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Liam Byrne’s biography of James Scullin and John Curtin was launched online in July 
2020 by the ACTU1 Secretary Sally McManus and former Labor treasurer Wayne 
Swan. It was an exciting time to launch a book about the labour movement and its 
fledgling parliamentary wing. Walter Scheidel’s The Great Leveller listed pandemics 
among the catastrophes that had upended the status quo of gross inequality over 
the course of history. Could COVID-19 be such a catastrophe? McManus, together 
with former ACTU secretary Greg Combet and other labour leaders, had worked 
cooperatively with the Coalition Government and business in responding to the 
pandemic. Optimistic progressives were wondering if the unfolding crisis might 
provide an opportunity for fundamental reform, such as John Curtin and Ben 
Chifley had seized for the period after the Second World War. Stuart Macintyre’s 
account of the postwar reconstruction, Australia’s Boldest Experiment, was on the 
reading list of Labor parliamentarians.

If a window of hope and possibility was opened fleetingly in the autumn of 2020, 
it seems to have now closed. In early 2021 the Australian economy is growing at 
more than 3 per cent, the property market has recorded its biggest increase in two 
decades and the pre-COVID economic order is in the process of restoring itself. 
The precarious employment market and gross inequalities of wealth and power, 
which were thrown into relief by the virus, are left unchecked. As the author of 
this excellent new biography of James Scullin and John Curtin, Liam Byrne, tells 
the reader, there are echoes in the present of the injustices that drove the labour 
movement at the turn of the twentieth century.

Though their lives and careers shared much in common, circumstance has accorded 
James Scullin and John Curtin very different positions in the popular imagination. 
Scullin, prime minister between 1929 and 1932, has been ‘mostly forgotten’ (p. 6), 
Byrne writes, the subject of one biography and a single account of his period in 
government. To the extent that he is remembered, Scullin is portrayed as a ‘tragic 
figure’ (p. 6), a victim of circumstance whose social reform program was subsumed 
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by an economic crisis. Curtin, by contrast, is ‘lauded and cherished’ (p. 6), says 
Byrne. Though he was only prime minister for four years, between 1941 and 1945, 
Curtin features regularly at the top of prime ministerial rankings and is admired 
as a leader whose dedication to guiding the nation through war and the threat of 
Japanese invasion caused his untimely death. Curtin is the subject of numerous 
biographies. His name adorns a university, a medical research institute, a prime 
ministerial library, a high school and other civic institutions.

Byrne’s focus in Becoming John Curtin and James Scullin is not on the men’s prime 
ministerships, but on their early careers. Both Scullin and Curtin were born into 
working-class Catholic families in regional Victoria, Scullin in 1876, and Curtin 
in 1885. Scullin was the product of a convivial family environment, and enjoyed 
a  steadier, sunnier personality than Curtin. There was discord in the Curtin 
marriage and their introverted oldest son had an inclination to depression, which 
he would later salve with alcohol. Scullin and Curtin grew to adulthood in a society 
in which the class conflict of the industrial age was taking its particular Australian 
form. Immigrants influenced by the Chartist and other democratic movements 
were demanding concessions from the ruling squatter and mercantile classes. 
Technological advances meant that workers gathered increasingly in factories where 
they could be organised by the unions that were on the cusp of a half-century-long 
golden age. Both Scullin and Curtin took from the severe economic depression of 
the 1890s and the failure of union activism the lesson that labour must tread the 
parliamentary road to reform.

Scullin and Curtin were brilliant autodidacts whose talents were quickly recognised 
within the labour movement. They both won prominent union positions and the 
editorship of labour newspapers: Ballarat’s Evening Echo in the case of Scullin, and 
the Timber Worker and later the Westralian Worker for Curtin. Though both were 
drawn to socialism for its endeavour to build a more equitable society, the nature of 
the attraction differed. Scullin retained a strong Catholic faith and felt comfortable 
with an incremental approach to change. He found support for this approach and 
patronage in Ted Grayndler and the Australian Workers’ Union.

Byrne’s excavation of ‘these pre-histories’ (p. 7) of Scullin and Curtin is also an 
exploration of the labour and socialist movements of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries. He sets their rise in the context of a contest between 
the moderate and socialist wings of the Australian Labor Party (ALP), Scullin 
representing the former and Curtin the latter. Curtin was certainly more radical and 
searching than Scullin. As a young man who had sloughed off his Catholic skin, 
he absorbed the work of radical intellectuals including the British economist John 
A. Hobson. After observing the Boer War as a correspondent for the Manchester 
Guardian, Hobson came to conceive imperialism as an instrument of capitalists in 
search of resources and new markets for their products. Where Scullin was a strong 
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proponent of compulsory military training as means of safeguarding the livelihoods 
of Australian workers, Curtin saw it as an expression of the militarism that put more 
profits into the pockets of capitalists.

Curtin was also drawn to the charismatic British trade unionist Tom Mann, who 
arrived in Melbourne in 1902. Mann became disillusioned with the lack of socialist 
zeal within the ALP, and left to form the Victorian Socialist Party (VSP) in 1906. 
Along with contemporaries including his close friend Frank Anstey, the future 
Victorian premier John Cain and lawyer Maurice Blackburn, Curtin was a member 
of both the ALP and the VSP. The VSP eventually became the victim of its own 
ideological tribulations, just as its radical spawn, the Communist Party, would be 
decades later.

The First World War has long been seen by left-wing historians as a catastrophe that 
derailed the great socialist experiment that was taking place in early Australia. Labor 
governments had tried unsuccessfully in 1911 and 1913 to alter the Constitution 
to give the Commonwealth greater power over the economy and labour relations. 
Despite the portrayal of the war as the wrecking ball of progressive reform, it is not 
clear that Labor would have succeeded in a third referendum if the conflict had not 
come along, or even put the issue to the electorate again. The parliamentary party was 
already showing signs of preferring power to principle. The unions were increasingly 
impatient with the Fisher and, from October 1915, Hughes government’s failure 
to put a referendum to the people about price controls. When Prime Minister 
Billy Hughes came back from being ‘duchessed’ in London in 1916 determined to 
introduce conscription, a reckoning was inevitable. Curtin led the anti-conscription 
campaign and Scullin moved the motion in the federal caucus to formally expel 
Hughes and his fellow pro-conscriptionists from the ALP.

Byrne describes the 1921 ALP national conference in Brisbane as the site of a ‘battle 
for socialism’ (p. 144). Curtin was absent due to illness and the debate was won 
by Scullin-style moderates. Rather than agreeing to include in the Labor platform 
a policy to socialise the means of industry, production, distribution and exchange 
immediately, the conference resolved to work towards these ends. The book ends 
with the victory of the moderates and summarises briefly the subsequent careers of 
Curtin and Scullin.

It is debatable how consequential this victory of the moderates was for the party. 
The Depression deprived Prime Minister Scullin of the opportunity to implement 
his policy program. After agreeing to austerity measures, he lost the support of the 
Lang faction of New South Wales members and the party split. Curtin’s prime 
ministership was subsumed by the World War II. He initiated postwar reconstruction 
planning in 1942, but as Stuart Macintyre showed in Australia’s Boldest Experiment, 
the prime minister ran cold on the 14 powers referendum in 1944, which would 
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have given the Commonwealth vastly increased powers in a range of areas. And 
it was Chifley, rather than Curtin, who was the driving force behind the postwar 
reconstruction program.

Byrne, who is employed by the ACTU as its historian and ‘capacity building 
co-ordinator’ pulls no punches about his desire to draw contemporary lessons from 
the history of the early ALP. He argues that modern-day Labor lacks the ‘creative 
contest’ (p. 168) that characterised the early party. Scullin and Curtin, he writes, 
were in no doubt about what they stood for and what kind of society they wanted 
to create: ‘Something was at stake when a motion was moved. The future of the 
party could change with each vote that was taken’ (p. 168). Byrne calls for greater 
representation in the labour movement from members of the working class.

Becoming John Curtin and James Scullin is a delight to read. Byrne writes with 
warmth, humour and a keen eye for observation. He captures the humanity of 
James Scullin and John Curtin—their sensitivity to injustice and suffering and 
the intellectual rigour behind their critique of capitalism. For those in the labour 
movement who argue in the wake of the 2019 election loss that Labor took too 
many ideas and policies to the electorate, Becoming John Curtin and James Scullin 
suggests they are drawing the wrong lesson.
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