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Aus tra lia 

Greg Patmore 

WHILE WE ARE CEL E BRATING the 50th issue of La bour/Le Tra vail (L/LT), 2002 is an 
im por tant year for Aus tra lia’s La bour His tory (LH) for two rea sons. First, it is 40 
years since the first num ber of the jour nal was pro duced at the Aus tra lian National 
Uni ver sity in Janu ary 1961. The journal con tin ues many of the tra di tions estab -
lished by its early pi o neers. As Bob Gollan, the first pres i dent of the So ci ety, later 
noted: “The La bour History So ci ety was a kind of pop u lar front, po lit i cally and in -
tel lec tu ally.”1 The Society and journal re flect a cross-section of views from the 
Austra lian la bour movem ent and draw on a range of ac a demic disciplines in clud ing 
his tory, po lit i cal sci ence, eco nomic his tory, and in dus trial re la tions. Sec ond, from 
the No vem ber 2002 is sue sub scrib ers to the jour nal will have on line ac cess to LH as 
well as con tin u ing to re ceive a hard copy. The jour nal will be part of a sta ble of his -
tori cal jour nals that form the His tory Co-operative, which is ad min istered by the 
Uni ver sity of Il li nois Press. These journals in clude the Amer i can His tor i cal Re view 
and L/LT. 

Aus tra lian la bour his tory re mains a vig or ous area of in tel lec tual endeavour. 
In sti tu tional la bour his to ries re main im por tant and re flect the con tin ued sig nif i -
cance of the la bour move ment in Austra lian society. While trade-union den sity has 
fallen from 40.5 per cent in 1990 to 24.7 per cent in 2000, the La bor Party holds 
gov ern ment in all the six states and two ter rito ries. There have been re cent sig nif i -
cant his to ries of the New South Wales Builders La bourers’ Feder a tion, with its pi o -
neer ing “green bans” in sup port of en vi ron mental is sues, and the Com mu nist Party 
of Aus tra lia. Au to bio graph i cal and bio graph i cal stud ies of La bor Party and trade 
un ion lead ers also re main an im por tant part of book pub li ca tion in Aus tra lian la -
bour his tory.2 The union move ment con tin ues its will ing ness to fund books on 

1R. Gollan, “Aus tra lian La bour His tory,” in G.S. Kealey and G. Patmore, eds., Canadian 
and Australian Labour History: Towards a Comparative Perspective (Bris bane 1990), 8. 
2M. Burgman and V. Burgman, Green Bans, Red Union: Environmental Activ ism and the 
New South Wales Builders Labourers’ Fed er a tion (Syd ney 1998); D. Day, Chif ley (Syd ney 

Greg Patmore, “Austra lia,” Labour/Le Travail, 50 (Fall 2002), 255-60. 
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trade un ion his to ries.3 These stud ies fo cus on un ion in sti tu tional de vel op ment and 
poli tics and fill im por tant gaps in our knowl edge. Gen erally, insti tu tional Aus tra -
lian la bour his to ri ans, how ever, re main re luc tant to ex plore di rectly the o ret i cal de -
bates con cern ing la bour in sti tu tions — gov ern ment, struc ture, and growth. The 
is sue of orga niz ing, which is a ma jor pri or ity for an Aus tra lian trade un ion move -
ment at the mo ment, is mar ginal to chart ing the chrono log i cal develop ment of the 
in sti tu tion. Some times these prob lems re flect the con straints as so ci ated with writ -
ing of fi cial his to ries. It has to be rec og nized that many are writ ten in a context of 
lim ited time and fi nan cial re sources, with a cli ent in sti tu tion ex pect ing the his to rian 
to cover a ma jor por tion of Aus tra lian his tory. Many Aus tra lian la bour histo rians 
have also ab sorbed the New Left/Social His tory cri tique — fo cus sing on gen der, 
race, the work place, and the state. For ex am ple, Mary Anne Jebb’s ex cel lent study 
of the re la tion ship be tween Ab orig i nal pas to ral work ers and their Eu ro pean em -
ploy ers in the Kimberley re gion of West ern Aus tra lia com bines Ab orig i nal his tory 
and la bour his tory.4 Such scholars are will ing to explore cultural his tory and have 
shown a grow ing in ter est in the study of lo cal ity or com mu nity.5 

The So ci ety, with the as sis tance of the Na tional Coun cil for the Cen te nary of 
Fed er a tion and Pluto Press, re cently pub lished an ed ited col lec tion that ex am ined 
the im pact of fed er a tion on the Aus tra lian la bour move ment and work ing life. The 
book re flects the broad agenda of Aus tra lian la bour history. There are es says on the 
la bour movem ent, cap ital, and the state. Chap ters also focus on gen der, race, and la -
bour cul ture. The es say on la bour cul ture ex am ines how the op po nents to fed er a -
tion, which gener ally in cluded the la bour move ment, used satire and car toons to 
pres ent their case. There are sec tions that con tain es says on par tic u lar lo ca tions, in -
clud ing a ru ral town and an in dus trial/min ing town, and peo ple in cluding a fe male 
fac tory in spec tor and C.C. Kingston, a rad ical lib eral Prem ier of South Aus tra lia.6 

One im por tant role that L/LT played in the de vel op ment of Aus tra lian la bour 
his tory was the Aus tra lian-Canadian Com par a tive La bour His tory pro ject. This 

2001); M. Dodkin, Brothers: Eight Leaders of the La bor Coun cil of New South Wales (Syd -
ney 2001); S. Mac in tyre, The Reds: The Com mu nist Party of Aus tra lia from Or i gins to Il le -
gal ity (Syd ney 1998); and T. Mc Don ald and A. Mc Don ald, Intimate Union: Sharing A 
Rev o lu tion ary Life (Syd ney 1998). 
3See for ex am ple M. Beasley, The Missos: A His tory of the Fed er ated Mis cel la neous 
Workers Un ion (Syd ney 1996); M. Beasley, Wharfies: The His tory of the Wa ter side 
Workers’ Fed er a tion (Syd ney 1996); M. Hearn and H. Knowles, One Big Un ion: A His tory 
of Aus tra lian Workers Un ion, 1886-1994 (Cam bridge 1996); and J. Kellett, A Fighting Un -
ion: A His tory of the Queensland Branch of the Trans port Workers’ Un ion, 1907-2000 (Bris -
bane 2001). 
4M.A. Jebb, Blood, Sweat and Wel fare: A His tory of White Bosses and Ab orig i nal Pas to ral 
Workers (Perth 2002). 
5See the matic sec tions of Labour History is sues 78 and 79. 
6M. Hearn and G. Patmore, eds., Working the Na tion: Working Life and Fed er a tion, 
1890-1914 (Syd ney 2001). 
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brought to gether teams of Aus tra lian and Ca nadian la bour histo ri ans and high -
lighted the value of com para tive la bour his tory. Teams looked at a range of is sues 
including trade un ions, native peo ples, im migra tion, and cul ture. The pro ject led to 
the spe cial joint is sue of L/LT and LH in Novem ber 1996. La bour histo ri ans in Aus -
tra lian and the United Kingdom are or gan is ing a pro ject on the same model with a 
confer ence in Man ches ter sched uled for July 2003 and a fol low-up pro posed ed ited 
book. In the No vem ber 1998 is sue of LH there were a se ries of ar ti cles that looked at 
the links be tween Aus tra lia and Ire land that arose from the 1798 Re bel lion in Ire -
land. La bour His tory since 1998 has pub lished ar ti cles on the history of la bour 
move ments in Asian coun tries such as Hong Kong, Vietnam, and South Ko rea. 

La bour His tory thus re mains the main aca demic journal for the pub li ca tion of 
la bour history in Aus tra lia. Other Austra lian jour nals that pub lish la bour his tory in -
clude Aus tra lian His tor i cal Studies, based at the Uni versity of Mel bourne, and The 
Jour nal of In dus trial Re la tions, which like LH, is based in the dis ci pline of Work 
and Or gani sa tional Studies at the Uni ver sity of Syd ney. 

The May 2002 is sue high lights the di ver sity of re search that is pub lished in LH. 
There are two ar ti cles ex am in ing the em ploy ment of Ab orig i nal la bour in 
19th-century Aus tra lia and one ar ti cle ex plor ing convict re sis tance in the 1840s. 
Ju dith Smart de tails the po lit i cal mo bi li za tion of youth by the La bor Party in Vic to -
ria in the late 1920s. Hunt ley Wright con sid ers the im pact of the Jap a nese in vasion 
of the Aus tra lian ter ri tory of Pa pua New Guinea on Aus tra lian La bor Party co lo nial 
policy. An drew Moore and John Mc Laren contem plate the pol i tics of Cold War 
Austra lia. In 1952 there was ma jor con tro versy over the funding of left-wing writ -
ers from the Com mon wealth Lit er ary Fund. Moore high lights the role of M.H. 
Ellis, anti-communist jour nal ist and his to rian, who con ducted a polit ical cam paign 
against writ ers such as Mar jo rie Barnard and James Normington Rawling. John 
Mc Laren ex am ines the 1959 Aus tra lian and New Zea land In ter na tional Con gress 
for Peace and Disar ma ment, held in Mel bourne, which was the first ma jor event of 
the Left af ter the splits in the La bor Party and the Com mu nist Party in the 1950s. 
There is also a sym po sium based on a paper by Eliz abeth Faue, which ex am ines de -
vel op ments in US la bour his to ri og ra phy and in cludes com men tar ies by four Aus tra -
lian la bour his to ri ans. 

A major de vel op ment in re cent years has been the in clu sion of the matic sec -
tions in the jour nal on a reg u lar ba sis. These the matic sections con sist of six to eight 
ref er eed ar ticles with an over view ar ti cle and more re cently a post script. There was 
a the matic sec tion on “Oc cupa tional Health and Safety” in the No vem ber 1997 is -
sue, “Aus tra lian La bour In tel lec tuals” in the No vem ber 1999 is sue, “La bour His -
tory and Local His tory” in the May 2000 is sue, “La bour His tory and Cul ture” in 
No vem ber 2000, and “Vol un tary La bour” in the No vem ber 2001 is sue. We are cur -
rently pre par ing a the matic sec tion on The “Labour Move ment Mo bilising and Or -
ganising” in the No vem ber 2002 is sue. The idea for the forth com ing the matic came 
from a se nior offi cer of the Aus tra lian Coun cil of Trade Un ions (ACTU), Aus tra lia’s 
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peak na tional union council. It will in clude an in tro duction by Greg Combet, the 
Sec re tary of the ACTU, and seven contri bu tions from Aus tra lia and the US. The role 
of the ACTU in the the matic sec tion high lights the contin ued in ter est of the Aus tra -
lian la bour move ment in labour his tory and the links be tween the Aus tra lian So ci -
ety for the Study of Labour History and the la bour move ment. There will be a 
the matic sec tion on Labour Her itage in Novem ber 2003 and there is a pro posal be -
fore the ed ito rial board for a the matic section on labour bi og raphy for Novem ber 
2004. 

La bour His tory has en cour aged the matic sec tions to con sol i date in no va tive re -
search, pro mote de bate and en cour age fur ther con tri bu tions on par tic u lar themes. 
The matic sec tions pro mote co-operation and team re search among la bour histo ri -
ans. The “La bour Move ment and Organ ising” the matic sec tion high lights where 
this ap proach has moved. There was a call for pa pers through the jour nal and other 
net works. The call attracted a wide va ri ety of schol ars par tic u larly early ca reer re -
search ers. A sym po sium was held for con tri bu tors in No vem ber to help them de -
velop their pa pers be fore sub mis sion to ref er ees. Of the ten pa pers sub mit ted to the 
pro ject five have made it through the refer ee ing pro cess. 

The jour nal con tin ues to at tract a wide range of unso lic ited manu scripts. While 
there is a high re jec tion rate, the jour nal en cour ages a large per cent age of the au -
thors of rejected con tri bu tions to re vise their manu scripts and sub mit them for an -
other round of ref ereeing. The jour nal also tries to en sure the fair est ref er ee ing 
sys tem pos si ble by bring ing in an ar bi tra tor when there is a strong dis agree ment 
among ref er ees. 

What are the is sues that Aus tra lian la bour histo ri ans pursue that are not part of 
the matic sec tions within the jour nal? For the pe riod 1997-2001 the trend away 
from the tra di tional fare of LH, which is la bour lead ers, la bour par ties, labour ide ol -
o gies, un ions, strikes and in dus trial dis putes, has con tin ued. While in the 1960s, 79 
per cent of all ar ti cles fo cussed on this, by the 1980s only 39 per cent of arti cles cov -
ered these is sues. For the pe riod under re view the fig ure had slumped to sev en teen 
per cent. Sim i larly so cial his tory ar ti cles not re lat ing to work that deal with is sues 
such as health, death, and mar riage have declined from eight per cent to three per 
cent since the 1980s. Ar ti cles on women have re mained vir tu ally unchanged since 
the 1980s — four teen per cent. Ar ti cles on Aborig i nal his tory have in creased from 
two to five per cent since the 1980s. Sim i larly ar ti cles on rac ism have in creased 
from five to eight per cent since the 1980s.7 The growth in ar ti cles on Ab orig i nal 
his tory and rac ism re flect the im pact of is sues such as Rec on cil i a tion with na tive 
peoples in Aus tra lia and con cerns about the at tacks on multi cul tur al ism by groups 
such as One Na tion. There has been a grow ing in ter est in re cent years in oc cu pa -
tional health and safety (six per cent), vol un teer la bour (three per cent) and lo cal la -

7S. Garton, “What Have We Done? La bour His tory, So cial His tory, Cul tural His tory,” in T. 
Irving, ed., Chal lenges to La bour His tory (Syd ney 1994). 
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bour history (six per cent). These catego ri sations pro vide useful in sights into 
la bour or gani sa tion but are very loose. Lo cal la bour his tory pro vides insights into 
the or ganisa tion of work ers into trade unions and po lit ical par ties. As Da vid Mont -
gom ery has noted for the US, “more of ten than not the cli max of com mu nity his to -
ries has been the mo bi li za tion of workers for strug gle, usu ally through un ions.”8 

There is vir tu ally no ar ti cle back log for LH. One rea son for this is the growth in 
the size of the jour nal. The May 1991 issue of the jour nal con sisted of 166 pages 
and 6 arti cles. The May 2001 is sue con sisted of 266 pages and 10 ar ti cles. The May 
2001 issue also con tained a va ri ety of other con tri bu tions such as a his tor ical de -
bate, biograph i cal notes, and book re views. The other rea son is the high rejec tion 
rate. This may high light a greater need for ex pe rienced writ ers in the field of la bour 
his tory to en cour age youn ger schol ars. It may also be a re flec tion of the greater em -
phasis in Aus tra lian uni ver si ties to “pub lish or per ish” to meet in creas ingly oner ous 
perfor mance stan dards, which means that work is some times subm it ted prema -
turely. 

There are other out lets for pub li ca tion as so ci ated with the Aus tra lian So ci ety 
for the Study of La bour His tory. One is a legacy of our in volve ment with L/LT. The 
suc cess ful Aus tra lian-Canadian La bour His tory Con fer ence in Syd ney in 1988, 
which was the first co-operative ven ture be tween the Ca na dian Com mit tee on La -
bour His tory and the Aus tra lian So ci ety for Study of La bour His tory, set a pre ce -
dent for the Aus tra lian So ci ety to hold bien nial con fer ences. The first of these was 
in Mel bourne in 1991 and more recently Can berra in April 2001. The next con fer -
ence will be in Bris bane in Septem ber 2003. The branch of the So ci ety in the par tic -
u lar lo cal ity runs the con fer ences with lo gis ti cal and fi nan cial sup port pro vided by 
the fed eral so ci ety. 

The con fer ence or gan is ers have re cently be gun to pub lish the pa pers. To meet 
con fer ence fund ing re quire ments and fed eral gov ern ment re search per for mance 
cri te ria for ac a dem ics, a sub stan tial pro por tion of con fer ence pa pers are ref er eed 
and in cluded in a pub li ca tion. The publi cation pro duced from the Wollongong 
Con fer ence in Oc to ber 1999 con tained 55 pa pers and ab stracts. While there has 
been a de cline in tra ditional fare such as trade un ions and la bour par ties in the pages 
of LH, al most half of con fer ence pa pers re lated to these is sues. The num ber of pa -
pers re lat ing to women (eleven per cent), and ab origi nal history (two per cent) was 
lower than com pa ra ble rates for LH, while the pa pers on rac ism (nine per cent) were 
roughly equiva lent. The only other sig nif i cant area at the con fer ence was lo cal la -
bour his tory (five per cent).9 

Sim i lar trends can be seen at the Can berra con fer ence held at the Aus tra lian 
Na tional Univer sity in April last year, where a phenom e nal 97 pa pers were pre -

8D. Mont gom ery, “The Limits of Un ion-Centred His tory: Re sponses to Howard 
Kimeldorf,” Labour History, 32 (1991), 112. 
9R. Hood and R. Markey, eds., La bour & Com mu nity: Pro ceed ings of the Sixth Na tional 
Con fer ence of the Aus tra lian So ci ety for the Study of La bour History (Wollongong 1999). 



260 LABOUR/LE TRAVAIL 

sented. Once again, al most half the pa pers (48 per cent) re lated to tra di tional is sues 
such as the La bor Party, with the Fed eral Par lia men tary La bor Party cel e brat ing its 
cen te nary, the Com mu nist Party, and trade un ions. There were pa pers re lat ing to 
women (nine per cent), ab orig i nal his tory (two per cent), and rac ism (eight per 
cent). The only other sig nifi cant area was a range of pa pers on the role of the state 
(eight per cent) deal ing with is sues such as com pulsory ar bi tra tion.10 

Why is there a greater in ter est in the tra di tional fare of Aus tra lian la bour his -
tory at the So ci ety con fer ences rather than LH? As noted before the branches of the 
So ci ety or ga nize the con fer ences. The branches tend to be run by non-academics 
and have close links to lo cal labour movem ent and la bour activ ists. While the jour -
nal at tracts pro fes sional ac a demics seek ing the ku dos of a ref er eed ar ti cle in a uni -
versity based pub li ca tion, the con fer ences have a wider range of partic i pants drawn 
from ac a dem ics and non-academics. Un ions and com mu nity groups pro vide spon -
sor ship further broaden ing the base of the confer ences. The con fer ences strengthen 
the study of la bour history in Austra lia by en sur ing a wider au dience beyond the 
uni ver sity. 

Sev eral branches produce their own pub li ca tions that also broaden the ap peal 
of la bour his tory. In 1982 there was only one branch in Mel bourne and now there 
are seven. Their mem ber ships vary from be tween 20 and 160. The Syd ney branch 
pub li ca tion, Hum mer, par tic u larly fo cuses on ar ti cles on la bour ac tiv ists, some -
times au to bio graph i cal. Au thors in clude sec ond ary school teach ers such Ro wan 
Cahill and Tony Laffan. Laffan, for ex am ple, has done pi o neering work in the 
Hunter Val ley on the im pact of Chris tian so cial ists and friendly so ci et ies on the 
main stream la bour move ment.11 Other branches with reg u lar pub li ca tions are Illa -
warra, Mel bourne, and Perth. The branches also run their own con fer ences bring -
ing to gether ac a dem ics and ac tiv ists. 

Over all there has been a growth in the level of la bour history pub li ca tions in 
Aus tra lia through LH, books, con fer ence pro ceed ings, and branch pub li ca tions. 
While there are dif fer ences be tween the fo cus of LH and the other pub li ca tion ve hi -
cles, all enrich labour his tory in Aus tra lia and pro vide it with a broader ap peal be -
yond the uni ver si ties. La bour/Le Tra vail has con trib uted to this pos i tive cli mate 
through col lab o ra tion with LH in the suc cess ful Aus tra lian-Canadian Com par a tive 
La bour History pro ject, which gave us the con fi dence to or gan ise na tional con fer -
ences and de velop the com par a tive di men sion of Aus tra lian la bour his to ri og ra phy. 

10P. Griffiths and R. Webb, eds., Work, Or gani sa tion, Strug gle: Pa pers from the Sev enth 
National Labour History Conference held at the Australian National University, Canberra, 
April 19-21, 2001 (Can berra 2001). 
11T. Laffan, “Chris tian So cial ism in New cas tle, 1890-1916,” Hum mer , 3 (2001), 16-23. 


