“Working Class Man”
A review of Michael Thompson, “Labor without class: The gentrification of the ALP”
(1999) AQ: Journal of Contemporary Analysis 71(6), 34-35
Over the past decade, Labor’s legacy has been variously critiqued and re-interpreted. Triggered
in part by the 100th anniversary of the ALP, the late-1980s and early-1990s witnessed a wave of
books analysing the government of Bob Hawke against the legacy of labourism, and finding it
wanting.1 Labor, they proclaimed, had betrayed its own values in general, and the legacy of HV
Evatt and Gough Whitlam in particular. Predictably, these works were accompanied by a spate
of others arguing that the Labor tradition was safe in the hands of its leaders, who were simply
applying the principles of yore to present realities. 2
Many of this first wave of critiques and counter-critiques used as their touchstone for traditional
labourism a paragraph from a speech that Prime Minister Ben Chifley delivered in 1949.
“I try to think of the labour movement, not as putting an extra sixpence into someone’s
pocket, or making somebody Prime Minister or Premier, but as a movement bringing
something better to the people , better standards of living, greater happiness to the mass of
people. We have a great objective – the light on the hill – which we aim to reach by
working for the betterment of mankind not only here but anywhere we may give a helping
hand. If it were not for that, the labour movement would not be worth fighting for.” 3
Appropriately enough, Michael Thompson identifies the 50th anniversary of Chifley’s speech as
the rationale for his contribution to what may well amount to a second wave of critiques of
Labor’s direction. Thompson’s opening words are:
“I wrote this book because I am angered at the hijacking of the Australian Labor Party
and because I could not let the fiftieth anniversary of Ben Chifley’s ‘light on the hill’
speech pass without voicing my feelings.”4
Thompson’s thesis differs fundamentally from the first wave of critiques. He argues that Labor
lost federal office in 1996 because the working class deserted it, disgusted by its preoccupation
with Aboriginals, women and the environment. He contends that the betrayal of ordinary
working class people began under the Whitlam Government, and was subsequently perpetuated
by the governments of Bob Hawke and Paul Keating. If it is to win the next election, the ALP
must return to its true legacy – tha t of Ben Chifley and Arthur Calwell.
One of the problems that is immediately apparent, however, is Thompson’s failure to define
what he means by the “working class”. After all, 150 years after the publication of the
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Communist Manifesto, there is certainly no shortage of literature on the topic. 5 But the closest
that Thompson comes is in the Preface, where he outlines his own working class credentials –
that he was born in the Balmain/Rozelle area, left school early, travelled around Australia and
the world and worked as a builder’s labourer before going on to study economics and law, and
work as a political adviser and consultant to a law firm. Hardly a stereotypical member of the
working class, one might have thought. Yet through the remainder of the book, the working class
are implicitly defined in turn by their occupation, income levels, cultural values and political
beliefs – according to what best suits the author’s argument.
Notwithstanding this definitional difficulty, part of Thompson’s thesis is
class” is defined to mean those in manual occupations, Labor lost a large portion of its working
class vote at the 1996 election. The extent of this collapse is identified in a recent chapter by
Clive Bean. 6 Using data from the 1996 Australian Electoral Survey, Bean found that while the
ALP vote fell by 2 percent among non-manual workers (from 38% to 36%), it dropped by a
massive 15 percent among manual workers (from 59% to 44%). Thus the Alford index of class
voting (the percentage of manuals voting Labor minus the percentage of non-manuals voting
Labor) fell to just 8 percent, the first single-figure result ever recorded. 7
Instead of outlining these simple facts, however, Thompson tries to prove his case in a rather
more prolix manner. He begins by quoting extensively8 from an article by Antony Green, which
claimed that Labor lost the 1996 election not because manual workers failed to vote for it, but
because it was deserted by some of its more weakly committed supporters, and the vast majority
of those who stated no party affiliation. 9 Thompson attacks Green’s main arguments, then
attempts to make his point by quoting former Liberal Party Federal Director Andrew Robb and
unnamed media commentators. Political spin and enigmatic anecdotes make a poor substitute for
hard data.
Yet the fact remains that there is a kernel of truth in this book. A large part of Labor’s electoral
demise in 1996 was due to its desertion by manual workers. But from this, Thompson leaps to
two conclusions. First, because Labor lost in 1996, the Hawke and Keating Governments’
policies on feminism, environmentalism and race must have been to the detriment of the working
class. Secondly, if Labor is to win the next federal election, it must concentrate on winning back
the manual workers that it lost in 1996.
The first relies on a particularly narrow view of what constitutes a working class voter. Under
any definition of “working class”, many are women, and benefited from the Jobs, Education and
Training Scheme, the Basic Parenting Allowance and additional child care places. 10 Some are
concerned with the environment, and benefited from the billion trees program and controls on
ozone-depleting substances. Another group are Aboriginal, and benefited from the Native Title
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Act and targeted labour market programs. Yet Thompson’s working class voters apparently do
not fall into any of these categories.
Secondly, the fact that Labor needs to win a higher share of the “working class” vote does not
necessarily mean that it mus t do so by concentrating on class issues. True, the 1998 election only
saw Labor increase its share of the manual vote by 2 percent (from 44% to 46%).11 However, the
fact that more working class votes must be won does not automatically mean that the solution is
to target class issues. Increasingly, the extent to which voters use their class as an electoral cue
has weakened. 12 Thompson ridicules Lindsay Tanner for pointing out the rising importance of
postmaterialist values, but the statistical trends are unmistakable. 13
The trend in Australia away from class as an electoral cue simply mirrors a worldwide tendency.
The changing nature of work and values, accelerated by the large -scale entry of women into the
workforce, have fundamentally redrawn the electoral map. In the words of British sociologist
Anthony Giddens:
“In virtually all Western countries voting no longer fits class lines, and has shifted from a
left/right polarization to a more complex picture. The economic axis that used to separate
voters into ‘socialist’ and ‘capitalist’ positions has much lower salience, while the contrasts
of libertarian versus authoritarian, and ‘modern’ versus ‘traditionalist’, have grown. Other,
more contingent influences – such as leadership style – have become more important than
they used to be.”14
Feminist, environmental and race issues not only contributed to the betterment of the lives of
working people – they also matter to voters. For Labor to shift focus from these issues would be
to ignore their growing electoral importance both here and overseas. For a Chinese-born
Australian, who owns some shares, installs computers for a living, and surfs the Internet in the
evening, her status as a manual worker is hardly likely to determine how she votes. Yet not only
does she represent the type of voter that Labor must win if it is to form government federally, she
is also one of the “mass of people” to whom Ben Chifley referred in 1949.
One of the more troubling elements of reading Labor without class is the frequency and
vehemence of the personal attacks – on Marian Sawer, Stuart Macintyre and Lindsay Tanner,
among others. In the Preface, Thompson thanks local councillor and journalist Paddy
McGuinness for his encouragement and comments. It seems, however, that he has also picked up
something of McGuinness’s ad hominem style of writing.
There are also some factual errors. Thompson asserts that Australia was a more equal society in
1993-94 than it was in 1981-82. 15 In fact, the most reliable measure of income inequality, the
Gini Coefficient, rose from 0.40 to 0.44 over this period – signifying a 10% increase in
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inequality. He claims that the Whitlam Government’s abolition of university fees did not
increase the numbers of poor students attending university. Yet studies conducted in 1974-76
showed that were it not for the abolition of fees and the introduction of means-tested assistance,
between 10% and 20% of students would have been forced to defer enrolment or not enrol at
all. 16 The fact that his source in both cases is former Governor-General Bill Hayden does not
absolve him of the responsibility to check such straightforward points.
At times, reading Thompson’s book can feel like listening to a bar-room speech, with the orator
occasionally pausing to pick up a book from the pile on the bar behind him, read a slab of text,
and embark on another blistering attack. By the end, it erupts into full-blown bombast, as he
denounces the mysterious “Committee” allegedly responsible for the transformation of the ALP.
Alas, Mr Thomps on, there is no “Committee”, though perhaps things would be simpler for all of
us if there was. Like the British Labour Party and the American Democratic Party (though you
don’t mention them), the ALP has learned that it must adapt or die. Globalisation, the Internet,
post-Fordism and social capital (though you don’t mention them) are all ideas that are forcing a
fundamental rethinking of what it means to be a social democrat. This isn’t an abandonment of
our values, it’s the best way to serve them. Ben Chifley wouldn’t have had it any other way.
As Michael Thompson once was, Andrew Leigh is an Adviser to Senator Peter Cook.
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