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Whitlam and Caims among the younger generation is

GOUGH AND JIM
PAUL STRANGIO

as revealing a measure as any that it was Whitlam
who triumphed in their protracted struggle. As they
say, victors write history, and a victors' history is usu
ally a distorted one. Certainly this is true of the ortho
doxy which projects Whitlam as'Left hero'.
Cough Whitlam and Jim Caims both entered the fed
eral parliament in the 1950s: Whitlam through a byelection for the seat of Werriwa in 1952, and Caims by

This article was originally published in 'arena'
No 40, April-May 1999, and is reproduced with
the kind permission of the editors. The author's
doctorate thesis was on Jim Cairns.

winning the seat of Yarra,centred on Richmond,at the
1955 Labor Party Split election. In many ways these
two men were representative of the new breed of

highly educated Laborite that gradually came to domi
nate the ALP during the post-split decades. Whitlam
had successfully practised as a barrister before stand

ing for Werriwa, while Caims had been a lecturer in
A little over three decades ago Cough Whitlam defeat
ed Jim Caims in a ballot for the leadership of the fed
eral Australian Labor Party. The margin was just six

votes. In the following months there was a widespread
expectation that it would only be a matter of time

economic history at Melboume University. Yet they

sprang from very different socio-economic back
grounds. Whitlam, whose father was a senior
Commonwealth public servant, hailed from a relative
ly privileged middle-class family. By contrast, Caims,

before there was another leadership showdown

who was largely raised on his grandparents dairy

between the two men. So serious were the ideological

farm on the outskirts of Melboume, had experienced

and factional differences which separated Whitlam
and Caims regarded that a public opinion poll was
conducted to explore voting intentions in the event
that the ALP split into two parties. According to the
scenario tested by the poll, one party would be led by
Caims, while the other, headed by Whitlam, included
the Democratic Labor Party which presumably had

first-hand the savagery of the capitalist system.

reunited with Labor. As it transpired, there was no

further leadership contest between Whitlam and
Caims in 1968. Yet their rivalry remained — and ulti
mately had its denouement in mid-1975 when Caims
was dismissed by Whitlam, first as Treasurer, then as
Deputy Prime Minister.
The fact that Whitlam and Caims were for over a

decade intense political rivals has largely been forgot
ten. Younger Australians are especially unlikely to
have any knowledge of the Whitleim-Caims struggle.

Yet that struggle was far more substantial than that
fought by Hawke and Keating, ultimately about little

During the Great Depression his grandparents lost
their farm and as a young school-leaver at the end of
1931, Cairns became one of the masses desperately

competing for a job. This difference in background
was a crucial starting point in shaping their conflicting
ideological directions in adult life. Whitlam did not
harbour the same implacable distmst of the capitalist
system. For him, the idea of compromise and accom
modation with that system never evoked the same
abhorrence as it did in Caims.

The childhood experiences of Whitlam and Caims
were also to be critical in shaping their contrasting

political styles. Both emerged from childhood with the
self-conviction that they were in some way special,

capable of great deeds. Cairns' childhood was also
marked, however, by an extreme level of emotional

deprivation which tempered that self-belief. In politics
this was to be manifested in em unease about the exer

more them a clash of egos and the prize of being prime
minister. By contrast, the Whitlam-Cairns contest
went to the very heart of the political culture and ideo

cise of power. Cairns was always more comfortable

logical direction of the ALP. One good reason why
younger Australians are unacquainted with the

hand, had an unshakeable conviction in his own

with educating and persuading others to his point of
view than imposing it on them. Whitlam, on the other
omnipotence, on his ability to crash through barriers.

Whitlam-Cairns rivalry is that most have only the

While an ardent believer in the supremacy of the par

vaguest, if any, idea of who Caims is. The mention of

liament, Whitlam also had a streak of authoritarianism

Caims' name generally elicits minimal recognition in
undergraduate classes. True, one or two students

which revealed itself in an intolerance with democratic

procedures.

might venture that he had something to do with the

In their first decade together in the federal parlia

anti-Vietnam War movement and perhaps another

ment Whitlam and Cairns shared some common

will suggest Cairns was a member of the Whitlam

ground. Perhaps most importantly in their respective

Govemment. For every student that identifies one of

contributions to debate on external affairs both argued

these incamations, there are others whose knowledge
of Caims is confined to his regular presence at various

Melbourne markets selling copies of his latest selfpublished book. Undergraduates have much less trou
ble identifying Whitlam. After all, recently he was

being feted at the ARIAs, a sure sign that Whitlam's
fame transcended generations.

The disparate levels of recognition enjoyed by

for a more enlightened attitude to Asia. Both also
worked to encourage the ALP to jettison its longstand

ing attachment to the White Australia Policy. By the
early to mid-1960s, however,at a time when Aey were
first being perceived as potential future rivals for the
position of party leader, it was becoming clear that
fundamentally the two held very different visions for
the ALP. Cairns remained wedded to the vision of

Labor as a traditional democratic socialist party. He
was adamant that if there was to be a truly equal dis

tribution of wealth and power in society and if people

were to be preserved from the morally corrosive val
ues of the capitalist marketplace, then the means of
production must be brought under social control.
Whitlam, on the other hand, was the most formidable

vention, while the right-wing, including Whitlam,
were at best ambivalent in their opposition until the

watershed year of 1968 when events in Vietnam and
Washington combined to transform the political
dynamics of the Vietnam issue. Indeed, the efforts of
Whitlam to dilute Labor's Vietnam policy upon

becoming party leader, following Labor's massive

proponent of the modernist social democratic view

defeat at the November 1966 elections, had prompted

within the ALP. The modernists believed that an era of
material affluence had removed the need for a funda

Cairns and a substantial section of the peace move

mental reorganisation of the economy. Instead, they
held, optimistically as it turned out, that post-war
prosperity would continue to flow thereby allowing
for an ongoing milking of the capitalist economy to
advance the goal of social equality.

ment to turn to extra-parliamentary activities as the
chief means of renewing the struggle against the war.
There was a happy conjunction between Cairns'

thinking on social change and his leadership of the
anti-war movement in the late 1960s. Disillusioned at

the ideological direction of the ALP under Whitlam's
leadership. Cairns was filled with broader doubts
about the institution of parliamentary democracy as
an instrument of social change. Influenced by a New

Cairns was adamant that if there

was to he a truly equal distribution

of wealth and power in society and
if people were to he preservea from
the morally corrosive values of the
capitalist market place then the
means of production must he
brought under social control.
There was an additional imperative for this push for
Labor to ditch old-style democratic socialist policies

Left-style analysis of capitalism, he started to question
the assumptions which had underpinned his faith in
orthodox democratic socialist practice. He realised that
he had overestimated the power of the state jmd, con

versely, underestimated just how entrenched was the
power of the capitalist system in modern industri
alised societies. "The cultural hegemony of capitalism
had become so diffuse and pervasive as to render it

virtually impregnable to challenge from the state.
Caims worried, too, whether an enlarged state would

be compatible with the goal of individual freedom — a
motif which was assuming greater importance in his
writings. To achieve radical social change thus
required a different strategy. It demanded mass grass

like nationalisation and a retreat from a class-based

roots action to nurture an alternative hegemony to

analysis of society. By embracing a liberal socialdemocratic language that spoke not so much about
economic equality per se but of providing the condi
tions for equality of opportunity, the modernists like
Whitlam hoped that Labor might be able to broaden
the party's appeal beyond its traditional working-class

capitalism. The stunning success of the May 1970

constituency. Indeed, central to Whitlam's quest to
refurbish the ALP's philosophy was the assumption
that this was essential to restoring the party as a credi
ble electoral force. Whitlam, while in many ways atyp

social change would have to spring out of a similar
style grass-roots mobilisation. His 1972 book. The

ical of the New South Wales ALP, nevertheless sub

able prescience the fate of the Whitlam Government,
was his most explicit statement yet that parliamentary

scribed to the ethos of that most pragmatic of ALP
state bremches that gaining office must be the sine qua
non of Labor politics. Cairns, by contrast, imagined
Labor's ethos quite differently. Not only did he con
ceive Labor as an explicitly anti-capitalist party but
one with a radical, oppositional culture. By placing too
great a premium on power he feared that the party
risked attenuating that culture. It would become part
of the established order.

In the 1960s no single issue would better illustrate
Whitlam's and Cairns' conflicting conceptions- of poli
tics them Vietnam. Even today a mythology persists,
built partly on the fact that the Whitlam Government
rode to power on the back of a wave of social dissent
unleashed by the Vietnam War, that the ALP consis
tently and universally opposed Australia's involve
ment in the war. Yet the historical record shows that

responsibility largely fell upon Cairns and a handful
of fellow left-wingers to lead the fight against inter

Moratorium campaign briefly encouraged Cairns to

believe it might develop into such a movement for
social change. Those hopes were dashed when the
Moratorium movement gradually unravelled in
1971-72, but Caims did not resile from his view that
Quiet Revolution, written on the verge of Labor's elec
tion to office, as well as foreshadowing with remark

reformism was a dead-end for radical social change.

The experience of the Whitlam Government proved
to Caims that the state was an inadequate force for

tremsformlng society. For a brief period it seemed that
it might have been otherwise. "The first term of the
Whitlam Government from December 1972 to May

1974 represents the high-water mark of Australian
social democracy. Caims was encouraged by the gov
ernment's progress, surprised at what could be
achieved within the existing system. In that climate of
optimism the relationship between Whitlam and
Caims improved, though sharpening differences over
industry policy precipitated Whitlam's decision to
relieve Cairns of the Secondary Industry portfolio in
late 1973. Upon Labor's retum to office in May 1974
Caims was elected Deputy Prime Minister, an eleva
tion which, incidentally, scared the hell out of the

American political and security establishment. His

Caucus colleagues hoped that as Deputy Prime
Minister Cairns might be able to act as a counter

between those govemments. By the 1980s, Whitlam's

weight to Whitlam who had alienated many of them
with his autocratic approach. By the second half of

in an economy still dominated by the private market
had collapsed into explicit support for market forces
(as anticipated by the Hayden Budget). Similarly, his
insistence that power must be the sine qua non of Labor
politics had merged into a pragmatism dedicated to

1974 the Labor Government was faced with a growing

economic crisis as the post-war boom collapsed. Amid
a broader sea-change in economic thought that was
taking root across the Western industrialised world,
the government came under increasing pressure to
embrace a neo-liberal policy of deflation. Caims, who

had always warned that Whitlam's social democratic
project had been premised on a misconception about
the limits of reform within the capitalist system,found

himself in the ironic position of defending what he
had suspected to be untenable. In defiance of the
growing clamour that the government suspend its
social reform agenda and abandon the full employ
ment ideal, he insisted that Labor hold the line. In a

Budget discussion paper circulated to colleagues in
May 1975 Caims argued that:
The Government must never fail to re-employ people who

can be re-employed productively merely because it would
add to the deficit. We must not consent to surrender any
significant part of our programs for welfare, education,
urban improvement and culture advances as the result of
pressurefrom the media and other anti-Laborforces. It isfar
better to be defeated while attempting to implement Labor
policies than to be defeated after surrendering them. I do not
believe we can win by surrendering these or, if by any
chance we did win, that winning would be worthwhile.
While Whitlam's decision the following month to
remove Caims as Treasurer was tied up with the infa
mous'Loems Affair', ultimately this was no more than
a pretext for his sacking. Cairns was removed because
of his refusal to accede to the emergent neo-liberal eco
nomic orthodoxy. Whitlam replaced Caims with Bill
Hayden, who in August 1975 delivered what is gener
ally regarded as a watershed Budget. The post-war
ideal of full employment was formally abandoned.
Restraining inflation was now to be the first priority of
economic policy, govemment budgets deficits were to
be cut and the size of government reduced. The era of
economic rationalism had arrived.

The modernists believed that an era

of material affluence had removed
the need for a fundamental
reorganisation of the economy.

assumption that Labor's goals could be achieved with

turning the ALP into the 'natural' party of govern
ment. Whitlam's drive to extend Labor's support base

beyond its working-class roots had successfully trans
lated into a more pluralistic party, and one that was

better equipped to respond to social cleavages involv
ing issues of gender, sexuality, ethnicity and so on. Yet
that same drive had also paved the way for an ALP
that was ruled by a meritocracy which seemed increas

ingly insensitive to the concems of its traditional con
stituency. Finally, Whitlam's preference for govern
ment in which power was concentrated in the hands
of a few chosen ministers had provided a foretaste of
the executive-style rule of the Hawke-Keating years.

If the route taken by the ALP in the 1980s essentially
therefore completed the revolution in the party's ethos
and practice begun by Whitlam, it transported the
party even further from what Jim Caims had believed
the party should stand for. In that sense, those years
were witness to Whitlam's final triumph over Caims.
The residual anti-capitalist sentiment which Cairns
had fought so hard to keep alive in the party had been
extinguished. In 1988 Caims rejoined the ALP follow
ing a decade-long exile from the party. Fittingly, how
ever, this was a gesture of protest rather than hope.
Not long after renewing his membership. Cairns
addressed a Labor fund-raising function in

Melboume's westem suburbs. He spoke despondently

of a party in which the connection between the rank
and file and parliamentary elite had been severed. The
parliamentarians were now largely middle-class pro
fessionals who fraternised with the wealthy and
shared their values. Since the Hawke Government,

'capitalist economic policy' had become the dominant
force in Labor thought. Once upon a time, Caims sug
gested:

Social values and ideals were a kind of base in the Labor

Party, to which the balloon of capitalist values and political
expediency was tethered. But the base has now gone.
Nothing can be seen but the balloon, as though that was all
there is and should be.

Predictably, few in the upper echelons of the party
cared to hear such a message either then or now.
Hence, whereas Whitlam is afforded 'Great Man'

treatment in the contemporary Labor Party, Caims is

quietly shunned. It need not be so. For those who still

While Cairns has languished in ideological exile since
the mid-1970s, Whitlam's star, temporarily dimming

believe in the ALP as an instrument of progressive

during his final years as Labor leader in 1975-77, has
continued to bum brightly. Ironically, it was the elec

social change, a critical rethink of the legacies of both
men is long overdue. The result might be a realisation

tion of the Hawke Government in 1983 which com

that it is the collectivist values which Caims struggled

pleted Whitlam's rehabilitation, particularly among

for which have been silenced and are in need of selec

ALP diehards who were soon disillusioned by the
'alien' economic policies implemented by the new

for 'Whitlamism'.

Labor government. Yet as some of the more astute

comparative analyses of the Whitlam and
Hawke-Keating Labor govemments have recognised,
there is a strong element of ideological continuity

tive revival rather than the usual misplaced nostalgia

UNDER THE HOOK,MELBOURNE WATERSIDE WORKERS REMEMBER
WENDY LOWENSTEIN

Paperback -232 pages - $29.95

Review by Gerry Harant

Since it first appeared in 1982, Wendy Lowenstein's book Under the Hook has ranked as a
classic in oral history. Originally written with the assistance of legendary waterside activist Tom Hills,
the book sold thousands of copies not only through bookshops, but was eagerly snapped up on the
wharves. It did, after all, bring to life the turbulent history of a waterfront, where the horrendous
conditions of the Melbourne wharves had been made more tolerable through the militancy and native
wit of its workers.

The book - although this wasn't clear at the time - came at the end of an era of industrial
strength, brought about by unique skills of wharfies who had quite wrongly been given the tag of wharf
labourers, suggesting that brawn was the only thing required to move and stow a wide variety of
cargoes. It was a period where men worked in gangs, which allowed them to form close personal
relationships as well as creating industrial cohesion.
When Lowenstein decided - or rather, was talked into - an extension of this history into the
present, conditions had changed. The union had become more extensive through amalgamation, yet
numerically smaller through the massive inroads of mechanisation. Also, with most of the jobs far less
physically demanding, wharfies were prepared to work double shifts, earning relatively high wages.
This then,was the scenario which allowed the government and monopoly stevedoring companies to run
an ideologically motivated campaign.

The Under the Hook 40-odd page update touches these matters only in passing. It is, in
essence, the story of an industrial action run by locked-out workers, but supported by large numbers of
people who had only one thing in common - outrage at an attempt to take industrial relations back to

the early 19"" century. The absurd situation in which the usually militant wharfies largely stayed within
the boundaries of contradictory laws, while men and women, unionists from other unions and non unionists, risked massive fines and imprisonment is well reflected in the interviews, as is the ultimate
feeling of triumph when the workforce marched through the gates, in the full belief that they had won a
resounding victory.

For those who participated in the 1998 actions, the update to the book will provide a reminder
of heady days. For others, who followed the events via contradictory media led by an alleged lying
minister, it provides an inside view of the motives of thousands of people who refused to be swamped
by notions of the death of trade unionism. Like all good oral history, it provides information about
events which may well be distorted by subjective experiences, but are imbued with the ring of truth and
a sense of reality by precisely these experiences. Once again, it shows that great history can only be
made by its participants rather than its leaders; and that it needs the words of the participants to bring it
to life.

In a way, the events at the core of the update are a fragment of history only. The
repercussions of 1998 will continue inside and outside the MUA. In future, employers and
Government who seemed to have convinced themselves, before pulling on the lock-out, that Australia's
workforce militancy had been drowned in a welter ofconsumerism and declining solidarity will have to
think twice before repeating this sort of stunt. Unions and unionists will have to rethink their current
costly love-affair with the courts. Media and farmers who were sucked in by projections of transport
cost savings will have come to the realisation that while Corrigan's shares have multiplied in value, not
a cent is going to those whose businesses and livelihoods were disrupted through the lock-out.

This new two-part book, which now spans a century, will help readers to an understanding
that the apparently ever-changing industrial scene in the end still reflects the same old class-struggle,
regardless ofthe form this struggle takes.
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