
T h e   ‘ P l a y m a n d e r ’ : 

Its origins, operation and effect on South Australia

Jenny Tilby Stock

When Tom Playford came unexpectedly to the premiership of South A u s t r a l i a   o n   5   
N o v e m b e r   1 9 3 8 ,   h e   c o u l d   n o t   h a v e   p r e d i c t e d   t h a t   h e   w o u l d   occupy the office for 
so long. What he did know was that the Australian Labor Party (ALP) would have 
great difficulty in unseating the Liberal and Country League (LCL). During the five-
year parliament (1933-38) of his predecessor, Richard Butler, significant changes had 
been made to the state's electoral law, changes which were to severely disadvantage 
the Labor opposition. Playford’s name attaches to the resulting system, not because he
originated it or had a part in its refinement, but because he was its main beneficiary 
and did nothing to change it.

What was the ‘Playmander’?

At its simplest, the Playmander was the 1936 division of South Australia into two 
electoral zones, rural and metropolitan, the former containing twice as many single-
member House of Assembly seats as the latter. This ratio, although not new, was 
anomalous. It had originated with the advent of responsible g o v e r n m e n t   8 0   y e a r s   
e a r l i e r ,   w h e n   t h e   m a j o r i t y   o f   S o u t h   A u s t r a l i a n s   l i v e d   o u t s i d e   A d e l a i d e .   
A l t h o u g h   t h e   b a l a n c e   o f   p o p u l a t i o n   s w u n g   i n   t h e   n e w   c e n t u r y   t o w a r d s   t h e   
c a p i t a l ,   i t   w a s   n o t   u n t i l   t h e   r i s e   a n d   c o n s o l i d a t i o n   o f   t h e   p a r t y   s y s t e m   i n   t h e   f i r s t   
d e c a d e   a f t e r   A u s t r a l i a ’ s   f e d e r a t i o n   t h a t   t h e   d i s p o s i t i o n   o f   s e a t s   a n d   m e m b e r s   
c a m e   t o   h a v e   m u c h   s i g n i f i c a n c e .   T h e   A L P   f e l t   d i s a d v a n t a g e d   b y   t h e   
r e d i s t r i b u t i o n   o f   1 9 1 3 ,   b u t   w a s   m o l l i f i e d   w h e n   i t   t i p p e d   t h e   L i b e r a l s   o u t   i n   
1 9 1 5 ,   a f t e r   a   c a m p a i g n   i n   w h i c h   t h e   e v i l s   o f   t h e   ‘ g e r r y m a n d e r ’   w a s   a   k e y   
i s s u e .   N o t   y e t   a p p a r e n t ,   e v e n   t o   t h e   p a r t y   o f   t h e   w o r k e r s ,   w e r e   t h e   f u l l   
i m p l i c a t i o n s   o f   t h e   i n c r e a s i n g   d i s p a r i t y   b e t w e e n   Adelaide's size and importance 
and its level of representation in parliament. Electorates were still multi-membered (up
to five members per seat in the period 1 9 0 1   t o   1 9 1 3   a n d   t w o   o r   t h r e e   p e r   s e a t   i n   t h e   
y e a r s   1 9 1 3   t o   1 9 3 8 ) ,   a n d   b o t h   p a r t i e s   c o u l d   p i c k   u p   e n o u g h   m e m b e r s   i n   a r e a s   
d o m i n a t e d   b y   t h e i r   o p p o n e n t s   to win office. Hence, of the nine elections held 
between 1910 and 1933, the Liberals won five and the ALP, four with the baton 
changing with almost clockwork precision, and neither party felt itself at any 
particular disadvantage.

A l l   t h i s   w a s   t o   c h a n g e   w i t h   t h e   f o r m a t i o n   i n   1 9 3 2   o f   t h e   L C L .   T h e   s m a l l   
C o u n t r y   P a r t y   h a d   b e e n   a   t h o r n   i n   t h e   L i b e r a l   F e d e r a t i o n ' s   s i d e   s i n c e   i t s   
o r i g i n s   a s   a   f a r m e r s   a n d   s e t t l e r s   a s s o c i a t i o n   i n   t h e   F i r s t   W o r l d   W a r ;   i t   
a l w a y s   t h r e a t e n e d   t o   s p l i t   t h e   a n t i - L a b o r   v o t e   i n   t h r e e - w a y   c o n t e s t s   i n   k e y   
r u r a l   s e a t s ,   a n d   w a s   a b l e   t o   f o r c e   o n   t h e   F e d e r a t i o n   d i s a g r e e a b l e   t e r m s   a s   t h e   
p r i c e   o f   i t s   c o o p e r a t i o n   o n   o c c a s i o n s   w h e n   e l e c t o r a l   p a c t s   w e r e   n e g o t i a t e d .   
T h e   f a i l u r e   t o   r e a c h   s u c h   a n   a r r a n g e m e n t   i n   1 9 3 0   h a d   c o n t r i b u t e d   t o   t h e   
L i b e r a l   l o s s   a t   t h a t   e l e c t i o n ,   a n d   s e n i o r   L i b e r a l s   t h e n   m a d e   c o n c e r t e d   e f f o r t s   t o 
b r i n g   a b o u t   a   p e r m a n e n t   s o l u t i o n .   T h e   m e r g e r   a g r e e m e n t   t h a t   r e s u l t e d   w a s   



f r a m e d   t o   o f f e r   s o m e   p r o t e c t i o n   t o   t h e   C o u n t r y   P a r t y   c o n s t i t u e n c y ,   t h e   s m a l l   
‘ c o c k y ’   f a r m e r s   o f   t h e   m a r g i n a l   m a l l e e   l a n d s .   A   k e y   i n c l u s i o n   w a s   t h e   
p r e s e r v a t i o n   o f   t h e   e x i s t i n g   r a t i o   o f   r u r a l   t o   m e t r o p o l i t a n   r e p r e s e n t a t i o n   
(then standing at 31 seats to 15 in the House of Assembly).

H a v i n g   w o n   t h e   1 9 3 3   e l e c t i o n   a s   a   u n i t e d   f o r c e   a g a i n s t   a   d i v i d e d   a n d   
d e m o r a l i s e d   o p p o s i t i o n ,   t h e   L C L   p u t   i n   p l a c e   t h e   l e g i s l a t i o n   n e c e s s a r y   t o   
i m p l e m e n t   t h e   m e r g e r   u n d e r t a k i n g .   A   t h r e e - m a n   i n d e p e n d e n t   c o m m i s s i o n ,   
w h o s e   t e r m s   o f   r e f e r e n c e   i n c l u d e d   a l s o   t h e   b e l a t e d   i n t r o d u c t i o n   o f   s i n g l e - 
m e m b e r   s e a t s ,   a n d   a   r e d u c t i o n   i n   m e m b e r s   f r o m   4 6   t o   3 9   ‘ i n   a   f a i r   a n d   
e q u i t a b l e   m a n n e r ’ ,   d u l y   p r e s e n t e d   i t s   r e p o r t . 1   T h e   r e s u l t i n g   m a p s   e s t a b l i s h e d   
t h e   t w o   z o n e s ,   a   r u r a l   o n e   o f   2 6   s e a t s ,   a n d   a   m e t r o p o l i t a n   o n e   o f   1 3 .   T h e   
e n t r e n c h m e n t   o f   r u r a l   r e p r e s e n t a t i o n   a t   t w i c e   t h a t   o f   m e t r o p o l i t a n   A d e l a i d e ,   
c o m b i n e d   w i t h   t h e   t w o   n o v e l   f e a t u r e s   o f   t h e   C o n s t i t u t i o n   A c t   A m e n d m e n t   A c t 
1 9 3 6   –   s i n g l e - m e m b e r   s e a t s   a n d   t h e   t r a n s f e r a b l e   v o t e   –   w a s   t o   d e n y   t h e   A L P ,   
f o r   t h r e e   d e c a d e s   e v e n t u a l l y ,   t h e   o p p o r t u n i t y   t o   f o r m   g o v e r n m e n t ,   a n d   t h e r e   
was nothing they could do about it.

H o w   d i d   t h e   L C L   j u s t i f y   t h e   u n d e m o c r a t i c   d o m i n a n c e   o f   c o u n t r y   o v e r   
m e t r o p o l i t a n   r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ?   I n   d e b a t e s   o n   t h e   B i l l ,   t h e   L i b e r a l s   c l a i m e d   m e r e l y   
t o   b e   e n s u r i n g   ‘ a d e q u a t e ’   r e p r e s e n t a t i o n   f o r   S o u t h   A u s t r a l i a ’ s   a l l - i m p o r t a n t   
c o u n t r y   d i s t r i c t s .   T o   t h i s   p r i o r i t y ,   d e m o g r a p h i c   t r e n d s   a n d   n o t i o n s   o f   e l e c t o r a l   
e q u i t y   w e r e   s i m p l y   i r r e l e v a n t .   I n   t h e   w o r d s   o f   A t t o r n e y - G e n e r a l   S h i r l e y   J e f f r i e s ,   
‘ T h e   G o v e r n m e n t ’ s   p o l i c y   h a s   a l w a y s   b e e n   t o   p r e s e r v e   t h i s   r a t i o ,   a n d   w e   h a v e   a t 
n o   t i m e s   b o u n d   o u r s e l v e s   t o   a l t e r   i t .   W e   a r e   t o t a l l y   o p p o s e d   t o   a   s y s t e m   w h i c h   
g i v e s   m o r e   t h a n   h a l f   t h e   r e p r e s e n t a t i o n   t o   t h e   m e t r o p o l i t a n   a r e a ’ . 2   O t h e r   
L i b e r a l s   s a w   t h e   r a t i o   a s   e n t i r e l y   r e a s o n a b l e   i n   a   p r i m a r y   p r o d u c i n g   s t a t e   l i k e   
S o u t h   A u s t r a l i a   w h e r e ,   i t   w a s   c l a i m e d ,   ‘ e v e r y   w a g e - e a r n e r   d e p e n d s   u p o n   t h e   
s u c c e s s   o f   t h e   f a r m e r   a n d   p a s t o r a l i s t   t o   k e e p   h i m   l i v i n g   i n   t h e   c i t y   u p o n   t h e   b a s i c   
wage’. 3 Labor’s principle of ‘one vote, one value’ was summarily dismissed on the 
grounds that it ‘would destroy entirely the present ratio’.4

 S u c h   r e a s o n i n g   c u t   l i t t l e   i c e   w i t h   t h e   A L P ,   w h i c h   c o n s i d e r e d   i t s e l f   w e l l   a b l e   t o   
g o   o n   l o o k i n g   a f t e r   t h e   i n t e r e s t s   o f   t h e   v a r i e t y   o f   p r o d u c e r s ,   t r a d e s m e n   a n d   
w o r k e r s   w h o   m a d e   u p   t h e   r u r a l   p o p u l a t i o n .   T h e   B u t l e r   g o v e r n m e n t   w a s   
a c c u s e d   o f   d e l i b e r a t e l y   s e t t i n g   o u t   t o   r e s t r i c t   t h e   p e o p l e ’ s   f r a n c h i s e .   E l e c t o r a l   
maps, it was pointed out,, were ‘based on lines that will give their party a majority ... 
even to the extent of giving 4,000 voters in a country block equal v o t i n g   s t r e n g t h   t o   
m e t r o p o l i t a n   b l o c k s   o f   1 4 , 0 0 0 ,   1 6 , 0 0 0   a n d   1 8 , 0 0 0   v o t e r s ’ . 5   The perpetuation of the 
favouring of rural areas was clearly seen by the ALP to confer an electoral advantage 
on the LCL. To these and other suggestions that t h e   B i l l   w a s   ‘ d e s i g n e d   t o   e n a b l e   ' t h e 
p r e s e n t   G o v e r n m e n t   t o   b e   r e t u r n e d   t o   power’,6 Jeffries replied disingenuously that 
‘there was nothing further from [his] mind in introducing this Bill than to keep the 
Labor Party out of office’.7 Yet this was to be the result.

W h a t   m a d e   t h e   n e w   s y s t e m   s o   d a m a g i n g   t o   L a b o r ' s   p r o s p e c t s ?   Q u i t e   apart from 
the ratio, the introduction of single-member seats and preferential v o t i n g   a f f e c t e d   
L a b o r ' s   a b i l i t y   t o   w i n   s e a t s   i n   t h e   v i t a l   c o u n t r y   z o n e .   I t s   strongest support outside 
the metropolitan area lay in the larger industrial country centres, henceforth to be 
confined to a handful of extra-safe Labor seats. Almost all other country seats, where 
their supporters were less c o n c e n t r a t e d ,   w e r e   n o w   c l o s e d   t o   t h e m   b e c a u s e   t h e   e n d i n g 
o f   t h e   ‘ f i r s t   p a s t   the post system’ denied them the chance to top the poll in contests 



where the non-Labor vote was spread among several candidates. It is also the nature 
of ‘ w i n n e r   t a k e   a l l ’   s i n g l e - m e m b e r   s e a t   s y s t e m s   t o   e x a g g e r a t e   t h e   w i n n i n g   
party's margin of seats, especially when a high proportion of its seats is won by 
narrow margins. With the added handicap that its heartland voters were locked up in 
vast city seats, the ALP had every reason to view the 1936 legislation with 
foreboding.

To what degree was the LCL the preferred party of the rural zone and hence 
electorally advantaged by the ratio? Its estimated share of the country vote in the four 
Playford era elections for which such estimates can accurately be made was between 
51 and 58 per cent of that vote,8 compared with only 41 t o   5 0   p e r   c e n t   o f   t h e   
m e t r o p o l i t a n   v o t e   f o r   t h e   s a m e   p e r i o d . 9   T h i s   v o t e   w a s   well dispersed, in contrast to 
Labor's. Rural areas with the highest LCL support were in the most prosperous parts of 
the state, well-watered and earning good returns from wheat, barley, sheep and dairy 
cattle. A high level of employers and self-employed males also characterised LCL 
strongholds. The LCL also did well in the old Country Party heartlands, the marginal 
mallee lands of the u p p e r   E y r e   P e n i n s u l a   a n d   u p p e r   S o u t h   E a s t .   N o n - L a b o r   
I n d e p e n d e n t s   r e t a i n e d   s e a t s   b a s e d   o n   t h e   u p p e r   M u r r a y   ( C h a f f e y ) ,   t h e   M u r r a y   
M a l l e e   (Ridley) and Mount Gambier, where distrust of the Liberals lingered longer. 
While every country town had its complement of ALP voters, especially the old 
mining settlements, railway towns and ports, away from these centres 'the man on the 
land' was unswervingly loyal to the LCL. Closer in, and more accessible to the Labor 
movement and alternative points of view, the smallholders along the lower Murray 
were less hostile to the ALP. The most consistently Liberal sub-division in the state 
was Bute, a cluster of prosperous mixed farming hamlets on upper Yorke Peninsula.10 
In Adelaide itself, Liberal s t r e n g t h   w a s   g r e a t e s t   i n   t h e   a f f l u e n t   e n c l a v e s   o f   
W a l k e r v i l l e   a n d   N o r t h   A d e l a i d e ,   s o m e   o l d e r   b e a c h s i d e   s u b u r b s   a n d   t h e   l e a f y   
e a s t e r n   a n d   s o u t h -eastern foothills areas. The apogee of Liberal loyalty was reached 
in the s u b d i v i s i o n   o f   B u r n s i d e ,   w i t h   i t s   u n b e a t a b l e   c o m b i n a t i o n   o f   e l e c t o r   
characteristics: affluence, Anglicanism, female and older voters.

The operation of the Playmander

With ALP voters now able to form majorities in only a handful of small rural 
industrial or old mining and railway seats and around half of the large city ones, it 
proved relatively simple for the LCL to amass the minimum 20 seats required to 
retain office. Most of the large contingent of 1938 I n d e p e n d e n t s   l o s t   t h e i r   s e a t s   i n   
1 9 4 1 ,   a n d   i n   t h e   p e r i o d   f r o m   1 9 4 1   t o   1 9 5 6 ,   t h e   L C L   n e v e r   w o n   f e w e r   t h a n   1 4   
r u r a l   s e a t s ,   m a i n t a i n i n g   a   s t e a d y   1 6   f r o m   1 9 4 4   t o   1 9 5 6 .   I t s   t w o   b e s t   e l e c t i o n s   
w e r e   1 9 4 7   a n d   1 9 5 0   w h e n   i t   g a i n e d   a   t o t a l   o f   2 3   o f   t h e   3 9   A s s e m b l y   s e a t s .   L a b o r 
w a s   e v e n   f u r t h e r   b e h i n d   i n   t h e   r a c e   t h a n   t h e s e   f i g u r e s   m i g h t   s u g g e s t ,   d u e   t o   i t s   
s h a r i n g   t h e   b a l a n c e   o f   s e a t s   w i t h   t h r e e   o r   f o u r   ( n o n - L a b o r )   I n d e p e n d e n t s .   U n t i l   a s   
l a t e   a s   1 9 5 9 ,   L a b o r ' s   b e s t   t o t a l   w a s   1 6   s e a t s   i n   1 9 4 4 ,   a n d   i t s   l o w e s t   a   m e r e   1 2   i n   
1 9 5 0 .   N o t   u n t i l   1962 did the ALP win more seats than the LCL, but even then it was 
denied o f f i c e   w h e n   t h e   t w o   r e m a i n i n g   I n d e p e n d e n t s   a c t e d   t o   k e e p   P l a y f o r d   i n   o f f i c e 
for a further three years.

W h i l e   t h e   p r i v i l e g i n g   o f   t h e   c o u n t r y   v o t e   o b v i o u s l y   d i s a d v a n t a g e d   t h e   p a r t y   
w h o s e   m a i n s t a y   w a s   t h e   i n d u s t r i a l   a n d   u n i o n i s e d   w o r k f o r c e ,   h o w   c r u c i a l   w a s   
t h i s   d i s a d v a n t a g e ?   W a s   t h e   A L P   e v e r   t h e   c h o i c e   o f   a   m a j o r i t y   o f   voters in the 
Playford era, a choice denied fulfilment by the electoral system? C o u l d   L a b o r   
l e g i t i m a t e l y   c l a i m   t o   b e   a   p a r t y   n o t   j u s t   u n d e r - r e p r e s e n t e d   b y   t h e   o p e r a t i o n s   o f   



t h e   P l a y m a n d e r   b u t   c h e a t e d   o f   o f f i c e   o n   o n e   o r   m o r e   occasions?

A   m a j o r   s t u m b l i n g - b l o c k   f o r   analysts examining this aspect of the Playmander 
has been the difficulty of e s t i m a t i n g   a   n o t i o n a l   t w o - p a r t y   preferred vote for the
elections of the era.11 Not only did Independents with s t r o n g   p e r s o n a l   f o l l o w i n g s   
h o l d   s w a y   i n   a   n u m b e r   o f   s e a t s ,   b u t   m a n y   s a f e   seats were left uncontested by one 
or other of the two major parties for many years. The substitution of federal voting 
figures in these electorates is a dubious technique, due to the high degree of 'cross-
voting' between state and federal elections. (That is, a sizeable proportion of citizens 
varied their vote a c c o r d i n g   t o   t h e   d i f f e r i n g   p a r t y   r e c o r d s ,   p r o g r a m s ,   l e a d e r s ,   
i s s u e s   a n d   c a n d i d a t e s   r e l e v a n t   t o   s t a t e   a n d   f e d e r a l   e l e c t i o n s . )   N e v e r t h e l e s s ,   o n e   
r e c e n t   s t u d y   h a s   d e v e l o p e d   t e c h n i q u e s   t o   t a k e   a c c o u n t   o f   a l l   h i t h e r t o   i n c a l c u l a b l e 
f a c t o r s   f o r   t h e   f o u r   c e n t r a l   e l e c t i o n s   o f   1 9 4 4 ,   1 9 4 7 ,   1 9 5 0   a n d   1 9 5 3 .   I t   
concludes that, while Playford had a majority of popular support in 1947 and 1950, he
clearly did not in 1944 and 1953.12

Table 1

Y e a r C o u n t r y   Z o n e M e t r o  Zone All

1944 50.9 44.0 46.7

1947 54.9 50.2 52.0

1950 58.3 49.1 52.6

1953 53.5 41.5 46.1

T h e   L C L ’ s   p e r c e n t a g e   s h a r e   o f   t h e   t w o - p a r t y   preferred vote in elections from 1944 to 1953.

But for Labor to have won those and other elections in which it was the p r e f e r r e d   
p a r t y   m i g h t   h a v e   r e q u i r e d   m o r e   t h a n   j u s t   t h e   e n d i n g   o f   t h e   z o n a l   system. As has 
become apparent more recently, competing for more or less e q u a l - s i z e d   e l e c t o r a t e s   
d o e s   n o t   n e c e s s a r i l y   g u a r a n t e e   v i c t o r y   t o   t h e   m o r e   p o p u l a r   p a r t y .   ( I t   i s   i r o n i c ,   
b u t   h a r d l y   s u r p r i s i n g ,   t h a t   i t   w a s   n o t   u n t i l   t h e   Liberal Party was similarly cheated 
of office in 1989 by the inability of the single-member system to deliver the `right' 
result, that they, too, began to clamour for drawing the boundaries in such a way as to 
ensure that the more popular party actually won a majority of seats. Such concerns never 
surfaced while it was Labor losing out in the Playford era.) Although the allowable 
variation from quota, 20 per cent in Playford’s time, 10 or 15 per cent since 1970, 
favoured small and declining electorates, these were not always Liberal seats. More 
seriously, the ALP was the victim of the phenomenon of ‘differential concentration of 
majorities’ alluded to earlier; to a far greater degree than its more dispersed opponents, 
Labor’s votes were `wasted’ in very safe seats, due to their aggregation in working-class 
suburbs and certain country towns, a concentration aided by the large-scale construction 
of low-cost housing by the Housing Trust. Yet, such intrinsic handicaps for Labor were less 
critical than the extrinsic handicaps imposed by the Playmander itself. Designed to deliver 
not e l e c t o r a l   j u s t i c e   b u t   t h e   d o m i n a n c e   o f   r u r a l   r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ,   i t s   s e v e r e   
downgrading of the metropolitan vote meant that Labor could never come within 
striking distance of the 20 seats required to win office.



The effects of the Playmander

The electorate

H o w e v e r   s i n c e r e   a n d   a v o w e d l y   n o n - p a r t i s a n   t h e   i n t e n t i o n s   o f   t h e   f r a m e r s   o f   
t h e   P l a y m a n d e r   w e r e ,   t h e   e f f e c t   o f   t h e i r   g i v i n g   c o u n t r y   S o u t h   A u s t r a l i a   t w i c e   t h e   
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n   o f   t h e   b u r g e o n i n g   m e t r o p o l i t a n   a r e a   w a s   t h e   e n t r e n c h m e n t   a l s o   o f   
t h e   L C L   i n   g o v e r n m e n t .   S i n c e   L a b o r   c o u l d   n o t   possibly win, the triennial elections 
became something of a formality. An obvious casualty of this predictability was the 
electorate itself, large numbers of whom came to have little say in the electoral 
process. So secure for one p a r t y   o r   t h e   o t h e r   w e r e   t h e   m a j o r i t y   o f   s e a t s   t h a t   v a s t   
s e c t i o n s   o f   t h e   s t a t e   were virtually out of bounds to the other party; it was just not 
worth the effort t o   m a i n t a i n   b r a n c h e s   a n d   r u n   c a m p a i g n s   i n   u n w i n n a b l e   s e a t s .   
W h i l e   t h i s   made good sense to party officials, it meant that many voters never got the
chance to either endorse or reject Playford’s government.

Least able to influence the outcome were electors in the raft of seats left entirely 
uncontested, some for many years at a time. Not a single candidate stood against Cecil
Hincks, the member for Yorke Peninsula, from the time he entered parliament in 1941
until he died in office in 1963; similarly disenfranchised were the constituents of the 
mid-northern electorate Rocky R i v e r   f r o m   1 9 4 4   t o   1 9 6 5 .   S c a r c e l y   b e t t e r   o f f   w e r e   
v o t e r s   i n   s e a t s   w h e r e   t h e   only challenge came from the occasional Independent, since
they were still denied a choice between government and opposition. For the entire 
Playford p e r i o d ,   n o t   a   s i n g l e   L C L   c a n d i d a t e   s t o o d   i n   t h e   m e t r o p o l i t a n   s e a t s   o f   
Adelaide, Port Adelaide, Semaphore and Hindmarsh. Thebarton was also i g n o r e d   
u n t i l   t h e   r e d i s t r i b u t i o n   o f   1 9 5 5   m a d e   t h e   n e w   s e a t   o f   W e s t   T o r r e n s   less safe for 
Labor. The ‘Iron Triangle’ seats of Port Pirie, Stuart and, later, Whyalla, were 
likewise left uncontested by the LCL.

Table 2

1944 1947 1950 1953 1956 1959 1962

Seats uncontested 9 13 14 9 16 8 8

Per cent of voters 28.1 26.8 28.8 21.2 36.1 14.3 16.4

Seats with limited 
choice

5 8 8 15 10 10 11

Per cent of voters 10.1 23.4 26.3 33.5 24.7 31.3 29.9

Seats with real 
choice

25 18 17 15 13 21 20

Per cent of voters 61.8 49.8 44.9 45.3 39.2 54.4 53.7

The nature of the electoral contests in the 39 House of Assembly seats from 1944 to 1962.

The voters’ real choice between the ALP and the LCL was substantially l i m i t e d   i n   
t h e   s e v e n   P l a y f o r d   e l e c t i o n s   f o l l o w i n g   t h e   i n t r o d u c t i o n   o f   compulsory voting in
1942. In the four polls from 1947 to 1956, less than half the electorate had a real 



choice. The 1956 poll was the most restricted, with o v e r   a   t h i r d   o f   t h e   v o t e r s   h a v i n g   
n o   v o t e ,   a n d   a n o t h e r   q u a r t e r   w e r e   i n   s e a t s   n o t   c o n t e s t e d   b y   o n e   o r   b o t h   m a j o r   
p a r t i e s ;   o n l y   3 9 . 2   p e r   c e n t   h a d   t h e   c h a n c e   t o   r e g i s t e r   t h e i r   a p p r o v a l   o r   o t h e r w i s e 
o f   P l a y f o r d ' s   g o v e r n m e n t .   Under these circumstances, the legitimacy of Playford's 
electoral mandate is certainly questionable.

But since the ultimate outcome was not in doubt, such interest as could be mustered at
election time focused primarily on the handful of seats that m i g h t   c h a n g e   h a n d s .   
T h e s e   w e r e   r e m a r k a b l y   f e w .   B e t w e e n   1 9 4 4   a n d   1 9 5 3   o n l y   t h r e e   r u r a l   a n d   t h r e e   
c i t y   s e a t s   c h a n g e d   h a n d s ,   t w o   o f   t h e m   t w i c e .   O u t   of a notional 156 'contests' (39 x 4) 
only eight actually resulted in a change. The LCL won and then lost Norwood and 
Prospect, Labor lost Torrens and later Murray but won Victoria, and the member for 
Stanley became an I n d e p e n d e n t .   I n   t h e   1 9 5 6   t o   1 9 6 2   p e r i o d   t h e   L C L   r e g a i n e d   
V i c t o r i a   b u t   L a b o r   c o l l e c t e d   C h a f f e y   a n d   U n l e y .   O n l y   i n   t h e   f i n a l   1 9 6 5   e l e c t i o n   
d i d   t h e   fall of Glenelg and Barossa spell defeat for Playford. Until that time, although 
the two parties were quite evenly balanced in terms of popular support, the f a t e   o f   t h e 
m a r g i n a l   s e a t s   c o u l d   a f f e c t   o n l y   t h e   s i z e ,   b u t   n o t   t h e   f a c t ,   o f   t h e   LCL’s majority.

Country voters

L a b o r   v o t e r s   k n e w   t h e y   w e r e   n o t   w e l l   s e r v e d   b y   t h e   P l a y m a n d e r ,   returning 
fewer parliamentarians than was their due, and frustrated by the i m p o t e n c e   o f   t h e i r   
p a r t y .   B u t   h o w   w e l l   s e r v e d   w e r e   L i b e r a l   v o t e r s ,   s o   relatively over-represented in 
the rural zone? Did, for example, living in a safe L C L   e l e c t o r a t e   e n s u r e   t h e   b e n e f i t s   
o f   a n   a t t e n t i v e   a n d   i n f l u e n t i a l   l o c a l   member? Not so, it would seem. As is often the 
case, safe seats could be taken for granted, more so when the overall electoral outcome 
was not in doubt and the member concerned was a busy cabinet minister.  Cecil 
Hincks’s constituents were proud of their local man and his record 16-year term as 
M i n i s t e r   f o r   L a n d s ,   b u t   s a t i s f a c t i o n   w a s   n e i t h e r   u n i v e r s a l   n o r   u n q u a l i f i e d .   E a r l y 
o n ,   t h e   M a y o r   o f   M a i t l a n d   e x p r e s s e d   t h e   h o p e   t h a t   t h e   t o w n   a n d   d i s t r i c t   
w o u l d   n o t   ‘ s i n k   b a c k   i n t o   i t s   c u s t o m a r y   a p a t h y   a n d   p e r m i t   t h e   g o v e r n m e n t   t o 
c o n t i n u e   i t s   c r i m i n a l   n e g l e c t   o f   t h i s   i m p o r t a n t   d i s t r i c t ’ . 1 3   N i n e t e e n   y e a r s   
l a t e r ,   w h e n   t h e   s e a t   f e l l   v a c a n t ,   t h e   L a b o r   c a n d i d a t e   attributed the 
electorate’s oft-voiced but still unmet needs for a reliable water s u p p l y   a n d   d e c e n t   
r o a d s   t o   i t s   b e i n g   ‘ i n   s o   m a n y   w a y s   b a d l y   n e g l e c t e d   . . .   taken as a Government 
stronghold’.14

I n   a   m o r e   g e n e r a l   s e n s e ,   h o w   w e l l   s e r v e d   w a s   c o u n t r y   S o u t h   A u s t r a l i a   b y   t h e   
s y s t e m   w h o s e   v e r y   r a t i o n a l e   w a s   t h e   d u e   r e c o g n i t i o n   o f   i t s   e c o n o m i c   v a l u e   a n d   
‘ d e v e l o p m e n t ’   n e e d s ?   C e r t a i n l y ,   p a r l i a m e n t   w a s   f u l l   o f   c o u n t r y   p o l i t i c i a n s ,   a n d 
t h e y   m o n o p o l i s e d   c a b i n e t .   A l t h o u g h   P l a y f o r d   h i m s e l f   w a s   the dominant force, 
few rural producers found fault with what he did. For all sorts of reasons, including 
good seasons and commodity prices, farmers and g r a z i e r s   p r o s p e r e d   t h r o u g h   
m o s t   o f   t h e   p e r i o d .   S p e c i f i c   g r o u p s   w i t h   occasional grievances, like the dairy 
farmers who objected to Playford’s price c o n t r o l s   o n   m e t r o p o l i t a n   m i l k ,   s t i l l   r a r e l y 
d o u b t e d   t h a t   t h e   L C L   w a s   t h e i r   party. Even blame for the painfully slow progress of
soldier settlement was not s h e e t e d   h o m e   d i r e c t l y   t o   P l a y f o r d ’ s   g o v e r n m e n t ,   
e x c e p t   b y   a   c o u p l e   o f   I n d e p e n d e n t s   i n   t h e   m o s t   a f f e c t e d   a r e a s . 1 5   I n   t h e   s e n s e   
t h a t   t h e   s t a t e   w a s   b e i n g   r u n   b y   a n   o r c h a r d i s t ,   b a c k e d   b y   a   p a r t y   o f   l a n d e d   a n d   
c o m m e r c i a l   c a p i t a l ,   t h e   a g r i c u l t u r a l   s e c t o r   h a d   n o   r e a s o n   t o   f e e l   i t s   f a i t h   i n   
P l a y f o r d   anything but well placed.

B u t   r u r a l   w e l l - b e i n g   h a s   o t h e r   d i m e n s i o n s .   A   p e r e n n i a l   c o n c e r n   o f   c o u n t r y   



p e o p l e   w a s   ( a n d   i s )   t h e   ‘ d r i f t   t o   t h e   c i t y ’ ,   a   c o n s t a n t   d r a i n i n g   a w a y   from small 
communities of youth and energy in search of employment and e d u c a t i o n a l   a n d   
o t h e r   o p p o r t u n i t i e s .   A n d   i t   i s   n o t   j u s t   w i t h i n   f a r m i n g   families that such 
concerns are felt. One of the ALP’s most consistent e l e c t i o n   t h e m e s   i n   t h e   P l a y f o r d   
e r a   w a s   ‘ d e c e n t r a l i s a t i o n ’ .   A l t h o u g h   t h e   L C L   also voiced the rhetoric of 
decentralisation, the viability of country towns, as s u c h ,   w a s   n o t   a   t o p   p r i o r i t y .   
R a t h e r   t h a n   c a p i t a l i s e   o n   t h e   w a r t i m e   d i s p e r s a l   of economic activity (the small-
scale local growing and processing of flax at Auburn, Laura and Willunga, for 
example), Playford's post-war efforts were d i r e c t e d   p r i m a r i l y   a t   b r i n g i n g   i n d u s t r y   
t o   A d e l a i d e   a n d   t o   t h e   e x i s t i n g   I r o n   Triangle towns. Apart from soldier settlement 
and the AMP’s scheme in the N i n e t y   M i l e   D e s e r t ,   t h e   m a j o r   c o u n t r y   p r o j e c t s   w e r e   
t h o s e   b a s e d   s q u a r e l y   o n   t h e   l o c a t i o n   o f   c e r t a i n   r a w   m a t e r i a l s ,   a n d   s i g n i f i c a n t   
p r o p o r t i o n s   o f   t h e i r   w o r k f o r c e   c a m e   f r o m   A d e l a i d e ,   o r   f r o m   o v e r s e a s .   
W h y a l l a ,   w i t h   i t s   steelmaking and shipbuilding, and the Leigh Creek coalfields 
were islands of workers and managers, having little in common with the scatter of 
farms and r a i l w a y   s e t t l e m e n t s   i n   t h e i r   h i n t e r l a n d .   B e t t e r   i n t e g r a t e d   w i t h   t h e   
l o c a l   communities was development associated with the growing and processing of 
pinus radiata in the lower South-East, although towns like Mount Burr and 
Nangwarry were virtually company towns built around their sawmills.

While Playford’s push for ‘development’ led to the burgeoning of an i n d u s t r i a l   
w o r k f o r c e   i n   c e r t a i n   l o c a t i o n s   b e y o n d   t h e   c a p i t a l ,   i t   d i d   n o t   e x t e n d   to giving those 
workers their share of political representation. For the LCL, c o u n t r y   S o u t h   
A u s t r a l i a ’   m e a n t   e s s e n t i a l l y   t h e   f a r m i n g   c o m m u n i t y ,   n o t   those engaged in 
secondary industry who happened to be living outside the metropolitan area. And it 
proved relatively simple to ‘contain’ the unionised i n d u s t r i a l   w o r k e r s ,   L a b o r   v o t e r s   
t o   a   m a n ,   i n   t h e i r   e x i s t i n g   e n c l a v e s .   D u e   t o   the 20 per cent variation in the original 
quota and the failure to readjust the boundaries for two decades, Labor voters even 
within the privileged country zone got considerably less t h a n   t h e i r   o n e   v o t e ,   o n e   
v a l u e .   B y   1 9 5 3   t h e   L a b o r   m e m b e r s   f o r   P o r t   P i r i e ,   S t u a r t   a n d   V i c t o r i a   
represented a total of nearly 30,000 v o t e r s ,   a   g r e a t e r   n u m b e r   t h a n   t h e   s i x   s m a l l e s t 
n o n - L a b o r   s e a t s .   T h e   mean size of the six Labor country s e a t s   w a s   7 , 4 7 3   
e n r o l m e n t s ,   c o m p a r e d   t o   6 , 1 0 5   i n   t h e   1 6   L C L   seats and 6,847 in the four held 
by I n d e p e n d e n t s . 1 6   A n o t h e r ,   t r u e r ,   measure of Labor's rural under-
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n   w a s   t h a t ,   w i t h   between 41.7 and 49.1 per cent of country 
people voting for the ALP f r o m   1 9 4 4   t o   1 9 5 3 ,   t h e   p a r t y   w o n   only six or seven of 
the 26 country seats, or around 23 to 27 per cent of them (see Table 1). Even after the 
1955 redistribution, the new seats of Whyalla and Millicent lifted the threat from 
a d j a c e n t   n o n - L a b o r   s e a t s ,   a n d   p r e s e r v e d   t h e   L C L   s t a t u s   q u o   a t   t h e   e x p e n s e   of an 
Independent.

Metropolitan voters

Metropolitan Adelaide’s serious under-representation meant that all its r e s i d e n t s   
w e r e   e l e c t o r a l l y   d i s a d v a n t a g e d   a l t h o u g h ,   o n c e   a g a i n ,   A L P   s e a t s   t e n d e d   t o   b e   
l a r g e r   t h a n   t h e   L C L s .   I n   1 9 5 3 ,   f o r   e x a m p l e ,   t h e   m e a n   s i z e   o f   L a b o r ’ s   e i g h t   
A d e l a i d e   s e a t s   w a s   2 2 , 0 1 1 ,   c o m p a r e d   t o   2 0 , 7 3 2   i n   t h e   L C L ’ s   f i v e .   M o r e   s e r i o u s   
w a s   t h e   d i f f e r e n t i a l   i m p a c t   o n   p a r t y   r e p r e s e n t a t i o n   d u e   t o   a higher proportion of 
Labor than Liberal supporters living in Adelaide. From 1 9 4 4   t o   1 9 5 3   A d e l a i d e   w a s   
h o m e   t o   b e t w e e n   6 3 . 0   a n d   6 7 . 0   p e r   c e n t   o f   t h e   A L P ’ s   v o t e r s ,   c o m p a r e d   t o   
b e t w e e n   5 5 . 7   a n d   5 8 . 5   p e r   c e n t   o f   t h e   L C L ’ s . 1 7   I n   t e r m s   o f   t h e   r a t i o   o f   v o t e s   
c a s t   t o   s e a t s   w o n ,   a r o u n d   a   t h i r d   o f   S o u t h   A u s t r a l i a ' s   v o t e r s   ( L a b o r ' s   



m e t r o p o l i t a n   s u p p o r t e r s )   c o u l d   r e t u r n   o n l y   s i x   t o   e i g h t   m e m b e r s   o f   t h e   H o u s e   o f   
A s s e m b l y ,   w h i l e   l e s s   t h a n   a   q u a r t e r   o f   t h e   e l e c t o r a t e   ( t h e   L C L ’ s   r u r a l   
c o n s t i t u e n c y )   r e t u r n e d   1 6 .   B e c a u s e   t h e   m a j o r i t y   of LCL members were from small 
country districts, the average size of all LCL e l e c t o r a t e s   i n   t h a t   p e r i o d   v a r i e d   f r o m   
8 , 0 3 4   t o   9 , 8 2 0 ,   w h e r e a s   t h e   A L P ' s   ranged from 11,447 to 15,975.

Far from according the citizens of the state’s capital their political voice, P l a y f o r d   
e v i n c e d   a   c u r i o u s l y   a m b i v a l e n t   a t t i t u d e   t o   t h e   c i t y .   W h i l e   a c t i v e l y   p u r s u i n g   
i m m i g r a t i o n   a n d   i n d u s t r i a l   d e v e l o p m e n t ,   p o l i c i e s   w h i c h   w o u l d   c a u s e   
A d e l a i d e ’ s   p o p u l a t i o n   t o   g r o w   a t   a l m o s t   t w i c e   t h e   r a t e   o f   t h e   n o n - 
m e t r o p o l i t a n   a r e a ,   P l a y f o r d   c o u l d   s a y   i n   p a r l i a m e n t ,   j u s t   a s   t h e   p o s t - w a r   
e x p a n s i o n   o f   A d e l a i d e   w a s   a b o u t   t o   s t a r t ,   ‘ I   b e l i e v e   o n e   o f   t h e   b i g g e s t   
p r o b l e m s   t o d a y   i n   S o u t h   A u s t r a l i a   . . .   i s   t h e   t e n d e n c y   f o r   p e o p l e   t o   
a c c u m u l a t e   a r o u n d   t h e   c a p i t a l   c i t i e s ’ . 1 8   S e l d o m   e n g a g i n g   i n   d e b a t e   o n   t h e   
p e r e n n i a l   I n d e p e n d e n t   a n d   L a b o r   a t t e m p t s   t o   r e f o r m   t h e   e l e c t o r a l   s y s t e m ,   
P l a y f o r d   d i d   m a k e   c l e a r   h i s   ‘ f u n d a m e n t a l   o b j e c t i o n ’   t o   a n y   s y s t e m   u n d e r   
w h i c h   a n   ‘ a r e a   w i t h i n   a   r a d i u s   o f   n i n e   m i l e s   f r o m   t h e   G e n e r a l   P o s t   O f f i c e   w o u l d 
r e t u r n   m o r e   m e m b e r s   t h a n   a l l   t h e   r e s t   o f   t h e   s t a t e ’ . 1 9   ‘ I f   w e   a r e   t o   a c h i e v e   
d e v e l o p m e n t   i n   S o u t h   A u s t r a l i a   i t   w i l l   n o t   b e   b y   c e n t r a l i s i n g   a   majority of the 
representation as well as industries in the metropolitan area’, h e   s t a t e d . 2 0   I t   w a s   a s   
i f   t h e   m o n s t e r   t h a t   w a s   t h e   c i t y   c o u l d   a n d   s h o u l d   b e   controlled only by the pure 
and upright men of the countryside.

I t   w a s   n o t   j u s t   t h e   f a c t   t h a t   c i t y   d w e l l e r s   w e r e   p a t e n t l y   n o t   t h e   r u r a l   b a c k b o n e   o f 
t h e   s t a t e   t h a t   P l a y f o r d   o b j e c t e d   t o .   A   g o o d   p r o p o r t i o n   o f   t h e m   were ALP voters, 
whose equitable representation would have threatened his party's hold on power. Not 
that he would express this so bluntly. For example, t h e   A L P   l e a d e r ' s   1 9 5 0   b i l l   f o r   a   
4 5 - m e m b e r   h o u s e   o f   n i n e   f i v e - m e m b e r   s e a t s   was dismissed on the grounds that such
proportional representation would result in `too finely balanced a house' and, hence, 
`instability'. The Premier’s assertion that ‘no Government would [then] have a clear 
majority’ was a tacit a d m i s s i o n   t h a t   u n d e r   t h e   P l a y m a n d e r ,   s t a b i l i t y   w a s   b e i n g   
a c h i e v e d   a t   t h e   p r i c e   o f   t h e   A L P ' s   u n d e r - r e p r e s e n t a t i o n . 2 1   ( N o t   t h a t   
p r o p o r t i o n a l   r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ,   w i t h   i t s   p o t e n t i a l   f o r   h u n g   p a r l i a m e n t s ,   w a s   
n e c e s s a r y .   A n   e n d   t o   t h e   z o n i n g ,   e v e n   w i t h   a   2 0   p e r   c e n t   v a r i a t i o n   f o r   t h i n l y   
p o p u l a t e d   rural seats, would have given Labor a working majority on more than one 
o c c a s i o n   d u r i n g   t h e   P l a y f o r d   e r a . )   T h r e e   y e a r s   l a t e r ,   a f t e r   y e t   a n o t h e r   election 
in which the ALP felt cheated of victory, Playford could reiterate unblushingly that it 
was ‘self-evident’ that ‘an electoral system based on one vote one value is unsound’.22

But the result of such mistrust was also to disregard and undervalue the vast numbers 
of his own supporters who lived in greater Adelaide. After all, more than half of all 
LCL voters lived in the metropolitan zone, and yet their representativeness comprised 
only four to seven of the 20 to 23 LCL members o f   t h e   H o u s e   o f   A s s e m b l y ,   a n d   f o u r   
o f   t h e   1 6   L e g i s l a t i v e   C o u n c i l l o r s .   W i t h   s o   f e w   t o   c h o o s e   f r o m ,   i t   i s   n o t   
s u r p r i s i n g   t h a t   o v e r   P l a y f o r d ' s   e n t i r e   premiership, 90 per cent of ‘cabinet man 
years’ were served by ministers r e p r e s e n t i n g   c o u n t r y   S o u t h   A u s t r a l i a .   B e t w e e n   
C h a r l e s   A b b o t ’ s   r e t i r e m e n t   i n   m i d   1 9 4 6   a n d   B a d e n   P a t t i n s o n ’ s   a p p o i n t m e n t   i n   
l a t e   1 9 5 3 ,   P l a y f o r d ' s   c a b i n e t   c o n t a i n e d   n o t   a   s i n g l e   c i t y   m e m b e r .   N o t   t h a t   m i n i s t e r s   
d i d   n o t   s p e n d   a lot of time in Adelaide, or fail to engage in its commercial and social 
life. But their constituents, when the ministers thought about them, were not city 
people, and re-endorsement, never entirely a formality, depended to some degree on 
keeping them happy.



The political parties

The Australian Labor Party

H o w   p r e s c i e n t   w e r e   L a b o r ' s   1 9 3 6   f e a r s   t h a t   t h e   P l a y m a n d e r   w o u l d   reduce its 
members to ‘seat-warmers’, their usefulness as an opposition, along with the power of 
parliament itself, ‘reduced to a farce’?23 Undoubtedly, indefinite exclusion from office
did little for party morale or public profile. Realising the hopelessness of their 
position, the Labor leadership seems to have decided that the best strategy was to 
work with, rather than against Playford. He, at least, represented the more progressive
of the forces which m a d e   u p   t h e   L C L ,   a n d   c o u l d   n o t   b e   c a s t ,   i n   a n y   r a b b l e - r o u s i n g 
s e n s e ,   a s   Labor's traditional class enemy. Of course Playford always claimed to be 
w o r k i n g   f o r   t h e   b e n e f i t   o f   a l l   S o u t h   A u s t r a l i a n s ,   a n d   a s   a   p r a g m a t i c   a n d   
parochial premier, relatively unencumbered with ideological baggage, there was little 
in his schemes of industrial expansion and diversification that Labor could object to. 
Both opposition leaders, the dour Methodist Robert Richards ( 1 9 3 5 - 4 9 )   a n d   t h e   
a v u n c u l a r   C a t h o l i c   M i c k   O ' H a l l o r a n   ( 1 9 4 9 - 6 0 )   w e r e   a b l e   to take comfort from the 
fact that the state was patently being well run and t h e   w o r k f o r c e   w a s   g r o w i n g   
r a p i d l y   a n d   g e t t i n g   a s   g o o d   a   d e a l   a s   c o u l d   b e   e x p e c t e d   o u t   o f   a l l   t h e   
e c o n o m i c   a c t i v i t y .   H a d   t h e y   b e e n   i n   p o w e r   t h e m s e l v e s ,   o n e   s u s p e c t s   t h e r e   
w a s   l i t t l e   t h e y   w o u l d   h a v e   d o n e   d i f f e r e n t l y ,   apart from a greater emphasis on 
things like workers’ compensation and some social welfare issues.

L a b o r   w o u l d   a l s o   h a v e   a t t e m p t e d ,   h a d   t h e y   w o n   a   m a j o r i t y   o f   s e a t s   i n   the lower 
house, to end the Playmander itself. In this they would have failed. W i n n i n g   o f f i c e   i n 
t h e   A s s e m b l y   w o u l d   h a v e   b e e n   i n s u f f i c i e n t ,   o f   i t s e l f ,   t o   achieve electoral reform 
or to enact social democratic legislation. One of the P l a y m a n d e r ’ s   c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s   
w a s   t h e   r e f l e c t i o n ,   i n   t h e   u p p e r   h o u s e ,   o f   a n   even more exaggerated rural and LCL
bias, delivered as a result of a property franchise and voluntary voting for that 
chamber. Ironically, the Legislative C o u n c i l ’ s   v i r t u a l   e x c l u s i o n   o f   L a b o r   a n d   i t s   
t r a d i t i o n a l   i n d e p e n d e n c e   f r o m   t h e   A s s e m b l y ,   m e a n t   t h a t   i t   w a s   b y   n o   m e a n s   
a l w a y s   a m e n a b l e   t o   t h e   p r e m i e r ' s   w i s h e s ;   s o   g r e a t   w a s   t h e   L C L   m a j o r i t y   t h e r e   
t h a t ,   o n   o c c a s i o n s ,   t h e   f o u r   A L P   m e m b e r s   w e r e   a b l e   t o   p l a y   a   ‘ b a l a n c e   o f   p o w e r ’   
r o l e   b e t w e e n   t w o   loose factions of the LCL. With their help Playford was able to 
push through m e a s u r e s   b r a n d e d   ' s o c i a l i s t '   b y   t h e   d i e - h a r d   c o n s e r v a t i v e   e l e m e n t ,   
l i k e   t h e   a n n u a l   e x t e n s i o n s   o f   r e n t   a n d   p r i c e   c o n t r o l s   a f t e r   t h e   w a r   a n d ,   
m o s t   n o t o r i o u s l y ,   t h e   n a t i o n a l i s a t i o n   o f   t h e   A d e l a i d e   E l e c t r i c   S u p p l y   C o m p a n y .   
Playford still retained the advantage, however. With such measures he both 
i m p l e m e n t e d   c e r t a i n   L a b o r   p o l i c i e s ,   t h u s   u n d e r c u t t i n g   t h e   o p p o s i t i o n ’ s   a p p e a l 
a n d   h e   k e p t   w o r k f o r c e   a n d   i n d u s t r y   c o s t s   l o w   e n o u g h   t o   a t t r a c t   investment 
from interstate and overseas.

Looking like perpetual losers, or collaborators, Labor could not present i t s e l f   a s   a n   
a g g r e s s i v e ,   g o - g e t t i n g   o p p o s i t i o n   p o i s e d   f o r   v i c t o r y   a t   t h e   n e x t   e l e c t i o n .   
C o n s i d e r i n g   t h e s e   h a n d i c a p s ,   i t s   e l e c t o r a l   a p p e a l   h e l d   u p   s u r p r i s i n g l y   
w e l l ;   b u t   L a b o r   f o u n d   i t   h a r d   t o   a t t r a c t   a b l e   y o u n g   m e n   f r o m   o u t s i d e   t h e   u n i o n   
m o v e m e n t   w h o   c o u l d   m a k e   a   c a r e e r   i n   p o l i t i c s .   T h e   s p o i l s   o f   o f f i c e   w e r e   n o n - 
e x i s t e n t   a n d   t h e   o p p o r t u n i t y   t o   p u t   i d e a l s   i n t o   p r a c t i c e   seemed a long way off. By 
the time Don Dunstan entered parliament in 1953, the last ALP government anyone 
under middle age could remember was the ill-fated depression administration of 
Lionel Hill. Even a man as talented and hardworking as Dunstan had to wait another 
12 years before his chances materialised.



A n d   i t   w a s   n o t   u n t i l   D u n s t a n ,   w i t h   h i s   d e b a t i n g ,   d r a m a t i c   a n d   m e d i a   s k i l l s ,   t o o k   
u p   t h e   i s s u e   o f   L a b o r ' s   e l e c t o r a l   h a n d i c a p   t h a t   i t   g o t   a n y   s o r t   o f   h e a r i n g   o u t s i d e   
A L P   c i r c l e s .   O n e   r e a s o n   f o r   t h e   l o n g e v i t y   o f   t h e   P l a y m a n d e r   was that it was never 
subject to serious scrutiny by anyone with the power to h a v e   i t   c h a n g e d .   A l t h o u g h   
t h e   l a b o u r   m o v e m e n t   n e v e r   c e a s e d   t o   d i s c u s s   a n d   feel aggrieved about its injustices, 
the general public was not galvanised into a w a r e n e s s .   E v e n   a s   t h e   b i l l   w a s   b e i n g   
d e b a t e d   i n   1 9 3 6 ,   J e f f r i e s   p r o f e s s e d   himself ‘amazed’ that there was ‘so little 
interest displayed in the press’ in the f a r - r e a c h i n g   l e g i s l a t i o n ,   a   c l u e   t o   l a t e r   m e d i a   
a t t i t u d e s . 2 4   F a r   f r o m   a n a l y s i n g   t h e   c o n t r i b u t i o n   o f   t h e   P l a y m a n d e r   t o   t h e   
p r e m i e r ' s   o n - g o i n g   e l e c t o r a l   t r i u m p h s ,   A d e l a i d e ’ s   i n f l u e n t i a l   m o r n i n g   
b r o a d s h e e t ,   u n d e r   t h e   c o n t r o l   o f   s u c h   s t a u n c h   L C L   a l l i e s   a n d   p a r t y   o f f i c e - 
h o l d e r s   a s   S i r   L l o y d   D u m a s   a n d   A r t h u r   R y m i l l ,   c h o s e   t o   i g n o r e   i t .   W h i l e   
c a m p a i g n   a c t i v i t y   d u r i n g   e v e r y   e l e c t i o n   w a s   d u l y   a n d   f a i r l y   r e p o r t e d ,   i t   w a s   
i n e v i t a b l y   P l a y f o r d ,   b u s y   a b o u t   h i s   d u t i e s   a s   a   ‘ g o o d   n e w s ’   p r e m i e r ,   r a t h e r   t h a n   
t h e   l e a d e r   o f   t h e   o p p o s i t i o n ,   who featured in the paper. In its editorials, the 
Advertiser was unashamedly p a r t i s a n ,   e x t o l l i n g   P l a y f o r d ’ s   v i r t u e s   a n d   
a c h i e v e m e n t s ,   a n d   w a r n i n g   t h e   public against flirtation with Labor’s ‘socialism’. 
Each successive victory was ascribed purely to the South Australian electorate's 
‘sanity’ and good sense at s t i c k i n g   w i t h   p r o g r e s s   a n d   p r o s p e r i t y ,   w i t h   n o   a l l u s i o n   t o   
i t s   u n d e r p i n n i n g   b y   t h e   P l a y m a n d e r . 2 5   T h e   e v e n i n g   t a b l o i d ,   t h e   N e w s ,   w a s   m o r e   
e v e n - h a n d e d ,   e s p e c i a l l y   d u r i n g   t h e   e d i t o r s h i p   o f   t h e   i d e a l i s t i c   R o h a n   R i v e t t   f r o m   
1 9 5 1   t o   1 9 5 9 .   T h e   N e w s   g a v e   i t s   c a r t o o n i s t   a   f r e e r   h a n d   t h a n   d i d   t h e   A d v e r t i s e r ,   
a n d   t r e a t e d   L a b o r   w i t h   a   l i t t l e   m o r e   r e s p e c t ,   a n d   P l a y f o r d   w i t h   s o m e w h a t   l e s s ,   
than did its rival. Neither, however, subjected Playford, his policies or the Playmander
to serious critique.26

The Liberal and Country League

S h i e l d e d   b y   a n   e l e c t o r a l   s y s t e m   u n d e r   w h i c h   L a b o r   c o u l d   n o t   w i n ,   t h e   LCL 
remained in government for 32 years. After a wobbly start, and having survived the 
first decade or so, an air of invincibility built up, less around the p a r t y   t h a n   a r o u n d   
i t s   l e a d e r .   G u a r a n t e e d   o f f i c e   a n d   s e c u r e   i n   h i s   p a r t y ' s   e s t e e m   a n d   h i s   p r o w e s s   
a s   a n   e l e c t i o n - w i n n e r ,   T o m   P l a y f o r d   w a s   f r e e   t o   pursue his vision of what was 
best for the state; from the mid 1940s on, he was the unchallenged leader of a party 
that, whatever its shortcomings, would not and could not be turfed out. (At least until 
demographic changes meant the breaching of the cordon sanitaire of its zonal 
protection by the dreaded urban o v e r f l o w . )   L o n g   t e r m s   i n   o f f i c e ,   u n i n t e r r u p t e d 
b y   a n y   r e a l   t h r e a t   o f   r e p l a c e m e n t ,   h a d   p r e d i c t a b l e   e f f e c t s :   a   c e r t a i n   
c o m p l a c e n c y ,   a   l o w   t u r n - o v e r   o f   p a r l i a m e n t a r i a n s ,   a   l a c k   o f   c h a l l e n g e ,   a n   
a t r o p h y i n g   o f   s u c h   y o u t h f u l   i d e a l i s m   t h a t   m i g h t   o n c e   h a v e   i n s p i r e d   s o m e   o f   i t s 
m e m b e r s .   B e h i n d   t h e   s c e n e s   t h e   L C L   w a s   n o t   a   d y n a m i c   o r g a n i s a t i o n   
b r i m m i n g   w i t h   i d e a s   a n d   d e d i c a t e d   t o   t h e   p r o m o t i o n   o f   y o u n g   m e n   o f   p r o m i s e .   I t s 
m a i n   p u r p o s e   w a s   t h e   p r e - s e l e c t i o n   a n d   r e - e n d o r s e m e n t   o f   s a f e   c a n d i d a t e s   a n d   t h e 
m o b i l i s i n g   o f   t h e   f a i t h f u l   a t   e l e c t i o n   t i m e s .   P o l i t i c s ,   n e v e r   a   h i g h l y   r e g a r d e d   
o c c u p a t i o n   i n   A u s t r a l i a ,   r a r e l y   a t t r a c t e d   c a n d i d a t e s   o f   v i s i o n   a n d   c o m m i t m e n t   
i n   t h i s   period, and there were few berths for those without strong rural credentials.

T h e   d e a r t h   o f   r e a l   t a l e n t   i n   p a r l i a m e n t   a n d   c a b i n e t   w a s   l e s s   o f   a   h a n d i c a p   t o 
P l a y f o r d   t h a n   i t   m i g h t   h a v e   b e e n ,   d u e   t o   h i s   o w n   c a p a b i l i t i e s ,   d r i v e   a n d   m a s t e r y 
o f   t h e   p o l i t i c a l   a n d   a d m i n i s t r a t i v e   p r o c e s s e s .   E q u a l l y   s i g n i f i c a n t   w a s   h i s   
w i l l i n g n e s s   t o   e n l i s t   t h e   e x p e r t i s e   o f ,   a n d   w o r k   c l o s e l y   with, a small band of loyal
and gifted senior public servants and co-operative businessmen.27 And, far from 
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having to act at the behest of a critical caucus, cabinet, LCL executive or party, 
Playford was one of the 'freest' premiers S o u t h   A u s t r a l i a   h a s   e v e r   h a d .   T h i s   
a u t o n o m y   h a d   i t s   a d v a n t a g e s ,   b u t   a l s o   a   cost. While 'development' in all its guises 
was given top priority, areas of lesser c o n c e r n   t o   t h e   p r e m i e r ,   s u c h   a s   e d u c a t i o n ,   
h e a l t h ,   s o c i a l   w e l f a r e ,   t h e   a r t s   a n d   t h e   e n v i r o n m e n t ,   a t r o p h i e d   o r   g o t   b y   w i t h   l e s s   
t h a n   o p t i m a l   r e s o u r c i n g .   S o m e   of these issues were of growing interest to Adelaide's 
under- represented and i n c r e a s i n g l y   w e l l - e d u c a t e d   m i d d l e - c l a s s e s ,   w h o s e   c h i e f   
s p o k e s m a n   f r o m   1 9 5 5   o n   w a s   t h e   y o u n g   l a w y e r ,   R o b i n   M i l l h o u s e .   H e   w a s   o n e   
o f   t h e   v e r y   f e w   L i b e r a l s   p r e p a r e d   t o   c h a l l e n g e   P l a y f o r d   i n   p a r t y   f o r u m s   a n d   i n   
p a r l i a m e n t ,   e v e n   v o i c i n g   r e s e r v a t i o n s   a b o u t   t h e   w i s d o m   o f   t h e   L C L ’ s   c o n t i n u e d   
r e l i a n c e   on the Playmander. But for the first two decades of Playford's premiership, 
one m a n   d o m i n a t e d ,   i n s i d e   a n d   o u t s i d e   o f   p a r l i a m e n t .   T h e   L C L   w a s   P l a y f o r d ' s   
party, and the public was left in no doubt who was in charge.

W h a t   t h e y   m i g h t   h a v e   f o r g o t t e n ,   a s   t h e   y e a r s   r o l l e d   b y ,   w a s   t h e   r o l e   o f   t h e   
P l a y m a n d e r   i n   t h i s   s e e m i n g l y   e f f o r t l e s s   h e g e m o n y   o f   t h e   L C L   a n d   i t s   l e a d e r .   
F o r   w i t h o u t   i t ,   e s p e c i a l l y   e a r l y   o n ,   P l a y f o r d   w o u l d   n o t   h a v e   b e e n   a f f o r d e d   t h e   
t i m e   i n   w h i c h   t o   o u t g r o w   h i s   e a r l y   b r a s h n e s s   a n d   i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y ,   t o   m a t u r e   i n t o   t h e 
p u r p o s e f u l ,   s e a s o n e d   a n d   c o n s u m m a t e   p o l i t i c a l   o p e r a t o r   h e   b e c a m e . 2 8   A   n o n - 
b i a s e d   e l e c t o r a l   s y s t e m   w o u l d   h a v e   d e l i v e r e d   g o v e r n m e n t   t o   L a b o r   i n   
1 9 4 4 ,   a n d ,   p o s s i b l y ,   a g a i n   i n   1 9 5 3 .   H a d   P l a y f o r d ' s   t e r m   b e e n   t h u s   c u t   s h o r t   o r   
i n t e r m i t t e d ,   m a n y   t h i n g s   w o u l d   h a v e   b e e n   d i f f e r e n t   a n d   h i s   t a l e n t s   m i g h t   n o t   
h a v e   d e v e l o p e d   i n   t h e   w a y   t h e y   d i d .   W i t h o u t   i n   a n y   w a y   d e n y i n g   P l a y f o r d ’ s   
e n o r m o u s   e n e r g y ,   d e d i c a t i o n   a n d   a d r o i t n e s s ,   i t   t o o k   t h e   P l a y m a n d e r   t o   a l l o w   
t h e s e   q u a l i t i e s   f u l l   e x p r e s s i o n .   S u r v i v i n g   s e v e r a l   p e r i o d s   o f   l o w   p u b l i c   e s t e e m , 
h e   w a s   a b l e   t o   b u i l d   u p   u n p a r a l l e l e d   e x p e r i e n c e   i n   o f f i c e   a n d   a n   i m p r e s s i v e   
r e c o r d   o f   a c h i e v e m e n t   w h i c h   t h e   o p p o s i t i o n   c o u l d   n o t   h o p e   t o   m a t c h .   T h i s   
w a s ,   p e r h a p s ,   t h e   Playmander’s greatest role.
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