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Australia in the 20th Century 
 

Consolidation of Political Parties after Federation 
 
Federation: the Framework 
Australia celebrated Federation on 1st January 1901. Many felt 
this was the beginning of a new era in Australian history, but 
really it was only the birth of Australia as a nation. 
 
The Constitution was written in the 1880s. It was not an easy 
document to write. There were many conflicts: control of the 
Murray River; protection or free trade, to mention only two. 
 
Furthermore, it wasn’t easy to interpret the Constitution. A 
Federal Constitution meant that the power of government was 
shared by six states and the federal government. Federal 
Parliament was given specific powers and all other matters 
were left to the State Governments. As a result, there was a 
constant questioning of the powers. This was reflected in the 
two Houses of Federal Parliament. The House of Representatives contained 
representatives of the Australian people. The Upper House, the Senate, 
represented the states. At this time there were six Senators for each state. 
 
The Constitution itself contained a contradiction because it wasn’t entirely clear 
who would dominate: the people or the states - the House of Representatives or 
the Senate. Some thought that the states must have equal power with the 
Federal Government and therefore there should be a strong Senate. Others felt 
that the ultimate power should lie in the House of Representatives. This was in 
line with the Australian and British tradition of representative government. 
Alternatively, Australia could have followed the United States Government and 
had a Cabinet separate from Parliament. It was the group that argued for 
power in the Lower House that won. The House of Representatives was to 
dominate and it was more or less assumed that the British Constitution would 
prevail.  

 
Alfred Deakin, (who was appointed 
Prime Minister in 1903) believed 
there was no need for the Senate. 
Although political parties were not 
mentioned in the Constitution, he 
realised that one political party 
should form Cabinets. 
 
The sharing of power with the states 
was very difficult but it was the 
Federal Government who was 
more likely to win. 

Alfred Deakin 
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Answer these questions 
Always answer in sentences unless otherwise indicated. 
 
 

1.  Under the Constitution, who shared the power? 
 

 _____________________________________________________________________ 
 

 _____________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.  Complete: the ____________________________ contained representatives  
 

 of the Australian people. The Senate represented the ______________. 
 
3.  Outline the contradiction that was felt to be contained in the Constitution, 

explain what it was, the discussion that took place regarding it and what 
was finally decided. Do not copy from the text. Use your own words. 

 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

_____________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
 
Political Parties and the System 
 
Federal politics for the first twenty seven years 
was centred in Melbourne. 
 
Seven years had elapsed before the national  
parliament decided on a permanent site, which 
the Constitution had required them to establish in 
NSW, but not within 160 kilometres of Sydney.  Melbourne House of Parliament 
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Once the site was decided on, a name was needed. “Canberra,” an Australian 
aboriginal name, was chosen. This was surprising as at this time aborigines were 
despised. 
 
At first there were 3 political parties: Labor, Conservative and Liberal. Deakin 
referred to them as “the three elevens.” There were 16 members of the Labor 
Party. The 49 other members were either Conservatives or Liberals but they were 
not labelled as such.  The non-Labor majority in the House of Representatives and 
in the Senate were divided chiefly on the fiscal system - protectionist or  
free-trade. 
 
The largest party was the Liberal Protectionist Party, led by Barton, and they were 
united by the principle of protection. They felt tariffs should be used to protect 
and encourage local industry. They believed in material prosperity for all, and 
regulation by Parliament for the benefit of all. They were very loosely organized 
although they did caucus on major issues.  Many in this party came from Victoria. 
A caucus is a meeting of a party to nominate a candidate or deal with  
organisation or policy. 
 
The second largest party was the Conservative Free Trade Party. They believed in 
free trade, that is that the state should not interfere in the economy and that 
tariffs should only be used to raise revenue. They were loosely organized and a 
large proportion came from NSW. Their leader was George Reid. 
 
The third party was the Labor Party. This was the political arm of the trade unions. 
Their aim was to bring in a socialist society, although they were hesitant to state it 
in this way. They believed in equal distribution of wealth by the state. They were 
well organized, but were stronger on a state level than a federal level. They had a 
policy of support in return for concessions and were led by Watson, who was 
followed by Fisher.  
 
The three political parties vied for power constantly and a coalition government 
became more the rule than the exception. Most often it was the Liberal 
Protectionist Party and the Labor Party that got together and dominated the 
House. 

Original Parliament House, Canberra 
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Answer these questions 
 

 

1.  Where was Federal politics centred for the first 27 years?  
 Why do you think this was so? 
 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2.  There were three political parties at first. What were they? 
 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
3.  What are tariffs? 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
4.  What is a caucus? 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 
5.  Outline the main differences between the 3 main parties. (Make sure you  
 answer the question and don’t just list what each party believed.) 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
 

 ________________________________________________________________________ 
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Timeline: Australian Federation, Boer War, World War I 

 
1899 - 1902 

 
Boer War 

 
January 1st, 1901 

 
Federation. The Commonwealth of Australia is formed. 

 
9th May, 1901 

First Federal Parliament opened by the Duke of Cornwall and York 
(later George V) at the Melbourne Exhibition building. 

 
1902 

Anglo-Japanese Alliance 
Women’s suffrage adopted for Federal Elections. 

 
1906 

Australian Government gains sovereignty over the British Territory of 
Papua. 

 
1907 

 
Australia becomes a Dominion. 

 
1909 

Australia accepts concept of a separate Australian navy. 
Act passed for compulsory military training of youth. 

 
1914 

 
Norfolk Island becomes a territory of Australia. 

 
28th June, 1914 

Archduke Ferdinand, heir to the Austria-Hungary throne, and his 
wife are assassinated  by Serbian Nationalists in Sarajevo. 

 
July, 1914 

Germans support Austria against Serbia. Austria declares war on 
Serbia and Russia. 

 
1st August, 1914 

 
Official outbreak of World War I. 

 
3rd - 4th August, 1914 

Germany invades Luxemburg; declares war on France and  
invades Belgium. As a result of the attack on Belgium, Britain  
declares war on Germany. 
Australia enters World War I alongside the rest of the British Empire. 

 
14th August, 1914 

The British Expeditionary Force has landed in France to assist the 
French and Belgians and the Battle of the Frontiers begins. 

 
17th August, 1914 

 
Russia invades East Prussia. 

 
19th August, 1914 

USA President Wilson decides the USA will remain neutral.  
The Canadians raise an expeditionary force to go overseas. 

 
5th - 10th September 

First Battle of Marne. This ends in French victory, halting the  
German advance of Paris. 

14th October -  
22nd November, 1914 

 
First Battle of Ypres. 

 
29th October, 1914 

 
Turkey enters the War on the side of the Central Powers. 

 
1st November, 1914 

 
First Australian troops sent. 
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Answers to Australia in the 20th Century  
 
 

Page 5 
1.  Under the Constitution, power was shared by both states and the Federal Government. 
2.  House of Representatives         States 
3.  What was not clear in the Constitution was who would dominate: the House of  
 Representatives or the Senate. Some thought the states should have equal power with the 
 Federal Government and therefore the Senate should dominate. Others thought the ultimate 
 power should be in the House of Representatives, as this was the House that represented all 
 the people. Alternatively the Cabinet could be separate from Parliament and have the 
 power to rule. It was finally decided that the House of Representatives should dominate. 
 
Page 7 
1.  Politics was centred in Melbourne for 27 years. This was because, due to the rivalry between 
 states, Parliament couldn’t agree on a suitable site and even when they did finally agree on 
 Canberra, the town had to be planned and developed, as it was a new area. 
2.  The political parties were the Labor Party, the Liberal Protectionist Party and the Conservative 
 Free Trade Party. (any order) 
3.  Tariffs are a tax levied by government on imports. They are used to protect the country’s  
 interests from cheaper, outside competition. They are also a means of revenue for the  
 government. 
4.  Caucus is a closed meeting of leading politicians of a party to co-ordinate policy, choose 
 candidates, etc. 
5.  The Liberal Protectionist Party felt that tariffs should be used to protect and encourage local 
 industry. They believed in material benefit for all and that Parliament should regulate for all. In 
 contrast, the Conservative Free Trade Party believed in tariffs only to raise revenue. They  
 believed that there should be free trade and that the state should not interfere in the  
 economy. The Labor Party had totally different views. They were the political arm of the 
 trade unions. Their aim was to bring about a socialistic society, that is one where the means of 
 production, distribution and exchange are owned by the community collectively, usually 
 through the state. They believed ultimately in the equal distribution of wealth by the state. 
 They were more organized at state level than federal level. 
 
Page 9 
1.  Answers may vary: Suggestion - Each party had different, rather than compatible, views and 
 aims.  With a coalition party many of these views and aims would need to be sacrificed or a 
 compromise reached to obtain common goals, e.g., protection of trade. 
2.  They were able to merge because of : 
 a.  two of the three parties were agreed to support protectionism, so it became less of an  
  issue. Deciding on what type of a society would develop became more important. 
 b.  The alarm at the way the Labor Party was developing. Under Labor they feared that  
  there would be too much state aid; that the state would dominate the individual; and that 
  the Party rather than individual mattered. 
 c.  The increasing reluctance of Labor to agree to a coalition, as opposed to supporting a  
  common policy. 
 d.  The growing respectability of the Labor Party in the eyes of the whole community and  
  not just the trade unionists. 
 e.  The easing of some of the personal feelings that had divided the members of the earlier 
  Parliaments. 
 
Page 10 
3.  The Liberal Party made members sign a pledge to put the Party before their own personal 
 feelings and to vote in accordance with decisions made by Caucus. They also chose the  
 members to stand for a particular seat. 

©Valerie Marett 
Coroneos Publications

Australian Homeschooling 
#523 Australian History 1900-1945 132 

Answers to Australia in the 20th Century  
 
 

Page 5 
1.  Under the Constitution, power was shared by both states and the Federal Government. 
2.  House of Representatives         States 
3.  What was not clear in the Constitution was who would dominate: the House of  
 Representatives or the Senate. Some thought the states should have equal power with the 
 Federal Government and therefore the Senate should dominate. Others thought the ultimate 
 power should be in the House of Representatives, as this was the House that represented all 
 the people. Alternatively the Cabinet could be separate from Parliament and have the 
 power to rule. It was finally decided that the House of Representatives should dominate. 
 
Page 7 
1.  Politics was centred in Melbourne for 27 years. This was because, due to the rivalry between 
 states, Parliament couldn’t agree on a suitable site and even when they did finally agree on 
 Canberra, the town had to be planned and developed, as it was a new area. 
2.  The political parties were the Labor Party, the Liberal Protectionist Party and the Conservative 
 Free Trade Party. (any order) 
3.  Tariffs are a tax levied by government on imports. They are used to protect the country’s  
 interests from cheaper, outside competition. They are also a means of revenue for the  
 government. 
4.  Caucus is a closed meeting of leading politicians of a party to co-ordinate policy, choose 
 candidates, etc. 
5.  The Liberal Protectionist Party felt that tariffs should be used to protect and encourage local 
 industry. They believed in material benefit for all and that Parliament should regulate for all. In 
 contrast, the Conservative Free Trade Party believed in tariffs only to raise revenue. They  
 believed that there should be free trade and that the state should not interfere in the  
 economy. The Labor Party had totally different views. They were the political arm of the 
 trade unions. Their aim was to bring about a socialistic society, that is one where the means of 
 production, distribution and exchange are owned by the community collectively, usually 
 through the state. They believed ultimately in the equal distribution of wealth by the state. 
 They were more organized at state level than federal level. 
 
Page 9 
1.  Answers may vary: Suggestion - Each party had different, rather than compatible, views and 
 aims.  With a coalition party many of these views and aims would need to be sacrificed or a 
 compromise reached to obtain common goals, e.g., protection of trade. 
2.  They were able to merge because of : 
 a.  two of the three parties were agreed to support protectionism, so it became less of an  
  issue. Deciding on what type of a society would develop became more important. 
 b.  The alarm at the way the Labor Party was developing. Under Labor they feared that  
  there would be too much state aid; that the state would dominate the individual; and that 
  the Party rather than individual mattered. 
 c.  The increasing reluctance of Labor to agree to a coalition, as opposed to supporting a  
  common policy. 
 d.  The growing respectability of the Labor Party in the eyes of the whole community and  
  not just the trade unionists. 
 e.  The easing of some of the personal feelings that had divided the members of the earlier 
  Parliaments. 
 
Page 10 
3.  The Liberal Party made members sign a pledge to put the Party before their own personal 
 feelings and to vote in accordance with decisions made by Caucus. They also chose the  
 members to stand for a particular seat. 

©Valerie Marett 
Coroneos Publications

Australian Homeschooling 
#523 Australian History 1900-1945

SAM
PLE



 
 
    
   HistoryItem_V1
   StepAndRepeat
        
     Trim unused space from sheets: no
     Allow pages to be scaled: no
     Margins and crop marks: none
     Sheet size: 11.693 x 16.535 inches / 297.0 x 420.0 mm
     Sheet orientation: wide
     Layout: rows 1 down, columns 2 across
     Align: centre
      

        
     0.0000
     10.0000
     20.0000
     0
     Corners
     0.3000
     ToFit
     2
     1
     1.0400
     0
     0 
     1
     0.0000
     0
            
       D:20090606142652
       1190.5512
       a3
       Blank
       841.8898
          

     Wide
     429
     264
     0.0000
     C
     0
            
       CurrentAVDoc
          

     0.0000
     0
     2
     0
     0
     0 
      

        
     QITE_QuiteImposingPlus2
     Quite Imposing Plus 2.1c
     Quite Imposing Plus 2
     1
      

   1
  

    
   HistoryItem_V1
   TrimAndShift
        
     Range: all pages
     Create a new document
     Trim: cut right edge by 595.28 points
     Shift: none
     Normalise (advanced option): 'improved'
      

        
     72
            
       D:20130218103548
       907.0866
       SRA3
       Blank
       1275.5906
          

     Wide
     1
     1
     Full
     504
     351
    
     None
     Left
     297.6378
     -14.1732
            
                
         Both
         33
         AllDoc
         64
              

       CurrentAVDoc
          

     Smaller
     595.2756
     Right
      

        
     QITE_QuiteImposingPlus2
     Quite Imposing Plus 2.9b
     Quite Imposing Plus 2
     1
      

        
     146
     145
     146
      

   1
  

 HistoryList_V1
 qi2base





