had increased. The factory owner no longer lived on the site; 
more and more the middle class had abandoned the inner suburbs, 
leaving them to develop a distinctive working-class character. The 
urban social pattern in this respect had been set in a way that would not 
drastically be revised until after World War II. Workers no longer 
knew their employers. In 1891 the Bulletin singled out the building 
industry for its unique democratic character:

In no other trade do such friendly feelings exist between employer 
and employed, and a tone of perfect equality prevails from the hod- 
carrier to the boss himself. In fact it is not unusual for the men to 
address the master by his Christian name. The reason is not hard to 
discover: the successful builder is a practical tradesman, and must 
have undergone long pupilage at real ‘hard graft’ . . .

Leaving aside, for the moment, the whole question of the self-made 
man, this Bulletin comment interestingly reflects the Australian regard 
for ‘hard graft’, which alone could redeem men. There is also involved 
here a particular tradition in the building trade which has survived, 
at least among small builders, through to the present day -  witness 
the experiences of ‘Nino Culotta’. But even at the time the Bulletin 
realised that this sort of behaviour pattern was exceptional. With 
Broken Hill in mind one labor member said that ‘the workman rarely 
or never came into contact with his actual employer’, and a radical 
member complained that

The position of employers to-day is very different to what it was a 
few years back. Employers used then to be brought into immediate 
contact with employees, and the employer respected the employees, 
not only for their powers of workmanship, but also for their powers 
of manhood. The employers of to-day, however, are, to a large extent, 
composed of large joint stock concerns, with boards of management, 
whose function is simply to present a dividend to the shareholders. 
They have no respect for their employees.

Indeed it was thought that there was less camaraderie between employer
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and worker in Australia than in England, where, as Edden explained, 
‘as a father dies his son takes his place, and the masters know the feeling 
of the men and the men know the feelings of the masters’. Whether 
true or not, this comparison reflected a growing feeling that the ideal 
state of Christian name intimacy and respect between boss and worker 
as the Bulletin had described it just did not -  indeed, could not -  exist 
generally. Occasional twinges of conscience on the part of employers 
about their lack of contact with their men confirmed the fact.12

Another factor which severely restricted social mobility was educa­
tion, or rather, the lack of it. Education may have been free, compulsory 
and secular, but it was also extremely limited. Moreover, such facilities 
as did exist were cut back during the depression. Victoria had no state 
secondary school system at all during this period, and the bursaries 
which the government provided for attendance at private secondary 
schools were discontinued in 1892, and not revived until 1904. 
New South Wales had set up eight fee-paying high schools, but 
by 1899 four of these had been closed down. For the great majority 
of the community, therefore, the avenue to the professions was 
closed.13

Indeed, the main interest in educational reform at this time centred 
on technical education, the whole tenor of which was now increasingly 
against social mobility. The democratic ethos of state education had 
suffered some erosion, and technical education, originally conceived 
in terms of emancipating the working man, now became a means of 
reinforcing class barriers. According to the Daily Telegraph ‘the problem 
of State education is to fit the children of the masses for the battle of 
life by training their hands to do the work by which they must live’. 
Education was positively harmful if it gave ‘the children of the masses’ 
the idea that there were occupations other than manual labour open 
to them. The Victorian Royal Commission on Technical Education 
noted the ‘baneful effects’ of a curriculum which was ‘almost ex­
clusively literary’ and discouraged manual occupations. An interest in 
technical education on the part of a businessman such as George 
Swinburne could be seen as enlightened and progressive, but it 
assumed the need for working-class children being trained for working- 
class occupations. Writing from the American viewpoint Victor Clark 
recognised the importance of the education system in promoting a 
class structured society. Australian opinion was fifty years behind



296 Class and Politics

that in America: ‘Australasian educators strive to give each pupil the 
kind and amount of education that will fit him to follow the footsteps 
of his father.’14

The labour movement showed only a marginal interest in the question 
of education, and to this extent acquiesced in the current view. In 1901 
the New South Wales P.L.L. Conference voted for a plank for free 
education, with an extension of the bursary system to university level, 
but this pious wish was never promoted as an issue. When it came to 
technical education the first concern of the craft unions was the danger 
of the labour market being flooded with skilled labour, and employer 
enthusiasm for more apprentices was therefore resisted. The aim of 
the trade union movement became, paradoxically, to ensure that tech­
nical education was reserved for the sons of workmen. In 1905 a deputa­
tion from the Sydney Labor Council to Premier Carruthers asked that 
the boys of workmen should have preference in instruction. Carruthers 
interjected, with some indignation, ‘But you can’t tell who are workmen. 
My father was a working man, and my children may have to work.’ 
One delegate replied that it was no good at night teaching a draper’s 
assistant to be an engineer.15

Such an attitude must be seen in the context of the essentially de­
fensive role played by trade unions during this period. The nineties 
had witnessed the decimation of the trade union movement, which wage 
regulation was now rectifying. When union leaders saw their first task 
as protecting the interests of their members, they always assumed that 
this meant their interests as workers. In this sense the existence of trade 
unions itself became a guarantee of the wage relationship, and arbitration 
(the labour movement’s security blanket) was part of this arrangement. 
Talk of socialism at a political level in the labour movement had an 
increasingly unreal quality as the trade unions recovered and stabilised. 
Clark saw the labour movement in Australasia as ‘a manifestation of 
national introspection’. He realised that unlike their American counter­
parts Australian workers ‘accept the status of worker as permanent, 
and do not aspire or strive to leave that class with the same ardour 
that they would if they accepted the present state of society as just or 
final’. The explanation appears contradictory, but Clark’s point is 
that if Australian workers did not consider their position capable of 
amelioration they would show more desperation about escaping from 
their class. This was virtually Jose’s argument:
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The average Australian working man accepts the status of ‘worker’ 
as his place in life. In the conditions surrounding him he believes 
that loyalty to his organisation and his class will secure him a position 
of moderate comfort and ease quite as satisfactory to his mind as 
any he could secure by personal effort in the pursuit of individual 
gain.

The worker’s acceptance of his status was partly an acceptance of the 
changed economic climate since 1890, but it was a process aided by the 
Australian respect for ‘hard graft’ and, indeed, by the egalitarianism 
already discussed. It is hard to say how much rationalisation was in­
volved in this. The phrase ‘quite as satisfactory to his mind’ aptly sums 
up the kind of judgment involved. By the time Bryce visited Australia, 
and saw the passion for equality as inspiring social jealousy, it is clear 
that the jealousy did not imply any conscious desire to give up the 
role of ‘worker’. Quite the contrary. The very rhetoric used by labour 
leaders in Australia when they spoke of ‘the workers’ rather than the 
working class neatly expresses the Australian outlook: for although it 
was an appeal to class consciousness, it was made in terms of what was 
seen as a tradition rather than revolutionary strategy.16

There was, then, an essential tension in the acceptance of his status 
by the worker. On the one hand there was the inheritance of pride and 
self-respect, a belief in the myth of Australian labour: on the other, 
the recurrent dissatisfaction with actual wages and conditions, and the 
industrial militancy which this promoted. The solidarity of the unionists 
in the strikes of the early nineties was often remarked upon, but as time 
wore on a generation gap seems to have become apparent. According to 
Gregson ‘the miner whose voice chiefly rules in lodge meetings is the 
young unmarried man who looks upon a strike as a holiday’. It was 
always the single men who were seen as the trouble makers, but clearly 
it was not just a matter of youthful irresponsibility. In 1898 O’Connor 
blamed his electoral defeat on the young workers: ‘the fathers of these 
lads were with me but the young fellows follow Unionism blindly’.* 
Similar explanations were offered for the increasing industrial unrest 
after 1908, and Jacomb, in his jaundiced view of ‘God’s Own Country’,

* One employer thought that ‘the easy method in which men blindly follow 
strike leaders’ was due to ‘the over-indulgence of parents nowadays’, which ties 
in with another recurring theme of the period, the alleged precociousness of 
Australian children. (A.H. Moore, N .S.W .E.F. Annual General Meeting, 8 
September 1910, p. 9.)
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observed that the younger workers were ‘universally imbued with the 
most ultra views on Capitalism and Nationalism, and hate the employers 
personally as well as officially’.17 Whether the mass of younger workers 
held ultra views or not -  this was of course the time when the I.W.W.* 
was rearing its revolutionary head -  it is relevant that their generation 
had grown up with no personal memories of the palmy pre-1890 days. 
Trade unionism was not, for them, a colonial success story. Rather it 
was just part of their lives, through which they could express their 
discontent, and, at times, vent their anger. Many of them had joined 
unions, not out of any sense of devotion to the cause of labour, but 
because the processes of wage regulation made it advisable, if not neces­
sary. They had no sense of being pioneers. Belonging to a union was 
simply part of being a worker.

A working-class consciousness did emerge in Australia between 1890 
and 1910, but it was a consciousness governed as much by negative 
as positive factors. The growth of the labor party was itself evidence 
of this consciousness. However, it is relevant here to recall the con­
tribution of the British-born to the labour leadership. It is almost as if 
the hardy immigrant, sensing the relative openness of Australian society, 
seized the opportunity for organising labour, while the native-born, 
oscillating between moods of unrest and apathy, were content to 
follow.

The nineties saw a marginal decline rather than increase in the labor 
vote; it was only with the turn of the century that the labor bandwagon 
started to roll. The gathering of forces against it actually stimulated 
the growth of the labor party, while the introduction of wage regulation 
provided the guarantee for a restored trade union movement necessary 
to this growth. Labour leaders may have protested that trade unionists 
did not necessarily vote for the party, but leaving aside the contribution 
of unions to party finances, belonging to a trade union was likely to 
focus a worker’s political attention on the labor party.18 This is not to 
say that the rapid expansion of the labor party between 1900 and 1910 
was somehow artificial; simply that the class consciousness that produced 
this vote had very limited horizons. In terms of the whole pattern of 
Australian history it is a nice irony that government action should in

*The Industrial Workers of the World derived from the syndicalist movement 
in the United States. I.W.W. clubs were formed in Australia from 1907. 
(See I. Turner, Industrial Labour and Politics, pp. 62-7.)
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itself have been a major factor in the development of this conscious­
ness.

It has been argued in this work that the development of politically 
conscious employer organisations was necessary before an effective 
anti-labor party could emerge. It has also been argued that after the 
failure of the national associations in the nineties employers increasingly 
appreciated that an anti-labor party, to be successful, would have to 
tap wider loyalties. The emergence of the labor party carried with it 
the threat that political conflict might still be interpreted in terms of the 
masses versus the classes, with the masses simply updated to mean 
the workers, in the widest rhetorical sense, and the classes likewise 
transformed into the bosses. Such was the analysis offered by George 
Black when he described the class represented by labor members as 
‘the class of all classes’ which was ‘as wide as humanity’.19* Anti-labor 
could not afford to allow the labor party to dictate such terms: it had, 
therefore, to establish its own version of the grounds for political 
conflict.

Events came to the employers’ aid. The trade union basis of the labor 
party, however necessary to it, had some political disadvantages. 
Although labor politicians made their appeal in the most ambiguous 
way possible to ‘the workers’, the party could not avoid being regarded 
as a working-class organisation. We have already considered the growth 
of the various leagues formed in the anti-labor interest, and have in 
general terms spoken of their middle-class character. If we are to go 
further and speak of a middle-class consciousness its basis must be 
seen as a rejection of working-class values. Those white-collar workers 
who supported the anti-labor cause did so for a variety of reasons, but 
common to most was a refusal to consider themselves working-class. 
For them the ‘workers’ of whom the labor party spoke so glibly meant 
manual workers. To say that you were a worker was to admit that you 
were lower-class -  a view, of course, implicit in the term ‘middle-class’. 
It is clear that the social distinction between manual and non-manual

* A similar assumption is made by historian E.C. Fry when explaining the need 
for ‘labour history’: ‘the old history is very shortsighted. It describes only the 
top of the iceberg. We need to study the submerged bulk to understand the 
configuration of the peaks, let alone to know how it is changing and whether it 
will topple over.’ Here labour (the working class?) is the ‘submerged bulk’, 
the nine-tenths of the iceberg. (‘Symposium: What is Labour History?’ p. 64.)
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workers is of enormous importance in the class context, and has been, 
until recently, comparatively neglected.20

From this distinction derived the whole dilemma of the shabby- 
genteel. In many ways they suffered greatly during this period. Teaching 
was, in a minimal way, respectable -  to be a pupil teacher was ‘a very 
nice occupation for girls’, according to Mrs Melvyn in M y Brilliant 
Career. The mass of teachers was, however, grossly underpaid (and 
undertrained), and in the country town of this period the schoolmaster 
appears to have been ‘definitely below the salt’. Nor were clerks much 
better off. According to the president of the Sydney Chamber of 
Commerce in 1909 the supply of unskilled clerical labour was in excess 
of demand the world over, and he excused the low remuneration paid 
to many clerks on the grounds that those who joined ‘the straw-hat 
brigade’ in order to be in the city and near its amusements were taking 
the easy way out. Shop assistants had at least won early closing, but 
the plight of many others had escaped attention. In 1909, for example, 
a governess could be found for £30 a year, while a cook could ask for 
and get 35s. a week. Yet as their shabbiness increased, so did their 
determination to remain genteel. It was clearly a humiliation for 
the brave but insufferable mother and daughters in Ada Cambridge’s 
A Humble Enterprise to fight their poverty by opening a tea room, but 
in the author’s terms this was a mark of their breeding.21

Some white-collar workers were drawn into the orbit of labor 
politics. The lower and middle ranks of the civil service were the most 
notable examples, but, as has already been indicated, they saw their 
livelihood at stake. The labor party’s part in the early closing movement 
probably had some influence among shop assistants, and by the end 
of the period attempts were being made to bring clerks within the 
arbitration system. But the mass of the shabby-genteel seems to have 
obstinately resisted any identification with ‘the workers’. They were 
victims of what the Bulletin called a ‘bastard gentility’, which caused 
‘counter-jumpers, and store-clerks, and calf-padded flunkeys, and 
barbers’ mates, and the hair-oiled sections generally, to roll up whenever 
corpulent employers sound the tocsin against men in moleskins’. The 
Worker agreed that ‘quill-drivers as a class are the most hopelessly 
servile, feckless, small-minded, and ignorant -  on political and economic 
subjects -  of all who live by wage labor’. To prove the point the New 
South Wales Society of Stenographers objected to the idea of being
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brought under the Arbitration Court because it would place them on 
the ‘same level as an ordinary manual calling’.22

In any class analysis white-collar workers tend to be a borderline 
case. Ian Turner, for example, considering them for inclusion in the 
term ‘working class’, decided that they were ‘like the platypus, for some 
purposes yes, for others no’. Here, however, we are concerned not with 
any objective classification, but with the extent to which white-collar 
workers were themselves conscious of any class affiliation. Certainly 
the evidence would suggest that a large majority of the ‘straw-hat 
brigade’ preferred to think of themselves as middle-class -  at least in 
the sense that they were non-working-class. Moreover, those who did, 
politically or industrially, throw in their lot with the labour movement, 
were often made to feel that they could never be, in the full sense, labour 
men. The labor party’s insistence that the working man (that is the 
manual worker) was a fit person to be a parliamentary representative 
often became a prejudice against the non-working man in the party 
ranks. William Astley (‘Price Warung’ of the Bulletin) had this prejudice 
in mind when, in a homily to labor parliamentarians, he admitted that 
he was not ‘as the cant phrase goes, “of your class” -  as though all 
workers, of hand and of head, were not of the one class’.23

In this context one can appreciate the paradox that although the 
Australian tradition glorified the dignity of manual labour, the life of 
the office worker was obviously attractive to many Australians. Even 
in the eighties it was remarked that ‘you can get a hundred clerks at 
30s. a week for every bricklayer or carpenter at £3 or £4’, and the change 
in economic climate after 1890 seems only to have accentuated the 
position. The idea always present in the minds of technical educationists 
that men needed to be lured away from ‘a white-collar lotus land of 
sloth and parasitism’ reflected the concern that Australians were not 
the disciples of ‘hard graft’ they were supposed to be.24 Said one 
merchant in 1909:

I have been informed of cases, gentlemen, where youths have been 
in the habit of riding home from their daily employment in the 
evening in a first-class railway carriage, smoking cigars, while their 
fathers, begrimed with the day’s toil, have ridden second class in the 
same train perhaps content to smoke a pipe.25

It is absurd, of course, to imagine that hordes of manual workers were
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anxious to don starched white butterfly collars. What the speaker is 
really commenting on is the growing influence of a large urban middle 
class, with its own cultural values, quite different from those of ‘the 
workers’. The world of Ethel Turner’s Seven Little Australians is a 
far cry from Dyson’s Factory ‘Ands, and for many Australians the former 
was more real and meaningful.

Only a few of the differences can be suggested here. In middle-class 
suburbia the churches remained important. The Sunday School picnic, 
for example, was an important institution, as representative of middle- 
class values as the eight hours celebration was of working-class values. 
The Catholic Church was the only church which now exercised any real 
influence on working-class life. As far as the Protestant churches were 
concerned, it was said that ‘to speak of one man as a “Labour” man 
and another as a “Liberal” is almost synonymous with saying that one 
is anti-Church and the other a Church man’.26 The nonconformist 
influence which was so evident among the labor members of 1891 did 
not evaporate overnight, but the Protestant churches as institutions 
were now increasingly identified as being anti-labor and, therefore, 
anti-working class. With God, of course, went the Empire. The im­
portance of imperialist sentiment in cementing middle-class feeling 
cannot be overestimated. It is no accident that the period which sees 
the emergence of relatively stable classes in Australia is the period in 
which loyalty to Britain and Empire reaches a crescendo. Nationalism, 
it has been noted, may often serve as the prime expression of lower 
middle-class consciousness,27 and in Australia’s case there is the added 
dimension that the adoption of an imperialist-oriented nationalism in­
volved the rejection of a radical nationalist tradition more attuned to 
working-class values. Imperialist sentiment, of course, seeped through 
to the labour movement as well, but there it was to be a source of 
tension (as demonstrated in 1916-17) rather than a source of unity.

The most dramatic exposure of the broad division between middle 
and working-class values is provided by the recurrent strike crises 
which are a theme of this period. The national maritime strike of 1890 
was followed by strikes involving shearers in 1891 and 1894, Broken 
Hill miners in 1892, Victorian railway workers in 1903, Sydney tram 
workers in 1908, New South Wales coalminers in 1909-10, and the 
mass of Brisbane workers in 1912, all of which tended to polarise 
society. Most of these strikes had the drama of novelty: they were



Class Consciousness in Australia 303

either strikes for which there was no precedent (Victoria in 1903 and 
Brisbane in 1912) or else they were conducted on a scale and with a 
bitterness unknown before (1890 and Queensland in 1891). In such 
strike situations the tug of loyalties became quite clear -  the sense of 
worker solidarity, and at times, trade union isolation, was opposed by 
middle-class concern for social stability. No matter how much sympathy 
some might feel for trade unionists in their particular grievances 
against employers, from a middle-class viewpoint strikes increasingly 
symbolised social disruption, if not disintegration. The theme of law 
and order provided the platform for an improvised middle-class soli­
darity, and on this platform employers, professional men, the shabby- 
genteel, indeed even liberals such as Deakin could momentarily join 
hands for a chorus of the National Anthem. Here was, as it were, the 
other Australia, and it was this tradition which provided the broad 
class basis of political anti-labor. By rejecting any allegiance to ‘the 
workers’ the man in the white collar might have been demonstrating 
a sense of status, but he was also asserting that his cultural values were 
different. As the sociologist Lockwood has argued, it is misleading to 
consider the white-collar worker as somehow guilty of a ‘false con­
sciousness’, for even in objective terms his class position is not the 
same as the blue-collar worker, as orthodox Marxist theory would 
suggest.28

The main problem with this simple working and middle-class analysis 
of Australian politics is the role of the farmers. To a limited extent the 
model can accommodate them. From the very emergence of the labor 
party there were those who were confident that the small landholder 
would be ‘our chief safeguard against Socialism and injustice’. This 
indeed was the whole assumption of the campaign for the dual vote in 
the early nineties. It was however the reform movement that made the 
first systematic attempt to harness the farmers to the anti-labor cause. 
Irvine, Bent and Carruthers all recognised the crucial importance of 
the farmer if an effective anti-labor vote was to be mobilised. Looking 
from the standpoint of American individualism, Clark saw that the 
small landholder in Australia had ‘upon the whole, socialist sympathies’ 
and that he was ‘open to a certain amount of political bargaining with 
city working men’; yet Clark discerned that nevertheless ‘he never 
forgets his distinct class interests, which now appear threatened by the 
policy of the labourists’. The labor party, particularly in New South
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Wales, succeeded in capturing a section of the farmer vote, but the 
farmers’ organisations by 1910 were drawn into the anti-labor fold. It 
would have been unthinkable for Steele Rudd’s Dad to have been a 
labor member. His views on law, order and property indicate just 
where he would stand in a strike situation:

The law is only a servant -  the policeman that protects a man’s 
property for him. It never had, and could never have, the giving of 
property to anyone. The law was born in the same stable as property, 
and when property disappears the law will be as dead as the man they 
hanged in gaol last year.

The 1903 railway strike saw the trade union movement cast in the role 
of the anarchic disruptor of the service which was so essential to 
farmers. One suspects that the sons of a Victorian Dad would have 
been only too keen to serve as strike-breakers.29

Yet if the period 1890-1910 saw class established as an axis of politics, 
it also saw intermittent interference from a rival axis, namely, the city 
versus the country. Even in the pre-1890 days, when the farmers had 
been such a key section of the deprived ‘masses’, their sense of rural 
allegiance was a source of tension within the democratic alliance. The 
farmers’ attitude to the fiscal issue tended to be remarkably pragmatic, 
even in Australian terms. Not for them the fiscal polemics of the Reids 
and Wises, the Turners and the Trenwiths. In Victoria the farmers 
were protectionists in so far as that policy assured them a stock tax; 
in New South Wales their embracing of protection was very much 
an expression of anti-Sydney feeling. During the nineties, while the 
labor party remained fairly small, farmers could continue to regard it 
as an interest group with which from time to time they could be usefully 
allied. On land issues they could look to labor members for support 
against the squatters; in return they were prepared to support industrial 
wage regulation which did not apply to them. It has been argued in 
this work that the extent to which the labor party held the balance of 
power in the nineties has been exaggerated -  in the case of Victoria, 
grossly. At many points it is just as plausible to see the farmers’ re­
presentatives -  those recurring ‘country parties’ -  as holding, or at 
least sharing, such a balance. Indeed, the relative stability of the Reid 
and Turner regimes disguises the fact that this was a time in which 
parliamentary parties and factions were still very fluid.
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Once, however, it became clear that the new systems of wage 
regulation — which the farmers’ representatives had helped introduce 
-  had set the labour movement on a path of dynamic expansion, attitudes 
changed with great speed. A class-oriented labour movement could 
no longer be regarded as a mere interest group. The reform leagues, 
shrewdly appealing to farmers’ prejudices, depicted the labor party as an 
urban ogre. Farmers began to appreciate that the ‘socialism’ (with or 
without doctrines) of the labor party would not necessarily dictate 
the same political priorities as what Clark called the farmers’ own 
‘socialist sympathies’. While some labor policies -  particularly the 
progressive land tax -  retained an attraction for some farmers, the 
majority were forced to consider themselves ‘anti-labor’.

Yet although by 1910 farmers had to adapt themselves to a class- 
oriented political system, it does not follow that they were satisfied with 
it. True, most of them had rejected the working-class values of the 
labour movement, but this did not mean that they necessarily considered 
this sort of judgment to be of supreme political importance. For many 
farmers, whatever the formal party system, the essence of politics was 
the defence of country interests in a situation of ever increasing urbani­
sation. The subsequent emergence of the Country Party after World 
War I was proof that rural interests had their own scale of political 
values. At the same time, the fact that the party in most cases remained 
within the broad framework of anti-labor emphasised that the dis­
solution of the old concept of the masses and the classes was permanent. 
In short, by 1910 class had become the main classifier of political 
allegiances in Australia, but it was at no stage the only one. The 
city-country division exercised a continuing, and at times competing, 
influence.

The other possible weakness in this working-class/middle-class model 
of Australian politics is the extent to which it excludes the possibility 
of an upper class. There need be no embarrassment about the linguistic 
difficulty of having a middle class which is not in the middle. We should 
not be imprisoned by the inherited meaning of words. The term ‘middle 
class’ was usually applied in Australia with the class structure of English 
society in mind as a standard, and in this sense it was observed that 
there was no upper class in Australia.30 More vital is Encel’s objection 
that ‘no industrial society can operate without some kind of “upper 
class’” . Why this should be so is not clear. At another point Encel
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seems to imply that an upper or ruling class is much the same as a 
power elite, but clearly if the three axes of class, status and power, 
which form the basis of Encel’s work, have any meaning, this is not 
necessarily so. Encel himself admits the difficulties of identifying an 
upper class in Australia, and there seems little point in attempting it 
simply for the sake of formal symmetry. Occasional resort to the label 
‘upper middle class’ may seem the easy way out, but it bears more 
relation to the reality of Australian society. It would, for example, be 
quite meaningless to see the emergence of the employer associations 
as evidence of an upper-class consciousness, for apart from any other 
consideration, the majority of the members of these associations were 
definitely not, by Encel’s definition, upper-class.31* On the other hand, 
in the inner working of these associations, and in their relationship 
to the growth of anti-labor, one can see the coming together of some­
thing much more like a power elite. To call this elite a ruling class 
would be misleading -  in the first case it does not necessarily rule (that 
indeed is the whole point of it coming together) and in the second place 
there would appear to be no specific class basis for its formation. This 
is not to imply a pluralist view of power being shared more or less 
equally by competing elites. Indeed it is logical to suggest that a cen­
tralised and wealthy power elite, such as dominated the employer 
groups, could exercise more coherent and systematic influence on 
politics than any elite of trade union leaders who represented an 
unwieldy and unfederated labour movement. Those who wish may call 
this power elite a ruling class, but they do so at some risk to accuracy 
in both objective and subjective terms.

The central case of Deakin might illuminate this point. It would be 
easy to see Deakin, the old colleague and friend of Service and Derham, 
in 1909 returning to his true position in the ruling class, which he had 
presumably deserted in the nineties (or had he? -  federation, after all, 
could be ruling-class plot). But it is quite evident that Deakin saw 
himself as having a different scale of political values from the employers 
who now supported him. If they had been brought together by any 
shared consciousness it lay primarily in their opposition to the labor 
party. Now Deakin’s reasons for opposing the labor party were not the

* Encel sees four groups as providing an ad hoc upper class — professional 
men, especially doctors and lawyers; judges and arbitrators; old established 
pastoral families; and old established business families.
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same as the employers’, but common to them was a rejection of the 
labor approach to politics; a rejection of the caucus, the pledge, the 
structure and the exclusiveness of the labor party, all of which derived 
from the working-class values of the labor founders.

No matter what the complicating influences of new issues and old 
loyalties, the 1910 election was a political class confrontation on a scale 
not witnessed before in Australia. To vote labor was to declare oneself 
a member of ‘the workers’, or at least ‘with’ the workers; to vote for 
the fusion was explicitly to reject the organised political movement of 
the working class. It is a truism, of course, that the term ‘middle class’ 
itself involves a rejection of a class conflict view of politics. ‘Middle 
class’ is status-oriented, while ‘working class’ is occupation-oriented. 
There are many values which we might agree to label as middle-class, 
but we can speak of a middle-class consciousness only in so far as there 
is a rejection of a working-class orientation of political struggle. A 
middle-class consciousness has no reason to exist (in the Australian 
context) except when it is stimulated by a working-class consciousness. 
This is a situation we see first in the major strikes of this period, and 
then in the development of the two party system. The essential role 
of the employers in both these spheres should not lead us to believe, 
however, that this middle-class consciousness is a mere emanation of 
their economic power. The evidence has already suggested how em­
ployers nurtured and manipulated middle-class organisations, but to see 
the rank and file of the reform leagues as mere dupes is to devalue the 
forces motivating them. A rejection of working-class values can be made 
as meaningfully by clerks as by employers. The employers, because of 
their key organisational role, will exercise a decisive influence on 
particular policies of the anti-labor party, but the broader middle-class 
participation may in fact dictate the tone and style of the party.

In sum, it is historically valid to see the two decades between 1890 
and 1910 as a period in which class emerges as the major determinant 
of political loyalties in Australia. Out of the social upheaval of the 
previous forty years, two class traditions emerge and, conditioned by 
economic circumstances, achieve a relative stability. The duality of 
this process has been obscured by the primacy historians have given 
the bush ethos and the working-class tradition. It is only recently that 
one historian could, with conviction, sum up the social history of New 
South Wales between the gold rushes and federation in two words,
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‘colonial bourgeois’.32 Of course the working-class and middle-class 
traditions are, in a sense, in continual dialogue with each other, const­
antly interacting. Yet although at various points overlapping (in different 
ways both will claim Gallipoli, for example) they survive in contem­
porary Australia, distinct and recognisable. 1910 marks the formal 
establishment of their political counterparts as alternatives competing 
for the national imprimatur.

There is no difficulty in reconciling social egalitarianism with this 
class structure -  indeed it is this very egalitarianism which gives class in 
Australia its distinctive flavour. Encel has remarked that ‘democratic 
manners, as in the United States and Australia, dilute class hostility 
because they deprive it of the social distance which supports it’.33 
Yet we have seen that there were intelligent observers in this period 
who thought just the opposite -  that the relative lack of social status 
encouraged class bitterness, in that class barriers, when they developed, 
seemed all the more insupportable. In some societies social distance may 
imply social deference, which of course militates against class hostility, 
and in this sense the relative absence of social distance in Australia 
removed a barrier to the development of class consciousness.

However the absence of social distance was only relative. Egalitarian­
ism in Australia was indeed very much a matter of manners only. When 
one considers the education gap, the polarisation of suburbs and the 
general breaking down of social mobility, it is evident that in one form 
social distance was becoming a cogent factor in Australian society. 
Egalitarianism became a set of social rituals that did not necessarily 
correspond with social facts, and for this very reason were clung to all 
the more. The self-made man symbolises this incongruity. Usually he 
was proud of his democratic manners -  his ability to ‘get on’ with his 
employees and so on -  and yet he was noted for his conservative politics. 
The building contractors, employers in a trade remarked on earlier for 
its egalitarian traditions, were in the forefront of the resurgence of 
employer organisation at the turn of the century.34 Whatever his 
attitude to social status, the self-made man was usually very conscious 
of his class position.

Furthermore, the celebration of the ritual was determined by time 
and place. Rejecting the theory that in the colonies the men were not 
snobs but the women were, Rowland pointed out that ‘the truth is, 
as we all know, that the husband may meet on friendly terms in the
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office, at the club, or the political committee, men whom he would not 
wish to meet in his drawing-room or marry to his daughters’. It is 
precisely this sort of ‘truth’ which, it has been suggested, might apply 
to the personal relationships between liberal and labor politicians at 
this time. It should be noted too that in spite of the prevalence of 
egalitarianism, there were discrepancies. That inheritance of middle- 
class Anglicanism, the pew-rented church, was still not uncommon in 
Australia.35

And yet the tradition of social egalitarianism was of enormous his­
torical importance in Australia, even if not for the reasons that many 
contemporaries supposed. The myth of egalitarianism was a convenient 
one for both sides in politics. Radicals, both in and out of the labor party, 
could place the reforms they advocated in an historical tradition, while 
conservatives could oppose such reforms as unnecessary in a society, 
in their view, already demonstrably egalitarian. As a ritual, egalitarian­
ism tended to shape the form of political solutions, and in this respect 
the relatively sudden and widespread adoption of industrial arbitration 
achieves a new significance. In the nineties it was increasingly hard to 
believe that Jack was as good as his master: through arbitration the 
state reassured Jack that he was. Arbitration formally disposed of the 
concept of a master-servant relationship, which was still a touchy point 
with trade unionists. Whether egalitarianism stimulated or diluted 
class hostility remains a matter of debate. What it certainly did was to 
dictate the forms in which class feeling was expressed.

Finally, in a work devoted to class consciousness, one might note the 
legendary complaint of Morris Ginsberg that he didn’t know what he 
was supposed to be conscious of when he was class conscious.36 It has 
been assumed throughout that class consciousness means some aware­
ness of an identity of interest, which in this case is reflected in political 
action. But clearly such consciousness is very much a matter of degree: 
it may range from a desire for revolution to a merely protective gather­
ing together. Some sociologists draw a distinction between class aware­
ness and class consciousness, meaning the simple awareness of one’s 
position in a class structure, as opposed to a consciousness of common 
interest. Beyond this there is the concept of what one sociologist has 
called ‘class unconsciousness’ -  ‘class induced behaviour of which the 
individual is not aware’.37 Such distinctions are very relevant to any
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analysis of class in Australia.* The positive characteristics of working- 
class consciousness in the period have been noted, and they necessarily 
provided the initial impetus for the labor party. But after 1900 various 
factors encouraged a development of social class in a negative way. 
At one level there was the political crumbling away of the centre party, 
which although admittedly a matter of cause and effect, derived at least 
partly from the strategically weak electoral position of a centre party 
when first-pass-the-post voting applied. At a more fundamental level 
was the influence of wage regulation itself in making membership of a 
union desirable, if not actually necessary. Here one can see the arbitra­
tion system functioning to create an awareness of class; but in circum­
stances such as these, does joining a union take the worker across the 
shadowy border of class awareness into the promised land of class 
consciousness ?

It is this very difficulty which sums up the peculiar flavour of class 
in Australia. There is much evidence that in this period working-class 
people came to see themselves as working-class, in a way that implied 
acceptance of their position as relatively permanent. After the first 
flourishes of neo-revolutionary rhetoric, the development of any political 
consciousness was very much confined to improving the lot of the 
workers in a way that guaranteed they remained workers in a capitalist 
society. In this sense the labour movement was never wedded to a 
program of radical change. Its leaders might have interpreted this 
as facing political reality but it was just as much a sizing-up of working- 
class attitudes in Australia. In short, the workers wanted their lot 
improved, but they had no desire to escape it altogether. The labor 
party was there as a political insurance policy, but as a party of initiative 
its range was extremely limited.

The Marxist tradition has tied the notion of class to conflict. In 
Australia there are elements of conflict, but they remain surprisingly 
elusive. The ferocity of a strike situation often seems lost in an aftermath 
of political apathy. Just when there is a whiff of anger in the air, it is 
dissipated in cynical detachment. A consciousness of identity, even a

* In a recent study Ronald Lawson concludes that Brisbane society in the 
nineties was not marked by ‘self-conscious, antagonistic classes’. In the strict 
Marxian sense he is no doubt right, but how does he explain the emergence of 
the labor party (even if its policies were ‘reformist’) and the early fusion of 
non-labor forces in Queensland? And would he make the same judgment of 
Brisbane in 1910? (Brisbane in the 1890s, pp. 78-88.)
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consciousness of shared interest, are one thing; but the concept of 
class conflict -  of interests diametrically opposed -  is another. In many 
ways class awareness among Australian workers was very strong during 
this period, but this did not imply any sustained commitment to the 
class war. While not dismissing the role of class conflict, one can already 
see class as a symbol of social continuity. Given an industrial society 
the two traditions of working-class and middle-class values serve the 
purposes which all traditions serve -  they define and limit the prospects 
for change. It is ironic that the development of class in Australia, far 
from being a signal for change, ensured that things stayed very much 
as they were. For all the superficial appearance of change -  the much 
vaunted progress symbolised by arbitration, the new protection, and 
the labor triumph of 1910 -  Australia had become the country of which 
Louis Esson could remark, ‘The time is not yet ripe’, meaning, indeed, 
that the time would never be ripe. (The time was not even ripe for 
Esson’s play.)38 The structure of Australian society had solidified, and 
in the process consciousness of class had become a comfort rather than 
a scourge.
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Occupational Statistics for New South Wales and Victoria
1891-1911

The categories are as follows:
E : Employer
O: Person working on his own account, without employing others.
A : Person assisting head of establishment without receiving salary or

wages.
W : Person in receipt of salary or wages.
N : Out of work at date of census, and for one week prior to that of

census.
NA: Not applicable.

All
E 0 A W N NA Grades

N.S.W. Males (percentages in parentheses)
1891 53.589 49,664 8,970 246,365 19,526 229,889 608,003

(8.81) (8.17) (1.48) (40.52) (3.21) (37-8i )
1901 49.077 65,798 17,674 291,322 21,177 264,957 710,005

(6.91) (9.27) (2.49) (41.03) (2.98) (37-32)
1911 71.315 51,707 20,843 399,548 16,431 298,846 858,690

(8.31) (6.02) (2-43) (46.53) (1.91) (34.80)

Victoria Males (percentages in parentheses)
1891 40,013 59,03i 20,787 246,536 18,523 213,199 598,089

(6.69) (9-87) (3-47) (41.22) (3.10) (35.65)
1901 43,288 66,811 26,889 233,211 12,183 221,338 603,720

(7-17) (11.07) (445) (38.63) (2.02) (36.66)
1911 63,127 39,895 19,910 287,268 15,220 230,171 655,591

(9.63) (6.08) (3-04) (43.82) (2.32) (35.11)

Source: 1911 Commonwealth Census, vol. 1, pp. 370-1. Total Australian 
figures for 1891 and 1901 are unavailable.

Between 1901 and 1911 the number of wage earners in New South 
Wales rose by 108,261 (37.1 per cent) and in Victoria by 54,057 (23.2
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per cent). It is interesting to note, however, that the number and 
proportion of employers also rose significantly in both States. The 
explanation for this would appear to lie in the even larger slump in 
those working on their own account (category O). In the nineties, with 
work hard to get, this category had increased; in the 1900s it would 
seem that some were successful enough to become employers, while 
others returned to the ranks of wage labour. The proportion of em­
ployers and self-employed, taken together, fell between 1901 and 1911: 
from 16.8 to 14.33 per cent in New South Wales, and 18.24 t0 I5-7I 
per cent in Victoria.
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Trade Union Statistics, 1891-1912

There are no accurate figures of trade union membership before 1912 
in Australia, and the problem of estimating membership in the nineties 
is particularly difficult. In 1913 the Commonwealth Bureau of Census 
and Statistics gave these estimates of total trade union membership in 
Australia:

1891 54,888
1896 55,066
1901 97>I74
1911 364,732
1912 433,224

Bearing in mind the accuracy of the 1912 figure, those for 1911 and to 
a lesser extent 1901 are feasible enough. However the estimates for 
1891 and 1896 are manifestly absurd in relation to each other, as we 
know from other sources that union membership collapsed in the 
intervening years, and did not start to recover before 1898-9.

It is not difficult to establish that in 1890, and it would seem 1891, 
total union membership was well over 100,000. At that time the New 
South Wales T.L.C. claimed an affiliated membership of 35,000, and 
the Melbourne T.H.C. 50,000. While allowing for exaggeration, it 
must be remembered that there were a number of unions not affiliated 
with these bodies. At the Royal Commission on Strikes in early 1891 
P.J. Brennan said there were ‘about 40,000’ affiliated with the T.L.C., 
and estimated between 10,000 and 15,000 unionists outside the T.L.C. 
in New South Wales. In Queensland there were over 21,000 members of 
unions registered under the 1886 Trade Union Act (registration was not 
compulsory). If we take a total of 50,000 unionists as a safe estimate for 
New South Wales, and add, say 55,000 for Victoria and 25,000 for 
Queensland, we arrive at a rough estimate of 130,000 for the three 
eastern colonies. South Australian numbers are even harder to guess at. 
In his thesis, K.R. Bowes does not attempt the task. The sixteen unions 
for which he gives membership figures in 1890 total some 3030 unionists; 
but, as there were fifty-seven unions operating in South Australia, a
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total in the vicinity of 10,000 is feasible. This would produce a grand 
total for Australia in the order of 140,000. (Western Australia and 
Tasmania had negligible trade union movements at this time.)

Bearing in mind the fact that New South Wales and Victoria each 
had approximately 246,000 wage and salary earners in 1891, it can be 
seen that Gollan’s estimate that 20 per cent of this category were union 
members is realistic, for these colonies at least.

Sources:
Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, Labour and Industrial 
Branch, Report No. 2, April 1913.
Report of Royal Commission on Strikes, qu. 4408.
D.J. Murphy, R.B. Joyce, Colin A. Hughes (eds.), Prelude to Power, p. 
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R. Gollan, Radical and Working Class Politics, pp. 132-3.
K.R. Bowes, ‘The 1890 Maritime Strike in South Australia’.
P.G. Macarthy, ‘Victorian Trade Union Statistics, 1889-1914’.
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