CLASS AND THE 1996 AUSTRALIAN ELECTION

ws Katharine Betts

The relationship between social class and electoral behaviour in Australia is changing, In the 19605
the majority of working-class voters supported the Labor Party; in 1996 more working-class voters
(manual workers and people in routine clerical jobs) voted for the Coalition than for Labor A
perception among some members of this group that Labor no longer reflects either their cultural values

or their economic interests may help explain this shift.

From the time of Federation in 190]
politics in Australia have been dominated
by two major political groupings: the
Australian Labor Party and a relatively
stable non-Labor grouping. Since the last
war this non-Labor group has consisted
of a coalition between the Liberals and
the National Party.' Because of the sta-
bility of the Liberal-National Party
Coalition it is reasonable to see post-war
Australian politics as a two-party system.
Minor parties do have influence because
they can direct their supporiers’ second
preferences to one or other of the two
major groupings, and candidates from
minor parties have played a key role
from time to time in the Senate. But no
candidate representing a minor party has
won a seat in the House of
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Representatives during the post-war
peried (though, since the 1990 Federal
¢lection, a few independents have been
successful).

Many political scientists have ex-
plained the stability of the two-party
system in terms of class-based voting and
high levels of party loyalty which trans-
cend the issues and personalities of the
day.” Most Australians identify with a
mainstream political party. Even if they
do not vote for this party on every oc-
casion they will usually return to it. Some
analysts add that the stability produced
by predictable class-based loyalty is
reinforced by the ability of political elites
to confine political debates to narrowly
focussed economic issues® This com-
binatton of class-based loyalty and



appeals to economic issues should mean
that the working class support the Labor
Party while the middle, upper middle and
upper classes support the Coalition.
There is no single accepted way of
describing these classes and 1 am here
following the model described by Chris
Chamberlain in his book Class Con-
sciousness in Australia.* His upper class
is numerically small but very wealthy,
but the upper-middle class effectively
runs the system and includes senior man-
agers, business people and upper level
professionals. The middle class consists
of people who have a degree of au-
tonomy at work. It includes lower level
professionals, white-collar workers in
relatively autonomous positions, and
blue-collar workers who are self
employed or in supervisory positions.
The working class includes skilied and
unskilled blue-collar employees as well

as people working in routine white collar
jobs.

A decline in the relative size of the
blue-collar workforce has meant that
Labor has had to develop its appeal to
white-collar workers but in
Chamberlain’s model many of these
people are in fact ‘working class’. It is
generally held that this development has
not diminished the role of social class as
an explanation for voting patterns. For
example, the argument offered by David
Kemp in the late 1970s that the re-
lationship between class (as measured by
occupation) and voting was becoming
much weaker® has its adherents but has
not been widely accepted.®

Table 1 sets out the results of the first-
preference vote for the House of Rep-
resentatives in the 20 Federal elections
held between 1949 and 1996, as well as
the two-party preferred vote which

Table 1: House of Representatives: election results 1949 to 1996 (percentages)

~Party Two-party preferred vote | Won by
Labor Coalition DLP Dem.  Other  Total Labor Coalition
1949 | 46.0 50.3 - - 37 100 438.7 513 Coalition
1951 | 47.6 50.3 - - 2.0 100 492 50.8 Coalition
1954 | 50.0 47.1 - - 9 100 50.5 495 Coalition
19551 446 47.6 8.2 - 2.6 160 46.5 335 Coalition
1958 | 42.8 46.5 94 - 1.2 100 45.9 54.1 Coalition
1961 { 47.9 42,1 8.7 - 1.3 10¢ 50.5 495 Coalition
1963 | 455 46.0 7.4 - | 100 474 526 Ceoalition
1966 | 40.0 49.9 73 - 27 100 431 569 Coalition
1969 | 47.0 43.4 6.0 - 37 100 50.2 498 Coalition
1972 | 45.6 41.5 52 - 37 100 S0 473 Labour
1974 | 493 457 1.4 - 35 100 51.7 483 Labour
19751 42.8 53.1 1.3 - 28 100 443 537 Coalition
19771 39.6 481 1.4 V4 1.4 100 454 54.6 Coalition
1980t 451 463 0.3 6.6 1.7 100 49 6 504 Coaiition
1983 | 49.5 43.6 02 5.0 1.7 10G 532 46.8 Labour
1984 { 47.5 450 0.6 5.4 15 100 51.8 48.2 Labour
19871 458 46.1 - 6.0 21 100 50.8 492 Labour
1960 | 394 434 11.2 6.0 100 469 50.1 Labour
1993 ] 449 44.3 38 7.0 100 51.1 489 Labour
1966 | 38.8 473 - 6.8 71 100 46.4 53.6 Coaiition
Source: 7996 CDROM The Parliament Stack (produced by the Parliamentary Education Office, with
Interactive Multimedia Pty Lid., Canberra)

Notes: Labor is the Australian Labor Party; Coalition is the coalition between the Liberal Party and the

National Party (known as the Country Party up until 1982); DLP is the DBemocratic Labor Party,

Dem. is the Australian Democrats.
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results after minor party preferences have
been distributed. While the proportion of
seats held by Labor and the Ccalition has
fluctuated widely, their proportions of the
vote are fairly stable. Only twice does
one or the other reach or exceed 50 per
cent; and the Coalition never, in this time
period, fell below 41 per cent. Labor,
however, has had three bad years (1977,
1990 and 1996) when its primary vote
fell below this. Of course below forty per
cent does not have to mean ‘cata-
strophic’; in 1990, despite gaining only
39.4 per cent of the primary vote, Labor
still managed to hold on to Gevernment.
In 1990 third parties attracted a high
proportion of the vote and an unusually
large number of third-party preferences
went to Labor and kept it in power. In
1931 and 1934 Labor’s vote was badly
affected by the depression, Lyons’ de-
fection to the Nationalists and the chal-
lenge from Lang in New South Wales; it
fell to 27.1 per cent in 1931 and 26.8 per
cent in 1934.7 But the result for Labor in
March 1996, when it won 38.8 per cent
of the primary vote, was its worst ever in
the series illustrated in Table 1. This
result led to a resounding defeat with the
former Government now holding only 49
of the 148 seats in the lower house. (In-
dependents hold five and
the Coalition has the other

cosmopolitans, it lost ground with the
less well-educated voters and that pride
in Australia’s history and opposition to
current levels of immigration were
associated with the vote for the Coalition.

Table 2 draws on the Australian Elec-
toral Study (AES).2 1t shows that, while
90 per cent of those who had voted for
the Coalition in 1993 stayed with the
Coalition parties in 1996, fewer than
three quarters of the 1993 Labor voters
stayed with Labor. Table 3 shows the
vote in 1993 and 1996 by occupation.
The 1993 data depend on respondents
remembering how they voted three years
previously and thus may be less reliable
than their reports of the vote which they
had just cast. Nevertheless, the data show
that in 1993 Labor had been in front of
the Coalition in five occupational groups:
para-professionals, trades, plant and
machine operators, elementary clerks and
labourers. It had also been in front with
the group labelled ‘other’, which consists
of people who have never had a paid job.
In 1996 Labor was ahead in no oc-
cupational group. The group labelied
‘elementary clerks’ consists of filing and
sorting clerks, telephonists, messengers,
sales assistants, cashiers, cleaners and
kitchen hands, Many of them are white-

Table 2: House of Representatives vote in 1996 by vote in

94.) 1993, percentages

The accompanying ar- | Vote in 1996 Vote jn 1993
ticle on patriotism, immi- Coalition  Labor Dem.+ Green  Other_(inc

1 NG response
gratlon and the 1996 616;_ Far 1993)

e e
tion ex'plores som of t . r = = =
more immediate reasons
behind the erosion of the | L2Por 3 B 26 20
Labor vote and the defeat |Dem. + Green 3 6 56 17
of the Keating Govern- }Other (inc no 4 4 i 7
: for 1996)

ment. It argues that, while  Tesponse for
Labor remained fairly |rom % 100 100 100 100
strong among university N (780) (732) (98) (187)

graduates, retaining its
appeal among new-class
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Peopie who did not respond to both the question on vote for both the
1993 and 1996 elections (n = 93) are not shown



Table 3: Voting by occupation, 1993 and 1996 (percentages)

1993 1996

Coal. Lab. Other Total | Coal. Lab. Other Total
Admin. and managers {n=196) 61 27 7 100 68 23 8 100
Professionals (n=317) 43 42 10 100 46 38 14 100
Para-professionals (n=166) 42 46 7 100 46 42 11 100
Trades (n=224) 40 44 7 100 50 36 13 100
Intermediate clerks (n=268) 49 44 7 100 50 36 13 100
Plant and machine operators (n=92) 39 49 8 106 44 4] 11 100
Elementary clerks (n=202) 37 45 7 100 47 37 15 100
Labourers (n=97) 33 52 7 100 41 40 13 100
Other (n=235) 38 42 5 100 44 34 g 100
Whole sample (N = 1797) 43 41 8 100 50 35 12 100

Notes:
and (n = 65 in 1996).

People who did not answer the question on voting are not shown separately {n = 143 in 1993)

‘Intermediate clerks’ include typists, data processors, numerical clerks, sales representatives and

carers and aides.

‘Elementary clerks’ include filing and sorting clerks, tetephonists, messengers, sales assistants,

cashiers, cleaners and Kifchen hands.

‘Other’ consists of people who have never worked for pay.

collar workers but, in Chamberlain’s
definition, they are working class.
Table 3 shows that voting is as-
sociated with occupation; the Labor vote
in 1993 was almost twice as high among
labourers as it was among administrators

and managers. But Table 3 also shows
that, while the Labor vote fell across the
board between 1993 and 1996, it fell
most sharply among four occupational
groups: labourers, tradespeople, plant
and machine operators, and elementary

Table 4: Occupational groups where 40 per cent or more voted Labor in the
House of Representatives in 1993: the Labor vote in 1993 and these
voters’ votes in 1996 (percentages)

Labor % The 1993 Labor volters, their vote in 1996
of vote
in 1993 | Labor Coalition Other Total No.of 1693
Labor voters
Professionals (n=317) 42 76 15 g 100 (132)
Para-professionals (n=166) 46 79 10 9 100 (77)
Trades (n=224) 44 71 26 3 100 98)
Plant and machine operators (n=92) 49 69 20 7 100 (45)
Elementary clerks (n=202) 45 71 il 17 100 (8]
Labourers (n=97) 52 70 i6 12 100 (50)
All 1993 Labor voters 41 73 17 8 100 {732)

Note: Table 4 is restricted to the 732 respondents who voted Labor in 1993, This means that
Tables 3 and 4 are not directiy comparable because some people who did not vote Labor in
1993 did do so in 1996. There were 89 individuals who had voted in this way (5 per cent of
the total sample of N = 1797). Professionals were the largest group among them (n = 20),
followed by intermediate clerks (n = 14), not shown in Table 5.
Those 1993 Labor voters who did not respond to the question on their vote in 1996 are not

shown separately (n = 5).
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clerks. With the exception of some
tradespeople who may have been self-
employed or working in supervisory
positions, all of the people in these
groups would count as working class in
the classification outlined above. Table 4
is restricted to people who voted Labor in
1993. It sets out the 1996 vote for all
1993 Labor voters and for the six oc-
cupational categories which had given
Labor the strongest support in 1996. It
shows that the tradespeople and the plant
and machine operators who had voted
Labor in 1993 and who changed their
vote in 1996 disproportionately moved to
the Coalition.

Tables 5 and 6 present voting patterns
by type of occupation between 1967 and
1996 and provide a historical context for

Table 5: The middle and upper-middle
class vote, 1967 to 1996

{percentages)
Coalition Labor Other Total
1967 71 26~ 3 100
1979 57 39 4 100
1984 46 49 5 100
1993 51 39 9 100 (n=889)
1996 55 34 12 100 (n=919)

Sources: The 1967 to 1984 data are from Graetz
and McAllister (1988:285; their data were
coded ‘non-manual’}; the 1993 and 1996 data
are from the 1996 Australia Election Study .

Notes:

1 The occupations coded as middle or upper-
middle class for 1993 and 1996 are:
administrators and managers, professionals,
para-professionals, and intermediate clerks.
The group ‘other’ is not included. The non-
response categories for voting in 1993 (n = 38)
and in 1996 (n = 28) have been excluded in
order to increase comparabitity with the earlier
data.

2 From 1967 to 1984 the occupation data refer
to the head of the household. For 1993 and
1996 it is the person’s own occupation.

3 In 1967 the vote ‘other’ category consisted of
the Democratic Labor Party. In 1979 and 1984
it was the Australian Democrats, and in 1993
and 1996 it included the Australian
Democrats, the Greens and other parties.
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this shift. The earlier data are taken from
Graetz and McAllister,® and are based on
natjional surveys which were similar to
the AES. (The earlier data are in fact
coded as non-manual and manual, but the
terms ‘middle and upper-middle class’
and ‘working class’ have been used here
because the elementary clerks are in-
cluded in the working class data for 1993
and 1996.)'

Tables 5 and 6 allow us to put the
results of the 1996 AES results into a
context but they de not provide very
many data points. For example, the dra-
matic elections of 1972, 1975 and 1983
are missing. Nevertheless, Table 5 shows
that support for Labor among middle-
and upper-middie-class voters reached a
peak in 1984, when nearly half the peo-
ple in this category voted for the Hawke
Government, and that this support then
declined. A similar, but higher, peak is
shown for working class voters in Table

Table 6: The working class vote, 1967
to 1996 (percentages)

Coalition Labor Other Total
1967 41 56 i 100
1979 40 57 30100
1984 35 62 3100
1993 4] 51 & 100 (n=562)
1996 48 39 14 100 {n=600)

Sources: See Table 5 (Graetz and McAliister's
data — 1967 te 1984 — were coded
‘rnanual’). ;

Notes:The occupations coded as working class

for 1993 and 1996 are: trades, plant and
machine operators, elementary clerks and
tabourers. (The results were also
calculated separately for the elementary
clerks and their voting patterns were
almost identical to those of the other
three groups combined.} The
occupational group ‘other’ for 1993 and
1996 is not included. The non-response
categories for voting in 1993 (n = 53}
and in 1996 {n = 15) have been excluded
in order to increase comparability with
the earlier data.

See also notes 2 and 3 for Table 5.



6, but here the decline has been more
precipitous.’! While the middle- and
upper-middie-class Labor vote dropped
by 15 per cent between 1984 and 1996, it
feli from an unusvally high point and in
1996 it was still higher than it had been
in 1967. In contrast, the Labor vote
among the working class in 1984 was
only five or six per cent higher than in
the 1960s and 1970s. But by 1996 it had
fallen by 23 per cent and was then much
lower than it was in 1967. Indeed, as both
Table 3 and Table 6 show, in 1996
manual workers and people in routine
clerical positions were all more likely to
vote Coalition than Labor,

In 1988, on the basis of clear evidence
on shifts in party identification, Graetz
and McAllister reported that the Liberal-
National Party Coalition had been in a
state of long-term decline since the
1960s. They concluded that since the
heyday of the Menzies era in the 1950s
and early 1960s the Liberals had failed
either ‘to project a distinctive enough
profile to the voters or to aftract suf-
ficiently able leaders to arrest the de-
cline’.'? The general trend from 1967 to
1984 had been a shift of suppori away
from the Liberals and towards the Labor
party.” The current evidence suggests
that the trend is now swinging the other
way. Labor’s loss of support among the
working ¢lass may have been accentuated
by factors specific to the 1996 election
but it seems to be part of a long-term
shift.

How should this be explained? Of
course, the phenomenon of the manual
worker who does not vote for a labour
party is not new; it has merely grown.
After all, Table 6 shows that between 35
and 41 per cent of the working class were
voting for the Coalition between 1967
and 1993. Indeed, much research in po-
litical sociology has been devoted to
analysing the support which some

workers give to conservative or right-
wing parties. Chamberlain’s book, for
example, is devoted to the problem of
working-class adaptation to inegalitarian
politics. But there is less research on the
corresponding riddle of why middie-
class people and professionals should
vote Labor, as growing numbers of them
do.

The voting patterns of people in dif-
ferent occupational groups are mutating.
Why? Does class matter less in Australia
in the 1990s than it did in the 1960s?
Given current levels of unemployment
and economic anxiety this seems un-
likely. Perhaps we need to ask a different
question. Does Labor still represent the
working class?

The Australian Labor Party has
changed. It is no longer a party domi-
nated by unions and unlettered workers.
The branches have grown in influence
and university-educated activists now
play an increasingly important role not
only in these branches, and the Federal
party structure, but within the Australian
Council of Trade Unions as well.” In the
19605 and 1970s most of the new-class
Labor activists upheld the economic
interests of working-class Labor sup-
porters (regulation of the econo'my, n-
cluding regulation of wages and working
conditions, and a decent welfare system)
but they differed from many of them on
non-economic issues (such as the White
Australia policy, the Vietnam war, over-
seas aid and, later on, multiculturalism
and the refugee intake)."”

Labor intellectuals’ positions on many
of these questions were morally sound
and made practical good sense. Their
position on others, such as multi-
culturalism, may have begun with good
intentions but ended less happily.” But
irrespective of the merits of these ideas,
sceptics, including Australian workers,
were not always converted to them;
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rather, they were outmanoeuvred and led
to feel that any objections were in-
admissible, unfashionable and wrong.

During the 1980s the Labor party élite
not only promoted their cultural values
enthusiastically, they also abandoned
many of their older protectionist
economic goals. Many workers who had
suffered the imposition of alien cultural
ideas may have experienced Labor’s
conversion to economic rationalism as a
double betrayal. The workers’ party
which had been led by Curtin and
Chifley and Calwell spoke for the
battlers. The data in the accompanying
article on patriotism, immigration and the
1996 election give some plausibility to
the idea that many of these battlers do not
now see Labor as their champion. In their
eves the Labor Party may have become,
not a modemnised defender of the
working class, but a conglomeration of
special interest groups, led by an
intellectual élite with no especial
affection for Australia or Australians.

If this analysis is correct we can say,
not that class-based voting has changed
in Australia, but that the nature of social
class is changing. Class still matters n
Australian politics but it is expressed
through culture and ideas as much as
through economic claims. Of course,
economics Is immportant but other gques-
tions should be seen as part of the
political debate as well. If the two forces
of political stability have in the past been
class-based party loyalty and an élite
strategy of keeping non-economic
questions off the political agenda, the
first has changed and the second has
hecome a force, not for stability, but for
instability.

Some parochials now sound harsh and
ugly but this may be because their con-
cerns have been ignored for too long. A
political élite which has focussed the
public debate on economic issues and
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dismissed popular feeling about de-
mography and identity bears some of the
responsibility for this, but so too do the
new class. People who are unhappy with
the way in which public issues are dis-
cussed have a duty, not to put a damper
on others whom they regard as inferior or
distasteful, but to set an example of full
and open discussion. Leadership consists
not in suppressing debate but in en-
couraging it. This is done by offering
cogent arguments, credible evidence and
a sound policy framework.
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