




















Portuguese Premier Mario Soares . . . rallied support for democracy against the

totalitarian left.

Horst Ehmke, took this argument a siage further. He pointed out that the
Soviet Union constantly reiterates that peaceful co-existence and
ideological competition are entirely compatible. German social
democrats, he insisted, must continue to promote their constitutional
democracy and welfare state as an alternative to Scviet communist
society. That’s ideological competition. But at the same time this
competition need not endanger improved inter-state relations, a point
which is naturally important to the Federal Republic of Germany in
particular with regard to the U.S.S.R.

This same attitude is valid when it comes to electoral alliances between
socialists and communists, as in France. Again, democratic socialists can
never forget their own mission. It is they who have represented liberal
socialism for over a century, they who have never blindly accepted
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dogma, they who have never allied themselves with dictatorship.
Frequently forces of the reactionary right and of the communist left have
lapsed into authoritarianism and repression. Alone of all the major
political strands, social democrats can boast they have never imprisoned,
tortured or executed their political opponents. With this proud tradition
they can conduct dialogue or enter alliances from a position of strength.
For example, Francois Mitterand, leader of the French Socialists, has
never hesitated to emphasise that his party leads the French united left.
His party is growing faster than the Communists and is outpolling them in
by-elections. If the exigencies of French politics have forced the Socialists
into a united front, they are the stronger party and — under Mitterand —
they will not fear to use that strength to maintain the upper hand.

Incidentally, the movement of European communist parties to a more
independent position (even if they have yet to modify their Leninism)
confirms some of the fundamental principles of democratic socialists. As
Austrian Chancellor, Bruno Kreisky, told the 1976 conference of his party:
“We social democrats have no reason to consider it a defeat when the
two largest communist parties in democratic Europe formally reject
political formulae which belong to the most immutable principles of so-
called Marxism-Leninism.”

Such ideological considerations are far from the central concern of
Australian Labor, the party without doctrines or ideological foundations.
According to Robert Murray in his book, The Split, Australian Labor has
“hollowness at the centre” or, in other words, no common body of ideas
that mainstream Labor people can identify with. Thus throughout its
history the party has been open to penetration by ideologically cohesive
groups, like the Stalinists or the National Civic Council. Labor, as Murray
wrote ' . . . had to rely on inertia and commonsense, both of which it
had in abundance, more than a well-established body of practical ideas”
to protect itself from these outside ideologies. So there might be
advantages in Australian Labor defining itself more explicitly as a social
democratic party, in identifying itself more closely with the rich tradition
of European social democracy.

Consider what might have been the case if, in the immediate post-war
'years, the A.L.P. had seen itself in this light. There would have been no
hesitation about combating the Communist Party in the unions because,
in their blind and dogmatic Stalinism, the Communists would have been
anathema. Equally, the Santamarian N.C.C. would have been identified as
the reactionaries they were. Instead Dr Evatt allowed Santamaria to write
part of his policies and flirted with Dr Mannix yet at the same time
committed politically insane acts that enabled him to be painted as pro-
Communist. These were hardly the actions of a leader confident in his
social democratic role.

The absence of a democratic socialist tradition is one of the great
weaknesses of the Australian left. Even as late as the 1950s to be “left-
wing” was somehow to be pro-Soviet. The debilitated Australian left
produced no George Orwell, with contempt for totalitarianism and
a patriotic and humane brand of socialism. No thoroughly indigenous
radical, like an Aneurin Bevan. No socialist thinker like Michael
Harrington, attempting to define a democratic Marxism and dismissing all
authoritarianism as anti-socialist.



SR B NS SR W

Economic Management

But a clearer sense of our ideological position isn’t all we have to learn
from the social democratic parties of Europe. There are practical lessons
in policy too.

In the 1970s Australians proved themselves to be outstandingly inept
economic managers. One British observerivasn’t too far wrong when he
said it was easy to foul-up the British economy but it took national genius
to do it to Australia’s. Undoubtedly one of the major lessons to be learnt
from the social democrats of Scandinavia, West Germany and Austria is
their confident success in economic management. Win or lose, economic
management has been acknowledged as their strong point in elections.
That could not be said of Australia Labor.

But, to be fair, when it comes tc economic management all Australian
Governments have unerringly made wrong economic decisions at crucial
times, especially in the new circumstances of the 1970s. The McMahon
Government presided over a rapid accumulation of reserves and increase
in the money supply between 1970 and 1972. And, under Country Party
dominance, it refused to offset this with the necessary currency
appreciation. There was an over-harsh budget in 1971 and an
overexpansionary one in 1972. This all meant that when Labor came to
power in December 1972, inflexibly intent on implementary each item in
its platform, Australia was already being carried along on an inflationary
surge. The 1973-4 credit squeeze, demanded by the Reserve Bank, was a
mistaken response, as Gough Whitlam now recognises. So was the July
1973 25 per cent across-the-board cut in tariffs. Tariffs should be a tool of
planning and tariff cuts should be gradual and selective. In the already
inflationary climate of 1973-4 government spending was expanded too
rapidly by the Labor Government. Through a combination of bad advice,
inexperience and the pressures of too frequent elections Labor looked
like a Government strong on compassion but weak on competence.

Labor’s opponents, of course, have been even less competent. In fact,
poor economic management is almost a national trait. Every budget of
the 1970s has ended up being revised or modified or corrected. The
failure of Australian Governments to unwind the wages and prices spiral
is held up by economists as a model of how not to run anti-inflationary
policy. There has been one sorry disaster after another, from indirect tax
increases to Medibank revisions to devaluation. Failure in managing the
Australian economy has been bipartisan.

Still, that’s little comfort for Labor. During most of its period in office
Australian Labor would never have been able to state that economic
management was its strongest selling point. Yet this is precisely
the claim that some European social democratic parties have
been able to make — and in countries no better protected
from world economic currents than Australia. In- May 1977 |
sat with a group of West German miners at a Saturday morning
meeting in the Burgerhaus in Kamen, a small town in the Ruhr.
Their local Social Democratic M.P. reported to them on the
economic policies of the government in Bonn. We have the lowest
unemployment outside Austria and Sweden, he was able to boast, and
the lowest inflation outside Switzerland. Real wages have continued to
increase in Germany and few countries have better economic growth.
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The best economic managers . . . a profitable private sector harnessed to their

social goals.

The simple fact is that West German workers came through the recession
of the 1970s better off than their counterparts in Australia.

Much the same argument could be mounted about other countries like
Sweden, for example, where in 1978 workers will begin to enjoy five
weeks annual leave as another pay-off from their growth economy. And
in May 1977 the Labor-led coalition government in Holland was re-
elected with a mere 8 per cent inflation rate and an unemployment rate
slightly less than our own.

Why should these countries, in ways more economically vulnerable
than our own, be better at economic management than Australia? Why
sQouId the party of reform in their system be the natural and best
economic manager, but not in ours? How have these governments been
able to successfully harness profitable private sectors to the achievement
of their social goals? Economic management is the single biggest
challenge for the next Labor Government. And our economic spokesmen
and advisers could do no better than study the relative success of some of
our fraternal parties in Europe.

Party Organisation
In a variety of ways the social democratic parties of Europe, especially of
Austria, West Germany and Scandinavia, distinguish themselves in terms
of their organisation. Their party officials are usually wide-eyed with
amazement when they hear just how makeshift party operations are in
Australia, just how stunted our research, education and propaganda is.
Here is a miscellany of ways in which these parties beat us hands down.
And in which we can learn from them.
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Internationalism. Sweden, a rich country on the northern rim of
Europe, became the first western nation to criticise the Vietnam war back
in the 1960s. Today the Swedish Social Democrats sustain a massive
international effort, directed mainly at solidarity with their colleagues in
Portugal. Branches of the Swedish Party have “adopted” branches of the
Portuguese Party; study tours of rank and file Swedish party members
regularly visit Portugal. The Swedes conducted a “’solidarity action”, with
their Party members all over Sweden standing on street corners raising
funds to send to their embattled colleagues. To them, international
solidarity meant more than Olof Palme sitting down at a meeting with
Mario Soares. It meant mobilising their entire party behind socialist
comrades in another land.

Largely as a result of German and Swedish pressure the Socialist
International is determined to establish strong links with the Third World,
to break out of the “ghetto of Europe’”. At its 1976 Conference Willy
Brandt challenged the International to become more than a “socialist
gentlemen’s club” and face up to the “genocide of misery” occuring
daily in the poor nations. The Senegalese Socialists were admitted to
membership of the International, the first African affiliate. So the Socialist
International, representing the left wing of a troubled capitalist affluence,
decided to-reach out to the Third World.

Social democracy can gain ground outside Europe. In Latin America, in
Africa and Asia, the idea of a Third World free of hegemonic powers is
beginning to be combined with the search for a third way somewhere
between capitalism and socialism.

Yet Australian Labor has done no international work in, say, Papua New
Guinea or the South Pacific. We were not represented at the last Socialist
International Conference.

Party Education. At a Social Democratic Party college in West Germany,
regular groups of new Party members attend one week courses on
““Socialism, from Bebel to Brandt”. There’s no “holiowness at the centre”’
of the German Party: education programs like that ensure it has clear
ideological foundations and that rank and file members are familiar with
them. Party education also helps ensure that working class activists are
not browbeaten by university students. or professionals — they’re
equipped to play an active role in Party life.

The Swedish Party also has a highly developed education program for
its members, with local branch study groups, week-end schocls and
week-long courses on Party organisation and ideology.

The last five years have seen trade union education become established
in Australia. There must be a similar effort directed at the political
education of the labour movement.

Female Participation. It would be wrong to portray European social
democracy as trail-blazing female participation in the political process.
But the Swedes have made improvements and are at least monitoring the
role of women in their party — as this paragraph from the report of their
26th Congress (1976) makes clear:

“The 350 delegates comprised 109 women and 241 men. The women
delegates spoke on 139 occasions altogether as against 286 for the
men and accounted for about 1072 hours of the total speaking time
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while the men took up about 21v2 hours. Thus, relatively speaking,
the women were somewhat more active in debates than the men.”

The Constitution

While there’s a wealth to be learnt from the social democratic fraternity,
politics must be shaped by national conditions. And for Australian social
democrats there is one campaign more urgent than all others. And it’s a
campaign that brings together the two basic commitments — those to the
constant revision of society and to democratic means and pluralism. This
campaign is the cause of constitutional reform. It’s a cause tailor-made for
social democrats to champion.

“Our parliaments work within a constitutional framework which
enshrines Liberal policy and bans Labor policy,” warned Gough Whitlam
in his 1957 lecture, The Constitution versus Labor. But few Labor people
could have forseen that, not only Labor’s program, but its very right to a
full-term of office, was to be challenged by the ramifications of the
Australian consitution. When we talk of the Australian consitution we talk
of a document largely written, as Donald Horne has pointed out, to
“flatter Queen Victoria”. It was a document prepared about a decade
before the Labor Party became an entrenched presence in Australian
political life. At the time of the consitutional conventions of 1897-8 the
Labor Party was only polling about 20 per cent of the popular vote. As a
result there was only one Labor representative at those conventions. But
if the constitution had been drafted a mere 10 years later when Labor was
actually governing at state and federal level, Labor representatives would
probably have comprised a majority. The document produced by such a
constitutional convention would have been a very different document,
reflecting a different balance of power in society.

As it was, however, the constitution has frustrated the programs of all
Labor Governments from Fisher to Whitlam. It blocked attempts to
control monopolies before World War | and blocked bank
nationalisation in 1947. It enabled the dismissal of the Government in late
1975. Donald Horne described the last event as the result of ““the most
sustained and corrupting campaign to destroy a government in our
national history, with outrages committed against the decencies of our
political life, a huge campaign of political misrepresentation and a
vendetta journalism so virulent it makes me ashamed to have been a
journalist.” Whitlam’s plea for us to maintain our rage is not only good
rhetoric but excellent political advice. During the term of the Scullin
Government the Senate blocked all Labor’s policies and ensured the
Party’s eventual defeat in 1931. But the A.L.P. then promptly forgot the
cause of constitutional reform, launched no campaign of public
education, and lived to be speared again 40 years later by another hostile
and self confident Senate. The Lang Labor Government was turfed out of
office by a rogue Governor in 1932. Nobody took up the issue of vice
regal reserve powers. Labor lived on, to be destroyed 40 years later by
another man in top hat and striped trousers.

This time the consitutional issue cannot be allowed to gather dust.
There are two ways sccial democrats can pursue this campaign. First, by
lending support to the movement for constitutional reform. This
campaign may never result in the completely new constitution that
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Donald Horne talks of. But its meetings and conference do add to a
climate in which constitutional reform becomes an issue and referenda
are more easily carried. It builds up a climate of opinion that would make
it tougher for the political obscenities of 1975 to be repeated. Second
social democrats must help develop strategies that enable the future
Labor Government, faced with Senate obstruction, to ride out the crisis
and stay in power. Lionel Bowen, the shadow Attorney General, has
already enunciated one plan that involves a Labor Government
steadfastly refusing to accept Senate rejection of supply and even
refusing to accept High Court jurisdiction in such a matter, as it pertains
only to relations between the houses. There needs to be more work in
this area, so that the tories are forced to accept that — if November 11th
repeats itself — Labor will not meekly surrender power.

In Australia the party of change and reform will never be given a fair

chance until the rules of the game are altered—the powers of the Senate-

curbed, the viceroy’s powers removed and one vote, one value written
into the constitution. We may never succeed as completely as the
Portuguese Socialists who now govern under a constitution that
enshrines democratic socialism and the shop-floor rights of workers. But
we should aim to do at least as well as Sweden and West Germany, where
voting systems can never deny a majority party the right to rule, and
where no upper house or head of state has the power to dismiss an
elected government from office in the middle of its term.

A Rich Tradition

Social democracy is no precise term. One writer has described all major
post-war political leaders in Britain — Bevan, Gaitskell, Butler, Macmillan
—as constituting a ‘’social democratic consensus’’. This is too wide.
Others have it that social democracy is dead, long since burnt out since
Crosland wrate The Future of Socialism in 1956. But this hardly squares
with the enormous voting support social democratic parties command
today. Nor, for example, with the continued appeal of a Willy Brandt, the
new-found vitality of the French Socialists nor with the yearnings in
Eastern Europe for “socialism with a human face”. Is there a distinction
between social democrats and democratic socialist? Some insist there is,
others use the terms interchangeably.

But there is undeniably a rich and proud tradition of the democratic
left. It is built on the quest for change and reform in the direction of
greater equality. It is committed to democratic means and pluralism. As
some may see it, a creeping medium-term approach. But better than the
alternatives. As Gunter Grass put it:

“| am a Social Democrat because to my mind socialism is worthless
without democracy and because an unsocial democracy is no
democracy at all. A bone-dry, inflexible sentence. Nothing to cheer
about. Nothing to dilate your pupils. Accordingly, | expect only
partial achievements. | have nothing better to offer, though | know
of better things and wish | had them.”

This is the instinctive approach of any party of social reform, including
Australian Labor. But the European social democrats can define problems
that most of their A.L.P. counterparts cannot even see. Further, the
presence of an ideology — however attenuated and compromised —

The continued appeal of a Willy Brandt . . . proof of the vitality of social
democracy.

allows the European socialists to speak about something other than

immediate reforms. Secure in their ideological base they confidently
defend the position of the democratic left. And, when required, they
show some global solidarity.

The shearers and bush advocates, miners and watersiders, who formed
the Australian Labor Party didn’t look to the European socialist movement
for ideas or ideology. But 90 years later there’s less excuse for ignoring
fraternal parties of the democratic left. These parties fight the same
battles. But with more confidence and clarity — and, in some respects,
more competence.
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