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Development and the idea of progress – that is, developmentalism – in Australia were powerful
leading forces from the late nineteenth century to their peak in the 1960s. State premiers based
their reputations and electoral success on their governments’ development policies. By the 1970s,
however, changing attitudes to development and the environment saw a paradigm shift. Until this
time, protests over environmental damage or encroachments on national park areas had been
voiced at the local level. But when a small, isolated wilderness lake, Lake Pedder, in Tasmania,
was to be drowned by a hydro-electric power scheme, public concern moved to the national level
and led to the establishment of the first green political party in Australia. Over the next three
decades there followed a general, albeit reluctant and perfunctory, greening of state and federal
politics. Yet, while strongly challenging the prevailing developmentalist ideology, the shift did
not remove developmentalism from its leading position.
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This essay discusses the historical changes and influences – from the days of early European
settlement to the mid twentieth century – that led to the rise and popular success of
developmentalism as a dominant force in the Australian psyche. It further seeks to provide an
analytical framework for the role of developmentalism as the precursor to environmentalism and
the subsequent confrontation and polarisation between these two ‘isms’. Previous work on the
rise of twentieth century environmentalism in Australia has been largely through examination of
nineteenth century Romanticism and post-Second World War strong developmentalist premiers.
This has resulted in, at worst, an omission of and, at best, a superficial skimming over events and
ideas of the intervening period (that is, the period from the mid nineteenth century to the 1950s).
This essay seeks to explore the idea of development in more detail, as well as the assumption that
environmentalism ‘emerged’ as a paradigm shift.1
My examples will be taken from the history of Van Diemen’s Land/Tasmania for two
reasons. Firstly, Van Diemen’s Land, established in 1803-04, the second colony after New South
Wales was still subject to the ideas of Romanticism when it was settled. Secondly, Lake Pedder,
the subject of the first nationwide environment debate and the reason behind the formation of
Australia’s first green party, is situated in Tasmania. In order to contextualise the Lake Pedder
1

controversy, it must be remembered that during the early to mid 1960s the state government in
Tasmania was proceeding with its next hydro-electricity scheme, which parliament and the
majority of the state’s population initially regarded as necessary for continued economic growth
and development. This scheme involved the flooding of a small isolated highland lake, Lake
Pedder, which had actually been declared as a national park in the mid 1950s. By 1965 interested
groups of people such as bush walkers and field naturalists were horrified that the lake was to
disappear and began to lobby for it to be excluded from the scheme. Pedder became the focus of a
debate that from around 1967 began to spread from Tasmania to become a national issue
involving the Whitlam federal government, and a symbol of a perceived paradigm shift in
attitudes to development and environment.
The ideas of development and progress in Australia are based on perceptions and
historical legacies of land-use. Definitions of ‘development’ abound, ranging from the United
Nations’ utilitarian definition of linear improvement and distributive justice to the geographer,
Malin Falkenmark’s simple statement of development as ‘landscape changes’.2 In this essay
developmentalism is defined as that ideology which, in the name of progress, believes in, and
promotes the establishment or growth of industry3 – particularly manufacturing and processing
plants, power plants, resource extraction – and the associated infrastructure and any necessary
government assistance or legislation to make that possible. It incorporates perceptions of the right
to use land, water, minerals, timber and air-space for the benefit of humankind to achieve the best
possible outcome for the greater good. It is regarded as the means, by which progress – the
perceived improvement of the condition of humankind as measured against earlier indicators or
yard-sticks – takes place. Absent from definitions of development and developmentalism,
particularly by developmentalists, are the profit motive and the capitalist proclivity for constant
expansion, although the political scientist Brian Head writes that ‘the “ideology of development”
may be understood as a means of incorporating the concerns of business into the agenda of
governments’.4 At the same time, and despite their differences, both capital and labour have a
vested interest in development. Capitalists consider increased mechanisation, and its corollary,
reduced labour requirements, as part of development and progress. Labour unions and workers,
while disagreeing with the capitalist view, see progress and development as the means for
providing paid jobs for workers. Critics of developmentalism, on the other hand, believe that
progress and development have their own momentum and that ‘technology appears to have its
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own imperative’.5 They regard development as exploitative, as ‘the assumption of human
dominance wherever possible over a separate cosmos’ or as the ‘treadmill of production
expansion’.6
Similarly, environmentalism has defied accurate description and definitions also vary
widely.

For

the

purposes

of

this

discussion,

environmentalism,

the

antithesis

of

developmentalism, is defined as the general movement and ideas opposed to development and
resource exploitation on environmental grounds including aesthetics and the problems of
pollution, degradation and depletion, biodiversity and damaged ecosystems. It encompasses the
range of ‘green’ values from simple concern for scenic values or localised pollution to
environmental ethics and deep ecology.7 It has been argued that ‘there could hardly be a better
example of a new perspective on the past than the one which is presented by the history of the
environment’.8 In 1967, the year the Lake Pedder dispute began in earnest in Australia, American
historian Clarence Glacken noted that
The idea that men can and do make undesirable changes in nature […] [has] led
historically to the study of environments disturbed by man, the emphasis being on
physical changes to the earth, not on changes in human society. It is this point of
view which has produced much of the literature on environmental change by
human agency, and has stimulated historical geography, ecological studies of
vegetation change and investigations in many other fields today.9
Max Oelschlaeger in his study The Idea of Wilderness claims that the ‘panoply of modernistic
ideas of wilderness do (sic) not address the question of why we are doing what we do to the
environment’.10 The intention of this essay is to address this question as it relates to Australia.
While the assumption of a paradigm shift or the arrival of ‘the age of environment’ might be
justified, such treatment has not encouraged historical analysis of the idea of development in
Australia. Instead, it has perpetuated a debate, which has disintegrated into further polarisation of
the discussion. Negative portrayals of an outmoded, time-warped government-development
paradigm contrast with portrayals of a positive enlightened conservation movement on the one
hand, or of technologically advanced achievement for the greater good compared with naive,
selfish conservationists on the other.
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Australian historical scholarship has demonstrated a close relationship between settlement
history and environmental change. But with the exception of Geoffrey Bolton’s Spoils and
Spoilers11 it does not, however, illuminate the driving forces, and is not an adequate framework
for understanding popular acceptance of developmentalism, the idea of progress or
environmentalism.12 There is also a risk that emphasis on Romanticism and landscape can distort
the motivations for development or for conservation by overlooking the wretched poverty of rural
and urban regions around Australia and the bleak destitution and appalling working conditions
endured in the industrial cities of nineteenth and early twentieth century Europe and America.13
Such social conditions were vital motivators behind popular support for development and for the
intensity of resistance to alternative land-use values. Historian Robert Moore sees ‘the critical
issues’ presented by environmental history not just as the landscape changes or degradation, but
as ‘issues of human culture and perception’.14 Issues of culture and perception were central in the
conflicting land-use values of the Lake Pedder debate and have been, and continue to be so in
subsequent land use disputes in Australia.
Several writers have pointed to other areas which relate to attitudes to the environment in
Australia. Leonie Sandercock provides brief outlines of ‘the global ecological crisis’ in relation to
political economy, and ‘the role of capitalism in the deterioration of the Australian
environment’.15 The significance of Sandercock’s analysis is that it was written at the height of
the Pedder debate. It provides insight into the heightened sense of urgency in international
thinking on environmental matters and ‘impending ecological disaster’ at that time. She points to
the lack of will by interstate governments to enforce environmental legislation. Paul Wilson and
John Braithwaite, in their collection of essays, Two Faces of Deviance, propose that the ‘rule
makers are the most flagrant rule breakers’. Thor Hundloe’s essay ‘Heads They Win, Tails We
Lose: Environment and the Law’ uses the state government’s role in the Lake Pedder issue as one
of four case studies to examine the application, or manipulation, of environmental law. He
suggests that ‘the powerful have their way regardless of what the law says’.16 Simon Schama
notes that ‘above all, Green politics is sited in the present and the future, with only the very
remote past (at least in Europe) invoked as a sacred ancestor’.17 Australian art historian, Tim
Bonyhady, questions ‘the modern conservation movement's sense, and neglect, of history’.18
Similarly, no examination of the Pedder dispute and the ensuing growth of environmentalism in
Australia has adequately incorporated or illuminated historical questions or provided an
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analytical framework for the establishment and success of developmentalism. Only Gerard
Castles and Doug Lowe, separately, have pointed out the need to search beyond the events
immediately surrounding the Pedder dispute. Such a search is necessary if understanding is to be
brought to the development-conservation dichotomy. Although Lowe writes specifically on the
Tasmanian circumstances, his words apply to the development/environment debates across all
Australian states:
To understand the circumstances which gave rise to the south-west power debate,
it is necessary to comprehend events, personalities and policies which traversed
half a century of Tasmanian political history […] there was a clear inevitability in
the ultimate course of events. Some reviewing the single issue of the south-west
dams saga have defined cause and effect within the personalities and events close
to the period of climax. But to ignore the factors responsible for circumstances
which later emerged is to deny oneself the unique lessons concerning political
evolution and social progress provided by this general question.19
More recently Malin Falkenmark has pointed out that:
in the absence of an overall conceptual framework to evaluate human interaction
with the landscape, and the means to minimise the inevitable results, expert bodies
continue to produce check-lists of the environmental problems encountered. Three
decades after Rachel Carson's book Silent Spring a conceptual chaos still
remains.20
So how does all of this relate to changing visions in Australia? Study of the growth of
developmentalism provides the means to understanding the subordination of nature and
environmentalism in Australia. Spatially, development, and by association, environmentalism
require land: the one to mine, fence, irrigate, ‘reclaim’, build upon; the other to preserve existing
landscapes and ecosystems. Without development and its imposition on land, there is no cause
for environmentalism. Without land, developmentalism cannot grow, and in the development
ethos, there must be growth if there is to be progress. If the struggle between developmentalism
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and environmentalism are to be understood, ideas and attitudes governing land use, in the past
and in the twentieth century must be assessed.21
Beyond Australia several eminent historians have traced the idea of progress – time as a
unilinear flow of improvement. They point to the association of the idea with development,
economic and political aspirations and ‘resource’ use in Western history from the Hellenistic and
Roman civilisations, followed and supplemented by the influences in medieval and modern times
of Christianity. The Judaeo-Christian view of the relationship between God, man, science and
nature held that the Earth's bounty was divinely intended for the use and survival of mankind.22
The disturbance of the environment which accompanied such use was inherent to progress.23
A strong tradition of land improvement from the irrigation systems of Mesopotamia and
Egypt to the drainage and reclamation of marshlands and coastal strips in Europe was
strengthened by the idea, which began to crystallise from the end of the fifteenth century, of man
as a controller, not just a user, of nature. By the seventeenth century the notion that man was the
pinnacle of God’s creation and as such had dominion over the earth, ‘became sharper and more
explicit’: by improving the earth he was improving himself.24 Indeed, man could only improve if
the earthly environment was improved. The interest and research in science in the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries led to ‘a bolder synthesis’ of man’s subjugation of nature during the
seventeenth century.25 Robert Nisbet and Peter Horsley, the latter in examining New Zealand,
trace the late twentieth century ‘mechanistic world view’ back to this period.26 Although some
nineteenth century intellectuals, such as Friedrich Nietzsche, Max Weber, Thomas Malthus and
Alexis de Tocqueville, did not believe that the condition of the West reflected progress, the
‘overwhelming majority of the greatest minds in Western history are oriented toward the dogma
of progress’.27 While there were those in the nineteenth century – environmentalists labelled as
‘antimodernists’ – who completely rejected the idea of progress, it continued to dominate.28
Thus European settlers brought with them to Australia fully formed ideas on development
and the idea of progress as a unilinear path of social improvement and material prosperity.
Historian Greg Dening has written that ‘of all the systems that are expressions of who a people
are, the sharpest and clearest is their historical consciousness’.29 Did the ‘historical
consciousness’ of European settlers reside in their view of nature and landscape and allow them
to exploit the Australian environment? Nineteenth century perceptions of the Australian
landscape are frequently discussed within the context of Romanticism, painting and literature and
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in terms of transformation of wilderness into bucolic Arcadian vistas. Bernard Smith points out
that early European settlers found the Australian ‘bushland’ unattractive, monotonous, a ‘dark
and savage wood into which only human occupation and cultivation can bring a “social light”’.30
The ‘neo-classical taste’ preferred the cultivated landscape, the Arcadian rural idyll with its ‘most
inviting bright-coloured pasture and compact fields in contrast to the dark green foliage around
their neat little farms’. The promise of pastoral idealism was represented by the rolling plains
such as those beyond the Blue Mountains west of Sydney or of the midlands of Van Diemen's
Land.31
Early white settlers to Australia, in the era of Romanticism, regarded the landscape
through European eyes. Romantic depictions of Tasmanian mountain regions for example
matched the effusive language of descriptions of the picturesque in Europe, whether the Swiss
and French Alps, the Scottish Highlands, the English Lake District or Welsh scenery.32
Homesickness and associationism, defined by writer Robert Dixon as ‘a fundamental mechanism
of psychological transition and accommodation’, saw the early settlers reconstruct the landscape
around their homes and farms in the image of those they had left behind in Europe [reference?].
Newer immigrants and visitors found the settled regions of Australia reminiscent of their
European homeland.33 Augustus Prinsep, for example, observed scenery around Hobart in 1829
as ‘both “picturesque” and suggestive of “a thousand English associations”’.34 Associationism
and Gothic revival as considered by Dixon,35 operated as a form of regret at the lack of built
history in the Europeans’ adopted land. Early nineteenth writers bemoaned the lack of classical
traditions, of the ‘sweep of centuries’ of European history – the absence of ‘princely halls’, dark
cloisters, towers, ivy-covered ruins – in the Australian landscape. As Dixon argues, ‘while
associationism prevented people from responding to what they saw as an empty landscape, it was
also one way in which that landscape could be made habitable’.36 Here lay the beginnings of
Australian developmentalism and notions of progress. Development was the response of settlers,
with their European values and tastes, to an alien landscape combined with the reality of eking
out a living on a frontier.
While historians have noted that images of Australian nature were expressed against a
background of traditional Christian thought and vestiges of old European fears of the forest,37 the
place of centuries of European forest lore and custom in the interpretation and utilisation of
Australian landscapes has not been considered. Timber was harvested extensively in Europe from
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the fifteenth century onwards to satisfy the demands of shipbuilding for naval and merchant fleets
and then to meet the requirements of the industrial revolution. However, humankind’s association
with forests in Europe from medieval times to the nineteenth century revolved around seasonal
rhythms, localised forest economies and customary rights such as hunting, domestic animal
grazing, wood gathering and the use of ancient trails. Access was jealously guarded by traditional
users,38 with strong protests, including riots, at restrictions or loss of forest. The ‘waste and
destruction’ of England's forests by 1660 was described at the time as ‘epidemical’. Theories on
clearing-induced climate change and scathing attacks on air pollution, smoke and its effects on
crops, visibility and skies led to recommendations for forest conservation and, as in France, the
imposition of strict forest regulations.39 Forests were bound into European folklore, heroic epic
tales, tradition, sacred sites and memory. Heroes associated with forests were perpetuated in fairy
tales, legends, literature and popular culture. In the growing nationalism of the nineteenth
century, forests were sources of national pride and national ‘emblems’, such as the ‘English oak’,
the royal oak and the ‘deutsche Eiche’ (German oak) and ancient forest heroes, were elevated to
national status.40 Although at risk of exploitation and destruction, the forests of Europe were
firmly located in national tradition and character.
Antipodean forests and tree species, however, held no such connection to the settlers’
past. Without traditions, heroes, legends, revered or sacred natural sites for a Grand Tour
pilgrimage to incorporate into national pride, there was no agonising, as there was in Europe,
over the loss of forest to industry.41 While destruction of tracts of forest proceeded in the name of
progress and development in Europe, there was nevertheless an expectation that certain forests
were inviolable. By contrast, Australia’s seemingly vast expanse of unknown, unchanging (no
seasons) uniformly dark green forest was unused, ugly and unsuitable for grazing domestic
animals. The unfamiliar species were considered not worthy of preservation. Settler Louisa Anne
Meredith compared gum trees, ‘straggling’ with ‘twisted elbows and bare briarean arms with
only tufts of leaves at the fingers’ ends’, unfavourably with ‘a round compact oak or elm,
decently apparelled in a proper quantity of foliage’.42 She delighted in seeing tall gum trees burn
in the process of clearing.43 As a result of the lack of inhibiting traditions, emblems or redeeming
features worthy of legendary status or protection, antipodean forests were designated dispensable.
Without customary use and care to temper the profit motive, the exploitation of these forests as a
timber resource was inevitable.
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The first clashes over land use and environmental values in Australia were those between
the Aboriginal inhabitants and the European settlers. This violent conflict is beyond the scope of
this essay except to note, that while Aborigines were intent on defending their way of life and
values, such was the power of the ideology of development that settlers in Australia, as in other
colonies, justified to themselves the displacement or destruction of Aboriginal communities44
through acts they would not have contemplated carrying out on land-occupiers in developed
Europe. There was a powerful combination of factors: the absence of the civilising hand of
European history; the perceived inferiority of the landscape against the rural Arcadian ideal; the
early colonial government practice of issuing land grants; the very act of land clearing for urban
or homestead settlement combined with the further clearing for farming; the value-adding
through home and farm improvements in the European image; and timber-getting for the local
and export markets. All were land-absorbing activities in the development mode. The view that
land and whatever it held were there to be used for ‘civilised’ man’s improvement was being
imprinted on the colonial mind. Thus the apparently uninhabited region of Australia represented
an empty, unused, ‘tenantless wilderness’,45 an insular terra nullius waiting to be occupied,
improved and exploited. This perception of colonial land was the ‘historical consciousness’
passed on to late nineteenth and early twentieth century Australians of European descent.
As mentioned earlier, the period between the Romanticism of the 1810s-1840s and
twentieth century environmentalism of the 1960s-1970s – the period which has so influenced the
world view of twentieth century Australians – has been neglected as a source of development
ideology in Australia in favour of environmental histories/studies. The transition from
Romanticism to ‘technocentrism’ was based on a rational scientific view of the world and
technological changes in Europe and the colonies. Combined with the establishment and
expansion of settlements in the newer colonies during the 1830s, attitudes born of the gold rush
era, inland exploration, increased immigration and population growth added to the view of the
Australian environment as a vast untapped resource.46 By the 1860s and 1870s reports and diaries
of surveyors, prospectors, engineers and members of the Geographical Society reflected the
change. The elaborate pictorial depictions of Romanticism were replaced by detached summaries
of vegetation and geology and possibilities for opening up uninhabited areas to prospectors and
miners.47 By the 1880s further tracts of land were rapidly undergoing settlement and clearing for
farming.48 The inland ceased to be an unknown region. No longer did rugged landscapes inspire
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awe. After the success of mining booms in Victoria, Tasmania and Western Australia during the
second half of the nineteenth century, the wilds of Australia had lost much of their mystery.
Rather, they were now seen in the light of their mineral and timber wealth, their potential for
farming, employment and in their rudimentary, but growing settlements.
Concurrent with this change was the emergence of a uniquely indigenous national hero –
the frontiersman, the Australian bushman and sundowner. An exploiter and manipulator of
nature, this archetypal Australian had simple tastes and simultaneously was at one with the bush
environment in which he worked and lived.49 This figure – in the form of the prospector,
surveyor, miner, trapper, axeman, timber-getter – was seen as a noble pioneer opening up new
areas, taming the wilderness and earning a living from nature’s resources.50 Defined by the nature
of his labour, he was invariably male. By dint of hard manual work and the existence somewhere
of a family to support, it became his right to use the land for his and his family’s livelihood.
Australia’s remaining frontier land for the next seven decades or more, came to represent the
means of livelihood for this pioneer figure. He was a symbol of the Australian ‘worker’, and he
claimed his right to work the land and make a living from its resources.
This image and public tacit acceptance of it have endured up to the late twentieth century.
Anyone opening the book, The Workers, with photographs by Oliver Strewe and text by Blanche
D’Alpuget to give just one example, could be forgiven for thinking that Australia has no urban
centres, few female workers and that the workforce consists of mostly dust-covered males
employed in the manly pursuits of farming, shearing or mining in isolated outback locations.
Further shaping the Australian outlook on development and environment were the
importance attached by society to the idea of work; the formation of trade unions such as the
Australian Workers’ Union from the late nineteenth century; and the employment situation of
returned soldiers after 1918. The meanings of work, the Protestant work ethic, and gender and
status in work have been examined by P. Joyce, Sandra Nynam and others according to Capra's
hierarchy of work, self-actualisation and Maslow's hierarchy of needs.51 Work is characterised as
‘dependent’, ‘masculine and exclusive’, ‘a defining activity’ a ‘masculine activity’, with trade
unions perpetuating what Nynam terms ‘the dependent nature of work’. She also considers work
in association with environmental destruction, and finds that the ‘spatial separation’ or the
‘remoteness’ of the sphere of work from other spheres of life results in ‘a lack of responsibility
for the local impact of one’s work’.52 The attitudes to work which Alexis de Tocqueville
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observed in America reflect those in Australia of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
He noted that the ‘notion of labor is presented in the mind, on every side, as the necessary,
natural and honest condition of human existence’. Participation in work was not only important
for sustenance, it was honourable, and the idea of remuneration or ‘profit’ was ‘kept distinct from
that of labor however they may be united in point of fact’.53 Historian Marilyn Lake in
considering the role of respectability and wage labour in gender identity and threatened
masculinity, has described the labour movement as ‘essentially a man’s movement’. She points
out that ‘“manly independence” proved stubbornly elusive to the majority of workers without
capital’.54 G. Snooks suggests that, ‘work provided the majority of men with a sense of identity;
it gave shape, form and meaning to their lives’. To be deprived of work caused a loss of purpose
which produced feelings of frustration, humiliation, anxiety and hopelessness.55
Government policies post-First World War accentuated perceptions of an interrelationship between the Australian environment, the bush, masculinity, work and development.
Post-war soldier settlement schemes and government relief works to relieve unemployment
during the 1920s and 1930s linked work availability with development projects such as land
clearing for farming, road building and power schemes. The ideas of development and progress
were further consolidated in the Australian consciousness by the era of post-war construction
after the Second World War and the economic growth of the 1950s and early 1960s. Pictorial
histories and photographic publications assisted in perpetuating images of resolute Australians
and immigrants transforming the environment through development schemes and manufacturing
industries, transport infrastructure and power schemes such as the Snowy Mountains scheme. The
image of Australia was one of unlimited growth, prosperity and resource exploitation in the name
of progress.
Inextricably linked with Australia’s growth and vision of progress were the availability
and use of land, water, forests and minerals. From the earliest days of European settlement land
not already privately owned was regarded as Crown land, to be sold, leased or issued by grant for
settlement, mineral exploration, development or improvement. By the mid twentieth century
bushman images, attitudes to work and masculinity, government relief works, trade unions, postwar reconstruction and soldier settlement schemes, available resources and land combined to
underpin and entrench the ideologies of development and progress in Australia. The very
designation ‘natural resource’ was synonymous with a commodity for use in industry and
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development.
The rapid economic growth in Australia during the 1950s and early 1960s mirrored the
Western world process of continued industrialisation, modernisation and an ‘increasing workingclass prosperity’56 In Australia this growth was not the preserve of any one particular political
party and by the 1960s and 1970s became associated in the public mind with ‘larger than life’
developmentalist premiers – Henry Bolte in Victoria, Thomas Playford in South Australia, Eric
Reece in Tasmania, Charles Court in Western Australia and Johannes Bjelke-Petersen in
Queensland for example – who imposed their development chauvinism [check] on their states.57
Their names became indelibly associated with this period of development and prosperity.
Development and the notion of progress underpinned both Liberal and Labor state government
social and employment policies as well as party ideology. For example South Australian Labor
premier Don Dunstan’s stated goal was to ‘use the resources of the State to ensure maximum
security and diversity of employment’ with economic policies ‘in the service of social goals’.58
Despite recognition of the need for and promises of sustainability, habitat and ecosystem
protection, care and research for endangered species, developmentalism had come to dominate,
and continues to dominate, Australian attitudes to land use. The belief in progress has been
described by Stephen Alomes as the ruling ideology of Australian life, and as ‘even more
powerful than the bush myth or “Australian Legend” or the colonial legacy of expeditionary
nationalism expressed in ANZAC’.59 He points out that the theme of progress in Australia
resonates ‘through popular ideology’ – political promises, progress associations, innumerable
local and company histories and the press – in the form of material, cultural or scientific progress,
economic and population growth or civic achievement.
However, by the mid 1960s a there emerged a change in public outlook on environmental
matters, resulting in a protracted environmental dispute on a national level. The principal catalyst
for environmentalism to appear as an increasingly popular ideology in the later twentieth century
in Australia was the dispute over the flooding of Lake Pedder as part of a hydro-electricity
scheme in Tasmania.60 The struggle to save this small, isolated body of water saw almost a
decade of state and national lobbying, a state select committee, two state elections, involvement
by the Whitlam Labor government, a federal commission of enquiry and rifts and vitriol within
the Labor Party. The most potent consequence of the dispute was the formation of a new
influence in Australian politics: the establishment of a green party, the United Tasmania Group
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(UTG), to contest the 1972 Tasmanian state election. The world’s first green party, this new
force was the forerunner of the Australian Wilderness Society and the Greens. Although the lake
was not saved, Pedder has been described as ‘a site for a changed Australian environmental
consciousness’.61 The depth of emotion surrounding the struggle from the mid-1960s to 1974 is
revealed in the body of work which grew out of the debate. Numerous writers and environmental
activists, such as Richard Jones, Geoff Mosley and Dick Johnson, have documented and analysed
the Lake Pedder controversy.62 This primary source material demonstrates the polarisation of
conservation-development debate. It provides insight into the values of environmentalism and the
frustrations and the determined opposition experienced by its followers in challenging the tenets
of developmentalism.
Yet there was a conundrum. Such is the power of the ideas of progress and development
that opposition to destruction of the environment presented a quandary for many. A desire to
protect aspects of nature existed in conjunction with a fear that support for conservation over
development might have a negative effect on society and the economy. Referred to by geographer
and environmentalist, J.G. Mosley, as an ‘agonising’ or ‘ambivalence’, and by Castles as a
‘dichotomy’, an ‘uneasy coalition between technocentrism and ecocentrism’, this doubting
prevented many in Australia from protesting against development projects in the 1960s and
1970s.63 It had the effect of assisting development to the detriment of the environment. Clarence
Glacken considers ‘the contradictions and the difficulties in exploring that intractable subject, the
Christian view of nature’.64 The ideas of ‘a purposive human control of nature’ and the
dichotomy of whether man is part of nature or separate from nature, has, according to Glacken,
‘plagued the history of geographical thought […] and contemporary ecological discussions’.65
This agonising was and is associated with the notion of the common good. Such doubts existed
from at least the middle ages, and were heightened from the sixteenth century, particularly in
France and Britain, with widespread timber-felling. People objected to the wholesale destruction,
but industry and national demands took priority until, by the nineteenth century European forests
were all but stripped, despite the place of forest and woodland in national traditions. Population
growth, the common good and improvement became the purpose, and led to ‘an emphasis on
society and its accomplishments’,66 rather than a concern for nature preservation.
The agonising was enunciated in Australia in the writing of early settlers. Louisa Anne
Meredith and David Burns both demonstrated that uneasy amalgam of awe, admiration and
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concern for conservation, particularly of native fauna and selected flora such as the wattle,
contrasted with desire for development and the clearing of eucalypt forests.67 Modern writer,
Richard Flanagan, has stated that these conflicting attitudes of colonists ‘stand at the base of the
contradictions which beset the idea of wilderness up to the present day’.68 James Bonwick in the
1850s deplored the ‘demoniacal propensity to torture the defenceless’ and the ‘most diabolical
acts’ by settlers towards Aborigines. He nevertheless accepted the notion of the inevitability of
progress when he likened convicts ‘to departing tribes […] They will no more advance with
progressive civilisation than the blanketed Aborigine. Like the men of the woods they are rapidly
dying off’.69 While Tasmanian highlands and lakes in Burns’ words ‘afforded the lover of the
picturesque many opportunities of wooing nature in some of its striking features of wild and
savage grandeur’, for the traveller this imposing landscape meant bidding ‘adieu to the busy
haunts of cultivation’ and passing ‘at once from the pleasing hum of social civilization, to the
lowly and dreary solitude of the primeval forest, whose vastness casts a gloom amounting almost
to fear’.70 Apart from Louisa Anne Meredith’s suggestions of preservation of certain flora and
fauna, early nineteenth century writers in Tasmania did not suggest preserving any wilderness for
posterity. Not until the turn of the century did tourist associations and outdoor recreation groups,
such as field naturalists, hikers, photographers and fishermen, reflect an international trend and
begin to campaign for nature reserves.71 In Tasmania this resulted in the establishment in 1915 of
the Scenery Preservation Board, the first of its type in Australia, and the immediate proclamation
of several reserves.72 At the same time, however, the Earle Labor government was preparing
legislation to establish the Hydro-Electric Department, the forerunner of the Hydro-electric
Commission which was later at the centre of the Lake Pedder debate. Such was the land use era
into which early twentieth century Australians were born and schooled. Despite any misgivings
about development or any resultant pollution or land degradation, the agonising enabled
development to take priority over environment.
Several writers have addressed the political structures governing development in
Australia. Peter Hay and Peter Loveday deal with the origins and ideology of developmentalism.
Hay has examined ideologies driving the politics of environment and points out that the
ideological difference between environmental political movements and other political parties is
greater than ‘the ideological differences that divide capital and labour’.73 Loveday provides
examples from all states other than Tasmania to demonstrate government attitudes to
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development from the 1900s to the 1950s.74 He points to the usefulness of the idea of
development in political rhetoric in Australia, and finds that the idea ‘has undergone little change
and virtually no theoretical elaboration […] since early in the (twentieth) century’. While trends
and attitudes concerning development and resource exploitation from the 1950s were indicative
of those in other Western social democracies such as West Germany for example, the colonial
legacy shaped views of land-use and development in twentieth century Australia.
Despite shifts in visions and environmental awareness since the heady days of growth and
prosperity of the 1960s, (and despite changes and ongoing debates not discussed in this essay, but
which have resulted in strong representations of Greens and Independents in state and federal
parliaments in the past decade) developmentalism remains a dominant force in Australia. While
the Pedder era represented a paradigm shift, a change in public attitudes to environmental matters
nationally, it did not, however, reduce the overwhelming reliance on the ideas of progress and
development at the expense of the environment, ecosystems and biodiversity. Political parties and
proponents of progress continued to baulk at putting the environment ahead of development.
Notwithstanding attitudinal changes during and since the Pedder debate, the historical legacy
combined with the ‘agonising’ has generally acted in favour of developmentalism over
environmentalism in Australia.
Post Script
Current land-use and resource debates in Australia follow the same ideological developmentenvironment division, but with some change in emphasis. Against a background of political
slogans, claims and counter claims about the cost to ‘ordinary Australians’, ‘families’ and ‘job
security’, much of the focus has shifted from local, regional and state issues to national issues
concerning the need or otherwise for regulation and remedial action. Ross Garnaut, head of the
Federal Government’s Multi-Party Climate Change Committee, describes the division as the
‘struggle between vested interests and the national interest’. ‘Environmental crisis’ and ‘cultural
change’ as discussed by Robin Attfield also apply.75 While local and regional disputes, such as
that surrounding a planned pulp mill in Tasmania, continue to affect, even dominate, state
politics, national environmental and land-use issues over the past decade have increasingly
occupied the attention of federal governments and oppositions. The extensive list of concerns
includes climate change, the coal mining industry, the wisdom of a carbon tax and emissions
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reduction targets, drought, water resources and environmental degradation of the Murray-Darling
River basin, and the cost of action to farmers and riverine townships, coal seam gas extraction,
soil salinity, coastal degradation, ocean pollution and damage to the Great Barrier Reef, monoculture tree plantations, habitat reduction, endangered species and the threat of extinction, and
loss of native forests, including temperate and tropical rainforest. The debates generated by these
concerns demonstrate ongoing ‘shifting visions’, at the same time as they reveal the ‘agonising’,
the strength of historical influences, and the belief in progress in Australia.
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