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n •••••• what history teaches us is to avoid illusion and, 
~ake-believe, to lay aside dreams, moonshine, cure-alls, 
wonder-workings, pie-in-the-sky to be realistic ...... • 

Graham Swift. 
Waterland. 

Since its destruction in the CIA-engineered coup of 
November 1975 Cl), the period of the Whitlam Labor 
Government has taken on the aura of a social democratic 
paradise denied. For many associated with the Labor 
Party and the labour movement, confronted with the 
blight of contemporary depression, a longing for the 
brighter Whitlam era obtains. Nostalgia for a better 
past is far preferable than the grim realities of the 
present. 

Much of this Fabian dreaming for the lost land of 
Gough is confirmed by a growing library of books 
dedicated to the "Whitlam years". (2) Although its 
earlier editions examined the Whitlam period with a 
critical eye, all of these books concentrated unduly 
either on Whitlam as the great helmsman or the tragedies 
and achievemants of Whitlam's ministers. Or, more 
rarely, the policies of the Whitlam administration. 
Overall, these works form the "Whitlam industry" which 
continues to perpetuate the "Whitlam legend". Gough is 
made a demigod. 

If the authors of the "Whitlam industry" do consider 
Graham Swift's warning about history's teachings, it is 
confined to the weaknesses and excesses of Labor 
parliamentarians. Their writing teaches us, in 
retrospect, not to attempt to civilize capitalism too 
swiftly or the voyage to Byzantium will end in disaster. 
All of the great dramas of the Whitlam period are 
enacted within the panelled walls of Parliament House. 
In such an arena, Whitlam's eloquence becomes a thing of 
wonder for the "makers" of the "Whitlam mystique". 
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Because many of these "makers" were former press 
secretaries or speech-writers of various Labor ministers eh 
or closely aligned to the Labor Party, intellectually, Wh 
the dreams, the cure-alls, and the realism become a 
matter of rhetoric. They are the "singing-masters" of de 
the "Whitlam" soul (3). Mentally, there is a need to c 
relive the Whitlam years because so much was invested in a1 
parliamentarism and the Labor Party under Whitlam. Hi 

Such an observation is underlined by two recent 
additions to the "Whitlam legend" by Whitlam himself and 
the collection of Fabian essays entitled "The Whitlam 
Phenomenon". Without a hint of self-criticism, Whitlam, 
over several hundred pages of text, lists the 
achievements of his government. At a fateful hour, Sir 
John Kerr and Malcolm Fraser scuttle the Whitlam ship of 
state bound for Byzantium. And so the legend, like all 
Labor myths, persists. Everything could have been 
achieved according _ to Whitlam had not the blackguards 
Kerr and Fraser overthrown parliamentary traditions and 
the Australian Constitution. 

Nothing can be learnt from Whitlam's book, only perhaps 
that-tall Labor poppies too can be cut down. The Whitlam 
legend remains intact. The Whitlam Phenomenon, with few 
exceptions, compliments Whitlam's views of himself and 
"his" government. The legend is reworked not unmade by 
any of the Fabian essayists.(4) 

Excess in the form of "moon-shine" pervades Graham 
Little's psycho-social contribution to -the collection. 
When Little contrasts Whitlam's "masculine" political 
style with the "Reichian feminism" of Jim cairns we are 
witnessing not only the creation of a "living legend" but 
the abandonment of material reality for make-believe. No 
doubt Little's argument will have significance in the 
period of the Hawke Government, where style is all as the 
working class are abandoned and a form of state 
corporatism is imposed in the interests of monopoly 
capital. But Little's consideration of political style 
:ells us nothing of substance about the Whitlam Labor 
~overnment.(5) 
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s Essentially, the "Whitlam industry" has three dominant 
characteristics. The first is its concentration upon 

, Whitlam as the heroic individual or great man. 
a Following Lenin, the second characteristic might be 
E described as as antipodean form ~f "parliamentary 

cretinism". That is, all makers of "the Whitlam legend" 
l are enchanted by the "wonder workings" of Parliament 

House, Canberra. Even when the great debates of the 
Whitlam period are set within the broader framework of 
Australian capitalism, it is the debates which are 
emphasised rather than the class alignments, divisions 
and power which shaped these debates. 
Characteristically, words are allowed to replace the 
class struggle. 

The third · characteristic of the "Whitlam industry" 
practitioners is the collective effort to keep the 
experience of the Whitlam years suspended in a legendary 
past. It is a form of emotional embalming. We are given 
"every tatter in mortal dress". Class lessons are 
scrupulously avoided as the "Whitlam" makers pursue the 
manna of Labor's glory years. 

If historical continuities do intrude into their 
mythologizing, the curious lesson learnt from the Whitlam 
years is to snail along the gradualist path. Be thankful 
for any reform. Zeal will only precipitate the kind of 
disaster which befell "God Gough". The deadly logic 
which informs such a political line is one of acceptance 
of the rule of capital as "things can always get worse". 
It is the line of least resistance, of capitulation and 
collaborationism. 

While the historical continuity of this Labor strategy 
is ignored by the "Whitlam" commentators, it allows them 
to accept the brutal realism of the Hawke Labor 
Government in the present as they escape mentally into 
the "sensual music" of the past. A kind of political 
paralysis has taken hold of the "Whitlam" myth makers. 
Notwithstanding the hardships endured by the popular 
masses under the corporate outlook of the Ha~ke 
administration, writers of the "Whitlam" years see _ no 
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respite from this class oppression. is 
hi 

Silent acceptance becomes the way to survive u, 
politically. Escape into the •Wbitlam• legend is take "pE 
up by "hearts sick with desire•. Mentally, they ar de1 
still sailing to Byzantium despite its disappearance 
Never in these Labor fables is the Labor Party seen as 
party of capitalism. Never is the Whitlam Government' 
period of office examined in the context of clas 
struggle or imperialism. And never are the reforms i In 
welfare established by the Whitlam Government considere tb 
as measures of class control and demobilisation.(6) tl 

To grasp the realities of the Whitlam era, we must 5 
abandon the scribes of yesterday's happiness marooned on T 
their" summer long• Byzantium and sail against the tide. o 
But what course will we follow? Although some would 
proclaim the death of Marxism (as such a position allows 
the avoidance of class oppression under monopoly E 

capitalism),only a historical materialist analysis will 
offer a class reading of the Whitlam period (7). Such an 
analysis would emphasise the historical continuity 
between the Whitlam years and the present political 
impasse of the Hawke regime. 

Our first cQmpass point when redrawing a map of ~he 
journey to Whitlam's • holy city• must be the Australian 
working class victory in 1969 against the hated Penal 
Powers of the Arbitration system. After the Chifley 
Labor Government's use of the military to break the Coal 
Strike in 1949, successive Federal Governments had 
strengthened the penal provisions in the Arbitration 
system. Throughout the "boom years• of the 1950s and 
1960s, militant sections of the workers movement quietly 
rebuilt the~r industrial strength amongst the rank and 
file in preparation to challenge and destroy these 
repressive labour laws. 

Struggle erupted against the •Penal Powers• in 1969 
when Clarrie O'Shea, the Secretary of the Victorian 
Tramways Union, was gaoled by the Industrial Court in 
Melbourne. O'Shea had refused to give evidence against 
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is union or to produce the union books in an action ip 
hich the Tramways Union had accumulated $8,100 of 
utstanding fines because of their refusal to accept the 

e "penal provisions" of the Arbitration System. For his 
lr defiance, O'Shea was imprisoned. ( 8) 

Throughout Australia, over 400,000 workers from every 
industry took immediate strike action in protest against 
the gaoling of O'Shea and the oppressive Penal Powers. 
In Melbourne, tens of thousands of industrial workers and 
their supporters battled successive cordons of police as 
they marched on the Industrial Court demanding the 
release of O'Shea and an end to the Penal Powers.(9) So 
strong had this proletarian movement become, that the 

n Tramways Union fine was paid by an anonymous employer and 
• O'Shea was freed.(10) 

A militant Australian working class in struggle had 
effectively destroyed the "Penal Powers" as they rescued 
a fellow worker. It was a significant moment in 
Australian working class history. The worker's movement 
had broken out of the bounds of orthodox economic trade 
union struggle and challenged a central institution of 
capitalism, the Arbitration system. Although the 
"Whitlam" myth-makers may ignore the victory against the 
Penal Powers, their living legend and the Labor Party 
leadership did not. 

After the Labor Party's dumping of Arthur Calwell 
following the 1963 Federal Election defeat, Whitlam 
became the new leader of the Labor Opposition. While the 
"Whitlam industry" writers see this as the rise of Gough 
to his rightful position, they refuse to examine the 
removal of Calwell in the context of class struggle and 
imperialism. Whitlam, like Hawke (who played quite a 
different political role during this period), owed their 
rise to the political struggle over the Penal Powers 
Whitlam became leader of the Labor Opposition, Hawke 
established himself as the "militant left-wing" leader of 
the ACTU. (11) 

As leader of a party of 
socialist aspirations of many 
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Whitlam's first duty was to demonstrate to the capitalist 
class his ability to control the direction of thePa 
Australian labour movement. After the penal PowersM0 

victory Whitlam as the new Labor Party leader carried out of 
two major political moves; separation of the Federal pc 
parliamentary party from the collective control of the pz 
trade union movement and and the Labor Party branches and P< 
the Federal intervention into the strong left wing c~ 
Victorian branch of the ALP.(12) 1~ 

In each of these moves the coalition of class forces 
which Whitlam represented were successful. By severing a 
the parliamentary wing of the ALP from its working class 1 
base, the Federal Labor parliamentarians were no longer t 
charged with the responsibility of carrying out Labor E 
Party policy as devised by the rank-and -file. With the 
Federal intervention into the Victorian ALP, the forces 
of the Left were threatened with expulsion if they did 
not accede to the dictates of the dominant Whitlam 
faction. Whitlam· had begun the task of harnessing the 
militant tendancies in the labour movement. Taming the 
Left was to prove as unmanageable as taming 
capitalism.(13) 

. Another crucial compass point in our redrawing of the 
Whitlam period is the war in Vietnam. The Whitlam 
industry makes· much of Whitlam's opposition to the 
bombing of Hanoi and the mining of Haiphong harbour by 
the US military forces in the first weeks of the Whitlam 
Government in December 1972. Whitlam is presented as the 
"natural leader" of the broad Australian opposition to 
the war in Vietnam. This was never the reality. Like 
many in the Labor Party when in Opposition, Whitlam never 
publicly opposed Australia's involvement in Vietman.(14) 

Calwell, guided by the labour movement, actively 
campaigned against the war. At Mosman Town Hall an 
unsuccessful assassination attempt was made against 
Calwell because of his anti-war stand.(15) With Calwell's 
departure and as opposition to the war and conscription 
grew strongest amongst pet it-bourgeois university 
students and sections of young working class people, 
Whitlam became a late-comer to the anti-war cause. 
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lst Jim Cairns, a future Whitlam minister, by his committed, 
:hepacifist opposition to the war sought to steer the 
.rsMoratorium Movement away from the more radical programmes 
,ut of other anti-war activists and towards the safer 
al politics of parliamentary democracy. Many Labor 
he parliamentarians like Whitlam adopted an anti-war 
nd position when popular opposition to the war and 
ng conscription became mass questions in the period between 

1969 and 1972.(16) 

.s Combined, the militant struggle of the working class 
tg and the growing opposition to the Vietnam war radicalised 
1s large sections of Australian society which the long 
r post-war economic boom had bypassed. Aboriginals, the 
r elderly, the poor, migrants and women were brought into 
e struggle. They raised the demands of land rights, social 
s justice, housing, sexual equality, equal pay, child care, 
j and abortion on demand. 
n 

These compass points remain uncharted by the "Whitlam" 
markers. They are generally seen as those disembodied 
ideas of the late 1960's which were brought together 
miraculously in the Whitlam victory in the 1972 election. 
Somehow, they made up the voices which chanted Labor's 
electoral slogan "It's time!" 

In reality, the worker's struggle and the anti-war 
movement created the political conditions in which the 
material interests of those forgotten in the Cold War of 
the 1950s and 1960s the poor, the driven and the 
silenced - could be actively pursued. Moreover, the 
1969-1972 economic recession propelled those without 
private productive property into struggle. The Labor 
Party under Whitlam successfully appealed to this 
burgeoning extra-parliamentary oppositional force 
spearheaded by the workers' movement.(17) 

From 1969 onwards Labor's electoral strategy depended 
upon their support. Its appeals were directed to some of 
their interests: reduction of inflation and unemployment, 
withdrawal from Vietnam, the ending of conscription, 
Aboriginal land rights, better housing, health care, 
schooling, universal child care, equal wages and equal 
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opportunities for women. Uncharacteristically,Whitla1 tt 
was expected to ride the tiger of these mass movements dE 
After 1972, they were to b~ caged in the illusions oJ 
parliamentarism. Whitlam sought to be the ii 
ring-master. (18) " 1 

p 
Whitlam's appeal to sections of corporate capital is ro 

another compass point discreetly overlooked by the 
"Whitlam" fabulists. This attraction had little to do 

.. with Whitlam's political style, notwithstanding Graham P 
Little's psycho-social profile. Rather, big business r 
welcomed the class forces and programme Whitlam 
represented within the ALP. 

Whitlam was the quintessential petit-bourgeois. Since 
1961 the Labor Party's leadership with the passing of 
Evatt became increasingly the preserve of the 
petit-bourgeoisie. They were politicians and 
administrators with high professional skills. From 1961 
to 1972 they had·rewritten over 80% of the Federal ALP 
platform. Always a chimera, the bogey of nationalisation 
was gently reworded to resemble nothing.(19) 

Whitlam was the leader of this ascendant class 
grouping. They saw themselves as the political managers 
of the economy. By their tertiary education, they 
represented a progressive stratum of the 
petit-bourgeoisie. In the course of the Whitlam 
Government, this "progressive stance" was revealed as 
largely illusory. In the main, they were intellectuals, 
officials and the self-employed. They buoyed up Whitlam 
during his prime-ministership and became his myth-makers 
upon his demise.(20) 

Like their intellectual ancestors the English Fabians 
they believed that capitalism could be "rationalized" and 
"civilized". Expropriation of the capitalist class and 
the achievement of socialism through protracted class war 
were anathema to the Whitlam acolytes. Such schemes were 
irrelevant, crude and ruinous. Their petit-bourgeois 
programme appealed to the upper reaches of the labor 
aristocracy, small capital and, for a time, sections of 
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the corporate world. Class collaboration was the ugl~ 
; description of this reasoned road to reform. 

Sensibly working people were expected to allow their 
"sectional interests" to be managed by Labor's 
professionals. And the anarchy of capitalism would by 
metamorphosis be transformed into a garden of civility. 

Such a managerial strategy found ready friends within 
Australia's corporate board rooms. Rupert Murdoch's 
newspaper "The Australian" championed Labor's cause ~oon 
after Whitlam took up leadership of the ALP. Apart from 
his petit-bourgeois hymn of "class peace" and "national 
unity", -whitlam's ability to moderate the militancy of 
the unions and other mass movements gladdened the hearts 
of the capitalist class.A week before the 1972 federal 
election Whitlam was feted as the next Australian Prime 
Minister at an exclusive Sydney dinner hosted by the 
political grouping, "Business for Labor".(21) Gordon 
Barton of Ipec, Ken Thomas of Thomas International 
Transport and Rupert Murdoch, toasted their 
prime-ministerial choice. Labor and Capital were to 
establish a class peace beyond understanding. 

Establishing compass points of militant working class 
struggle; popular opposition to the Vietnam war; the mass 
movements of Black Australians, the poor, the old, 
migrants and women; the ideological changes within the 
ALP and the early appeal of Whitlam to the nabobs is 
essential if Whitlam's welfare programmes and the working 
class are to be examined within the context of class 
struggle and imperialism. Nostalgia and "wonder 
workings" should be left to those who are still mentally 
adrift in the halcyon days of the Whitlam era and 
politically immobilized in Hawke's _Australia. 

Whitlam's welfare is still viewed by some, 
retrospectively, as some kind of socialist panacea. The 
budget deficit in 1971-72, the last year of the Liberal
Country coalition Government, had been $187 million. In 
1972-1973 the Whitlam Government quadrupled the deficit 
spending figure ($774 million). It implemented a wide 
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variety of welfare programmes. Bill Hayden, Labor's 
Minister for Social security, standardised benefits and 
raised their value to 25% of average weekly earnings and 
a supporting mother's benefit was introduced (1973). 

In the area of public health, Medibank, a scheme which 
provided universal and automatic entitlement to medical 
and health benefits, was established, much to the chagrin 
of the parasitic medical profession.(22) 

Upholding the Fabian belief in education as a means of 
curbing, if not curing class ills, the Whitlam Government 
abolished university tuition fees and created the Schools 
Commission which directed much needed resources to 
"disadvantaged schools" as it reduced slightly 
Commonwealth funding to elite private schools. 

Through Lionel Murphy's determination an Australian 
Legal Aid system was founded. For the first time the law 
in all of its majesty was not beyond the pockets of the 
poor. Justice, however remains a legal wonder.(23) 
Depressed regions and working class suburbs were promised 
"equality of access" to culture, education and employment 
via the Australian Assistance Plan. In the first 18 
months of the Whitlam Government a mood of optimism 
prevailed. Wh!tlam's welfare system was a significant 
social advance despite a reverential adherence to 
"deserving" and "less deserving" categories in its 
eligibility clauses.(24) In the early Whitlam years the 
rich displayed an uncharacteristic concern for the poor. 

Much activity in the welfare bureaucracies and the 
Federal tabor Party was given over to numerous 
commissions of inquiry. Too often these commissions into 
health, education and the social services were 
managerialist solutions to the problems of the oppressed. 
Recommendations were simply made. The working class 
through its taxes paid for its own welfare as the rich 
remained safe from the threat of a re-distribution of the 
soc~al wealth (R.W. Connell, Ruling Class, Ruling 
Culture, Cambridge University Press Melbourne, 1977, p . 
122). Seizure of the means of production, of course, was 
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never contemplated.(25) 

While there was a significant _ increase in direct 
Federal involvement in the area of social welfare too 
much rhetoric is taken up with the Whitlam Government's 
effo~ts to alleviate the plight of the poor. For all of 
its promise, Whitlam's welfare programme was in fact more 
of the same. It was welfare from the top down, centrally 
administered and restrictive. Its political aim "was to ; 
demobilise the mass movements which had gathered monentum 
after the "Penal Powers" struggle. It was never to be a 
programme under local popular control nor part of a 
political strategy of transitional demands in the 
~truggle for socialism.(26) Despite the substantial 
increases in welfare spending, deep and unequal class 
inequalities perpetuated. Indeed, by mid-1973 after the 
jubilation of the Labor Party being in office after 
nearly a quarter of a century had subsided, Whitlam was 
enunciating to the Party faithful and big business the 
need to maintain "fair profits".(27) Through the 
Industries Assistance Commission the Whitlam Government 
demonstrated its committment to corporate welfare without 
the need of extensive enquiries. Whitlam was generous in 
his efforts to preserve the class order even as he tried 
to lessen its inequalities. 

Although deficit spending in the area of social welfare 
dropped from $774 million in 1972-73 to $293 million the 
following financial year, it increased dramatically to 
$2560.9 million in 1974-75. If these figures are 
isolated from their historical context, they reveal 
little. Perhaps one might say that with the coming to 
power of the Whitlam Government welfare spending was 
substantially increased. The next financial year it 
fell. And in the final year it exploded. Such a 
simplistic accounting deduction tells us nothing about 
the class struggle and imperialism's affects on welfare 
spending. ( 28) 

We must turn to the working class victory against the 
Penal Powers in 1969 to understand Whitlam's welfare 
programmes. After their destruction of the Penal Powers 
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the working class carried out a series of strike waves· in 
various industries to gain significant wage increases 
denied them throughout the Cold War period. Despite the 
assumed "generalised private affluence" of the Cold War 
years, wide sections of the working class knew only want 
and poverty. The cold charity of the Menzies regime and 
its successors left them as the invisible then forgotten 
poor. The 1969 working class victory and the 
radicalising effects of the Vietnam War propelled those 
whom only knew deprivation and repression during the Cold 
War into political action.(29) 

In the late 1960's and the early 1970's bourgeois 
Australia became deeply politicised as working people 
began to question the legacy of the Menzies years. The 
Cold War hegemony was beginning to crumble. Everything 
began to be questioned; foreign economic domination, 
Australia's junior partner role in the American war 
against Vietnam; the subordination of women; the plight 
of the poor and the old; the suppression of the 
Aboriginal people and the exploitation of migrant 
workers. This is the context in which Whitlam's welfare 
programmes must be historically located. 

The Labor Party came to office buoyed up by this 
mounting popular outbreak of discontent. Whitlam's task 
was to appease and contain this proletarian upsurge. Its 
welfare programmes are sometimes viewed as excessive. 
Such an opinion is erroneous. As a social democratic 
party committed to the preservation of capitalism, the 
ALP not only had to grant small but real concessions to a 
mobilised working class breaking free of the Cold war 
stricture~. But it also needed to guarantee the 
interests of capital, big and small.(30) 

Like all Labor Governments since Federation, the 
Whitlam administration was elected to office at a time of 
growing crisis, both nationally and internationally. 
Whitlam's early efforts to modernise the economy won some 
support from manufacturing and mining capital. 
"Modernisation" of the economic base, however, was a 
secondary consideration in capitals' support for Whitlam 
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in 1972. The ALP's hold over the trade union movement 
and Whitlam as a figure who could reconcile the 
contending classes in the interests of "national unity" 
were the primary reasons the business world could vote 
for the "class enemy".(31) 

In many ways, the Australian working people were 
heeding Ho Chi Minh's demand to "bring the war home". 
They no longer accepted the old Cold War order. 
Australian capitalism needed to make readjustments. 
Labor's welfare programmes were devised to blunt working 
class anger and accommodate their demands. The gathering 
international economic crisis and the class struggle at 
home determined that welfare would not appease the 
interests of the working class nor save the Whitlam Labor 
Government when its utter servility to monopoly capital 
was revealed in 1975.(32) 

Internationally, the long capitalist boom was drawing 
to an end months before Labor took office. In August 
1972 the Bretton Woods agreement, which had made the 
American dollar "as good as gold" on the international 
currency markets, was shattered. America's war against 
Vietnam ceased to be a boon for the American 
corporations. The war became a widening drain on the 
American economy. 

Stagflation, that intractable combination of inflation 
and unemployment, gripped imperial America. Soon the 
entire imperialist world succumbed to the inevitable 
consequences of America's deep disorder.(33) 

Corporate America under President Nixon slumped into 
deep recession as inflation and the mass sackings of 
American workers took place. The American dollar· was 
"floated" on the international -currency market. It 
plummeted in value. The American "age of gold" was over _. 
The Bretton Woods agreement which had determined Americ·an 
financial dominance globally for two decades was in 
disarray. The American drive for empire had destroyed 
itself in the jungles of Vietnam. A new era of long term 
recession, instability and repression had begun. The 
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American empire slipped into terminal 
decline. ( 3 4) 

Australian capitalism, part of US imperialism's 
"southern dominions", was not immune to this deepening 
economic crisis. Labor's Keynesians believed their 
deficit spending programmes could dampen down the 
industrial and social struggles of the working class, 
achieve "national unity" and avoid the impact of the 
inferftational recession. Their fundamental belief in the 
necessity of the capitalist system and the workings of 
parliamentary democracy ensured that as the economic 
crisis worsened they would turn against those whose 
struggles had brought them into office., the Australian 
working class.(35) 

As inflation and unemployment began to cut into their 
material lives, working people led by militant sections 
of the trade union movement refused to shoulder the 
burden of the capitalist crisis. Their militancy was not 
blunted by the long overdue provision of welfare 
services. In 1972, 2,010,300 working days were "lost" to 
strike struggles. In 1973, workers took 2,634,700 days 
of their labour power from capital. By 1974, as the full 
effects of the international economic crisis deepened, 
Australian work~rs denied their employers 6,293,000 work • 
days. 

Despite the escalating inflation rates, the working 
class had made significant wage gains in the first two 
years of the Whitlam government. The Keynesian welfare 
programmes of the Labor Party could not contain the 
militancy . of the working class, however much of its 
welfare state was applauded by sections of a Labor-voting 
petit- bourgeoisie and increasingly condemned by the 
nation's employers. They no longer expected the Whitlam 
Government to reconcile irreconcilable class interests 
and establish "national unity" but to crush the militancy 
of the working masses. An early test for the Whitlam 
Government to prove its political effectiveness in the 
interests of capital was Labor's health scheme, 
Medibank. (36) 
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Business executives surveyed by A.W. Scott in Augus~ 
1973 saw Medibank as an example of a move by Labor to 
nationalise the private medical domain.(37) They wanted 
it dismantled. Only the united strength of the labour 
movement, by their campaign to defend and extend 
Medibank, determined the scheme's survival. Because it 
was a substantial benefit to the poor and working people 
the organised working class defended it from the 
sustained attack of the private health funds and the 
Australian Medical Association. 

As the Australian economy sank deeper into recession in 
1974 and 1975, foreign corporations and the Australian 
bourgeoisie considered a difficult decision: should the 
Whitlam Govermnet remain in office? It appeared to have 
lost control if not the loyalty of the Australian working 
class. It was unable, despite all efforts, to impose the 
policies required to police the trade union movement, cut 
wages, reduce welfare payments, eliminate inflation and 
substantially increase profit levels. Labor's Keynesian 
economic policies could not contain the high expectations 
and confidence of a labour movement on the move.(38) 

The Whitlam Governments attempts to impose a wage 
freeze in late 1973 as an answer to inflation and the 
promise of further welfare concessions was answered with 
a broadening of strike struggles.. When in January 1974 
the British multi-national Leylands closed down its 
Zetland car factory in New South Wales and sacked 3000 
workers, the Whitlam Government refused to intervene. 
Nationalisation remained not even a Labor illusion. 
Slowly but inevitably the Whitlam Labor Government 
abandoned its dreams of "civilizing" capitalism and 
achieving "class peace" and "national unity". 

By early 1975, as the foreign ·monopolies intensified 
their capital strike as the corporate media led by the 
formerly "pro-Labor" Murdoch group orchestrated its 
campaign of vilification against Labor; and as the CIA 
sought out its friends in high office to plan the 
political destruction of the Whitlam Government, the 
Labor Party abandoned its programme of reform and any 
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semblance of solidarity with the Australian working 
class. Political survival became the singular goal of 
the Labor Party. Ministers in the Whitlam Government 
were demoted or transferred. Pandemonium reigned. 

Inflation began to cut deeply into the wage gains 
achieved by the working class in 1973 and 1974. 
Unemployment soared to 350,000, 5 percent of the total 
workforce, a height not reached since the Great 
Depression of the 1930's. Days "lost to strikes" fell 
below those before the "Penal Powers" struggle. Almost 
the entire body of labour aristocrats who had helped to 
impose Whitlam's 1974 wage freeze supported the 
anti-working class Hayden Budget of August, 1975. The 
former Queensland policeman with a university degree in 
Economics rapidly forgot his committment to Keynesianism. 
A large-scale reduction in spending in social welfare and 
education was imposed. Indirect taxes were imposed on 
the working class while corporate capital were granted 
investment deductions. The young unemployed were 
denounced by a Labor Treasurer as "dole bludgers".(39) 

The Hawke Government's economic policies found their 
pedigree in the Labor Budget of 1975. As the media
created "loans scandals" plagued various Labor Ministers, 
the Labor P~rty turned further to the Right. 
Progressives in the Party were blamed for the engulfing 
state of crisis because they doggedly refused to abandon 
the interests of the working class. This abject Labor 
betrayal created a deep seated popular crisis of 
confidence in Labor throughout the Australian working 
class. 

The petit-bourgeois Labor leadership, for all their 
"managerial" flair, displayed the characteristics of 
their class origins. If they could not manage the 
capitalist economy they would not be proletarianised. 
They chose the side of capital. Pandering to big 
business was to be their means of political survival. 
Despite their Fabian illusions in expecting to "manage" 
or "civilise" capitalism, their political and economic 
decisions, faithfully carried out by most of the trade 
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union officialdom, did 
capitalist class in 1974 
a militant working class. 

perform a crucial task for the 
and 1975: the demobilisation 0£ 

The Whitlam Government floundered in the wake of its 
1975 Budget. It had deserted the working class and 
sought legitimacy from a ruling class impatient to 
destroy it. In the charged weeks of November, 1975 the 
Whitlam Government, largely because of its subservience 
to the dictatorship of capital and by its refusal to 
rouse the working masses with a militant programme of 
substantial reform, met its social-democratic fate. 
Parliamentary cretinism, a refusal to mobilise the 
working · class, its belief in the sanctity of private 
productive property and a desire to govern above all 
social classes sealed the doom of the Whitlam government 
just as surely as the anti-Labour media campign, the 
capital strike and the destabilisation programme of Sir 
John Kerr's" American friends". 

The usefulness of the Labor Party to the ruling class 
had expired. Ironically, Whitlam could only urge his 
supporters to maintain their rage through the ballot box 
after his Government had supinely abandoned its programme 
of reform when faced with the rage of the bourgeoisie. 
The constitutional coup preserved the legend of the 
Whitlam years. It also ossified much _Labor thinking; the 
Party must never move too fast nor actively oppose 
monopoly capital.(40) 

The "Whitlam makers" can as time passes, present 
Whitlam as he would prefer; a great Labor leader 
tragically struck down by the coup masters. The Whitlam 
experiment was thus saved from the obloquy reserved for 
President Hawke of the Labor Corporation. Such a 
conclusion may seem far fetched- given the veneration 
bestowed upon Gough ~ Persist ance in such "make-believe" 
by a refusal to realistically examine the Whitlam era 
within the parameters of class struggle and empire will 
not rouse us from the present political coma in which 
Labor governs in the interests of the Prime Minister's 
billionaire 'mates". 
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Despite Whitlam's welfare inititives, which are 
noticeably absent in Hawke's gradgrindism, there are 
unavoidable historical continuities. In the final 
eighteen months of the Whitlam Government and throughout 
the Hawke years the Australian working people have 
experienced "hard Labor". More suppliant than the 
unpredictable Whitlam Government, the Hawke regime has 
learnt to do the bidding of big business. In this, it 
has shed the Fabian illusion which informed the Whitlam 
Government that it could govern in the interests of 
all. 

The Labor mythologizers of "Whitlam " need their 
legendary leader not only to relive the good times but to 
preserve the illusion that only the Labor Party has the 
capacity to transform Australian capitalism.(41) 
Abandoning the revolutionary potential of the working 
class for the sake of deifying Whitlam is a comfortable 
way of living through the calamities of the Hawke age. 
As the class struggle deepens, escaping into Labor lost 
illusions will prove impossible. The unfolding class 
realities will leave no space for "wonder workings" or 
"make-believe" ancestor worship and will not exorcise the 
Labor betrayals of the immediate past or present. 

When Whitlam rewrote the platform of the ALP in the 
1960's, separating the parliamentary wing of the Party 
from its industrial heart, the trade union movement, it 
was fulfilling its historical function as indicated by 
Lenin who commented in 1913 " .... Naturally, when 
Australia is finally developed as an independent 
capitalist state the conditions of the workers will 
change, as.also will the liberal Labor Party which will 
make way for a socialist Labour Party. Australia serves 
to illustrate the conditions under which exceptions to 
the rule are possible."(42) 

Lenin did not emphasise that this transition from a 
liberal to a socialist Labour Party would be riven with 
betrayal, abandonment, internal dissent ion and 
interminable class struggle. The Whitlam Government was 
a moment in this searing transition. The Hawke regime is 
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its continuation. 

A Socialist Labour Party will eventually be forged by 
the Australian working class, notwithstanding the 
"Whitlam-makers" or the current Hawke . horror. Monuments 
to the magnificence of Whitlam's social welfare will be 
swept aside. Class struggle will chart this course to 
socialism and to the chagrin of those "lords and ladies" 
of Whitlam's Byzantium. And like W.B. Yeats, who was 
caught in the revolutionary struggles of Ireland to which 
there was no retreat, poetry will become prophecy, •of 
what is past, or passing or yet to come". 
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