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Abstract 
 
Global interest in using free trade agreements to expand trade, investment, integration 

and other linkages has expanded dramatically in the last twenty years.  Australia is not 

alone in this development and has concluded Free Trade Agreements (FTA), with a 

number of countries, with little division or debate, within Australian society, about their 

merits.  However, the announcement by the Australian Government in December 2000 of 

its intention to pursue an FTA with the United States ignited significant controversy in 

the Australian community and exposed deep concerns about the phenomenon of 

globalization and the future of Australian society. The ensuing debate revealed deep-

seated divisions within Australian society. 

 

Utlilizing a combination of Weber’s class-based theory and liberal ideologies (economic, 

welfare and radical), this research intends to analyze public submissions made to the 

Australian Parliament Senate Select Committee on the Free Trade Agreement between 

Australia and the United States (US) in an attempt to identify the reasons for the divisions 

within Australian society concerning the Australia-United States Free Trade Agreement 

(AUSFTA).  It is expected the results will illuminate the challenges facing both 

governments and societies alike in a globalizing world and provide fruitful insights for 

policy makers in future trade negotiations. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
In December 20001, the Australian government announced its intention to pursue a Free 

Trade Agreement (FTA) with the United States (US). The announcement ignited 

considerable controversy in the Australian community and exposed deep concerns and 

divisions, within Australian society, about the phenomenon of globalization and the 

future configuration of Australian society. 

 

Australia is not facing this predicament alone. A wide variety of nations have, to some 

extent, been caught up in the wave of globalization and engaged in FTAs to expand trade, 

investment and other linkages. Observers have queried whether this development has 

resulted in a pronounced increase in social stratification and class division in the 

participating nations. Differences have emerged, in societies, as to the claimed benefits of 

these agreements and governments are forced to ponder the consequential challenges to 

social cohesion in the globalized world2.  

 

This dissertation sets out to conduct a class based analysis of the attitudes of individuals 

and groups, in Australian society, towards AUSFTA. The concept of class based analysis 

has been under utilized in studies of societal attitudes towards globalization. It is 

anticipated that this analysis will highlight the irrefutable importance of the issue to the 

affected societies. 

 

                                                 
1 Oxley. A, ‘Free Trade Agreements in the era of globalization-new instruments to advance new interests’, 
Australian Journal of International Affairs’ Vol 57, No.1, 2003, p.173. 
2 Smith, A (2001), Nationalism: Theory, Ideology, History, Cambridge: Polity, pp. 143-44 
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Agreeing to an FTA with the US was a significant step for Australia and one  that 

promises to add a significant new dimension to Australia’s trade policy and a new 

element in the bilateral relationship with the US.  However, the claimed merits of the 

Australia-United States Free Trade Agreement (AUSFTA) created significant 

controversy in Australia.  The debate featured the conservative Howard Government, 

prominent free-trade economists and industry leaders strongly in favour of the agreement; 

a “centre” coalition consisting of opposition political parties, academics and the general 

public in qualified agreement; and those who were strongly opposed, made up 

predominately of trade unions, economic nationalists, environmental and anti-

globalization groups. 

 

But, while the gamut of views has made the debate interesting, at times it has also made it 

frustrating, since the various reasons for either supporting or opposing AUSFTA – which 

vary quite considerably in quality – have tended to become muddled together in the 

public discourse.  Why did AUSFTA expose a deep schism, within the Australian 

community, in the attitudes towards globalization and trade liberalization?  What were the 

arguments behind the opposing sides in the AUSFTA debate?  What were the political 

and economic implications of these debates and what do they hold for the future of 

Australian foreign and trade policy?  These questions underpin the motivation for 

conducting our research. 
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1.1 Outline of the thesis 

 

The dissertation commences with an introductory chapter where the aim of the thesis and 

its motivation is explained. This is followed by a central hypothesis together with an 

explanation of the research questions that are to be investigated.  This is succeeded  by a 

discussion of the methodological issues, in which ontological and epistemological 

implications of the theoretical framework, as well as the adopted research strategy, design 

and methodology, are summarized. This chapter also comprises a review of relevant 

theoretical and empirical material used during the research process.    

    

The theoretical and analytical framework, of the thesis, is established in Chapter 2. Our 

preliminary observations of the AUSFTA debate suggested class was a defined factor in 

determining attitudes concerning the FTA and, as Australia has prided itself on being an 

egalitarian, classless society, this presented an interesting and challenging topic to 

pursue; particularly as globalization appears to be increasing class divisions in Australia. 

Also, the issue of class and globalization is a theme which is raising serious questions not 

only in Australia, but in other developed economies around the world, hence its  

significance to the sphere of international relations.  For instance, Perrucci and Wysong 

claim globalization is responsible for a dramatic alteration of the class structure in the 

United States3 (particularly being detrimental to the middle class) while at the same time 

it has seen the privileged classes benefit greatly at the expense of the working class4.  

Furthermore, traditional views of globalization as being negotiated by the state have often 

                                                 
3 Perrucci, R& Wyson, E (1999), The New Class Society, New York: Rowmand and Littlefield, p.80. 
4 ibid., p.93. 

 9



overlooked the role of social relations and class conflicts5, hence ignoring that the 

direction of the state is often determined by struggles among social formations within 

particular classes6. 

 

For this reason, we explore some of the main authors of class theory and then proceed to 

explain why we have chosen Max Weber’s theory of class as our preferred framework for 

the dissertation and then outline its basic tenets. Once we have done this, we will apply it 

to the groups we have identified in the AUSFTA debate in Australia to demonstrate a 

clear relationship between these groups and the social class to which we believe they 

belong.   These groups, which we believe demonstrate the class divide, will be selected 

from submissions made to the Senate Select Committee on the Free Trade Agreement 

between Australia and the United States of America (SSC)7.  The submissions illustrate 

the divergent opinions, within Australian society, towards AUSFTA, and provide us with 

the data to link the key actors within the AUSFTA debate to the issue of a class divide.  

Initially, we propose to demonstrate the debate revealed three distinct class groups: upper 

(pro-AUSFTA); middle (supported AUSFTA conditionally); and working (anti-

AUSFTA).  

 

Now we have defined the theoretical framework of the thesis that we will use to 

demonstrate Australia is a class-based society with distinct divisions, we can move to the 

analytical framework of our thesis.  Within the analytical framework we want to identify 

                                                 
5 Bieler, A & Morton, A (2004), Capital and Class, Issue 82, p.101. 
6 Pantich, L (1994), ’Globalization and the State’ in Pantich, L & Miliband, R (eds) in The Socialist 
Register: Between Globalism and Nationalism, London: Merlin Press, p.74. 
7 SSC (2004), Final Report, Appendix 1- Submissions, viewed December 2005 at 
http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/freetrade_ctte/index.htm 
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and analyze the positions taken by these class groups, in Australian society, towards the 

Australian government’s decision to agree to an FTA with the US.  To assist us with our 

categorization, we intend to maintain the positions adopted by the defined classes, within 

Australian society, can be directly attributed to ideology and their concepts of the role of 

the state and the individual.  To support this approach, we will adopt a framework based 

on Roy Macridis’ concept of liberal thought and the limits of state intervention.8  In this 

concept, Macridis claims that by looking at society through the prism of a liberal 

perspective, society can be divided into three distinct categories according to their belief 

as to what the role of Government should be within a society.  These divisions can be 

categorized in terms of those who believe the state should have little interference in civil 

society (economic liberal); those who think the state should interfere in some of the 

activities and institutions of civil society (welfare liberal) and those who expect a large 

role for the state in civil society (radical liberal). 

 

Our reason for using liberalism, in the dissertation, is that the primary purpose of an FTA 

is to commit the parties to policies of non-intervention by the state in trade between their 

nations9.  In other words, trade liberalization essentially leads to market forces replacing 

the role of government in regulating aspects of the economy.  To what extent the market 

replaces the government in regulating the economy reflects the divisive debate, within 

classical liberalism, between the economic and social strands of liberal ideology where 

both sides fiercely debate the extent of state involvement in civil society.  A preliminary 

                                                 
8 Macridis, RC & Hulliung, ML (1996), Contemporary Political Ideologies. New York: Harper Collins, 
 p.40. 
9 SSC 2004, Final Report, viewed January 2006 at: 
http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/freetrade_ctte/report/final/b02.htm 
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presumption would have us expect economic liberals would welcome the diminished 

regulatory authority of the state, welfare liberals would question to what extent should the 

government’s authority be reduced and the radical liberals would totally oppose the 

prospect of any lessening of state authority. On this basis the compatibility of class 

analysis theory and liberalism combine well to achieve our goal of answering the defined 

research questions. 

 

Chapters 3 and 4 are where we apply our theoretical framework and liberal concepts to 

two key features of the AUSFTA debate: the economic and national interest merits of the 

agreement. Chapter 3 commences with a focus on the globalization of the Australian 

economy over the last twenty-five years, the change in Australian trading policy and the 

formative stages of division within Australian society towards the twin effects of 

globalization and trade liberalization.  The objective here is to establish the precedent for 

the divisions in attitudes, in Australian society, towards AUSFTA and we will look at 

some of the initial debates that were conducted, during the first instances of economic 

reform, to give us an initial idea of the potential schisms, in the community, that were to 

later eventuate with AUSFTA.  We will then undertake an analytical examination of the 

economic aspects of the debate using our defined theoretical framework and liberal 

ideology.  Applying this approach, we will examine the national interest perspective of 

the debate in Chapter 4. 

 

In the concluding chapter we will present the research findings and conclusions. Here, we 

will highlight the reasons for the class schism in Australian society’s attitude towards 
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AUSFTA.  Finally, some suggestions for further research regarding this salient topic will 

be presented. 

 

1.2. Aim, hypothesis, research questions and delimitations 

 

This thesis entails a detailed study of the class division, in Australian society, towards the 

Australian Government’s decision to agree to an FTA with the US. We focus on the 

reasons why key actors in Australian society have either supported or opposed AUSFTA.  

The objective of the research project is to investigate the proposition there is a link 

between classes in Australian society and their support foror opposition to the issue of 

globalization and trade liberalization.  In it we will focus on three visible groups that 

consist of key actors in the support of or opposition to AUSFTA.  They are: the 

Government, prominent free-trade economists and industry leaders strongly in favour of 

the agreement; a “centre” coalition consisting of opposition political parties, academics 

and organizations who supported the deal subject to strict provisions which ensured it 

would be in the overwhelming national interest of all Australians; and those who strongly 

opposed it, consisting predominately of trade unions, welfare organizations, 

environmental and anti-globalization activists who strongly opposed the agreement. 

 

Now we have stated our aim, we can formulate a central hypothesis that will be explored 

in the thesis. We have stated our analysis and findings of the defined research topic will 

be based on a theoretical analytical framework derived from class theory and the Weber 

social class model and Roy Macridis’ concept of liberal thought and the limits to state 
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intervention.  By combining the Weber’s class model with Macridis’ concept of liberal 

thought, the hypothesis that will be explored in this thesis is framed as follows: 

 

- AUSFTA has exposed a class divide in Australian society between those who 

support a globalized economy and those who oppose it. 

 

This hypothesis can be confirmed or refuted through a set a research questions: 

 

- What are the reasons motivating the various key actors for either supporting or 

opposing AUSFTA and how can they be categorized? This is a theoretical 

question which will be answered by investigating the analytical concepts of 

class theory and the Weber’s social class model and by constructing a 

theoretical model which should outline the reasons for the class divide in 

Australian society’s attitude towards globalization and trade liberalization. 

  

- If the divide in Australian society’s attitude towards AUSFTA can be 

categorized (such as along class lines), what are the reasons for this?  This is an 

empirical question which will be answered by providing  data   from   the  

context of the debate about AUSFTA and by interpreting them via the 

established theoretical model.            

              

It is important to emphasize a number of delimitations that need to be made before 

undertaking this research project. First, this thesis will not be an analysis of class and 

class relations in Australian society per se.  This means we will not be investigating the 
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numerous definitions that can be applied to defining class, nor are we investigating issues 

attributable to class (power, income, education, prestige, etc).  Secondly, it is not an 

analysis of globalization itself. This means it will not be investigating the major issues 

commonly associated with globalization, such as the North/South divide, global 

inequality, environmental consequences, etc.  The objective of this thesis is to focus 

specifically on class attitudes in Australia concerning globalization, using AUSFTA as a 

case study.  We are using this approach as AUSFTA proved to be one of the most 

controversial and publicised aspects of Australia’s transformation into a globalized world 

economy.  It is therefore expected this approach will allow us to conduct a thorough 

analysis of class opinions in Australian society that concern the two issues of 

globalization and trade liberalization, within the confines of the AUSFTA debate, and 

provide us with an insight into general societal attitudes concerning the phenomenon of 

globalization. 

 

Finally, AUSFTA is a complex and comprehensive treaty that touches on just about every 

segment of the Australian economy.  It is impossible to analyze how AUSFTA will affect 

every key actor, player, industry and sector across the broad spectrum of the Australian 

economy, covered by the agreement, in a thesis of only 25,000 words. For this reason, the 

thesis will concentrate on what have been the most contentious issues raised in the 

AUSFTA debate that has involved the three target groups identified to be analyzed.     

 

Additionally, the paper focuses specifically on the debate within Australian society prior 

to the implementation of the agreement.  Because of this, the analysis will concentrate on 
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the arguments, for and against the adoption of the agreement, by the key actors and the 

general public in Australian society, rather than on data related to actual trade statistics 

since its implementation.  This approach should allow us to gain an independent and non-

partisan understanding of the rationale for these key actors either supporting or opposing 

AUSFTA.   

1.3. Methodological considerations  

 

Now that we have defined the issue, which is to be studied, and the theories that will be 

used to investigate the research questions, it is necessary to outline the methodological 

approach we will adopt for the thesis.  To begin with, we look at the ontological and 

epistemological approach used in the research.  Although ontological and epistemological 

positions are related, they need to be separated, or as Marsh and Furlong claim “ones 

ontological position affects, but far from determines, one’s epistemological position”10.  

The theory we are going to use in the process of our analysis is inherently connected with 

a set of questions concerning social ontology and epistemology. 

 

Social ontology deals with the “very nature of ‘being’”11. This means that entities can be 

thought of either as existing independently of social actors or as being constructed by 

social actors, which is salient to an analysis of a class divide in attitudes to AUSFTA in 

Australian society. Epistemology “reflects [the researcher’s] view of what we can know 

                                                 
10 Marsh, D & Furlong, P (eds) 2002, ‘Ontology and Epistemology in Political Science‘ in Marsh, D&   
Stoker, G(eds.) Theory and Methods in Political Science. Basingstoke: Palgrave, p.18. 
11 ibid., p.18 . 
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about the world and how we can know it”.12  In this sense we believe there are class 

divisions in Australia regarding AUSFTA; what we need to do is investigate this 

proposition by exploring the arguments within the AUSFTA debate to clearly link the 

attitudes towards FTA to our class groups.  This means we can characterize class theory 

as foundationalist in ontological terms (there are essential differences of ‘being’ that 

provides the foundations upon which social life is built13) and positivist in an 

epistemological sense (which has a focus on understanding the causes of social 

behaviour14). 

 

Another important distinction we need to consider in our research strategy is the choice 

we make between adopting a deductive or inductive approach to our research.  The 

choice usually depends upon the relationship between a theory and the type of social 

research adopted.  The deductive method involves testing a theory where the researcher 

forms a hypothesis that, through theoretical considerations and analysis, is tested against 

empirical data. It is the theory, and the hypothesis deduced from it, that drives the 

collection of data and the resulting findings. With an inductive method theory, it is the 

outcome of the research that is used as the starting point. Observations generate theory 

instead of vice-versa15.  

 

In this thesis, we will approach our defined problem deductively.  We are doing this as 

we have already specified a hypothesis (AUSFTA has magnified a divide along class 

                                                 
12 ibid., p.18. 
13 ibid., p.18. 
14 ibid., p.19. 
15 Bryman, A 2001, Social Research Methods Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 9-11. 
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lines in Australian society between those who support a globalized economy and those 

who oppose it) and are subsequently testing it by analysing and interpreting empirical 

data of the debate, in Australian society, pertaining to AUSFTA and trade liberalization 

within a defined theoretical framework. 

  

Now we need to further outline what our thesis will entail with the choice of research 

strategy.  We already know what we are trying to find out, and we have determined the 

ontological and epistemological positions, so now we can move to the issue of data.  This 

is a crucial aspect of the thesis as the connection from content to method is through data – 

more specifically, what data is needed, how will it be collected and how will it be 

analyzed?16 Research strategy generally distinguishes between “quantitative data, in the 

form of numbers, and qualitative data, not in the form of numbers”.17 Although 

qualitative and quantitative strategy can be well combined, when conducting a research 

underpinned by theory characterized by a realist approach18, in our study we 

predominantly use a qualitative research strategy.   

 

We also need to clearly define the research design to be used in the thesis.  Punch defines 

research design as consisting of four main features: strategy, conceptual framework, 

determining who or what will be studied and the tools and procedures to be used for 

collecting and analysing empirical materials19.  This would overall include the strategy 

for setting up certain comparisons and adopting a certain approach (in this instance it will 

                                                 
16 Punch, KF (1998), Introduction to Social Research: Quantitative and Qualitative Approaches. London : 
Sage Publications, p. 57. 
17 ibid., p. 4.  
18 Marsh & Furlong,  ‘Ontology and Epistemology in Political Science’ in Marsh, D., Stoker, G. (eds.) 
Theory and Methods in Political Science. Basingstoke : Palgrave, 2002 
19  Punch, p. 66. 
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be a case study within the outlined theoretical and analytical framework); to what extent 

will the researcher intervene in the research situation (Punch suggests qualitative research 

design is generally non-interventionist20); and using a conceptual framework which 

consists of the things being studied and their relationship to each other.   

 

As mentioned earlier, for this thesis we will be using a case study.  Miles and Huberman 

define a case as “a phenomenon of some sort occurring in a bounded context”…thus the 

case may be an individual, or a role, or a small group, or an organization, or a 

community, or a nation…it could also be a decision, or a policy, or a process, or an 

incident or event of some sort21.”  This approach suits our thesis most appropriately.  In 

our thesis, we are analysing the arguments for and against AUSFTA (a policy decision) 

and the resulting divide within the community towards globalization and trade 

liberalization – the parameters of investigating the issue of globalization and the divide 

within Australian society would be too large and monumental unless conducted solely 

within the confines of the AUSFTA agreement.  However, by analysing the debate in 

AUSFTA, we should be able to identify the issues of globalization and trade 

liberalization which are concerning Australian society as a whole, hence the use of a case 

study for our purposes is warranted against the common criticism that they are 

ambiguous and are of limited generalizability beyond the research case being studied22. 

 

In regard to the issue of  the tools and procedures to be used for collecting and analysing 

empirical materials, this can be divided into two categories – primary (hard) and 

                                                 
20 ibid., p. 67. 
21 ibid., 152. 
22 ibid., p. 155. 
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secondary (soft).   The difference between the two categories is that in the case of 

primary sources the author will analyze data and make his own conclusions and 

assumptions from this analysis.  With secondary sources, the author must be aware of the 

potential for a lack of objectivity in these sources and how the inherent biases can distort 

his or her own findings.  In this respect the author of this thesis is fortunate, in the era of 

the Internet, that official documentation of all sides is readily available online, even 

though he is not residing in Australia.  On the other hand, it is incredibly difficult to 

obtain face to face interviews and obtain access to the key decision makers representing 

the groups in the AUSFTA debate.  For this reason secondary sources do provide a useful 

source of information for this thesis, albeit one that must be considered subjectively and 

which can involve double interpretations – initially from the original authors 

interpretation of their findings and then our interpretation of the findings. 

 

1.4. Review of relevant empirical and theoretical literature 

 

In the primary category we place data which are official documents of the groups we are 

researching and which have been released in the public domain.  Examples of these 

primary sources are official government documents and transcripts, such as fact sheets 

and media releases provided by the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade 

(DFAT), submissions from relevant key actors (e.g. unions, community groups, industry 

associations) to the SSC, and major reports into AUSFTA prepared and released for 

public consumption by key actors in the AUSFTA debate (e.g. most of the analysis 

concerning the economic implications of AUSFTA concentrated on three major reports 
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investigating this issue: Economic Analysis of AUSFTA-Impact of the Bilateral Trade 

Agreement with the United States23 which was used widely by the Australian 

Government to defend the agreement, while An assessment of the direct impact of the 

Australian-United States Free Trade Agreement on Australian trade, economic activity 

and the costs of national sovereignty24 and The Australia-US Free Trade Agreement: An 

Assessment25 illustrated the negative consequences of AUSFTA. 

 

Secondary sources refers to sources that are providing data on the phenomena in 

question, which have been gathered and addressed by somebody else.  As AUSFTA is a 

relatively new concept (implemented in January 2005), most of this thesis will draw 

mainly on primary sources to investigate the arguments of the key actors involved in the 

AUSFTA debate.  However, we will still refer to secondary sources that are useful for the 

analysis of this issue, and there is some literature which we will refer to in the thesis. 

These will include publications which assisted the author to gain an understanding of the 

overall issue of the free trade debate, such as Free Trade Today 26 by Bhagwati and 

David Irwin’s An Intellectual History of Free Trade.27 Reports such as An Australian-

USA Fair Trade Agreement: Issues and Implications28, articles in the Australian Journal 

                                                 
23 Centre for International Economics (CIE) (2004), Economic Analysis of AUSFTA-Impact of the Bilateral 
Trade Agreement with the United States, Canberra. 
24 National Institute of Economics and Industry Research (2004), An assessment of the direct impact of the 
Australian-United States Free Trade Agreement on Australian trade, economic activity and the costs of 
national sovereignty, Victoria. 
25 Dee, P (2004), The Australia-US Free Trade Agreement: An Assessment, APSEG, Australian National 
University. 
26 Bhagwati, J (2003), Free Trade Today, Princeton University Press, Princeton. 
27 Irwin, D (1998), Against the tide, An Intellectual History of Free Trade, Princeton University Press, 
Princeton. 
28 APEC Study Centre (2001), An Australian-USA Fair Trade Agreement: Issues and Implications, APEC 
Study Centre, Monash University. 
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of International Affairs such as An Australia-United States free trade agreement29 and 

Free Trade Agreements in the era of globalization-new instruments to advance new 

interests30 prepared by Garnaut and Oxley all gave excellent coverage of the complex 

debate within Australia concerning AUSFTA.   

 

In regard to theoretical literature concerning class, Erik Olin Wright provides an excellent 

overview of the main tenets of Weberian class analysis in Approaches to Class 

Analysis.31 For a more complete review of Weberian class analysis, Max Weber on 

Economy and Society32 by Holton and Turner; Social Class and Stratification33 by 

Levine; Understanding Social Divisions34 from Shaun Best and Class35 by Patrick Joyce; 

Liberalism: Critical Concepts in Political Theory36 were all heavily used.  Other 

publications utilised included Max Weber on Power and Social Stratification37; The New 

Class Society38 and Class Counts39. 

 

 In regard to theoretical literature assisting us in relation to understanding the positions 

adopted by the class groups, Contemporary Political Ideologies40 by Roy Macridis 

provided a comprehensive explanation of liberal thought towards the state and the 

individual that was appropriate to this thesis.  Other publications which assisted us with 

                                                 
29 Garnaut, R (2002), ‘An Australia-United States free trade agreement’, Australian Journal of 
International Affairs, Vol.56, No.1. 
30 Oxley, Australian Journal of International Affairs. 
31 Wright, E (2005), Approaches to Class Analysis, Cambridge University Press: Cambridge. 
32 Holton, RJ & Turner, BS (eds) 1989, Max Weber on Economy and Society, Routledge: New York. 
33 Levine, RF (1998), Social Class and Stratification, Rowman and Littlefield:New York. 
34 Best, S (2005), Understanding Social Divisions, Sage Publications: London. 
35 Joyce, P (1995), Class, Oxford University Press: Oxford. 
36 Smith, G (2002), Liberalism; Critical Concepts in Political Theory, Volumes I-IV, Routledge: London. 
37 Brennan, C (1997), Max Weber on Power and Social Stratification, Ashgate Publishing Ltd;Gateshead. 
38 Perrucci, R& Wyson, E (1999), The New Class Society, Rowmand and Littlefield: New York. 
39 Wright, EO (1997), Class Counts, Cambridge University Press: Cambridge. 
40 Macridis, Contemporary Political Ideologies. 
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this concept included Liberalism, Constitutionalism, and Democracy41 by Russell 

Hardin; Political Ideologies42 from Andrew Heywood; Contemporary Political 

Ideologies by Lyman Sargent43 and Political Ideologies an Introduction44 by Robert 

Eccleshall.  Also very useful were Contemporary Theories of Liberalism45 and 

Liberalism and Modern Society.46

 

 

                                                 
41 Hardin, R (1999), Liberalism, Constitutionalism, and Democracy, Oxford University Press:Oxford  
42 Heywood, A (2003), Political Ideologies, Palgrave MacMillan: New York. 
43 Sargent, L (1999), Contemporary Political Ideologies, Harcourt Brace College Publishers; Fort Worth. 
44 Eccleshall, R (2003), Political Ideologies an Introduction, Routledge: London. 
45 Gaus, G (2003), Contemporary Theories of Liberalism, Sage Publications: London 
46 Bellamy, R (1992), Liberalism and Modern Society, Polity Press:Cambridge. 
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2. THEORETICAL AND ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

In this chapter, our first objective will to be to answer the theoretical question - what are 

the reasons motivating the various key actors for either supporting or opposing AUSFTA 

and how can they be categorized?  To begin with, we look at the issue of class to 

understand its basic notions and the historical context of class theory and debate as 

applied over time.  We then elaborate on the concept of class by introducing Max 

Weber’s social class model, which we believe is the most appropriate theory applicable to 

Australian society.  

 

Once we have done this, we will then directly apply Weber’s social class theory to the 

context of the AUSFTA debate by analysing and classifying the various submissions 

made by groups/key actors to the SSC.  Finally, we explain our approach to answering the 

empirical question of our thesis (what are the reasons for the AUSFTA debate in Australian 

society being argued along class lines?). We will achieve this by explaining our decision to 

use the concepts coined by Roy Macridis in explaining liberalism, and its role in balancing 

the state and society, that we will apply to our key groups in Australia. 

2.1. Class, class theory and its strands. 

 

In one way or another, the idea that social class has a vital impact on politics has always 

been held, and has never been denied by political thinkers of any persuasion47. Yet, 

despite the theme of class being central to political thought, the concept of class remains 

                                                 
47 Robertson, D (2002), A dictionary of modern politics, London: Europa Publications, p.76. 
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a perpetually contested idea.  The word class is deployed in a wide range of descriptive 

and explanatory contexts in sociology and politics, just as it is in popular discourse, and, 

of course, depending upon the context, different concepts of class may be needed.  At its 

most basic, social class is “broadly, a group of people who share a similar social and 

economic position48”. By elaborating on this concept, we can define class to describe the 

broad and diffuse groupings within a national population that are seen as forming a set of 

layers or strata in a hierarchy, as in the terms of ‘upper’, ‘middle’ and ‘lower’ class49. 

 

In undertaking any kind of class analysis, it is essential to ensure a great deal of effort 

goes into defining class and delineating the boundaries of classes.  Breen and Rottman 

argue this is necessarily so, because class analysis is “the empirical investigation of the 

consequences and corollaries of the existence of a class structure defined exante”50.  This 

means that, by starting from a particular definition, political scientists and sociologists 

can assess the extent to which such things as inequality in life chances among individuals 

and families are structured on the basis of class.  Breen argues in any class analysis “the 

theoretical underpinnings of the version of class that is being used have to be made clear 

at the outset, and the concept of class has to be operationalized so as to allow claims 

about class to be tested empirically”51.  According to Breen, this approach is 

indispensable when using either of the two main varieties of contemporary class analysis: 

those associated with Marxist and Weberian class analysis. 

                                                 
48 Heywood, A (2000), Key concepts in politics, Palgrave: New York,  p. 230. 
49 Crompton, R & Scott, J (2001), in Crompton, R., Renewing class analysis, Oxford University Press: 
Oxford, p.1. 
50 Breen, D & Rottman, D (1995), ‘Class Analysis and Social Theory’, Sociology, 29:3, 1995, pp 453-73. 
51 Breen, R (2005), ‘Foundations of a neo-Weberian class analysis’, in Wright, E., Approaches to Class 
Analysis, Cambridge Uni Press: Cambridge, p.31. 
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Historically, sociological and political science explanations of class have taken their 

starting point from either Marx or Weber52.  The Marxist approach to class is premised 

on economic power and is defined by the individual’s relationship to the means of 

production.  From this perspective, class divisions are divisions between capital and 

labour, or more specifically, between the owners of productive wealth (the bourgeoisie) 

and those who live off the sale of their labour power (the proletariat)53.   

 

The alternative treatment of class, which is to be found in the works of non-Marxist 

sociologists and political scientists, is traditionally stronger on empirical observation than 

theoretical formulation.  Typically, this includes a notion of class that combines elements 

of social status (often based on unproved assumptions about the comparative social 

respect given to different occupations), wealth and income, and structural aspects of the 

economic location of individuals54.  These definitions of class are made for one 

overwhelming important reason – that quite simple distinctions drawn between 

occupations lead to categories that do seem to correlate highly with political beliefs and 

actions. 

2.2. Applying a class theory to Australian society 

 

Applying a relevant class theory to Australian society is a difficult and complex issue, but 

not impossible.  As a nation that has long prided itself on egalitarianism and a society in 

                                                 
52 Joyce, P (1995), Class, Oxford University Press, Oxford, p.11. 
53 Best, S (2005), Understanding Social Divisions, Sage Publications, London, p.14. 
54 ibid., p.14. 
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which everyone is afforded an equal opportunity, the claim of being a classless society is 

something most Australians would pride themselves on.  This view is confirmed in 

Equality and Authority- A Study of Class, Status and Power in Australia55, by Encel, in 

which the author concluded that the effects of class on ‘daily social life’ were less 

obtrusive than in other industrial societies.  Elaborating on this, Encel determined the 

dimensions of class, status and power were ‘not closely articulated’ in Australia and were 

constrained by geographical dispersion and the ‘prevailing ideology of egalitarianism’56. 

However, this is not a view shared by everyone in Australia, particularly during the 

present era of economic reforms and the globalization of the Australian economy.  Rob 

Lambert argues that contemporary Australia is a prime example of the way in which a 

state’s far-reaching commitment to neoliberal globalization and market deregulation has 

swiftly eroded the politics of class compromise57.  J.Playford claims “the structure of 

class power is certainly present in Australia, but it is far more complex and subtle than 

any simplified model would have us believe”58. 

 

For our purposes, we will align ourselves with Lambert’s argument that the effects of 

globalization and market deregulation have resulted in class divisions within Australian 

society as this view corresponds with our central hypothesis:  AUSFTA has exposed a 

class divide, in Australian society, between those who support a globalized economy and 

                                                 
55 Encel, S (1970), Equality and Authority- A Study of Class, Status and Power in Australia, Cheshire: 
Melbourne. 
56 ibid., pp 101-2. 
57 Lambert, R (2000), ‘Globalization and the Erosion of Class compromise in Contemporary Australia’, 
Politics and Society, Sage Publications: London, Vol.28, No.1, p.93.  
58 Playford, J., ‘Myth of the Sixty Families.’ in Gilding, M (2004), “Entrepreneurs, Elites and the ruling 
class: the changing structure of power and wealth in Australia”, Australian Journal of Political Science, 
Vol.39, No.1, p.131. 
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those who oppose it.  To elaborate on our hypothesis, we need to utilize a class theory 

that will assist us in identifying the relevant classes and class groupings in Australian 

society that are relevant to the debate about AUSFTA.   

 

Our objective therefore will be to adopt a model which will assist us in categorizing our 

identified key actors in the AUSFTA debate and which will then allow us to analyze the 

rationale behind their arguments regarding the FTA.  When we have achieved this, we 

then propose to connect these key actors with the issue of class within contemporary 

Australian society and the influence of class in shaping the views and arguments which 

these participants have in relation to the issue of globalization and trade liberalism 

through the perspective of AUSFTA.   

 

While there are many other approaches we could adopt to explain societal attitudes in 

Australia concerning AUSFTA (for instance, economic; political; cultural; historical; and 

gender), and as mentioned in the introduction the concept of class is both a contested 

topic in Australia and an often underestimated or ignored approach to analyzing 

globalization, there is another important reason to adopt class analysis theory for this type 

of research work.  More than ever before, states are acknowledging the need to strike a 

balance between excessive nationalism, social fragmentation and class fragmentation in a 

globalized world. Tonnesson explains this as “on the one hand they cannot have an 

exclusive national culture preventing engagement with the wider world…On the other 

hand they need active support from their population of a kind that only people identifying 

with their state can provide…If governments and business leaders are too eager to 
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embrace globalization they may provoke serious tension with groups within their own 

populations59”.   

2.3. Determining an appropriate theoretical framework for class research 

 

As mentioned earlier in this chapter, most sociological and political science explanations 

of class have taken their starting point from either Marx or Weber.  For this reason it 

makes sense for us to consider our research concerning class division in Australia and 

AUSFTA through one of these two perspectives.  For Marx, there were two primary 

groups in society and these were classes, the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, whose 

contradictory social relationship is the motive force for change in capitalism60. Marx 

considers these classes to be defined and determined by whether they own the means of 

production (the bourgeoisie) or whether they do not own the means of production (the 

proletariat) and must sell their labour to those who do61.  However, Marxism is often 

dismissed by critics who claim it can be reduced to a set of relatively simple concepts and 

predictions based on the Manifesto, and with its ultimate scenario of the polarisation of 

society into two great classes leading to a revolutionary upheaval leave it exposed as not 

being applicable to modern society62.  Post-Marxist ideas and theories have also suffered 

from a perception of undermining what is distinctive about Marxism and the suggestion 

that “the post-Marxist stance places an emphasis on the ‘post’ rather than the ‘Marxist’63.  

                                                 
59 Tonnesson, S (2004), ’Globalising national states’, Nations and Nationalism, Vol.10, Issue 1/2, p.192. 
60 Wright, E (2005), Approaches to Class Analysis, Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, p.23. 
61 Best, Shaun (2005), Understanding Social Divisions, Sage Publications: London,  p.14. 
62 Lafferty, G (2000), ’The Dynamics of Change: Class, Politics and Civil Society – From Marx to post-
Marxism’ in Democracy and Nature, Vol.6, No.1, p.20. 
63 Heywood, A (2003), Political Ideologies and Introduction, New York: Palgrave MacMillan, p.139. 
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For these reasons the application of Marxism in defining class to a modern, industrialized 

economy such as Australia was not considered appropriate. 

 

Weber developed a different approach to the study of social groups and classes than did 

Marx.  In contrast to Marx, Weber saw social groups and classes as in the sphere of 

power and connected to the distribution of power. Given that there are various ways that 

power can be exercised, for Weber it is not possible to reduce the organization of all 

these groups to a single dimension or factor such as ownership or non-ownership of the 

means of production. Rather, for Weber there is a pluralism associated with class 

structure in that people attempt to achieve ends using various means – each of these may 

create a grouping such as a class, status group, or party64. Social stratification has 

multiple and overlapping dimensions and groups that involve a complex set of social 

relationships. 

Weber therefore seems to offer a more realistic framework for our purposes in analyzing 

what we believe to be a class division within Australian society conditioning perceptions 

of AUSFTA.  Thus we can consider using Weber’s writings as a guide, however it is 

important to keep this in mind – a guide for our purposes in determining how we can 

consider the AUSFTA debate in Australia as one largely premised on class grounds.  

When looking at the main tenets of Weber’s class theory, it is important not to get lost in 

the mass of details to be considered.  Rather, we must attempt to reconstruct what we 

consider to be the applicable components of Weber’s model into our research relating to 

                                                 
64 Wright, p.33. 
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the AUSFTA debate and how these groups and actors interact in the context of class and 

the FTA debate. 

2.4. Max Weber and the three-component theory of stratification 

For Weber, society is stratified in three distinct ways on the bases of: class, status groups 

and parties.  However, all three of these forms of stratification are concerned with the 

distribution of power within a community.  At its core, the Weberian analysis 

comprises65: 

• Class: concerned with stratification of the economic order, 

• Status: concerned with stratification of the social order and 

• Party: concerned with stratification of the political order. 

For Weber, what we would call social stratification, social class, or social inequality is in 

the sphere of power, and can be analyzed by examining economic situation, status, or 

parties (organizations formed by people to achieve certain ends). In a section of Economy 

and Society, concerned with the distribution of power, Weber begins his analysis of class 

status and party. Weber’s definition of power is as follows: 

In general, we understand by ‘power’ the chance of a man or of a number of men to 

realize their own will in a communal action even against the resistance of others who are 

participating in the same action66. This is a very broad definition that could include 

political or economic power exercised at the level of community or society as a whole, or 

                                                 
65 Best, p.17. 
66 Gerth, Hans & C, Wright Mills (1958), From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology, Oxford University Press, 
New York. 
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it could refer to smaller scale actions taken by groups in communities such as religious or 

peer groups, or even the exercise of power in institutions such as the family67. The 

examples that Weber provides are usually quite specific though and he is adamant in his 

application of this definition. Weber did not ignore economic sources of power, and 

considered these to be among the more important sources, especially in capitalism. But, 

unlike Marx, he claimed that power did not emerge only from economic sources. 

In respect to social class, Weber looks on classes as rooted in the economic sphere and 

considers them to be economic entities in that the "market situation is primary in 

determining class68". This is a more general approach than that of Marx, since 

relationship to a market includes groups such as financiers, debtors, professional groups 

such as lawyers or doctors, and landowners. That is, for Weber there are many more 

possible classes than just capitalists and workers where capital and labor form the basis 

for class and this is a concept which is applicable to our task of categorizing the 

AUSFTA debate into one along class lines. 

According to Weber, classes may be distinguished in several ways and since there are 

many markets, interests, and class situations, there is potentially a multiplicity of classes 

in any society.  However, for the purpose of our thesis, we intend to concentrate on 

Weber’s class structure that is economically determined and his findings that four major 

classes can be found in capitalism based along economic lines, between which social 

                                                 
67 Best, p.19. 
68 Hadden, R. W (1997), Sociological Theory: An Introduction to the Classical Tradition, Broadview Press: 
Peterborough, p.148. 
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mobility is infrequent and difficult, but within which it is relatively common69.  These 

four classes are70: 

• The ‘positively privileged’ property classes: These are the positively privileged 
and would include property developers, media barons, technology and 
telecommunications entrepreneurs, etc. Capital becomes highly differentiated 
depending on how it is used in the market, and how the owner of capital employs 
it. 

 

• The ‘positively privileged’ commercial classes: Among the possible forms 
taken by the commercial class are merchants, bankers and financiers, 
professionals, industrial and agricultural entrepreneurs and stockbrokers. 

 

• The middle classes: These are individuals who have no (or very little) tangible, 
marketable property but have certain skills or abilities which can be offered on the 
market, and which are likely to receive a return above that received by those who 
have only labor power to offer on the market.  

 

• The ‘negatively privileged’: the working class as a whole (those with no or little 
education and no skills - the more so the more automated the work process 
becomes, the declassed, debtors and paupers. 

 

The resulting four classes can thus be defined as the positively privileged group (which 

we intend to categorize as consisting of the upper class in Australian society); workers 

with formal credentials (the middle class); and those who lack them and whose only asset 

is their labour power (the working class)71.  Although Weber saw “economic class” as 

only one aspect of the distribution of power in society (along with status groups- and 

parties), we do not intend to expand our review of the relationships in the AUSFTA 
                                                 
69 Breen, p.31. 
70 ibid., p.31. 
71 ibid., p.31. 

 33



debate by including the roles of Weber’s status groups and parties in this thesis.  

AUSFTA is a trade and economic agreement and for this reason Weber’s definition of 

class as based on the stratification of the economic order correlates with our analysis of 

Australian society. As emphasized earlier, the thesis is not a research project on class per 

se. If we do not abide by a strict and relatively straightforward definition of what we 

intend to use as a benchmark to define the class groups in Australia, we risk losing focus 

on the main research questions at hand within the confines of the FTA debate. 

Now we have defined how we intend to classify the key actors within the AUSFTA 

debate along class lines, it is necessary to identify them and their arguments when it 

comes to debating the merits or otherwise of AUSFTA.  To accomplish this task, we have 

decided to analyze the submissions received by the SSC.  The SSC was established by the 

Australian Senate on 11 February 2004 and was asked to: 

• determine whether the Agreement as a whole is in Australia's national interest; 

and  

• examine its impact on Australia's economic, trade, investment, social and 

environment policies72.  

As part of the enquiry process, the SSC wrote to over 200 key stakeholders, organizations 

and industry bodies inviting submissions, along with inviting submissions from interested 

Australians through the press.  As a result of this effort, the Committee received over 548 

submissions73 from a wide spectrum of Australian society outlining their views on 

                                                 
72 SSC 2004, Final Report, viewed January 2006 at: 
http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/freetrade_ctte/report/final/b02.htm  
73 ibid. 
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AUSFTA and reasons as to why the Australian Government should or should not agree to 

it.  By analyzing these submissions and identifying their rationale concerning AUSFTA, 

we intend to demonstrate a link between the key actors and groups that have involved 

themselves in the AUSFTA debate and also identify their class category as according to 

Weber’s definition. This process should allow us then to clearly determine if the 

AUSFTA debate in Australia is class based74.   

The table below records our results from examining the submissions, identifying their 

backgrounds and the key issues they raised, determining whether they are pro or anti 

AUSFTA and then the class in whichwe categorized them, according to Weber’s theory.  

However, before we proceed, we must make one important delimitation to our analysis.  

Many of the submissions came from Australians who represented no particular 

organization or interest group in the AUSFTA debate.  Out of a total of 548 submissions, 

339 were from this category.  However, many of these submissions expressed similar 

concerns about the AUSFTA agreement.  For this reason, we will not be listing and 

specifying every individual submission received from this category.  Rather, we will 

record the number of submissions received from this category and identify the common 

concerns or issues raised from this group at the bottom following the table. 

 

 

                                                 
74 The author acknowledges this process through observation only demonstrates the revealed preferences of 
the key actors rather than perhaps their true preferences (e.g. the revealed preferences are contingent on the 
environment and the upper class for instance may have preferred a more comprehensive FTA through the 
WTO, but AUSFTA represented a ’second best’ outcome).  For more details see Friedon, J ’Actors and 
Preferences in International Relations’ in Lake, David & Powell, R (1999) Strategic Choice and 
International Relations, Princeton University Press: Princeton,  
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Submission 
No. 

Organization Background Issue Pro or anti 
AUSFTA 

Class 

16 National Civic 
Council WA 

Community 
Organization 

PBS, Tariff Cuts, 
National Interest 

Against Middle 

19 A better 
companionate 
Australia 

Community 
Organization 

Agriculture, PBS, 
Employment 

Against Middle 

26 Prof. Giest Academic Copyright Conditional Middle 
35 Friends of 

ABC 
Interest 
Group 

Culture Conditional Middle 

39 Social 
Developers 
Network 

Advocacy 
Group 

Fair Trade Conditional Middle 

49 Winemakers 
Federation 

Industry Trade For Upper 

47 Catholics in 
coalition 

Advocacy 
Group 

Sovereignty, 
Employment 

Against Middle 

54 QLD Nurses 
Federation 

Union PBS, Sovereignty Against Middle 

56 Mudgee 
District 
Environment 
Group 

Advocacy 
Group 

Environment and 
PBS 

Against Middle 

64 Rainforest 
Information 
Centre 

Interest 
Group 

Sovereignty and 
PBS 

Against Middle 

68 Australian 
Network of 
Environment 
Defenders 

Interest 
Group 

Environment Against Middle 

69 Cabinet Office 
NSW 

State 
Government 

Trade For Upper 

74 Unemployed 
people’s 
employment 
union of WA 

Advocacy 
Group 

Employment Against Lower 

75 Generic 
Medicines 
Industry of 
Australia 

Interest 
Group 

Trade For Upper 

81 Alcoa World 
Aluminum 
Australia 

Industry Trade For Upper 

85 Media 
Entertainment 
Arts Alliance 

Interest 
Group 

Culture Against Middle 

88 Prof. G. Rolfe Academic PBS Conditional  Middle 
95 Macquarie 

University 
Academic Copyright Conditional Middle 

100 Progressive 
Labor Party 

Political PBS and Tariffs Against Lower 

103 Prof. R. 
Garnaut 

Academic Transparency of 
negotiation 

Conditional Middle 
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Submission 

No. 
Organization Background Issue Pro or anti 

AUSFTA 
Class 

105 AMA 
Therapeutics 
Committee 

Interest 
Group 

PBS Conditional Middle 

108 Australian 
Chicken Meat 
Federation 

Interest 
Group 

Trade and Quarantine For Upper 

133 Australian 
Record Industry 

Industry Copyright For Upper 

135 Ford Australia Industry Trade For Upper 
140 Medicines 

Australia 
Industry Trade For Upper 

141 CPSU Union  Against Middle/Lower 
142 WA Government State 

Government 
Trade For Upper 

143 Australian Red 
Cross 

Interest 
Group 

Blood plasma 
products 

Conditional Middle 

144 Horticulture 
Australia 

Industry Trade For Upper 

149 Australian 
Dairy Industry 
Council 

Industry Trade For Upper 

151 School of 
International 
Business 

Academic Economic benefits Against Middle 

153 National 
Farmers 
Federation 

Interest 
Group 

Trade For Middle 

154 Australian 
Vinyls 
Corporation 

Interest 
Group 

Trade For Upper 

155 Melkonian and 
Company 

Solicitors Legal Against Upper 

156 Australian Food 
and Grocery 
Council 

Interest 
Group 

Trade For Upper 

157 Australian 
Services Union 

Union Sovereignty Against Lower 

158 United Trades 
and Labor 
Council 

Union Employment Against Lower 

159 Dr. Thomas 
Faunce 

Doctor PBS Against Upper 

160 Australian 
Conservation 
Foundation 

Interest 
Group 

Environment Against 

 

Middle 
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Submission 
No. 

Organization Background Issue Pro or anti 
AUSFTA 

Class 

161 Federal Minister 
for Trade 

Government Trade For Upper 

162 Australian 
Seafood Council 

Interest 
Group 

Trade For Upper 

163 Screen 
Producers 
Association of 
Australia 

Interest 
Group 

Culture Conditional  Middle 

169 Edmund Rice 
Centre 

Interest 
Group 

Sovereignty Against Middle 

171 The Australian 
Institute 

Interest 
Group 

PBS Conditional Middle 

174 ACT 
Government 

State 
Government 

PBS/Trade Conditional Upper 

175 NAPWA Interest 
Group 

PBS Against Middle 

178 Business 
Software 
Association 

Interest 
Group 

IP/Copyright For Upper 

188 Search 
Foundation 

Interest 
Group 

Sovereignty Against Middle 

189 Rail, Train and 
Bus Union 

Union National Interest Against Lower 

213 Murray 
Goulburn 
Cooperative 

Industry Trade For Upper 

251 Australian 
Pensioners and 
Superannuats 
League QLD inc 

Advocacy 
Group 

 National Interest Against Lower 

272 Uniting Care 
NSW/ACT 

Advocacy 
Group 

PBS Against Lower 

279 Doctors for the 
Environment of 
Australia 

Interest 
Group 

Environment Against Middle 

283 Australian 
Political 
Ministry 
Network 

Interest 
Group 

Water/Environment Against Middle 

291 Australian Pork 
Limited 

Interest 
Group 

Quarantine/Trade For Upper 

300 Australian Film 
Industry 
Coalition 

Interest 
Group 

Culture For Upper 

309 Copyright 
Agency Limited 

Industry Copyright For Upper 
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Submission 

No. 
Organization Background Issue Pro or anti 

AUSFTA 
Class 

330 Retired Union 
Members 
Association SA 

Advocacy 
Group 

National Interest Against Lower 

336 Australian 
Vice 
Chancellors 

Education Copyright Conditional Middle 

348 Baxter Health 
Care Limited 

Industry Trade For Upper 

349 Australasian 
Society for 
HIV Medicine 

Advocacy 
Group 

PBS Against Lower 

350 CPSA Union National Interest Against Lower 
352-358 Australian 

Services Union 
State Branches 

Union National Interest Against Lower 

359 USU Union National Interest Against Lower 
366 Prof. Drysdale Academic National Interest Against Middle 
371 Federal 

Chamber of 
Automotive 
Industries 

Interest 
Group 

Trade For Upper 

373 Post Office 
Agents 
Association 
Limited 

Interest 
Group 

Competition/National 
Interest 

Against Middle 

382 Australian 
Coalition for 
Economic 
Justice 

Advocacy 
Group 

PBS/Environment Against Lower 

386 Australian 
Stock 
Exchange 

Industry Financial Integration For Upper 

392 ACTU Union National Interest Against Lower 
398 AUSTA 

Business 
Group 

Interest 
Group 

Trade For Upper 

399 AusTrade US 
Ltd 

Consultancy Trade For Middle 

403 Australian 
Workers 
Union 

Union National Interest Against Lower 

403 Catholic 
Health 
Australia 

Interest 
Group 

PBS Conditional Lower 

406 Cattle Council 
of Australia 

Interest 
Group 

Trade For Upper 

415 Consumer 
Association of 
WA 

Advocacy 
Group 

PBS Against Middle 

424 Prof. Martyn 
Goddard 

Academic PBS Against Middle 
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Submission 

No. 
Organization Background Issue Pro or anti 

AUSFTA 
Class 

426 Newcastle Uni 
Students 
Association 

Union National Interest Against Middle 

433 Holden 
Limited 

Industry Trade For Upper 

440 Minerals 
Council of 
Australia 

Interest 
Group 

Trade For Upper 

444 Australian Red 
Meat Industry 

Interest 
Group 

Trade For Upper 

445 National 
Centre for 
Epidemiology 

 PBS Against Middle 

468 Engineers 
Australia 

Interest 
Group 

Trade For Middle 

478 Australian 
Milk 
Producers 
Association 

Interest 
Group 

Trade For Upper 

496 NSW Teachers 
Federation 

Interest 
Group 

Education Against Middle 

499 ASU/NSW Union National Interest Against Lower 
509 Distilled 

Spirits 
Industry 
Council of 
Australia 

Interest 
Group 

Tariffs For Upper 

513 Northern 
Territory 
Government 

Government Trade For Upper 

519 Business 
Council of 
Australia 

Interest 
Group 

Trade For Upper 

521 Constellation 
Wines 

Industry Trade For Upper 

522 Australian 
Consumers 
Association 
(ACA) 

Advocacy 
Group 

National Interest Conditional Middle 

534 Tuna Boats 
Owners 
Association 

Interest 
Group 

Trade For Upper 

538 Unions WA Union National Interest Against Lower 

Table 1 Final Report on the Free Trade Agreement between Australia and the United States of 
America –submissions received, SSC, p.287. 
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We have categorized most of the individual submissions into that of middle class 
Australia: 

Submission 
No. 

Organization Background Issue Pro or anti 
AUSFTA 

Class 

Various and 
totaled 339 

Individual General 
Public 

National Interest – 
this included the PBS, 
economic gains, jobs, 
environment and 
national sovereignty 

Between 
conditional 
and against 

Middle 

Table 2 Individual Submissions 

The question remains, what defines middle class Australia?  According to Haydon 

Manning, of Flinders University of Australia, “a host of demographic, social and 

economic factors are bandied around to define the ‘aspirational voter’75. He describes this 

group as middle-income earners, upwardly mobile, and may be employed in either blue 

or white-collar occupations. Furthermore, they are vulnerable to interest rate rises due to 

high levels of personal debt, can be described as entrepreneurial and individualistic and 

may be described as the new ‘conservative right’—anti-egalitarian and anti-union, 

favoring tax cuts, driving new cars, and sending their children to private schools.  

Pusey adds to this definition of middle class Australia by claiming “that the middle class 

largely opposes this economic reform agenda, is deeply suspicious of big business and 

economic rationalism, and remains committed both to ideas of fairness, equity and public 

purpose, and to the idea that governments have a responsibility to achieve these things”76.  

Additionally, we used the process of elimination to identify what we believed to be 

submissions representing the middle classes.  All of the submissions from our identified 

upper class were clearly defined as they were usually representing an organization or 

                                                 
75 Manning, H. (2005), ‘Aspirational voters’ and the 2004 federal election’ viewed 7 February 2006 at 
http://www.australianreview.net/digest/2005/07/manning.html. 
76 Pusey, Michael (2003), The Experience of Middle Australia: The Dark Side of Economic Reform, 
Cambridge University Press: Cambridge. 
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industry body, while those from the lower classes were also represented by either unions 

or welfare organizations. Using these definitions of the middle class, along with the 

interpretation given according to Weber, it is on this basis we have classified the majority 

of submissions received from ordinary members of the Australian public as 

representative of the middle class. 

2.5 The link between class in Australian society and positions on AUSFTA. 

An initial perusal of the above table reveals a clear division in opinions in Australian 

society towards the AUSFTA agreement.  Furthermore, we are able to categorize the 

submissions very precisely along class lines according to the concept of class devised by 

Weber.  The SSC also noted this division when, in its final report, it noted the evidence 

gathered during the proceedings covered the full range of both expert opinion and the 

views of members of the general public that demonstrated a clear divergence of views 

towards the Agreement in Australian society77. As the committee reported: 

“The Agreement has received strong support from those business groups who 

regard the AUSFTA as providing new and significant opportunities to do business 

with America, and facilitating access to American technology and commercial 

know-how. They applaud the greater integration of the Australian economy with 

what is undeniably the world's most economically powerful country, arguing that 

the benefits will dramatically outweigh any downsides.  

For many people, however, the Agreement represents nothing but economic, 

cultural and employment risks from exposure to powerful United States interests. 
                                                 
77 SSC., viewed February 2006, p.xv.  
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Many have argued strongly that the Agreement will undermine Australia's 

sovereignty and erode social policy, and that many of the AUSFTA's provisions 

will severely restrict Australia's future capacity to direct and manage its own 

affairs78.”  

It is not difficult to correlate the substance of the submissions with the premise of a class 

bias.  For instance, the Australian Stock Exchange, representing both the upper class and 

commercial Australia, focused purely on economic opportunities for its wealthy business 

and commercial investors when it suggested in its submission “we would hope that the 

proposal in the free trade agreement to establish a Financial Services Committee to 

discuss greater integration between US and Australia markets can achieve positive 

outcomes that provide real benefits to Australian companies, investors and capital 

markets79”.   

 

Meanwhile, the middle class focused on particular issues of importance as to what they 

perceived as important to Australian society such as the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme 

(PBS) and the loss of national sovereignty as a result of AUSFTA: “It is abrogating our 

sovereignty and sovereign rights to determine what is or is not of benefit for its 

citizens80”. Finally, submissions representing the lower class focused specifically on 

challenges to working class people in Australia as a result of AUSFTA e.g.“The UTLC is 

the peak trade union body in South Australia representing over 32 unions covering 

                                                 
78 ibid. 
79ASX (2004), Submission no. 386 to the SSC, viewed February 2006 at 
http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/freetrade_ctte/submissions/sub386.pdf 
80Styles, K (2004), Submission no.23 to the SSC, viewed February 2006 at 
http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/freetrade_ctte/submissions/sub23.pdf 
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approximately 200,000 workers…Our objective is to improve the lives of working people 

in our state and secure a future for them and their families in South Australia…This is 

why we have made a submission to the select committee…We do not believe that the free 

trade agreement negotiated between Australia and the United States will benefit ordinary 

South Australians or secure a future for them and their families81. 

The above was only a small sample of the many submissions received by the SSC, but 

they highlight the diverging concerns in Australian society concerning AUSFTA. Thus, 

we can confidently classify the submissions along the following class lines according to 

Weber’s theory of class: 

Support or 
Oppose 
AUSFTA 

Members Reasons for 
supporting or 
opposing 
AUSFTA 

Class according to 
Weber 

Support AUSFTA Business Groups, 
Multinational 
Corporations, Large 
Industries 

Opportunities for 
further trade 

Upper (Positively privileged 
property and commercial 
classes). 

Conditional 
support or 
otherwise oppose 

General public and 
academia 

National interest 
concerns (this 
includes PBS, jobs, 
environment and 
sovereignty) 

Middle 

Oppose AUSFTA Unions, Pensioners and 
unemployed advocates 

National interest 
(jobs, economics, 
sovereignty) 

Lower (negatively 
privileged) 

Table 3 Classification of submissions into class groups 

The data we have now collected and collated, concerning the AUSFTA debate, can now 

be categorized along class lines according to the views and responses received in 

submissions to the SSC and answers our first research question: What are the reasons 
                                                 
81 UTLC (2004), Submission no. 158 to the SSC, viewed February 2006 at 
http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/freetrade_ctte/submissions/sub158.pdf 
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behind the various key actors for either supporting or opposing AUSFTA and how can 

they be categorized?  We have clearly linked attitudes towards AUSFTA with the class of 

the person or group who submitted the submissions and can be clearly matched with class 

membership according to Weber’s class theory.  Accordingly, three groupings are 

established in the debate; one which supports the FTA wholly (business groups and industry), 

which we have categorized in the upper class; one group which supports the FTA 

conditionally or otherwise opposes it (the general public and academia), which we have 

categorized in the middle class; and one which opposes AUSFTA strongly (unions and 

welfare advocates), which we have categorized as the lower class.  Furthermore, the rationale 

of class attitudes towards AUSFTA can be directly attributable to self interest.  In this sense, 

we can argue each submission represents an attitude or view of a class group that is wholly 

concerned with what the outcome of AUSFTA will mean for their particular class members. 

2.6. Determining the reasons for the class division in Australia concerning AUSFTA. 

 

Now we have answered our theoretical question and need to turn our attention to the 

empirical question of establishing what are the reasons for the AUSFTA debate being 

argued along class lines?   For this reason, we intend to look at the three key groups we 

have identified in the AUSFTA debate and determine what are their reasons for being pro 

or anti AUSFTA and ascertain how class membership determines their rationale, position 

and arguments. 

To achieve this, we intend to maintain the positions adopted by the defined classes within 

Australian society can be directly attributed to the economic and political dimensions of 

liberalism in respect to its approach to the role of the state and the individual.  We 
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therefore intend to adopt a framework based on Roy Macridis’ concept of liberal thought 

and the limits of state intervention82.  In this concept, we can look at Australia through 

the prism of a liberal perspective and divide it into three distinct categories according to 

the constituent’s belief as to what the role of government should be within society.   

 

We will therefore connect our identified groups in the AUSFTA debate, through a liberal 

interpretation of society, between those who think the state should keep interference in 

civil society to a minimum (economic liberalism and upper class), those who think the 

state should interfere in some of the activities and institutions of civil society (welfare 

liberalism and middle class) and those who expect a large role for the state in civil society 

(radical liberalism and lower class).   

2.7. Liberalism and its strands. 

 

Liberalism is both an appropriate and essential ideology in our analysis of the reasons 

behind the arguments adopted, by our identified groups, towards AUSFTA in Australia 

for two critical reasons: it has fashioned the states and social and economic systems of 

the West83 and there is little doubt that Australia’s political culture and its institutions 

have also been shaped by liberalism84.  Despite this claim, though, the term liberalism 

and its application to Western nations, such as Australia, remains a disputed and 

confusing concept as the term has never meant the same thing to all who have used or 

                                                 
82 Macridis, p. 40. 
83 Bellamy, R (1992), Liberalism and Modern Society, Cambridge University Press: Cambridge, p.1. 
84 Rowse, T (2005),  ‘Australian Liberalism and National Character:  Australian Liberalism, Past and 
Present’, Australian Journal of Politics and History, Vol. 51, Number 3, pp. 473. 
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defended it, largely because liberalism itself has never been a monolithic doctrine85.  For 

this reason, before we proceed with categorizing our defined class groups along the lines 

of liberal concepts according to the role of the individual and the state, it is important for 

us to clearly define what we mean by liberalism and why it is applicable to our empirical 

question: if the divide in Australian society’s attitude towards AUSFTA can be 

categorized along class lines, what are the reasons for this?   

According to Gottfried, liberalism has not been allowed to keep any fixed and specific 

meaning over the last century, although liberalism can be defined as an ideology, 

philosophy, political tradition, and current of political thought, which holds liberty as the 

primary political value86. Broadly speaking, he defines liberalism as an ideology which 

seeks a society characterized by freedom of thought for individuals, limitations on the 

power of government and religion (and sometimes corporations), the rule of law, the free 

exchange of ideas, a market economy that supports private enterprise, and a system of 

government which is transparent. We can define this system of government as one which 

favors a liberal democracy with open and fair elections, where all citizens have equal 

rights by law, and an equal opportunity to succeed.  

Within the liberal framework, there are deep conflicts and controversies among liberals 

as to what it entails. Emerging from those controversies, out of classical liberalism, are a 

number of different trends and variations within liberalism. As in many debates, opposite 

sides use different words for the same beliefs, and sometimes use identical words for 

different beliefs.  Harden argues there are two relatively distinct historical branches of 

                                                 
85 ibid., p.478. 
86 Gottfried, P (1999), After Liberalism: Mass Democracy and the Administrative State, Princeton 
University Press: Princeton , p.73. 
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liberalism and a collection of variously titled modern branches (such as social, 

institutional and welfare liberalism) and categorizes the historically articulated branches 

as political and economic87. 

The controversies within liberalism can be attributed to the fundamental antagonism 

between the branches of economic and social liberalism. Economic liberals claim the 

appeal of liberalism to Western society lies in it being the most successful economic 

regime88 and see a limited role for government to the extent of curbing the role of 

government to courts, police, and defense against foreign invasion. These economic 

liberals therefore equate liberalism with a belief in the superiority of economic 

arrangements relying on markets as opposed to state control89 .  

On the other hand, however, social liberals, in contrast, see a major role for government 

in promoting the general welfare of society.   Authors such as John Stuart Mill and T.H. 

Green argued liberalism must incorporate some form of government intervention by 

providing basic welfare services and investment in health and education90.  This concept 

of liberalism largely abandons the idea of limited government and hence the conflict in 

the house of liberalism. 

Despite the divide, both forms of liberalism seek the same end - liberty - but they 

disagree strongly about the best or most moral means to attain it. As we can see, some 

liberal parties emphasize economic liberalism, while others focus on social liberalism.  
                                                 
87 Hardin, R (1999), Liberalism, Constitutionalism and Democracy, Oxford University Press; New York, 
p.41. 
88 Avon, D & DeShalit, A (1999), Liberalism and its practice, Routledge: London, p.2. 
89 Doyle, MW (1986), ‘Liberalism and World Politics’, in American Political Science Review, Vol.80, 
No.4, p 1152. 
90 Harrison, K (2003), Understanding political ideas and movements, Manchester University Press: 
Manchester, p.200. 
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However, in all of the forms of liberalism there is a general belief that there should be a 

balance between government and private responsibilities, and that government should be 

limited to those tasks which cannot be carried out best by the private sector. In essence, 

all forms of liberalism claim to protect the fundamental dignity and autonomy of the 

individual under law and all claim that freedom of individual action promotes the best 

society.  

2.8. Applying liberalism to the AUSFTA debate 

 

We have now established liberalism is not one simple, undifferentiated regime, but rather 

a number of competing versions under the heading of classical liberalism.  From the basis 

of classical liberalism we can establish there are two distinct branches: political and 

economic.  This is crucial to our understanding of liberalism as these two branches of 

liberalism have fundamental differences in their approaches to the role of the state and 

the individual.  Appreciation of this distinction is also imperative for understanding the 

crux of our approach to understanding the consequential class divisions over AUSFTA in 

our thesis.  While we have identified the submissions along class lines, we want to know 

why class association has resulted in the divergent views concerning AUSFTA. 

Macridis argues the contrast between economic and political liberalism presents liberal 

thought with one of its most confronting problems: identifying on the one hand where 

exactly the lines separating the state from intervening in the daily lives of its citizens, and 

on the other hand, leaving society and individuals to act according to their own interests 
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and freedom91.  Macridis illustrates this problem by developing the following schema 

which presents three alternative models of government which could all be applied to 

liberal thought:   

 

Schema 1 Alternative Models of Government Schema Devised by R. C. Macridis92

 

                                                 
91 Macridis, p. 41. 
92 ibid 
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Macridis schema clearly demonstrates to us how proponents of a liberal society can have 

three distinct, and even contradictory, visions of the role of the state and the individual.  

In the end it comes down to which interpretation of freedom does a society adopt in a 

liberal perspective.  From what we have identified, economic liberals understand 

‘freedom’ in negative terms in the sense of a clear absence of constraints upon the 

individual, whereas welfare liberals and radical liberals equate freedom for personal 

development and self-realization (although to different degrees).   From these diverging 

liberal perspectives on the role of state and the society, we can gain an insight into the 

rationale underlying the different views held by members of Australian society and by 

this we will be able to understand the reasons for the very different approaches taken by 

our identified groups towards the FTA.   

As we discussed in Chapter 1, an FTA essentially involves market forces replacing 

government regulation in the economy.  There is a clear correlation, therefore, between 

these three concepts of liberalism and how liberals consider the consequences of FTAs 

such as AUSFTA and its effect on state authority. We will now analyze these three liberal 

concepts in more depth, demonstrate how they are applicable to the submissions and how 

they assist us with analyzing the rationale of our identified classes in the AUSFTA 

debate. 

2.8.1. Economic liberals 

 

As defined in Macridis’ Model No.1, this view of the role of the state and the individual 

advocates the economic freedom of the individual by proposing a limited role for the 
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state and the right to liberate individual economic activity and to do away with the 

obstacles to trade and commerce.  It is important here to clarify the use of the terms 

economic liberalism and neo-liberalism.  Within our later analysis, the terms will be used 

interchangeably, although both terms essentially relate to the phase of laissez-fare 

economics and neo-liberalism that is essentially connected to nineteenth-century 

economic liberalism93.  Neo-liberalism is an essential component of both the analysis of 

AUSFTA and our pro-AUSFTA group as it has dominated Australian government policy 

on both the left and right of Australian politics during the last twenty years (remembering 

a key component of the pro-AUSFTA group is the Australian government which initiated 

and eventually signed the agreement).   

The basis of economic liberal philosophy is the preference for market forces to dictate 

commercial activities with only a limited role for the state.  In essence, its advocates 

herald the growth of globalization as tacit evidence of the success of economic liberal 

thought, and point to “the growth of free trade, the capacity of transnational corporations 

to escape political regulation and national legal jurisdictions, and the liberation of capital 

from national and territorial constraints as the dawn of a new era of capitalism”94. 

For economic liberals, the principles of free trade first enunciated by liberal authors such 

as Smith and Ricardo continue to have contemporary relevance.95  They believe allowing 

traders and companies to exchange goods and money without regard for national barriers, 

such as tariffs and legal restrictions, should be the objective of policy makers in all 

                                                 
93 Palley, T (2005), ‘From Keynesianism to Neolibealism: Shifting Paradigms in Economics’, in Saad-
Filho, A & Johnston, D (eds), Neoliberalism: A Critical Reader, Pluto Press: London, p. 20. 
94 Burchill, p.72. 
95 ibid., p.72. 
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nations and only free trade will maximize economic growth and generate the competition 

that will promote the most efficient uses of resources, people and capital.  Conversely, 

“policies which protect uncompetitive industries from market principles corrupt 

international trade, distort market demand, artificially lower prices and encourage 

inefficiency, while penalizing fair traders96.” 

2.8.2. Welfare liberals 
 

As classified in Macridis’ Model No.2, this version of liberalism represents the attitude of 

our middle class group which believes in a greater role for the state in the actions and 

activities of civil society, but does not want the state to completely regulate the market 

place.  Welfare liberalism has its origins from liberal authors of the late nineteenth-

century who became concerned with the focus on the market economy and laissez-faire 

economics and the resulting corruption of other liberal values such as the general rights 

of society and man97.  This resulted in a shift by some liberal advocates towards a more 

sympathetic view on state intervention in society to deal with social evils, such as 

poverty, and the objective therefore was for a more compassionate understanding of 

human nature and the acknowledgement that man was not simply an asocial individual 

leading a life of rationally calculating self-interest, but was from the start immersed in 

society, from which his rights are derived.  However, this could only be achieved via 

some intervention from the state and only this form of liberalism, rather than the 

                                                 
96 ibid., p.73. 
97 Eccleshall, R (2003), ‘Liberalism’, in Political Ideologies: An Introduction, Routledge: London,  p.23. 
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economic version, offered all of society the chance to acquire property rights and levels 

of health, liberty and happiness similar to those enjoyed by the better off in society98. 

What we have then is still a form of liberalism which values the central tenet of classical 

and economic liberalism. This is the right to liberty and freedom. Welfare liberals see the 

role of government as not just being a necessary evil, but on the contrary, when properly 

directed, government can be a positive force for promoting individual liberty by ensuring 

that everyone enjoys an equal opportunity in life99.  It is important here to emphasize that 

although welfare liberals call for an increased role for government in society, they are not 

advocating the overthrow or removal of a capitalist system.  Rather, they accept that there 

is a competitive capitalist system which accepts private ownership and free trade and 

regards economic competition as a good thing – but only up to the point where it comes 

at the expense of individual welfare100. 

2.8.3. Radical liberalism 
 

This perception of liberalism, as depicted in Macridis’ Model No.3, represents the 

antithesis of the economic liberal view of the role of the state and the individual, and a 

more radical role than that espoused by the welfare liberal, by emphasizing the dominant 

role of the state, as opposed to the market, in regulating civil society in terms of 

economic planning, social services, taxation, etc.  However, before we proceed we must 

clarify what we are labeling as radical liberalism.  We are going to look at this 

                                                 
98 ibid., p.200. 
99 Ball, T & Dagger, R (1995), Political Ideologies and the Democratic Ideal, Harper Collins College 
Publishers: New York, p.78. 
100 ibid., p.78. 
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perspective of liberal ideology as a philosophy that is similar to democratic socialism, yet 

defines itself as radical liberalism101.  

Its supporters argue it has acquired the real essence of liberalism by its primary focus of 

an even distribution of wealth and achieves the liberal objective of freedom for the 

individual102.  In this essence, radical liberalism is to a large extent what is today called 

socialism, which argues for a generous welfare state and a healthy democratic life within 

an essentially private-property market society103 In this sense it can claim to embody the 

best of liberalism by emphasizing a form of liberalism at a higher stage and stripped of its 

association with the worst aspects of capitalism. 

Therefore, when we look at the group we can see what may be termed a transfused 

perspective of socialist thought with that of liberal beliefs.  Although radical liberals have 

incorporated some elements of market philosophy into their theory104, they firmly argue 

most property should be held through the democratically elected government (such as 

utilities, major industries and the transportation system), there should be government 

regulation of the economy and there must be extensive publicly financed assistance and 

pension programs105.  This approach is an elaboration of the welfare liberal view of state 

and the society in which personal freedom and liberty are enhanced through the state 

remaining as the dominant authority in the community by ensuring the basic rights of the 

individual are catered for. 
                                                 
101 Harrison, K (2003), Understanding political ideas and movements, Manchester University Press: 
Manchester, p.215. 
102 Ball  & Dagger, R, p.78. 
103 Gaus, G (2000), ‘Liberalism at the end of the century’, in Journal of Political Ideologies, Vol.5, No.2, 
p.180. 
104 Sargent, L (1999), Contemporary Political Ideologies: A Comparative Analysis, Harcourt Brace College 
Publishers: Fort Worth, p.87. 
105 ibid., p. 87. 

 55



Now we have identified and clarified how liberalism can be applied to three totally 

different views and perspectives as to what the role of the state and the individual should 

be, we now need to focus on how we intend to apply these perspectives to our identified 

class groups and the AUSFTA debate within Australian society.  A preliminary 

assessment of the actual reasons why these groups either supported or opposed AUSFTA 

and connecting them with the three concepts of liberal ideals concerning the role of the 

state and the individual can lead to their classification according to the following 

categories (and which are consistent with many general assumptions about class and 

globalization106): 

Support or 
Oppose 
AUSFTA 

Members Reasons for 
supporting or 
opposing 
AUSFTA 

Class 
according 
to Weber 

Liberal 
concept 

Support AUSFTA The Government, 
Business Groups, 
Multinational 
Corporations and 
Large Industries 

Opportunities for 
further trade 

Upper 
(Positively 
privileged 
property and 
commercial 
classes). 

Economic 

Conditional 
support or 
otherwise oppose 

Opposition Parties, the 
general public and 
academia 

National interest 
concerns (this 
includes PBS, jobs, 
environment and 
sovereignty) 

Middle Welfare 

Oppose AUSFTA Unions, Pensioners 
and unemployed 
advocates 

National interest 
(jobs, economics, 
sovereignty) 

Lower 
(negatively 
privileged) 

Radical  

Table 4 Class groups and liberal concepts 

2.9. Applying liberal concepts to our groups in the AUSFTA debate. 

 

We have now made a preliminary overview of linking the AUSFTA debate in Australian 

society towards one of class and connecting the rationale behind these groups to three 
                                                 
106 See Frieden, p.64 & Perrucci, p.62. 
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different approaches to the role of the state and the individual under the tent of liberalism 

as a reason behind these divergent views towards the FTA.  However, before we continue 

with our analysis, we need to firmly establish why and how we have connected our key 

class groups with their associated strands of liberalism as a way of comprehending the 

reasons for the class divide in Australia in regard to trade liberalization and AUSFTA.   

2.9.1. Economic liberalism and the pro-AUSFTA group. 

 
Our preliminary data suggests our group which supports AUSFTA is one from the upper 

class consisting of the government, Business Groups, Multinational Corporations and 

large industries which have focused on the economic concept within AUSFTA and that is 

one which purely focuses on the possible trade advantages to these organizations.  

Because of this we are looking at the rationale of this group in terms of the concept of 

economic liberalism as the primary determinant of their attitudes towards AUSFTA.  The 

potential economic gains from liberalized trade with the US was the prime reason most of 

the members of this group supported AUSFTA.  This is evident in the Business Council 

of Australia’s (BCA) submission when it concluded “AUSFTA is a significant step 

towards providing Australia with the benefits of global economic integration by 

providing close economic links with the largest economy in the world107” and the 

automobile manufacturer General Motors Holden declared “Holden outlined a view that 

the main benefit of this agreement is the increased economic growth as a result of market 

                                                 
107BCA 2004, Submission 519 to the SSC, viewed February 2006 at 
http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/freetrade_ctte/submissions/sub519.pdf 
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liberalization, particularly in Australia, which will lead to flow on benefits for vehicle 

sales108.” 

 

This is hardly surprising as the views of this group clearly compliment one of the core 

dimensions of liberalism which is the concept of free trade and the contention that the 

most effective system of economic exchange is one that is largely economic driven and 

free of bureaucratic control, both domestically and internationally, is one of the 

fundamental tenets of liberalism theory.109   As early as the mid-nineteenth century 

liberal writers such as Richard Cobden strongly believed free trade would bring a more 

peaceful world order that would bring mutual gains to all players irrespective of their size 

or the nature of their economies, a key concept and objective of liberal writers of this 

generation110.   

 

This approach resonates with the Australian government’s decision to pursue a FTA with 

the US when the Australian Trade Minister argued: “It is a document which gives Australia 

a once-in-a-generation opportunity to link Australia’s comparatively small economy with the 

world’s biggest, most sophisticated and technologically advanced market and which will be a 

strong foundation for Australia’s commercial and economic future”111.  The basis of neo-

liberal philosophy is therefore preference for market forces to dictate commercial 

                                                 
108Holden Australia 2004, Submission 433 to the SSC, viewed February 2004 at 
http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/freetrade_ctte/submissions/sub433.pdf 
109 Dunne. T. ‘Liberalism’ in  Baylis, J& Smith, S (2005), The Globalization of World Politics, Oxford 
University Press: New York, p. 186. 
110 ibid, p.190. 
111 Vaille, M (2003), Trade and agriculture: delivering the Doha mandate, viewed February 2006 at, 
http://www.trademinister.gov.au/speeches/2003/0030618_wto.html. 
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activities and market forces at the expense of the state and this correlates with the 

arguments put forth by our pro-AUSFTA group in the FTA debate. 

 

2.9.2. Welfare liberalism and the group supporting AUSFTA conditionally 

We have categorized our group of and individuals who support AUSFTA only 

conditionally, or reject it, as that representing middle class Australia and expressing a 

view akin to welfare liberalism.  We are attributing their reasoning to that based on the 

traditions of welfare liberalism as their beliefs and concerns about AUSFTA (the loss of 

national sovereignty and the resulting inability of an Australian government to regulate 

the economy according to the wishes of the Australian electorate) are in-tune with the 

foundations of welfare liberalism which exhibit a more sympathetic attitude towards the 

state born out of the belief that unregulated capitalism merely produces new forms of 

injustice112 .  This attitude can be attributed to the concerns of middle class Australia who 

predominately focused on the particular aspects of AUSFTA they felt could be adversely 

affected by the FTA (specifically the PBS, employment, culture and the environment).   

Typical concerns from this group were expressed as “The proposed FTA will put at risk 

our national sovereignty…While we rely on the US to a large extent for mutual regional 

security it does not mean that we have to forfeit our right to make decisions on what is 

best for Australia113” and “I believe the proposed US-Australia Free trade agreement is 

not in Australia’s interests because it weakens price controls on medicines by allowing 

                                                 
112 Heywood, p.61. 
113McKenna, Keith (2004), Submission 537 to the SSC, viewed February 2006 at 
http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/freetrade_ctte/submissions/sub537.pdf 
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drug companies to seek reviews of decisions by the PBS Advisory Committee114.”  This 

focus on minute details associated with specific acts of government regulation was not an 

outright rejection of free trade or AUSFTA in itself, but a common concern of many 

Australians that trade liberalization and globalization was weakening the power of the 

elected Australian Government to regulate, hence the prompting of many middle class 

Australians and academics to lobby the Australian Government in the AUSFTA debate to 

ensure social justice provisions and issues not directly related to trade would be left 

unchanged from an FTA with the US. 

2.9.3. Radical liberalism and our group rejecting AUSFTA outright 

 

Within this group we have classified the strong opponents of AUSFTA as the 

representative of the lower classes of Australia and we are attributing their strong 

opposition to AUSFTA as being based on a radical liberal interpretation of the state and 

the government.  We have identified the members of this group as consisting of unions, 

pensioners and advocates of the poor and their reasons for opposing AUSFTA outright 

compliment those of the radical liberals. This group articulates the interests of the 

industrial working classes and other vulnerable groups which it believes are 

disadvantaged in an economic liberal version of society and does not believe welfare 

liberalism attributes a big enough role to the state in regulating the economy. 

The Australian Council for Trade Unions (ACTU) emphasised its concern for the plight 

of working class people in Australia under AUSFTA when, in its submission, it declared 
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“In its terms AUSTFA would prohibit a failure to enforce, but not a decision to weaken 

or reduce, domestic labour standards…AUSTFA includes no enforcement mechanism 

whatsoever for labour standards that are consistent with internationally recognized labour 

principles and rights115.”  The AMWU also emphasized the possible loss of sovereignty 

resulting from AUSFTA and the problems which could be associated with the relaxation 

of foreign investment rules when it outlined in its submission “clearly by relaxing the 

restrictions on the screening of foreign investment it is almost inevitable that at least 

some investment will enter Australia which to a greater or lesser extent may not be in 

Australia's national economic, social or environmental interest116.” 

 

It was not also just the unions who were strongly opposed to AUSFTA within this group.  

The Australian Council of Social Services (ACOSS) which declares itself as “the national 

peak body of the community welfare sector in Australia and the principal voice for low 

income and disadvantaged people in public policy matters117” wrote in its submission 

“ACOSS is concerned that the AUSFTA leaves a significant degree of uncertainty about 

the freedom of Commonwealth and State Governments to ‘adopt or retain’ any measure 

relating to public, social and essential services118.”  Clearly this argument resonates with 

a radical notion of liberalism under the context of radical liberalism in which this group 

believe in an ideology which supports a major role for the government in regulating the 
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economy, although it stops short of calling for the capitalist system to be wholly replaced 

by that of a socialist system.  

 

2.10. Summary 

 

In this chapter we set out initially to answer the theoretical question concerning the 

reasons and arguments behind the various groups/key actors for either supporting or 

opposing AUSFTA by connecting them to the issue of class and applying Max Weber’s 

social class model to Australian society to appropriately link the issue of class division to 

the AUSFTA debate.   We did this by analysing and classifying the various submissions 

made by groups/key actors to the SSC. Accordingly, we identified three groups in the 

debate based along class lines; one which supports the FTA wholly (business groups and 

industry), which we categorized into the upper class; one group which supports the FTA 

conditionally or otherwise opposes it (the general public and academia), which we will 

term the middle class; and one group which opposes AUSFTA strongly (unions, 

pensioners and unemployed advocates) which we have categorized as the lower class. 

 

We then proceeded to explain the rationale for the positions and arguments adopted by 

these key groups/actors by connecting these groups to the ideology of liberalism through the 

concepts coined by Macridis’ concept of liberal thought and the limits of state 

intervention.  This approach allowed us to conclude each of the group’s rationale for 

either supporting or opposing AUSFTA could be based on their interpretation of liberal 

society.  We concluded that the group supporting AUSFTA, made up of the upper classes 

of Australian society, based their arguments on an economic liberal rationale; the 
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arguments of the middle class group who supported AUSFTA only conditionally or who 

otherwise rejected it could be attributed to a welfare liberal reasoning and the group 

which opposed AUSFTA outright, which represented the lower classes of Australian 

society, had based their arguments on radical liberal principles. 

 

This leaves us now with the task of applying our theoretical framework (based on 

Weber’s class concept) and looking at Australia through liberal perspectives of the role of 

the state and society to analyze specific aspects of the AUSFTA debate in Australia.  We 

therefore intend to accomplish this in Part 2 of the thesis by applying these concepts to 

specific economic and political concerns, raised in Australia, concerning this FTA. 

 63



3. THE DEBATE CONCERNING AUSFTA: ECONOMIC ISSUES AND 
PERSPECTIVES 

 

Now that we have outlined our theoretical framework based on Weber’s class analysis 

and have defined the most relevant concepts of liberalism, which we intend to incorporate 

into the analytical framework of Weber’s concept of class, we can now proceed to the 

analysis of, and the causes of, the class division in Australia due to AUSFTA.  In this 

chapter we intend to briefly outline the path taken to AUSFTA and the ideological shifts 

taken by recent Australian governments in relation to globalization and trade 

liberalization.   

 

During this process we will highlight the emerging tensions within Australian society 

stemming from this process, culminating in the announcement of the negotiation of 

AUSFTA and the ensuing debate within the community on the merits of a FTA with the 

US.  We will then concentrate on the specific economic issues of AUSFTA, raised during 

the FTA debate in Australia, through the perspective of our identified class groups and, 

by evaluating their views on AUSFTA via their liberal interpretations of the role of the 

state and society, we will be able to explain the rationale for the class stance on the 

economic issues associated with AUSFTA. 

3.1. The changing directions of liberalism in Australia 

 

AUSFTA represents what has been a dynamic ideological change occurring within 

Australian society during the last twenty-five years due to the increasing pressures of 

competing in a globalized world.  Like the contemporary debate within liberalism itself, 
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the general liberal consensus in Australia has supported the use of markets to optimize 

the production and distribution of goods and services within a community. However, they 

have often disagreed about the proper relationship between governments and markets119.  

Australia’s particular environmental and social conditions (e.g. a vast continent and 

sparse population) has always prompted at least some form of government intervention to 

enable economic development120.  Indeed some liberals contend Australia’s origin as a 

penal colony has contributed to a general acceptance by Australian society of the need for 

government intervention in the economy and society as it was the political authorities and 

government that were understood to be responsible for the success of the colony and 

government.  Due to this, Australians were quite used – some liberals may think over 

used – to government assistance and support in the creation of a healthy and prosperous 

Australia121. 

This welfare liberal approach changed (coinciding with the emergence of a rift in liberal 

ideals and the consequential emergence of class divisions in Australian society) in 1983, 

with the election of a reform minded centre-left Labor government committed to 

economic reform and intent on pursuing a path of economic liberal policies which 

included a key objective of introducing changes aimed at relocating the Australian 

economy internationally, thus ending the high levels of tariff protection that had long 

characterized Australian industry122.  This approach coincided with the rise and triumph 

of the ‘new right’ governments in the US, Britain, and New Zealand and their economic 
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liberal philosophy consisting of preference of market forces to dictate commercial 

activities and market trends at the expense of the state.123 One of Labor’s most important 

and multi-faceted initiatives was to try to improve economic performance in Australia by 

encouraging trade liberalization.  The subsequent election of a right-wing conservative 

Liberal government in 1996 continued the pursuit of economic reform and deregulation, 

although at an accelerated pace.   

These economic reforms included international trade, where even in opposition the 

Liberal party had “consistently supported moves to open the Australian economy to 

greater international competition124”, not only by maintaining Labor's scheduled tariff 

reductions and by also introducing yet further tariff reductions. However, one of the most 

striking innovations of the Liberal government and one of the most important deviations 

from the Labor government’s reforms in trade liberalization was the advocacy of 

bilateral, rather than multilateral trade liberalization.125  

The change from a welfare liberal role of government and society to one which was 

motivated by an economic liberal ideology has since dominated Australian government 

policy on both the left and right of Australian politics during the last twenty years.  The 

impression on Australian society has also been considerable, with a change from what 

was a relatively egalitarian society that had adopted the principles of a compromised 

version of liberalism, which accepted the need for both a market economy and state 

intervention, to one which was rapidly moving towards a completely economic liberal 
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approach to managing an economy and reducing government interference in society.  

Bell says as much when he comments “for a country with relatively statist political 

economy traditions, the neo-liberal transformation of the last two decades is nothing short 

of extraordinary”.126  What we will now examine is how AUSFTA bought the simmering 

tensions and concerns within Australian society, regarding the changing liberal directions 

of government policy, led to class divisions being elevated to the forefront of public 

discourse. 

3.2. The road to AUSFTA 

 

The idea of an FTA between Australia and the United States has been examined and 

discussed by the governments of the two countries for over two decades127.  It has been 

examined closely because Australia and the US share many strategic and economic 

interests, and it is intuitively attractive to the economic elites of Australia who subscribe 

to an economic liberal approach to expanding on these shared interests in the form of a 

special trading arrangement128. 

 

However, for a number of reasons, discussions about implementing an FTA between the 

two countries have been abandoned for a number of reasons.  Among these reasons were 

complex political and economic concerns about trade liberalization and sovereignty and 

speculation that the economic net benefits were never large enough to proceed with 
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working on an FTA with the US129.  The first serious indication Australia was 

considering an FTA with the US appeared in late 2000130. During this period the 

Australian government attempted to neutralize concerns in the community with trade 

liberalization by emphasizing that the Government “would need to be sure there was 

genuine economic benefit to Australia131”.  This assurance followed the mantra of many 

supporters of economic liberalism who believe if the community is informed about the 

benefits of globalization (and trade liberalization), then they will come around to 

supporting it132. 

 

However, it soon became evident the government’s assurances about a genuine economic 

benefit from AUSFTA for all Australians were not shared by everyone in the Australian 

community.  This may be construed as interpreting many Australians did not share the 

economic liberal vision of the future and can be confirmed by successive efforts of both 

sides of Australian politics, who supported economic liberal globalization but, like many 

governments throughout the world, have found it difficult to manage globalizing policy 

change and garner support in their respective communities133.  Throughout the process 

leading to AUSFTA being passed by the Australian Parliament in August 2004, much of 

the discussion about the merits (or otherwise) of AUSFTA focused on the controversial 

economic aspects of the agreement. 
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3.3. The emergence of a class divide in Australian society concerning AUSFTA 

 

The final text of AUSFTA received a mixed reception in Australia.  Those in favour of 

AUSFTA argued it was a document which gives Australia a once-in-a-generation opportunity 

to link Australia’s comparatively small economy with the world’s biggest, most sophisticated 

and technologically advanced market and which will be a strong foundation for Australia’s 

commercial and economic future134, while those against it argued it infringes on Australian 

sovereignty with little or no economic rewards, weakened the Australian government’s 

ability to regulate the Australian market and locks in moves towards US style policies 

without democratic debate or decision135.    

 

These responses resonate with the central hypothesis of the thesis that AUSFTA has 

exposed a class divide in Australian society between those who support a globalized 

economy and those who oppose it.  How did this come about?  To answer this question, 

we will now attempt to understand the rationale for these divergent views within our class 

groups by analyzing the economic merits of AUSFTA.  We should stress  the controversy 

within liberalism concerning purported economic benefits from trade liberalization is one 

that is facing many developed economies around the world as they grapple with the 

constraining effects of market integration on domestic economic policy choices136. Karl 
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Polanyi explained this division within liberalism as a double movement in industrial 

democracies in which: 

 

“One component was the principle of economic liberalism, aiming at the 

establishment of a self-regulating market, relying on the support of the trading 

classes, and using largely laissez faire and free trade as its methods; the other 

was the principle of social protection, aiming at the conservation of man and 

nature as well as the productive organization, relying on the varying support of 

those most immediately affected by the deleterious action of the market, and using 

instruments of intervention as its methods137.” 

3.4. The perception of the economic benefits of AUSFTA as according to our class 
groups 

 

Much of the initial discussion, concerning the merits of AUSFTA, centered on the 

supposed economic benefits of AUSFTA to the Australian economy.  The government 

continually resorted to a report it had commissioned by the Centre for International 

Economics (CIE) that claimed AUSFTA would deliver substantial benefits to the 

Australian economy of around $6 billion a decade after AUSFTA came into force and 

over 20 years was expected to amount to almost $60 billion.138  As a result, these figures 

and other statistics were continually used almost exclusively by our pro-AUSFTA group 
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consisting of the government and economic elites of Australian society to justify signing 

the FTA139.   

 

However, these figures were immediately challenged by a number of other economic 

assessments that contradicted the Government’s claims.  During 2003-4, five different 

economic assessments were done on the US-Australia Free Trade Agreement. Of these 

five, four of them found that the FTA will either have little economic impact at all or will 

be detrimental for Australia’s economy140.  What is interesting for our analysis is that the 

negative reports published about AUSFTA, concerning its economic credentials, were 

prepared and submitted by key actors we have identified as belonging to our middle and 

lower class categories of Australian society.  

 

For instance, in a report which accurately portrayed middle-class Australian scepticism 

about AUSFTA, the SSC commissioned an experienced economist and modeller to assess 

both the Agreement and the modelling that had been done by the CIE and to therefore 

undertake an impartial and objective analysis of the government’s and the CIE claims 

about the economic benefits of AUSFTA141.  After reassessing the economic claims 

made in the CIE study and after making a number of adjustments to the assumptions on 

which the calculations were based, the report estimated that the likely overall gain to 

Australia from AUSFTA was likely to be relatively small; an estimated $53 million 

annually. This, it concluded, was 'a tiny harvest for a major political and bureaucratic 
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endeavour142'.  This conclusion accurately reflected many of the concerns middle-class 

Australians had with AUSFTA – would the supposed economic benefits of the FTA be 

enough to overcome many of the potentially negative aspects of the agreement which 

they believed damage the social fabric of Australian society? 

 

The concerns of lower class Australians were clearly defined in a submission and report 

prepared on behalf of the AMWU in which the union bluntly alleged “The AMWU 

submits that the proposed AUSFTA will not deliver the gains to Australia that the 

government has claimed and that the proposed AUSFTA will in fact deliver more costs 

than benefits for the Australian economy143.” The AMWU also rejected the positive 

conclusions of the CIE study and concluded the deal would produce a net loss to 

Australia of some AUD $46.9 billion along with a significant loss of economic activity as 

a result of the deal over a 20-year horizon144.  Consistent with many views amongst the 

lower classes of Australia, the AMWU was particularly scathing in its criticism of the 

Australian government’s handling of the economics of AUSFTA and the lack of 

independent analysis of the agreement by declaring: “it is enough to raise legitimate 

concerns about the government’s willingness to play politics with the economics of the 

proposed AUSFTA145.” 

 
The SSC was also perplexed by the economic debate when it declared “due to the wide 

variation in the outcome of these exercises, the results were too inconclusive to be used 

                                                 
142 Dee, p.35. 
143AMWU (2004), Submission 463 to the SSC, viewed January 2006 at 
http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/freetrade_ctte/submissions/sub463.pdf 
144 NIEIR (2004), An assessment of the direct impact of the AUSFTA Agreement on Australian Trade, 
economic activity and the costs of the loss of national sovereignty, Canberra, p ix. 
145 AMWU, ibid. 

 72



as a basis for solid conclusions146.”  What these reports do demonstrate to us, however, is 

that the disagreement and controversies surrounding the economic merits of AUSFTA 

confirmed the class divisions in Australia towards the FTA, yet they do not explain why 

our three class groups adopted such different perspectives towards their economic 

perceptions of AUSFTA.   

 
To achieve this, we must keep in mind for liberals in Australia the choice between 

government and market intervention of the economy has often been constructed around 

the choice between ‘protection’ and free trade147.  When we use the term ‘protection’ 

here, we are saying the government was involved in protecting local industries from 

outside competitors.  Free trade, on the other hand, is the description we are giving to the 

process of minimizing, but not removing, barriers to external competition.  The basic 

questions for liberals in Australia therefore, with respect to the state, is to what degree of 

government regulation and other forms of market involvement are appropriate when it 

comes to market liberalization. 

3.4.1. The economic liberal and upper class perspective on the economic advantages 
of AUSFTA  

 
 
Without a doubt, Australia’s current government has argued that most, if not all, forms of 

government intervention into markets is economically disastrous and believe they should 

facilitate market forces, rather than interfere with the markets148.  This belief represents, 

for economic liberals, a return to issues of maximizing individual freedom and providing 
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incentives for individual exertion and participation in a modern economy.  In this sense, 

economic liberals believe markets can be considered to provide a stimulus to individuals 

to act and to maximize their abilities and will produce continuous improvement in the 

productive capacities within a community149. 

 
From the outset, the Australian government has defended the move to enter into FTAs, 

such as AUSFTA, as an opportunity to enhance the economic wellbeing of Australia and 

emphasized the economic benefits for the Australian economy.  The analogy between 

free trade and economic rewards are regularly espoused to the Australian public as the 

government attempt to placate unease in the electorate towards globalization by declaring 

“Australia will only negotiate an FTA if the Government expects it to deliver substantial 

commercial and economic benefits…A key demand of the trade agreement was that it 

must “deliver comprehensive and substantial improvements for our trade in goods and 

services150.” 

 

The idea of FTAs has become increasingly popular with governments of an economic 

liberal persuasion which de-emphasize government intervention in the economy and 

promote deregulated market principles such as free trade.  With fewer restrictions on 

business operations and the opening of the economy, they believe there are greater 

economic benefits to be achieved.  As a result, they believe the market is allowed to 

function without restraint and optimally serves the economic needs of society, in 
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preference to the government.  This stance has continually been promoted by the 

Australian government concerning AUSFTA151.” 

We can now see the Australian government’s rationale in agreeing to AUSFTA as being 

consistent with economic liberal theory that argues trade liberalization and minimal 

government regulation of the economy deliver economic benefits to a nation152. This 

ideal is acknowledged in the Australian Minister for Trade’s submission to the SSC when 

he declares “Australia’s broad objectives for the Agreement were to gain improvements 

in market access for Australian goods and services exports to the United States, and to 

promote closer economic integration and greater investment between the Parties153.”   

 

But the government could not proceed with this approach if it did not receive strong 

support from at least one segment of the Australian community for its economic liberal 

policies.  It found this support from the upper class group of economic elites who also 

resonate with economic liberal concepts of minimal government intervention in the 

economy as the key to economic development. 

 

The overwhelming opinions from the submissions received by the SSC from this group 

was that the FTA would be of significant benefit to the Australian economy in the short, 

medium and long term by giving Australia unparalleled access to the largest market in the 

world and by strengthening the bonds between the Australian economy and what they 
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perceived as the world’s most dynamic economy154.  In fact, almost every submission 

from this group focused specifically on trade opportunities and economic benefits for the 

industry/association they were representing.   

 

This included statements such as “the outcome of negotiations would provide significant 

opportunities for the Australian automotive industry to increase exports to the United 

States over the next few years155”; “The benefits from a successful FTA run into millions 

of dollars from reduced tariffs and provide a platform  to grow our most important export 

market156”; “The agreement represents for the Australian dairy industry a substantial 

reduction in US import barriers, leading to potential sales157” and “Murray Goulburn 

Cooperative strongly supports ratification of this Agreement because, on a cost-benefit 

basis, we rate it as a big step forward in a market that has been one of the worlds most 

protected markets158”. 

 
For economic liberals, therefore, agreeing to AUSFTA was a natural extension of the 

economic reforms Australia had been applying which required it to economically 

discipline itself or suffer the consequences of global punishment. In this sense, alternative 

policy responses were simply not viable given the ‘reality’ of a global economy: 

Australia had to shift from a protectionist past to an economic liberal, globalized 
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future159.  The opportunity to gain access to the largest economy in the world convinced 

the upper echelons of Australian society to focus exclusively on the economic aspects of 

the deal.  From this economic liberal perspective, AUSFTA made overwhelming sense: 

remove barriers to trade and commerce, further eradicate government regulation from the 

economy and international trade and give commercial Australia the opportunity to trade 

freely with the US.  The result, in their view, would see tremendous economic growth 

and windfalls for both the Australian economy and companies. 

3.4.2. The welfare liberal and middle class perspective on the economic benefits of 
AUSFTA  

 
 
Our middle class group took a very different perspective on the supposed economic 

benefits of AUSFTA and contested the notion they would be beneficial for all 

Australians.  The views of this group appeared to correlate with the general welfare 

liberal attitudes of government and its role in society: what were the economic benefits of 

agreeing to AUSFTA (if any) and what would be the wider implications for Australian 

society if AUSFTA was passed by the Australian Parliament.  To many Australians, 

judging by the submissions received to the SSC inquiry into AUSFTA, many doubted the 

economic benefits from the FTA.  The Australian Democrats, a political party which 

claims to represent the centre of Australian politics and that of middle class Australia, 

articulately expressed the concerns of the many Australians attached to welfare liberalism 

when it concluded in its analysis of AUSFTA for the final report of the SSC “The 
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‘national interest’ is about more than the economic bottom line…It includes our social 

and labour standards, the preservation and improvement of our environment and our 

national cultural identity, and these factors must also be taken into account in any trade 

decisions160.” 

 

The middle classes concurred with this appraisal of AUSFTA and appeared to not only 

fear the Australian government and industry representatives had inflated the economic 

benefits of a trade agreement with the US, they had relinquished the social principles 

associated with welfare liberalism in the order to achieve these perceived economic 

gains.  Typical of the submissions representing this class group was the following: “The 

AUSFTA spells out a radical political agenda embracing free trade, financial 

liberalization, privatization, deregulation and other pro-market programs to re-engineer 

society to the advantage of business and capital and the detriment of labour and 

community…The manifesto which spells out this agenda (the Agreement) is too complex 

and arcane for Australians to be confident that the Parliament and the public service have 

the measure of its consequences161.” 

 

These views reflect what many in middle Australia fear about AUSFTA and further trade 

liberalization: that the compromise between the expansion of the global market and 

domestic autonomy is unsustainable in the era of globalization162.  This proposition 
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appeared to resonate with the middle class who appeared concerned with Australia’s shift 

from a protectionist to an economically liberal policy structure in the name of efficiency 

and maximizing economic gains.  As a result, globalization and liberalization has 

intensified pressures from the world political economy and coerced changes in all areas 

of the policy and economy, as well as in public perceptions in Australia about the ‘limits 

of government163’.  This has left middle class Australia feeling dubious, vulnerable and 

sceptical about the economic benefits of AUSFTA, particularly when conceptions of 

economic globalization have been used to support the argument that Australia’s long 

standing “protectionist” policy structure had to be dismantled and previous egalitarian 

aims are unviable in order to be economically competitive164. 

 

For the middle class, therefore, the AUSFTA debate appeared to be dominated by an 

upper class economic liberal group that focused exclusively on the economic benefits of 

the agreement above everything else and that the economic benefits of AUSFTA were of 

such a dubious nature that many of them thought the agreement would not be in 

Australia’s economic interests to sign.  This was not an attack against capitalism or trade 

liberalization per se, but reflected this group’s concern  that economic self interest by the 

upper class resulted in their lopsided support of AUSFTA, as opposed to concerns the 

agreement might have a negative impact on the social fabric of Australian society that 

outweighed any potential economic benefits. This view was articulated in one submission 

which proposed: “I believe that a closer economic partnership between the US and 

Australia will bring some short term economic benefits to some industries…However, I 
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do not believe that this agreement will create social benefits, and in fact believe that the 

FTA will in fact disadvantage Australians socially, bringing to bear lower working 

conditions, less employment opportunities, and lower the standard of living to our people, 

by increasing the financial benefits of US and Australian multinational corporations165.” 

 

For the middle class, therefore, the purported economic benefits of AUSFTA could not 

justify the potentially negative aspects (including economic) of the agreement.  In this 

sense, they feared Australia’s social fabric would be destroyed and replaced by an 

extreme version of American economic rationalism. 

 

3.4.3 The radical liberal and lower class perspective on the economic advantages of 
AUSFTA  
 
 
Our identified lower class predominately viewed AUSFTA through the a radical liberal 

perspective of hostility concerning the prospect of further government deregulation in 

favour of unfettered capitalism. In this sense we can make a clear distinction between our 

welfare liberals, who support government intervention up to a limit, and the radical 

liberals who demand state intervention into almost every aspect of society.  This group 

consisted predominately of the unions, along with social advocacy and pensioner groups.  

They were all deeply opposed to AUSFTA, and particularly the emphasis by government 

and business leaders of the potential economic benefits from the agreement.   

 

                                                 
165Goddard, A (2004), Submission 166 to the SSC, viewed March 2006 at 
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The AMWU led the opposition to the economic debate surrounding AUSFTA when it 

declared “The AMWU submits that the proposed AUSFTA will not deliver the gains to 

Australia that the government has claimed and the proposed AUSFTA will in fact deliver 

more costs than benefits for the Australian economy166” and “The AMWU submits that 

the government's credibility on the issue of the overall economic costs and benefits of the 

agreement has been severely compromised…The government's misuse of earlier 

modelling or any truly independent economic analysis of the proposed AUSFTA is 

enough to raise legitimate concerns about the government’s willingness to play politics 

with the economics of the proposed AUSFTA167”.  

 

The issue of economics and AUSFTA reflected a general despair, from lower class 

Australia, about the process of globalization and trade liberalization. The triumphant 

emergence of economic liberal policies in Australian politics differed sharply from how 

radical liberals perceived how the world should be constructed.  Callaghan, although 

writing about this scenario in Canada, could just as easily apply his perception to the 

lower classes of Australia when he writes “In this sense, letting the market run things, 

which is what complete liberalization implies, or allowing global governance to displace 

community governance, as implied by increased linkages, would be inconsistent with 

what Canadians believe to be the legitimate social purposes of their governing 

institutions168”.  Specifically, in the Australian case, the economic merits of AUSFTA do 

not add up for the members of the lower classes and consequentially  “The protectionist 
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rationale remains and the temptation (and continuing potential) to use the state apparatus 

to insulate the domestic political economy from the outside world has not been 

removed169”. 

 

Welfare organizations, representing the underprivileged in Australian society, were 

particularly outraged with the economic emphasis of the AUSFTA debate and the lack of 

attention given to the plight of the poor in Australian society.  The Catholic Council for 

Justice emphasized this point when it said “there is a heavy basis on economic results for 

the decisions, the impact of this agreement on the community at large, especially those 

who are currently disadvantages socially and economically170”.  The continuing theme 

within the submissions from this group was a total rejection of the overall economic 

models used to justify free trade that had increasingly been adopted by Australian 

governments.  They believe this approach is characterized by a total reliance on, and faith 

in, market relations at the expense of the poor in Australia and has resulted in an altered 

relation between state and citizen with negative consequences for the lower classes171.   

 

With the upper class and economic liberal sections of Australian society advocating hard 

for the AUSFTA agreement to be signed off by the government with arguments based on 

economic returns, radical liberals saw nothing in the agreement which would benefit the 

lower classes of Australian society (especially from an economic perspective). Instead, 
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they saw quite the opposite, an agreement which would further weaken Australian 

government regulatory powers and usher in American economic policies which would 

see a further degradation of the standards of the working poor in Australian society172. 

3.5. Defining the economic opinions according to liberalism 

 

To conclude this chapter, we have examined the opinions of our identified class groups 

concerning the economic aspects of AUSFTA through their particular liberal 

perspectives.  We can see the economic fundamentals of the agreement are afforded 

different priorities to each group.  For our upper class, they view the economic 

credentials of AUSFTA through an economic liberal perspective that prioritizes the 

potential economic benefits of trading with the US as overriding all other aspects of the 

agreement.  The middle class overall viewed the economic aspect of AUSFTA with a 

mixture of scepticism and trepidation.  Through their welfare liberal observations, they 

did not believe the economic benefits from AUSFTA outweighed the potentially negative 

consequences for Australian society.  Lower class Australia rejected the economic 

arguments for AUSFTA outright.  For them, the agreement and fixation with the 

economics of AUSFTA was a confirmation of the increasingly dominant rhetoric of 

economic liberal ideology dominating Australian politics and only weakened government 

abilities to protect working peoples’ interests from the ravages of what they perceived as 

an extension of rampant capitalism. 
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4. THE DEBATE CONCERNING AUSFTA: POLITICAL ISSUES AND THE 
NATIONAL INTEREST 

 
 

Apart from the economic perspective of AUSFTA, the other most contentious issue in 

Australia concerning AUSFTA was that of the national interest.  We can view this aspect of 

the debate in a different perspective from that of the economic question in the sense that 

when the economics of AUSFTA were contested it could be construed as one based on the 

upper class focusing exclusively on the economic merits of the agreement versus the middle 

and lower classes who viewed the economic benefits sceptically or rejected them outright.  

The national interest debate moved from the economic arena to focus specifically on subjects 

in Australian society that our identified class groups perceived as constituting the national 

interest. 

 

The concept of national interest is a vague and challenging notion to define or comprehend.  

While it is usually referred to as “the interest of the state”173, the term ‘national interest’ is 

subjectively interpreted by the party or individual applying it to their rationale174. This is due 

to the absence of any agreed methodology by which the best interests of a nation can be 

tested. We found this particularly to be the case in the AUSFTA debate, where we could see 

the notion of national interest was perceived very differently according to each group.  

 

 In this chapter we intend to analyze the issue of national interest and AUSFTA through the 

perspective of our identified class groups and by evaluating their interpretation of national 

interest in relation to AUSFTA via their liberal interpretations of the role of the state and 
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society.  From this perspective, we contend the upper class of economic elites asserted the 

national interest was primarily about securing Australia’s future in a globalized world; while 

the middle and lower classes focused on the weakening of national sovereignty as their 

concept of the national interest.  However, the distinction between the two groups as to what 

constituted the national interest was pronounced: the middle class focused on issues 

associated with their class interests such as the Pharmaceutical Benefits Scheme (PBS), 

Australian content and culture in the media and the environment; whilst the lower classes 

argued the national interest was specifically linked to what would happen to the working 

class and poor under AUSFTA. 

4.1. The perception of national interest and AUSFTA as according to the class 
groups 

 

The concept of national interest and AUSFTA was a highly emotive issue within the ensuing 

arguments for and against AUSFTA.  This was confirmed by the SSC, which concluded 

“Given that national interest is itself a highly contested notion, it is hardly surprising that the 

Committee has operated in an environment of claim and counter-claim, amidst the clash of 

big ideas and passionate and powerful arguments175.” 

 

From the outset of the AUSFTA debate, the Australian government continually emphasized 

the agreement was in Australia’s national interest as part of its approach to gaining 

widespread support for both trade liberalization and AUSFTA within the Australian 

                                                 
175 SSC., viewed March 2006, p.xv. 

 85



community176.  In this regard, it closely linked the issue of economic benefits and trade to 

what it perceived to be in the national interest.  We clearly see this collaboration made 

repeatedly in statements by the Australian government about AUSFTA as is evident in the 

following press release from the Australian Minister for Trade: "The FTA between Australia 

and the United States is overwhelmingly in the Australian national interest…This deal will 

further integrate the Australian economy with the largest and most dynamic economy in the 

world, delivering lasting benefits for generations of Australians177." 

 

This concept of national interest was also overwhelmingly endorsed by the economic elites 

we have identified within our upper class.  The government promoted this view when it 

announced “Government Senators are clearly satisfied that the FTA is overwhelmingly in the 

national interest; a view they share with all of the State Premiers and virtually the entirety of 

the Australian business community178.”  From this group, the SSC received a number of 

submissions from which we can identify their perspective of national interest as focused 

purely on trade (e.g. “helps liberalize the flow of capital179”; “benefits of global economic 

integration and close economic links180”; “achieve a significant increase in trade and 
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investment181”; and underpin future prosperity by promoting greater economic integration 

and investment between Australia and the United States182)”. 

 

Our identified middle class, however, took a much different approach to its interpretation of 

what it perceived to be the national interest and AUSFTA and defined itself in the debate 

with not only a sceptical view of what the economic benefits of AUSFTA would be to 

Australia, but a defence of what they considered could be an attack on their perception of 

Australia’s national interest183 e.g. “there is widespread community alarm about the potential 

economic, social, cultural and environmental consequences of the proposed treaty184”.  These 

consequences revolved around a number of issues that are central to middle class values and 

their conception of the national interest, hence the middle class trepidation concerning 

AUSFTA  and its potential to impact on its welfare liberal attitudes.  

 

From the submissions received by the SSC representing our identified lower classes in 

Australian society, their interpretation of national interest concentrated predominately on 

issues also concerning sovereignty, but specifically on concerns of what would happen to 

Australia’s working class and poor.  Typical of such submissions from this group were 

comments such as “ACOSS is concerned that the AUSFTA leaves a significant degree of 

uncertainty about the freedom of Commonwealth and State Governments to ‘adopt or retain’ 
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any measure relating to public, social and essential services185”; “a significant part of the 

governments role is about ameliorating social costs of economic activity and ensuring that, in 

accordance with human rights concerns, all Australians share in economic prosperity… The 

FTA reduces the ability of government to do this186”; and “Whether considered on an 

economic, social or environmental basis the likely benefits of the proposed AUSFTA are not 

sufficient to outweigh the likely costs187”.  

 
The perspective of lower class, therefore, was that in order to preserve the national interest, it 

was essential for the government to reject AUSFTA.  The unions and other members of this 

group were in fact quite hostile to any thought of the agreement being implemented (unlike 

the middle class who requested amendments to the agreement, rather than wanting to reject it 

outright), with many of the submissions suggesting the debate over AUSFTA had been 

hijacked by economic elites (which for our analysis seemed to exemplify what appeared to 

the most extreme case of an open class division in Australian society concerning AUSFTA).  

This perspective was evident in such remarks such as “This (responses to questions about the 

PBS, jobs, the environment etc) reflects a contemptuous attitude by the Australian 

government towards the public and the parliament, which should not go unchallenged188”; 

and “at times representatives of the Australian government misled both the Australian public 

and the Australian Parliament189”.  
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The conflicting conceptions of what constituted the national interest became a focal point in 

the AUSFTA debate.  The Australian government attempted to portray itself as modifying its 

definition of the national interest as consisting of purely economic and trade benefits by 

attempting to assure our identified middle class that it also included their concerns by 

declaring “The Government has protected Australia’s national interest in these areas190”.  

However these continued assurances appeared to be greeted suspiciously and cautiously be 

the Australian middle and lower classes191. 

 

We will now proceed to attempt to establish the rationale for these divergent views of our 

class groups by analyzing the division concerning the national interest through the different 

concepts of liberalism.  However, within this analysis we must remember to focus on the 

issues of AUSFTA not just from purely the economic perspective.  The objective here is to 

focus on the issues raised about AUSFTA within the context of national interest by our 

groups.  This is a worthwhile pursuit, as Wolfe and Mendelshohn speculate “Values will be 

even more important for globalization because they imply social and political integration and 

hence call to mind the need to protect one’s community before one’s job prospects…Once a 

certain material level of comfort has been attained in more economically advanced countries, 
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individuals seek to protect and advance their values and symbolic interests beyond the 

material192”. 

4.1.1. The economic liberal and upper class perspective on national interest and 
AUSFTA  

 

For the upper class, their conception of the national interest was to consolidate Australia’s 

future in a globalized world by further integrating the Australian economy into that of the 

US.  The link between free trade and national interest has been a core ideal in economic 

liberal values since its inception. Early economic liberals such as Adam Smith redefined 

trade theory by focusing on the logic and consequences of economic action which directly 

countered the arguments of mercantilist trade theory which believed regulation, protection 

and tariffs were the only means from which a nation could generate wealth.  Smith attacked 

the merits of mercantilism and put forward one of the first cases for trade liberalization and 

the need for a largely unregulated economy open to global free trade193 and advocated the 

“obvious and simple system of natural liberty” in which individuals would be free to pursue 

their own interests, while the Government provided the legal framework within which 

commerce would take place.194

  

For Australian economic liberals, the principles of free trade, first enunciated by Smith, 

continue to have contemporary relevance and constitute much of what they consider to be the 
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national interest195.  From their perception, allowing traders and companies to exchange 

goods and money without regard for national barriers such as tariffs and legal restrictions 

should be the objective of policy makers in all nations in a globalized world.  They justify 

this view by arguing only free trade will maximize economic growth and generate the 

competition that will promote the most efficient uses of resources, people and capital.  

Conversely, “policies which protect uncompetitive industries from market principles corrupt 

international trade, distort market demand, artificially lower prices and encourage 

inefficiency, while penalizing fair traders196. 

We can see this mantra concerning national interest based on economic liberal beliefs 

expressed continuously by the Australian government throughout the AUSFTA debate.  The 

Minister for Trade, in his presentation of AUSFTA to the Australian Parliament, emphasized 

this view when he said “While there are differences of view over the on-going dynamic 

effects of liberalization and deregulation the critics in this academic debate ignore the 

practical evidence of the growth and dynamism of the Australian economy that has occurred 

with previous de-regulation and reform and has seen an economic performance which has 

out- stripped the rest of the developed world for the past several years197” and “It is a historic 

trade deal which will bring lasting benefits to generations of Australians, by helping to 

integrate Australia’s economy with the world’s largest economy, comprising a market of 290 

million people198.” 
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Other key actors within the upper class group also concurred with this concept of the national 

interest of Australia being firmly linked to it strengthening its trade relations with the US.  

Constellation Wines encouraged all political parties to support AUSFTA not only because it 

“will allow a springboard to further reduce barriers to Australia’s wine trade199”, but because 

it is in “the national interest200”; the MCA also emphasized the connection between national 

interest and free trade when it affirmed “Australia will be unambiguously better off for this 

agreement than if it had not been reached…It will deepen the integration of our two 

economies and it will strengthen the trade and investment relationship and will emphasize 

Australia’s standing in international trade negotiations and the global economy201”.  The 

BCA linked AUSFTA to the national interest when it declared “it is such an important step 

towards the BCA’s goals of increasing the competitiveness of Australia’s business 

environment and enhancing the welfare of the Australian community202” and the AUSFTA 

Business Group promised the agreement would enable the Australian economy “to prosper in 

the global economy over the next 50 years203

4.1.2. The welfare liberal and middle class perspective on national interest and 
AUSFTA  

 

The middle class perception of national interest focused squarely on the issue of Australian 

sovereignty in the sense of ensuring the Australian government retained the powers to 

regulate and control aspects of Australian society that they considered to be most relevant to 
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Australian society.  This perception resonated strongly with welfare liberal perceptions on 

the role of state and society, and their perceptions of ‘freedom’.  As opposed to an economic 

liberal perception of freedom which demands the individual be left alone by government and 

other external agencies to pursue their private ambitions and shape their lives in the light of 

particular preferences, welfare liberals retort that individuals cannot be free unless 

government assumes active responsibility for the public good in order to ensure that 

everyone has access to the necessities of a worthwhile existence204.  However, as we will 

later see, what the middle class defined as the public good was different from that conceived 

by the radical liberals within Australian. 

 

The middle class argued that, although dismantling tariffs and trade barriers through 

AUSFTA may have some merits from an economic perspective, they needed to be reassured 

their defined values were also incorporated into what they saw as the national interest.  This 

group in a sense perceived the national interest as one in which they needed to counter the 

perception that globalization has weakened the capacity of democratic governments to pursue 

egalitarian economic and social policies when pursuing trade liberalization205 and thus ensure 

middle class values were maintained in Australia under the banner of national interest. 

 

This issue was particularly evident in the speculation about the future of the PBS under 

AUSFTA.  The PBS is a drug subsidy scheme which ensures around 80% of the prescriptions 

dispensed in Australia are subsidized by the government at a much lower cost to the 
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consumer206.  American pharmaceutical companies, along with the US government, lobbied 

hard for the scheme to be abandoned in the expectation this would deliver greater profits for 

their industry.  For the middle class this issue provoked an angry response as, for them, it 

implied a direct attack on welfare liberal values of ensuring affordable access to 

pharmaceutical medicines for all Australians.  The Australian government reluctantly agreed 

to maintain the PBS in the face of these concerns, but also placated the US by agreeing to 

review the scheme and its operations.  This case was a clear example of the different 

perspectives the upper and middle classes had in respect to the national interest – the upper 

class wanting an FTA with the US at almost any cost, while the middle class was demanding 

social provisions still be maintained –even at the cost of an FTA with the US. 

 

The contradictions between the differing perceptions of the national interest were also 

evident in a number of other areas of particular concern to the middle class, most notably 

Australian content and culture and protecting the environment. In respect to content and 

culture, the middle class perceived there was a definite need for the Australian 

government to protect it from what they perceived would be an unfair onslaught of 

American products and entertainment due to its superior economic advantages e.g. “The 

government claims that the AUSFTA protects Australian content and culture…In reality, 

there are strict limits on future government’s ability to ensure that Australian voices 

continue to be heard207” and “we argue that the outcomes of AUSFTA have severely 

constrained the ability of this and future Australian governments to determine cultural 
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policy, giving to the government of the USA a much stronger role in the determination of 

that policy208”. 

 
 
 With respect to the environment, many in the middle class were concerned AUSFTA did not 

include safeguards in regard to Australian environmental issues and feared additional 

degradation to Australia’s fragile ecosystem with additional demands put on it from greater 

agriculture exports e.g “Australia is at the moment in the middle of a process to try and 

reconcile the competing claims that the agricultural industries already place on Australia’s 

water and soil as well as the impact of land clearing on biodiversity209.  Additionally, 

changes to Australia’s quarantine system in order to comply with American demands for 

easier access to the Australian market were rejected for fears of the damaging effect on the 

environment e.g. “Australia’s scientifically-based quarantine decision-making processes are 

the linchpin of our enviable status as one of the world’s leading disease-free agriculture 

producers…Basing quarantine decisions but on the most stringent of scientific evidence runs 

counter to Australia’s short and long term national interests210”.  

 
What we can conclude here is that the middle class perception of the national interest was the 

government protecting their ‘interests’.  Their perception of the national interest did not mean 

they were totally against free trade or AUSFTA211, rather, they were concerned the term 

national interest had been misused by the upper class to justify AUSFTA in terms of 

positioning the Australian economy into the US market without consideration for their views. 
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The Australian Consumers Association expressed this view when it wrote: “While the ACA 

supports the objective of more open trade with the US, we are concerned by the implications 

for effective government regulation in Australia going forward…The FTA, as currently 

structured, contains several sections that would clearly shift the balance in markets decisively 

towards large producer interests and against the interests of consumers212.” 

4.1.3. The radical liberal and lower class perspective on national interest and 
AUSFTA 

 

For the key actors representing the lower classes of Australian society, the national interest 

was essentially about protecting and maintaining a radical liberal version of Australian 

society which demanded “political intervention in the economy to eliminate unemployment 

and low wages, as well as urging public provision of health care and other welfare rights213”. 

This interpretation was in response to what they perceived as the ascendancy of economic 

liberal doctrines across the Australian political spectrum which they believe have been used 

by the upper class in Australia as an economic rationale for an increasing range of measures 

making the Australian economy freer, more open, and less subject to government regulation 

and direction214 without regard for the lower class. 

 

This group perceived AUSFTA as an economic liberal ‘Trojan horse’, capable of further 

eroding their perceived values and what they defined as the national interest and their radical 

liberal principles.  To achieve community support for their perspectives, they attacked 
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economic liberalism (and hence AUSFTA) by attempting to demonstrate “neoliberalism 

functions as an ideological cover for the promotion of capitalist interests, not as a scientific 

framework for illuminating the economic and social consequences of capitalist dynamics…It 

also requires showing the processes by which capitalism, as an international system, 

undermines rather than promotes working class interests in both third world and developed 

capitalist countries215”.  AUSFTA, therefore, was not a natural progression for the Australian 

economy into the globalized economy, rather it amounted to little more than a further attack 

on radical liberal and working class values in Australia. 

 

The union movement in Australia continually resorted to defining the national interest as one 

that was not based on economic liberal perspectives, but one that was profoundly radical 

liberal in concept.  In this regard, they distanced themselves from being portrayed as either 

excessively socialist, anti-American or anti-trade, but presented their views as a version of 

liberalism which was consistent with Australian history in that its objective was to “improve 

social and economic conditions for the workers and not to abolish the competitive system, to 

socialize all instruments of production, distribution and exchange, and covert all workers into 

public employees216

 
Unions in Australia derided the concept of AUSFTA being in the national interest.  The 

essence of this argument was articulated by the  AMWU which argued the agreement was 

neither “fair” nor “free” as they argued “the proposed AUSFTA will not only cost Australia 

manufacturing jobs in the short to medium term” but may well restrict government when it 
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comes to the type of flexible and coordinated policy development that will be essential to 

growing manufacturing in Australia in the long term…hence will negatively impact upon 

Australia's manufacturing industry and Australian manufacturing workers217.”   

 

The Union movement regularly linked the prospect of the forfeiting of Australian sovereignty 

and the prospect of job losses to emphasize the national interest was not about the potential 

gains from AUSFTA, but the serious consequences for Australian workers and their 

employment security e.g. “In the interests of promoting the welfare of its own citizens, who 

are already suffering under Australia’s present open-door non-protectionist policies, 

Australia must reject this and all other free trade agreements unless there is a demonstrable 

benefit for Australians rather than vague promises of multi-million dollars worth of new 

investment218.” 

 
Advocates for the lower class poor in Australia also adopted a similar theme when arguing 

about the national interests of Australians as a whole and AUSFTA.  ACOSS warned it “is 

concerned that the AUSFTA leaves a significant degree of uncertainty about the freedom of 

Commonwealth and State Governments to ‘adopt or retain’ any measure relating to public, 

social and essential services219” In other words, these submissions demonstrate the concerns 

of lower class Australians that the national interest and AUSFTA has been defined 

strategically by the upper class with economic liberal perspectives and with no consideration 

for the interests of the working class or poor in Australian society. 

 

                                                 
217 AMWU, viewed February 2006, p.12. 
218 Australian Pensioners’ and Superannuates League Old Inc (2004), Submission 251to the SSC, viewed 
March 2004, at http://www.aph.gov.au/Senate/committee/freetrade_ctte/submissions/sub251.pdf 
219 ACOSS, viewed February 2006, p.3. 
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In summary, the Australian lower class attacked AUSFTA and the other class perceptions of 

national interest as neither of them took into account the consequences of the less well off in 

Australian society.  The concept of national interest for the Australian lower classes reflected 

a radical ideal of government intervention that placed greater emphasis on welfare and 

redistributive policies over economic objectives or middle class values.  From their 

perspective, AUSFTA in particular represented an economic liberal ideal where the erosion 

of state left it less able to deliver basic security or even hope for their class. 

 

4.2. The national interest summary 
 
 
What we have attempted to do in this Chapter is identify the correlation between national 

interest and AUSFTA as explained by our key actors. We did this in a further attempt to 

analyze and explain the reasons for the apparent class divide in Australian society concerning 

AUSFTA.  What we found was an example of the ongoing tensions within liberalism which 

highlight that although its approach to resolving problems is strategically quite different, its 

role however is the same: to make social interaction and life better220.  For this reason, the 

interpretation of the national interest and AUSFTA differed greatly amongst our groups 

according to their liberal perspective on what is in the best interests of Australian society.  

Accordingly we found the upper class viewed AUSFTA from an economic liberal 

perspective which believed Australian society would be better of in a globalized world due to 

AUSFTA; the middle class viewed the national interest as one which appreciated the 

necessity of trade liberalization and hence AUSFTA, but only if it did not encroach on 

Australian sovereignty and their defined values; and the lower classes who emphasized the 

                                                 
220 Smith, W (2002), Liberalism: Critical Concepts in Theory, Routledge: New York, p.126. 
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national interest consisted of rejecting AUSFTA to protect Australian sovereignty and its 

radical liberal concepts of protecting the working class and poor in Australian society. 
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5. CONCLUSION 

 

 In this final chapter, we summarize the research findings that we have derived by 

analyzing the empirical data by the use of the theoretical framework based on Weber’s 

class analysis and the ideology of liberalism.  Our study concludes with an outline of 

possible research pertaining to the problematique.         

5.1. Conclusions 

 

 As stated in the introduction, the objective of the thesis is to analyze and explain the 

reasons motivating the various groups/key actors, in Australian society, to either support 

or oppose AUSFTA and explore how these reasons can be categorized.  Initially, a 

central hypothesis was formulated based on the assumption that AUSFTA has exposed a 

class divide in Australian society, between those who support a globalized economy and 

those who oppose it. In relation to this hypothesis, two research questions were 

articulated: a theoretical and an empirical one. The former was to ascertain the reasons 

behind the various groups/key actors in Australian society for either supporting or 

opposing AUSFTA and to determine how they could be categorized.  The later was to 

determine whether the divide in Australian society’s attitude towards AUSFTA could be 

attributed to class membership.  

 

The resulting model consisted of two levels of analysis.  First, it identified the reasons for 

the key actors/groups, in Australian society, supporting or opposing AUSFTA; this 

assessment was based on submissions made, by a wide spectrum of Australian society, to 
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the SSC.  Secondly, it allowed us to categorize these groups, based on the submissions 

they made, into three defined class groups; upper, middle and lower.  

 

In answering the theoretical question relating to classifying the key actors in the 

AUSFTA debate, our approach consisted of two levels of analysis: identifying the 

rationale behind the key actors for either supporting or opposing AUSFTA, based on 

submissions to the SSC, and then determining how they could be categorised. By 

applying Weber’s class theory to the data we collected and collated according to the 

views and responses received in the submissions, we clearly connected attitudes towards 

AUSFTA with the class of the person or group in the submissions.  Accordingly, we were 

able to identify three class groupings in the debate; one which supports the FTA wholly 

(business groups and industry) which we categorized as upper class; one group which 

supports the FTA conditionally or otherwise opposes it (the general public and academia) 

which we categorized in the middle class; and one which opposes AUSFTA strongly (unions 

and welfare advocates) which we have categorized as the lower class.  Furthermore, we 

determined the rationale of class attitudes towards AUSFTA could be directly attributable to 

self-interest in that each submission represented an attitude or view of a class group that is 

wholly concerned with what the outcome of AUSFTA will mean for their particular class 

members. 

 

In order to answer the empirical research question, we applied the theoretical model to an 

analysis of the categorized class groups. This made use of the concept of liberalism and 

its different strands that include different perspectives of the role of the state and society.  

Our motive for using this approach was the clear correlation between these different 
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liberal perspectives, and the relevant class groups, with the reasons the class either 

supported or opposed AUSFTA. In this approach, we concluded the upper class 

supported AUSFTA based on their economic liberal ideals of minimal government 

(remembering our statement that an FTA ultimately replaces government regulation with 

market forces); the middle class was aligned with welfare liberal perspectives which 

supported a balanced role between the state and government; and the middle class 

opposed AUSFTA outright on the basis of radical liberal ideals which promoted the 

dominant role of the state in the economy.  

 

After defining the class groups and ascertaining the ideological reasons for their support 

or opposition to AUSFTA, we proceeded in Chapters 3 and 4 to apply this theoretical and 

analytical framework to distinctive features of the AUSFTA debate in Australia – the 

issue of the economics of the agreement and the national interest consequence of 

AUSFTA.  Again we followed the two levels of analysis distinguished within the 

theoretical and analytical framework.  First, we established that the responses from the 

submissions in relation to the economic and national interest questions concerning 

AUSFTA could be classified into distinct class divisions.  Then we established that the 

reasons for this class division could be directly attributable to different perceptions of the 

role of the state and society in a globalized world, as attributed to the different tenets of 

liberalism. 
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5.2. Recommendations for further research 

 

Our analysis of the issue of division within Australian society towards AUSFTA 

illustrated a number of divergent and conflicting views towards the issue of trade 

liberalization and globalization.  This paper could be developed further by an analysis of 

AUSFTA, a number of years after its inception, and its consequences for our defined 

class groups in Australia and its impact on Australian society.  The research would be 

invaluable for Australian policy makers when considering further free trade agreements 

and directions for the Australian economy in a globalized world. 

 

Another possibility would be to carry out an analysis of class attitudes towards other free 

trade agreements, which Australia is in the process of negotiating, to determine if the 

divisions within Australian society are consistent with those that were identified during 

the debate preceding the implementation of AUSFTA. This also has ramifications for 

Australian policy makers, as it will be necessary for them to consider general public 

attitudes, regardless of class, concerning both free trade and the general phenomenon of 

globalization. 

 

Further research could also analyse both the issues of revealed and true preferences in 

trade cases and methods other than that of a class-based approach in similar countries to 

Australia.  The issue of preferences would be an extension of this research to identify 

environmental factors which would further examine the rationale of key actors in 

adopting certain positions on trade related issues, whilst applying the class-based 
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approach to other like minded countries (e.g Canada and New Zealand) would assist in 

determining if class is a global factor in support or opposition to globalization (or if 

indeed other approaches are more suitable). 

 

Finally, the whole issue of public consultation in the AUSFTA process was fiercely 

debated and criticized by many sections of Australian society.  Our analysis has been able 

to categorize the groups in Australian society along class lines and determine their 

reasons for either supporting or opposing AUSFTA, based on submissions made to the 

SSC, but did these submissions have any effect on Australian policy makers concluding 

the Agreement?  The issues of consultation and transparency are key issues for Australian 

democracy.  Determining if these principles are upheld in foreign policy decisions such 

as the negotiation of an FTA would be a relevant and important research question. 
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