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1
Constructing the 

citizen: The evolution of 
conservatism in Australia 

and New Zealand

When the Constitutional Association of New South Wales published its 
membership rules in March 1931, it prefaced them with the following 
overarching statement of purpose:

The Constitutional Association aims at setting up in Australia the 
highest standards of citizenship. It appeals particularly to younger 
men to interest themselves in public affairs and thereby to fit 
themselves for the responsibilities of citizenship in a democratic 
community. 

It is a political but not a partisan body. Its members are encouraged 
to join and work for political organisations. They retain complete 
political independence, and may work for what party they 
choose … It is searching for men who will subordinate their own 
personal interests or inclinations to the common welfare, the 
‘Commonwealth’.1

Such words could just as easily have come from any number of 
organisations. Taken at face value, there was nothing inherently partisan 
about them. They promised a collegial atmosphere in which individuals 
of all political persuasions could learn about the duties of being a good 

1  The Constitutional Association of New South Wales (Sydney: W.C. Penfold & Co., March 1931), 1.
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citizen. Guest  lectures allowed members to learn from some of the 
leading thinkers in the state, and public speaking classes provided them 
with the experience and the confidence to present their own views. 
More dedicated members could run for the executive committee or one 
of its subcommittees, where they could learn the language of motions, 
resolutions, and decisions.

Yet beneath this veneer of nonpartisanship, the Constitutional Association 
was decidedly conservative. It was formed shortly after the Labor Party 
won a majority in the 1925 NSW state election, which its leaders found 
intolerable: 

[T]his Association in view of the continuous violation of its 
principles by the present State Government decides, while 
maintaining its non-party character, to work for the defeat of the 
present Government until and during the next General Election 
… there is a stark necessity for harmony and co-operation between 
the forces opposed to Labour if success is to be attained at the 
next election.2

How could an organisation that was ostensibly apolitical resolve to 
oust a Labor government—and claim, in the same breath, that this did 
not conflict with its ‘non-party character’? Was it being deliberately 
disingenuous or simply naive? The answer is much more complicated. 
The Constitutional Association was a product of a conservative tradition 
wherein certain values were viewed not as political or partisan; they were 
simply common sense. The pillars of that tradition—a strong patriotic 
and economic orientation towards Britain, a general commitment to 
free-market capitalism, and staunch opposition to communism and 
socialism—were tried and tested values akin to natural laws. They 
represented the national interest, unlike the values of their opponents. 
By definition, supporting these values could not be partisan.

The roots of this conservative tradition lay in the dramatic political 
changes that occurred in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
The franchise was expanding to include men and women who had 
never voted before. This was accompanied by the growth of new forms 
of political expression, such as trade unionism, political labourism, and 

2  Letter from the Constitutional Association to T.R. Bavin, 15 November 1926, box 1, item 2, 
Constitutional Association of New South Wales Papers, 1925–61, MLMSS 7646C [hereinafter 
CANSW Papers], State Library of New South Wales, Sydney [hereinafter SLNSW].
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feminism. At the same time, the liberal political factions in each country 
were challenging the conservative status quo; they were using the power 
of the state to promote social welfare and break up the large tracts of land 
held by prominent families for closer settlement by small landowners. 
Nineteenth-century conservatism needed to evolve if it was to meet these 
challenges and remain relevant to the growing number of enfranchised 
men and women. But how could it do that without abandoning its 
core pillars?

Consolidation of the two-party system
In the late nineteenth century, conservatism and liberalism were the 
dominant political factions in Australasian politics. Conservatism was 
generally represented in Australia by the Free Trade Party, and in New 
Zealand by a loose coalition of independent MPs. By the first decade of 
the twentieth century, these conservative factions had been relegated to 
the opposition benches. The New Zealand Liberal Party had held power 
since 1891, and Alfred Deakin’s Liberal Protectionist Party led the first 
two Australian ministries after Federation in 1901. These ‘social liberals’ 
believed the state should play a more active role in improving social welfare 
and, particularly in Australia, protecting fledgling domestic industries 
by imposing tariffs on imported manufactured goods. Their willingness 
to use the state apparatus to intervene in the economy occasionally 
led them to align with labour representatives, although this was often 
a fractious relationship. 

The emergence of an independent political labour faction changed 
this dynamic. Broadly speaking, the labour movement sought the 
redistribution of political and economic power between the bourgeoisie 
and the working class. It had already demonstrated its power in the field 
of industrial action during the empire-wide maritime strikes of 1890, and 
again in New Zealand during the 1913 Great Strike. The turn of the 
century saw many within the labour movement begin redirecting their 
energy towards the parliamentary process, in part because of the failure of 
large-scale industrial action. Labour and socialist political parties began to 
proliferate, culminating in the formation of the Australian Labor Party in 
1901 and the New Zealand Labour Party in 1916. To conservatives and, 
to some extent, liberals as well, the collectivist ideology of labour seemed 
to threaten the foundations of society and the economy. Rather than being 
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a new contender in the arena of politics, labour was an existential threat 
to the very system of politics. The editor of the Brisbane Telegraph penned 
the following concerned editorial in May 1893 after the formation of the 
Queensland Labour Party:

The political life of the colony has reached a graver crisis … 
than it ever passed through before. A general election is not now 
a contest between two political parties, each seeking its ends 
through constitutional methods, but a great struggle between 
a party of constitutional conservatism and a party of irrational 
revolutionism.

… The labour party seek their ends by political weapons and fire 
stick, not by Winchesters and bayonets. But the objects are the 
same as though they took the field with armed companies. Those 
objects must be resisted with all the moral force of the country, 
and all who aid and abet the aims and objects of that party must 
be resisted also.3

Political conservatism needed to adapt to survive. One of the ways it did 
so was by consolidating with liberalism to present a united centre-right 
front against the growing power of political labour. This process has been 
described by one New Zealand historian as a shift from ‘patrician’ to 
‘popular’ conservatism.4 In Australia, this process of political consolidation 
commenced with the fusion in 1909 of the Liberal Protectionist Party and 
the Free Trade Party (which had intuitively renamed itself the Anti-Socialist 
Party). The resulting organisation was named the Commonwealth Liberal 
Party, which subsequently merged with a splinter labour group in 1917 to 
become the Nationalist Party.5

3  Telegraph, [Brisbane], 1 May 1893, 4.
4  David Orwin, Conservatism in New Zealand (PhD diss., University of Auckland, 1999), 93–131.
5  Brett, Australian Liberals and the Moral Middle Class, 19–25; Judith Brett, ‘Class, Party and 
the Foundations of the Australian Party System: A Revisionist Interpretation’, Australian Journal 
of Political Science 37(1) (2002): 39–56; Judith Brett, ‘“The Fortunes of My Own Little Band”: 
The Dilemma of Deakin and the Liberal Protectionists’, in Confusion: The Making of the Australian 
Two-Party System, eds Paul Strangio and Nick Dyrenfurth (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 
2009), 23–44; Ian Marsh, ‘The Federation Decade’, in Liberalism and the Australian Federation, ed. 
J.R. Nethercote (Sydney: The Federation Press, 2001), 93–97; Peter Loveday, ‘The Federal Parties’, 
in The Emergence of the Australian Party System, eds Peter Loveday, A.W. Martin, and R.S. Parker 
(Sydney: Hale & Iremonger, 1977), 449–52; Paul Strangio, ‘Introduction: From Confusion to 
Stability’, in Confusion: The Making of the Australian Two-Party System, eds Paul Strangio and Nick 
Dyrenfurth (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2009), 8; Margaret Fitzherbert, ‘Alfred Deakin 
and the Australian Women’s National League’, in Liberalism and the Australian Federation, ed. J.R. 
Nethercote (Sydney: The Federation Press, 2001), 98–112.
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The chief vessel of popular conservatism in New Zealand was the Reform 
Party. It began as a loose coalition of individualist and anti-socialist 
groups in the 1890s, including the Farmers’ Union, the Political Reform 
League, and the National Association. By 1909, this coalition had 
formally arranged itself behind William Massey as a unified opposition 
party. The Reform Party positioned itself as a defender of property, the 
rule of law, and the free market, as opposed to the ‘socialistic’ policies 
of the Liberal Party, although Massey was quite comfortable with the 
developmentalist ethos of the nineteenth century. At the same time, the 
Liberals were entering a period of protracted decline, due in part to their 
working-class supporters shifting their allegiance to the growing number 
of political labour parties. The Reform Party won a majority of seats in 
the 1911 election and formed a government in 1912.6 The 1913 Great 
Strike furthered the consolidation of conservative forces in New Zealand 
through the cooperation of the state and private employers and farmers in 
combating the strikers.7 This cemented Reform’s position as the dominant 
party in New Zealand and discredited the Liberals’ concessions to labour. 
It also hardened the lines between the propertied classes and organised 
labour, the latter of whom began to increasingly redirect their energies 
towards the nascent Labour Party.8 Nevertheless, the Liberal Party would 

6  For an account of the rise of the Reform Party, see Liz Ward, ‘For light and liberty’: The origins 
and early development of the Reform Party, 1887–1915 (PhD diss., Massey University, Palmerston 
North, NZ, 2018); L.C. Webb, Rise of the Reform Party: A history of party politics in New Zealand 
between 1910 and 1920 (MA diss., Victoria University of Wellington, 1928); W.J. Gardner, ‘The 
Reform Party’, in Ends and Means in New Zealand Politics, ed. Robert Chapman (Auckland: Dobbie 
Press, 1961), 25–33; Michael Bassett, Three Party Politics in New Zealand, 1911–1931 (Auckland: 
Historical Publications, 1982), 3–14. On the decline of the Liberal Party, see Chapman, ‘The Decline 
of the Liberals’; Hamer, The New Zealand Liberals, 309–60.
7  For a good introduction to the 1913 Strike, see Melanie Nolan, ed., Revolution: The 1913 Great 
Strike in New Zealand (Christchurch, NZ: Canterbury University Press, 2005); Erik Olssen, The Red 
Feds: Revolutionary Industrial Unionism and the New Zealand Federation of Labour, 1908–14 (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 1988). See also V. Hughes, Massey’s Cossacks: The farmers and the 
1913 Strike (MA diss., University of Auckland, 1977). The literature on employers’ organisations in 
New Zealand is sparse, but there are a few good overviews: see Selwyn Parker, Wealthmakers: A History 
of the Northern Employers’ and Manufacturers’ Associations (Auckland: Employers’ & Manufacturers’ 
Association [Northern] Inc., 2005); J.H. Millar, The Merchants Paved the Way: The First Hundred Years 
of the Wellington Chamber of Commerce (Wellington: Reed, 1956); Kynan Gentry, Raising the Capital: 
An Illustrated History of 100 Years of the Wellington Regional Chambers of Commerce (Wellington: 
Raupo Publishing, 2006).
8  Jim McAloon, ‘The Making of the New Zealand Ruling Class’, in Revolution: The 1913 Great 
Strike in New Zealand, ed. Melanie Nolan (Christchurch, NZ: Canterbury University Press, 2005), 
234; Olssen, The Red Feds, 210–23. 



MOBILISING THE MASSES

32

limp on in the background, and it was only in 1936 that the conservative 
and liberal parties in New Zealand finally merged to form a single 
centre-right party.

The consolidation of the conservative political machine could not 
prevent divisions arising between different economic factions within 
the centre-right. Manufacturers, primary producers, and professionals 
and businesspeople were united in their opposition to labour; however, 
their economic interests differed in some crucial respects. Manufacturers, 
for instance, broadly believed in individualism and market principles; 
however, as their industries were largely in their infancy, their primary 
concern was to secure tariff protection against foreign competitors. This 
led them to clash with primary producers over the higher costs associated 
with buying domestic farming equipment and machinery. But primary 
producers could hardly claim independence of state assistance; many of 
the nineteenth-century ‘colonial socialist’ interventions had been directed 
towards furthering their interests, and small farmers were not averse to 
demanding compulsory pooling and guaranteed prices from the state 
when it suited them. In contrast, the professional and business fraction, 
which lacked the kind of tangible goods for which the other two fractions 
sought state protection, found it easier to adhere to the tenets of the free 
market and limited government.

In Australia, where a long history of protectionism had been absorbed 
into the centre-right Nationalist Party, these divisions resulted in the 
formation of a separate Country Party in 1920.9 The Country Party drew 
on an agrarian yeoman ideology that exalted the economic and cultural 
supremacy of rural life over the supposedly nasty and parasitic life of the 
cities.10 Although the Country Party entered into a coalition agreement 
with the Nationalist Party in 1922, it failed to prevent the average tariff rate 

9  Ulrich Ellis, A History of the Australian Country Party (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 
1963), 1–60; B.D. Graham, The Formation of the Australian Country Parties (Canberra: Australian 
National University Press, 1966), 31–142; Meredith and Dyster, Australia in the Global Economy, 
103–5. The origins of the Australian Country Party lay in groups such as the Farmers’ and Settlers’ 
Association and the Graziers’ Association; see William A. Bayley, History of the Farmers and Settlers’ 
Association of N.S.W. (Sydney: Farmers and Settlers’ Association, 1957).
10  Don Aitkin, ‘“Countrymindedness”: The Spread of an Idea’, in Australian Cultural History, eds 
S.L. Goldberg and F.B. Smith (Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 1988), 51. While Aitkin 
spoke only of the Australian context, John Martin used a similar concept to describe rural communities 
in New Zealand. He argued that the small populations and personal working relationships associated 
with the country acted as dampeners of class differences. See John Martin, ‘Development from 
Above: God Made the Country and Man the Town’, in Development Tracks: The Theory and Practice 
of Community Development, ed. Ian Shirley (Palmerston North, NZ: Dunmore Press, 1982), 90–116.



33

1. CONSTRUCTING THE CITIZEN

from doubling by the end of the decade.11 In New Zealand, the division 
between rural and urban conservatives was exposed by the policies of the 
Reform Party. A Country Party was formed by the Auckland branch of the 
Farmers’ Union in the mid-1920s due to a belief that the Reform Party 
was beginning to favour urban business interests over those of primary 
producers, although it never enjoyed anything approaching the success of 
its Australian counterpart.12 On the other side of the divide, a backlash 
from businesspeople and professionals arose against the increasingly 
interventionist policies of the Reform Party in the agricultural sector. This 
led several prominent Reformers to form a new political party in 1927 
with what remained of the Liberals.13 The new conservative party, which 
named itself the United Party, organised urban business interests against 
the ‘socialistic’ policies of the Reform Party while calling for reductions in 
the size and scope of government.14

Citizenship, conservative political 
language, and ‘non-party’ organisation
But the conservative world view did not simply evolve through its official 
party organs. It emerged from the words and actions of a diverse array 
of conservative pressure groups, educational associations, and protest 
movements that arose across the British and Anglo worlds from the 
late nineteenth century. These included pro-empire societies, defence 
and naval leagues, anti-communist and anti-socialist organisations, 
conservative feminist groups, paramilitary organisations, xenophobic and 
sectarian groups, and populist movements. These myriad organisations 
consciously positioned themselves within an international context. They 
saw themselves as part of a wider community: the British Empire, or 
white settler societies, or capitalist countries that were under threat from 

11  Leigh, ‘Trade Liberalisation and the Australian Labor Party’, 490; Meredith and Dyster, Australia in 
the Global Economy, 106; Leon Glezer, Tariff Politics: Australian Policy-Making 1960–1980 (Melbourne: 
Melbourne University Press, 1982), 11.
12  B.D. Graham, ‘The Country Party Idea in New Zealand Politics, 1901–1935’, in Studies of a 
Small Democracy, eds Robert Chapman and Keith Sinclair (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 
1963), 175–200.
13  Michael C. Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression 
(MA diss., University of Auckland, 1969), 11–16; Graham, ‘The Country Party Idea in New Zealand 
Politics’, 183; Michael Bassett, Coates of Kaipara (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1995), 91–129.
14  Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 16–27; 
Bassett, Coates of Kaipara, 138–53.
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a growing socialist menace. Their leaders specifically built international 
connections and alliances to spread their message and were in turn 
influenced by the informal spread of people, money, and ideas through 
immigration, travel, business, and print culture.

The growth of these non-party conservative organisations can be broken 
into three broadly chronological periods, each of which is discussed below. 
The first, which ran from the late nineteenth century until the onset 
of the Great War, was characterised primarily by a wave of pro-Empire 
organisations that desired to promote greater imperial unity. Almost all 
of them originated overseas (primarily in Britain) before spreading to 
Australia, New Zealand, and other British settler societies. The foreign and 
domestic tensions of the Great War heralded the second period, during 
which a considerable number of patriotic, xenophobic, sectarian, and 
populist groups emerged on the Australian and New Zealand home fronts. 
Their energy was directed against several perceived enemies, including 
Germans, striking workers, Catholics, and supporters of the Easter Rising; 
however, the Russian Revolution in November 1917 provided a unifying 
trope, the Bolshevik, under which the various forces of disloyalty could 
be grouped. The third period, from the beginning of the 1920s, was one 
in which a network of organisations emerged across the Anglo world 
in response to the perceived threat of international communism. These 
organisations explicitly linked the defence of the British Empire with the 
defence of capitalism, both of which they believed were being undermined 
from within by an insidious communist fifth column.

Before discussing these various organisations, it is important to highlight 
the role language played in constructing the conservative world view. 
This wider conservative milieu utilised language to build a broader, more 
inclusive vision of what it meant to be a conservative based on certain key 
words and phrases, such as ‘empire’, ‘liberty’, ‘democracy’, ‘the rule of law’, 
‘constitutional’, ‘loyalist’, ‘sane’, ‘decent’, ‘honourable’, and ‘respectable’. 
While the meaning of these terms varied slightly between different 
conservative groups, the similarities far outweighed the differences. They 
carried implied meaning to those who understood them, while providing 
the justification to ostracise or delegitimise those who appeared to threaten 
them. They formed part of a political language used by conservatives to 
present an image of objective reality—a natural order of things, built on 
tried and tested tradition. This language was negotiated through countless 
manifestos and platforms, pamphlets and letters to the editor, public 
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meetings and speaking tours, newspaper articles and correspondence 
networks. Two crucial components of this language for the emergence of 
the citizens’ movements were the ‘citizen’ and ‘non-party’.

The ‘citizen’

The ‘citizen’ was the staple figure in the language of conservatism in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. He or she (most typically 
codified by the patriarchal he) was a figure heavily steeped in the values 
and traditions of British society. He was respectable, genteel, and 
God-fearing, and he possessed a healthy respect for British political and 
religious institutions, particularly the monarchy and the church. He was 
economically self-reliant, and he exercised his political franchise with care 
and consideration. Charitable and good-natured, he was always willing to 
help those less fortunate than himself—provided they were worthy of that 
help. In that vein, while he may have begrudgingly accepted some forms 
of state pension or unemployment insurance—especially in the colonies, 
where a certain degree of developmental pragmatism was part of the status 
quo—he shuddered at the thought that the state might provide succour to 
those who were unwilling to help themselves. He believed that the rights 
he enjoyed as a citizen came with a responsibility to protect and uphold 
those rights, whether at a community, national, or imperial level. It was 
only by fulfilling this unwritten contract that he could assume the mantle 
of good citizenship.

The importance of the ‘citizen’ to the evolution of conservatism in 
Australasia cannot be overstated. The notion of ‘good citizenship’ was 
elucidated by conservatives as a means of addressing the potentially 
transformative powers of the broadening electorate. By extolling the ‘values 
of good citizenship’—in particular, the sense of reciprocal responsibilities 
with the state—conservatives hoped to dampen the electoral demands of 
the newly enfranchised and undercut popular support for radical reforms.15 
But defining ‘good citizenship’ was not a top-down process enforced by an 
elite tier of conservative politicians and the bourgeoisie. It was an organic 
response by various agents and agencies to the dramatic transformations 
of the turn of the century, including churches and religious associations, 

15  Keith McClelland and Sonya Rose, ‘Citizenship and Empire, 1867–1928’, in At Home with the 
Empire: Metropolitan Culture and the Imperial World, eds Catherine Hall and Sonya Rose (Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 284–85.
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educationalists, imperialists, and youth organisations.16 Judith Brett 
argued that the term ‘citizenship’ was largely captured by non-labour 
forces in Australia during the twentieth century and imbued with moral 
as well as political dimensions. A true citizen served the national interest 
first and foremost, rather than the sectional interests of a particular class 
or creed.17

‘Non-party’

The various conservative organisations that arose from the late nineteenth 
century provided an environment in which a good citizen could exercise 
his political judgement outside the party system. By positioning themselves 
as ‘non-party’, these conservative organisations established a dichotomic 
language between themselves and the world of politics. Their motives 
were clean and pure, whereas politics was full of the selfish and the 
greedy. Their methods were voluntaristic and rational, while politicians 
squabbled and bickered among themselves. Their ideals were classless and 
nationally focused, unlike the sectional and parochial policies of political 
parties. This protected participants from the ‘taint’ of politics, replete 
as it was with the connotations of backroom deals, self-serving motives, 
questionable alliances, and nepotism. These organisations also allowed 
conservatives to exercise their political judgement without challenging the 
status quo. They were not political parties fielding their own candidates, 
but merely bodies that presented their ideas to MPs for consideration. 
However, given their values largely aligned with mainstream conservative 
parties, they acted like an unofficial extra-parliamentary arm of the centre-
right. In short, ‘non-party’ organisations could claim to be apolitical while 
being fluent in the language of conservatism.

The ‘non-party’ language used by these conservative organisations was 
also a reaction against the emergence of the first political parties at the 
end of the nineteenth century. While party governments proved more 
stable and long-lived than the revolving door of independent premiers 
and ministries that preceded them, they were also believed to have 
reduced the freedom that MPs had once enjoyed. In Australia, this 
criticism was directed primarily against labour parties, given the energy 

16  For a good discussion of the fin de siècle, see Mikuláš Teich and Roy Porter, eds, Fin de Siècle and 
its Legacy (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1990).
17  Judith Brett, ‘Retrieving the Partisan History of Australian Citizenship’, Australian Journal of 
Political Science 36(3) (2001): 423–37.
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they devoted to building organisational unity. Official platforms were 
agreed on by members at party conventions and a list of candidates 
preselected who were willing to uphold the platform. This process may 
seem uncontroversial today—indeed, it is the norm in most Western 
countries—but it was a novelty in late nineteenth and early twentieth-
century Australasian politics. For Australian conservatives, this unwanted 
intrusion was described as ‘machine politics’—a term first used in the 
United States to describe the clientelism of political organisations such as 
Tammany Hall.18 These labour ‘machines’, according to their conservative 
opponents, were dominated by sectional interests—trade unions, 
socialists, and others who were only interested in stoking class tensions. 
Any labour politician who dared to step out of line was quickly called to 
order by the party whip. As a united Labour Party was not formed in New 
Zealand until 1916, anti-party ire was originally directed at the Liberal 
Party—the country’s first official political party, which governed from 
1891 until 1912. However, the rhetoric was the same: party government 
robbed MPs of their independence and made them shills of their party 
masters.19 It was this criticism of ‘machine politics’, and the exaltation of 
the ‘non-party’ label, that would eventually metastasise into the anti-party 
populism of the citizens’ movements.

Building imperial networks, 1860s – 1913

Pro-empire organisations

The Royal Colonial Institute was the first major pro-empire society. 
Founded in 1869 in London as a centre for imperial and colonial studies, 
its aim was to foster closer imperial unity through the production of 
educational material such as leaflets, pamphlets, posters, school textbooks, 
and imperial exhibitions. Its facilities—in particular, its extensive library—
became a haven for prominent colonial citizens when visiting Britain. 
It was a place to share ideas, to forge business connections, and to rub 
shoulders with the elite. As a resident of Hobart described it on returning 
from a trip to London: 

18  M. Craig Brown and Charles N. Halaby, ‘Machine Politics in America, 1870–1945’, Journal 
of Interdisciplinary History 17(3) (1987): 587–612; Rodney K. Smith, Against the Machines: Minor 
Parties and Independents in New South Wales, 1910–2006 (Sydney: The Federation Press, 2006).
19  Otago Daily Times, [Dunedin, NZ], 8 May 1895, 2.
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Nearly all the colonists during their sojourn in London, and 
especially public men, are glad to avail themselves of the facilities 
that the Institute affords. They find it to be a convenient 
rendezvous, a place where they ascertain who is in London 
from their own or neighbouring colonies, often have pleasant 
surprises in unexpectedly meeting friends and acquaintances, and 
obtain information from the energetic and courteous secretary 
(Mr J.S. O’Halloran, C.M.G.) on many subjects, and who is 
always anxious to get visitors from the colonies to read papers 
and promote discussion at the Institute’s periodical meetings on 
colonial subjects.20

A similar organisation named the Imperial Institute was established by 
royal charter in 1888. Its planners had unsuccessfully tried to convince 
the Royal Colonial Institute and other bodies to unite into a single 
institution for empire study and propaganda. Instead, a plethora of pro-
empire organisations sprouted across the British world between the 1880s 
and the beginning of the Great War.21 This reflected the importance of 
voluntary participation in the conservative world view; coercion into 
a single pro-empire organisation was contrary to the individualism that 
good citizens were meant to display.

The Primrose League was another early pro-empire organisation. 
Founded in 1883 in honour of the late Benjamin Disraeli, the Primrose 
League sought to generate widespread popular support for ‘the 
maintenance of Religion, the Estates of the Realm and the unity of the 
British Empire’.22 In practice, it was little more than an appendage of 
the British Conservative Party; its leading members were almost always 
Conservative MPs, and its ‘Grand Chancellor’ was usually also the leader 
of the Conservative Party. The Primrose League also acted as an unpaid 
canvasser for the Conservatives during elections, allowing the party to 
circumvent legislation passed in 1883 limiting expenditure on elections.23 
Nevertheless, its generic principles and its claim to be apolitical generated 
widespread cross-class support. By 1891, it claimed more than a million 

20  Mercury, [Hobart], 29 July 1899, 2.
21  John Mackenzie, Propaganda and Empire: The Manipulation of British Public Opinion, 1880–1960 
(Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 1984), 148.
22  ibid., 149–50; Matthew Hendley, ‘Constructing the Citizen: The Primrose League and the 
Definition of Citizenship in the Age of Mass Democracy in Britain, 1918–1928’, Journal of the 
Canadian Historical Association 7(1) (1996): 3–297, at p. 128. See also Martin Pugh, The Tories and 
the People, 1880–1935 (Oxford, UK: Basil Blackwell Publishing, 1985).
23  Hendley, ‘Constructing the Citizen’, 128–29; Martin Pugh, ‘Popular Conservatism in Britain: 
Continuity and Change, 1880–1987’, Journal of British Studies 27(3) (1988): 254–82, at p. 257.



39

1. CONSTRUCTING THE CITIZEN

members, including a strong working-class cohort in industrial strongholds 
such as Newcastle and Sheffield.24 It gathered this high level of support 
through leaflets, lantern displays, lectures, and imperial exhibitions, but 
also social functions such as fetes and garden parties.25 New Zealand 
conservatives were inspired by the Primrose League to form a National 
Association to combat the electoral dominance of the Liberal Party. Several 
leading members of the National Association were also members of the 
Primrose League, including Sir John Hall and F.D.H. Bell.26 The National 
Association later contributed to the formation of the Reform Party.

The Liberty and Property Defence League was more specifically focused 
on defending laissez-faire capitalism. Founded in July 1882, it sought to 
counter what its founders perceived to be a ‘socialistic’ trend in British 
government and legislation.27 It considered capitalism to be apolitical 
in nature; in the report of its fifth annual meeting, the league described 
its desire ‘to get men, irrespective of party differences, to combine for 
the defence of liberty and the protection and security of property’.28 
It also sought to spread its ideas to the colonies through correspondence, 
newspapers, and the dissemination of its literature. The Australian Club, 
a Sydney gentlemen’s group frequented by the colonial elite, maintained an 
ongoing correspondence with the league.29 In January 1892, W.C. Crofts, 
the league’s secretary, wrote to New Zealand conservative politician John 
Hall suggesting the formation of a New Zealand Liberty and Property 
Defence League to counter the ‘socialistic’ legislation of the Liberal 
Party.30 League publications such as A Plea for Liberty were distributed 
by booksellers in major cities across the Tasman world, and one such 

24  Hendley, ‘Constructing the Citizen’, 130–31. On the phenomenon of British working-class 
deference to conservative principles, see Pugh, ‘Popular Conservatism in Britain’, 273; Frank Parkin, 
‘Working-Class Conservatives: A Theory of Political Deviance’, The British Journal of Sociology 18 
(1967): 278–90.
25  Mackenzie, Propaganda and Empire, 150–51; Hendley, ‘Constructing the Citizen’, 131–32; 
Pugh, ‘Popular Conservatism in Britain’, 269.
26  Orwin, Conservatism in New Zealand, 96–98.
27  David Nicholls, ‘Positive Liberty, 1880–1914’, The American Political Science Review 56(1) 
(1962): 114–28, at pp. 119–20; Edward Bristow, ‘The Liberty and Property Defence League and 
Individualism’, The Historical Journal 18(4) (1975): 761–89, at p. 761; Norbert Soldon, ‘Laissez-Faire 
as Dogma: The Liberty and Property Defence League, 1882–1914’, in Essays in Anti-Labour History: 
Responses to the Rise of Labour in Britain, ed. K.D. Brown (London: Macmillan, 1974).
28  Report of the Fifth Annual Meeting of the Liberty and Property Defence League (London: Liberty 
and Property Defence League, 1887), 37.
29  ibid., 47.
30  Letter from W.C. Crofts to John Hall, 18 January 1892, Sir John Hall Papers, MS-Papers-1784-183 
[hereinafter Hall Papers], ATL.
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publication, Frederick Millar’s Socialism: Its Fallacies and Dangers, had a 
circulation of 25,000 within Australia.31 The speeches or press releases 
of the league’s leaders appeared occasionally in the major Australasian 
newspapers, usually in the form of ‘Home Letters’ from correspondents 
in London. While this did not result in the widespread formation of local 
branches of the Liberty and Property Defence League, it contributed to the 
express linking of the British Empire with capitalism in the conservative 
world view.32

The height of imperial fervour at the turn of the century witnessed 
the birth of a significant number of pro-empire organisations. These 
organisations—which included the Imperial Federation Defence 
Committee, the British Empire League, the League of the Empire, and 
the Overseas Club—spread quickly across the British world. The League 
of the Empire, for example, established branches in Tasmania, South 
Australia, and New Zealand by 1904.33 Its main aim was to foster imperial 
sentiment through education, which it did through a series of colonial 
education conferences in London from 1907. It also produced a series 
of  textbooks and atlases for use in elementary and secondary schools, 
and established the Comrades Correspondence Branch in schools, which 
at its height facilitated connections between 30,000 students across the 
British Empire.34 In 1910, it entered into a partnership with the Overseas 
Club, which brought with it more than 100,000 empire loyalists from 
across the dominions.35 The NSW branch of the British Empire League 
was instrumental in making Empire Day an official national holiday 
in 1905.36

31  Moore, The Right Road, 16–17.
32  The Victorian Liberty and Property Defence League, founded in 1884, and the Liberty League, 
founded in Christchurch in 1896, were focused primarily on combating prohibition. See The Argus, 
[Melbourne], 17 July 1884, 6; Otago Daily Times, [Dunedin, NZ], 18 July 1896, 7.
33  The Colonist, [Sydney], 21 July 1903, 3; Australian Town and Country Journal, [Sydney], 25 May 
1904, 43; The Advertiser, [Adelaide], 9 July 1904, 10; Helen Jones, ‘Rees George, Madeline (1851–
1931)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography (National Centre of Biography, The Australian National 
University, published first in hardcopy 1981), available from: adb.anu.edu.au/biography/george-
madeline-rees-6296.
34  Mackenzie, Propaganda and Empire, 155–56.
35  ibid, 158.
36  Maurice French, ‘“One People, One Destiny”: A Question of Loyalty—The Origins of Empire 
Day in New South Wales, 1900–1905’, Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society 61(4) (1975): 
236–48, at p. 242. For a summary of its parent league in Britain, see Mackenzie, Propaganda and 
Empire, 151–52.
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Female imperialism and conservative feminism

Women’s pro-empire organisations played an important part in the 
propagation of imperial sentiment. The Imperial Order Daughters of the 
Empire was founded in Canada in January 1900 in response to a telegram 
circulated by Margaret Clark Murray, the wife of an influential professor, 
to the mayors of every provincial capital. Clark Murray had recently 
returned from Britain, where she had been at the outbreak of the Boer 
War, and was keen to harness the pro-war sentiment she had witnessed.37 
Around the same time, the Guild of Loyal Women was founded in South 
Africa by a group of Dutch and English women.38 The two groups began 
cooperating with each other shortly after their formation, and the guild 
added ‘Daughters of the Empire’ to its official title.39 

The Victoria League, which was founded in London in April 1901, was 
the most prominent women’s pro-empire organisation in Australia and 
New Zealand. As with its sister societies in South Africa and Canada, 
the Victoria League was formed in response to the Boer War. Many of 
its founding members had accompanied their officer husbands to South 
Africa during the war and had participated in the formative discussions 
of the Guild of Loyal Women. This provided them with both a model for 
their own organisation and a series of colonial contacts.40 A Tasmanian 
branch of the Victoria League was established in 1903, followed by one 
in Otago in 1905 and, by the end of the Great War, there were branches 
in most Australian states and major New Zealand cities.41 The process of 
branch formation was given a boost by a tour of the dominions by London 
League Secretary Meriel Talbot between 1909 and 1911.42 This imperial 
network was important for fostering mutual hospitality; headquarters in 
London regularly entertained visitors from the colonies and introduced 

37  Katie Pickles, Female Imperialism and National Identity: Imperial Order Daughters of the Empire 
(Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 2002), 15–17.
38  Elizabeth van Heyningen and Pat Merrett, ‘“The Healing Touch”: The Guild of Loyal Women 
of South Africa 1900–1912’, South African Historical Journal 47(1) (2003): 24–50, at pp. 24–27; 
Julia Bush, Edwardian Ladies and Imperial Power (London: Leicester University Press, 2000), 90–91.
39  van Heyningen and Merrett, ‘“The Healing Touch”’, 29–30.
40  Eliza Riedi, ‘Women, Gender, and the Promotion of Empire: The Victoria League, 1901–1914’, 
The Historical Journal 45(3)(2002): 569–99, at pp. 573–75; Bush, Edwardian Ladies and Imperial 
Power, 47–49; van Heyningen and Merrett, ‘“The Healing Touch”’, 30–38.
41  Katie Pickles, ‘A Link in “the Great Chain of Empire Friendship”: The Victoria League in New 
Zealand’, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 33(1) (2005): 29–50, at pp. 36–37; Sarah 
Dowling, Female imperialism: The Victoria League in Canterbury, New Zealand, 1910–2003 (MA 
diss., University of Canterbury, Christchurch, NZ, 2004), 20–21.
42  Riedi, ‘Women, Gender, and the Promotion of Empire’, 593.
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them to respectable society, while the Antipodean branches welcomed 
immigrants from Britain and assisted their transition to colonial life.43 
Lantern-slide lectures and British literature were also distributed to the 
colonies, and a pen-pal scheme between British and colonial children was 
established.44

The women’s pro-empire organisations practised what Katie Pickles called 
‘female imperialism’, which stressed that women had a unique role to play 
in promoting the British Empire through ‘hospitality and socialising in the 
“private” female world, to the support of immigration and education’.45 
Apart from being an example of ‘acceptable’ public activity for women, 
pro-empire organisations provided an outlet for the political and moral 
aspirations of newly enfranchised women that had previously been limited 
to temperance movements:

The [Boer] war … offered loyalist women the first real 
opportunity to engage themselves politically and to speak out on 
public platforms without incurring male hostility. Not only was 
an expression of loyalism acceptable; women could argue that they 
brought special womanly gifts to reinforcing the bonds of Empire 
and healing the wounds of war. They were the peacemakers who 
could ‘calm the troubled spirits and heal the broken hearts’.46

This focus on moral authority also allowed women’s leagues to maintain 
a nonpartisan stance while implicitly reinforcing conservative political and 
cultural ideals. Women’s pro-empire leagues avoided any overt association 
with political parties and contentious political issues. Instead, they 
focused their efforts on activities that could be considered extensions of 
the ‘domestic sphere’, including a war fund for widows, orphans, and 
soldiers’ graves in South Africa, and affiliations with schools to encourage 
the adoption of an empire-centric curriculum.47

The spread of women’s empire leagues to Australasia intersected with 
the rise of domestic women’s non-party organisations. In Australia, such 
organisations first began appearing in the 1880s, but increased substantially 

43  ibid., 582–84; Dowling, Female imperialism, 55–78.
44  Riedi, ‘Women, Gender, and the Promotion of Empire’, 585–88.
45  Pickles, Female Imperialism and National Identity, 16; Pickles, ‘A Link in “the Great Chain of 
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after white women achieved Commonwealth suffrage in 1902. Once 
enfranchised, some Australian suffragists directed their energies into 
harnessing women’s voting power towards furthering the position of 
women and the family in society and politics. This led to the formation 
of non-party political groups such as the Women’s Non-Party Association 
of South Australia, the Australian Federation of Women’s Societies for 
Equal Citizenship, and the National Council of Women.48 Some more 
explicitly conservative women’s political lobby groups practised what 
Marian Simms termed ‘conservative feminism’, and shared many features 
with second-wave feminism.49 The Australian Women’s National League, 
which became a significant force in Australian conservative politics, had 
four key objectives: ‘[t]o support loyalty to the throne and Empire’, ‘to 
combat state socialism’, ‘to educate women in politics’, and ‘to protect 
the purity of home life’.50 In New Zealand, the local wing of the Women’s 
Christian Temperance Union worked with local Franchise Leagues on the 
suffrage campaign, and remained a prominent political lobby group into 
the twentieth century. The proliferation of women’s groups after suffrage 
was achieved in 1893 led to a successful proposal to consolidate under 
the National Council of Women, which likewise continued to exercise 
its influence throughout the twentieth century (apart from a brief recess 
in the early 1900s).51 I will return to some of the Australian non-party 
women’s groups in subsequent chapters, as they collaborated with the 
citizens’ movements in several cases.

48  Judith Smart, ‘Women’s Non-Party Political Organisations’, The Encyclopedia of Women and 
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Change”: The Australian Women’s National League and Political Citizenship, 1921–1945’, Women’s 
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51  Jeanne Wood, A Challenge Not a Truce: A History of the New Zealand Women’s Christian 
Temperance Union, 1885–1985 (Nelson, NZ: New Zealand Women’s Christian Temperance Union 
Inc., 1985); Sarah Dalton, The pure in heart: The New Zealand Women’s Christian Temperance 
Union and social purity, 1885–1930 (MA diss., Victoria University of Wellington, 1993). On the 
Women’s National Council, see Roberta Nicholls, ‘The Collapse of the Early National Council of 
the Women of New Zealand, 1896–1906’, New Zealand Journal of History 27(2) (1993): 157–72; 
‘Women and the Vote: The National Council of Women’, New Zealand History (Wellington: Ministry 
for Culture and Heritage, updated 13 March 2018), available from: www.nzhistory.net.nz/politics/
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Defending the empire

One strand of the pro-empire groups directed their attention towards 
imperial defence. The earliest of these, the Navy League, was the 
product  of the ‘naval revival’ between 1889 and 1914 that stressed 
the  importance of maintaining a strong British Navy as both a symbol 
of national honour and a guarantor of imperial security.52 Established at 
a conference of prominent businessmen, naval officers, and Conservative 
MPs in December 1894, it quickly spread to the colonies. Letters were 
sent out in July 1895 from Navy League headquarters in London to 
colonial governors, mayors, and prominent businessmen throughout the 
British world urging the formation of local branches. The content of the 
letters, which were signed by Admiral Richard Vesey Hamilton, stressed 
the personal significance of empire defence:

The purpose of the League is to fix public attention in all lands 
under the British flag, inhabited by English-speaking people, 
to the inexpressible and fundamental importance to them all of 
increasing the strength of the British Navy.53

Within a few years, branches appeared in Australia and New Zealand. 
While many soon lapsed into inactivity, they were reinvigorated by a tour 
of the dominions by Harold Fraser Wyatt, a member of the London 
Navy League’s executive, in 1903–04. Wyatt was especially impressed 
with the ‘diligence’ of the South Australian and New Zealand branches, 
and told a meeting of the former that, apart from championing the need 
for a stronger navy, the league was ‘a political instrument to bring about 
… that effective, live organized union of all the scattered members of 
our race’.54 More pragmatically, the leading proponents of the Navy 
League in Australasia were also driven by economic concerns; as leading 
businessmen,  farmers, and shipping company owners, their financial 
interest lay in the preservation of the imperial waterways and the British 
export market.55

52  W. Mark Hamilton, ‘The “New Navalism” and the British Navy League, 1895–1914’, The 
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imperialism, Paper presented at the New Zealand Historical Association Conference, Wellington, 1996.
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While the Navy League looked to the sea, the National Service League 
championed the defence of the land. It was formed in 1901 in response 
to the length and expense of the Boer War, combined with the fact 
that a large percentage of British men were deemed medically unfit for 
combat. Its first organising secretary summarised these arguments in a 
well-circulated pamphlet titled The Briton’s First Duty, wherein he claimed 
that only compulsory military training would ensure Britain’s readiness 
for the next great conflict.56 The National Service League inspired the 
formation of similar groups in Australia and New Zealand. The Australian 
National Defence League was founded in September 1905 by William 
Morris Hughes, a leading Labor parliamentarian and future prime 
minister, and Lieutenant-Colonel Gerald R. Campbell, on the basis of 
securing universal military training along the lines of the Swiss system.57 
It regularly traded correspondence and printed material with its ‘parent’ 
organisation in Britain.58 Despite never achieving a large membership, the 
league was highly influential among Labor and Protectionist politicians, 
including Prime Minister Alfred Deakin.59 The National Defence League 
of New Zealand was formed in August 1906.60 It achieved widespread 
success, gathering more than 6,600 members as well as the support of 

56  Summers, ‘The Character of Edwardian Nationalism’, 69–70, 74–75.
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leading politicians and major press outlets.61 Its members may also have 
assisted in the Australian league’s campaign to establish a royal military 
college for Australian and New Zealand cadets, as well as contributing to 
its publication, the Australasian Military and Naval Annual, from 1912.62

This cornucopia of pro-empire organisations provided one of the key 
channels for the dispersion of conservative ideals. They formed a space 
where conservatives of like minds could meet and share ideas, both 
domestically and internationally. They were also a means by which those 
ideas could then be communicated to political representatives and the 
public in the hopes of effecting change. In addition, their predominantly 
middle and upper-class memberships frequently overlapped. The 
inaugural executive of the Canterbury Victoria League, for example, 
contained several current and previous members of the local Navy League 
executive, including prominent lawyer A.E.G. Rhodes.63 The leagues 
also cooperated with each other wherever possible: the Australian British 
Empire League was recognised as the representative of the Victoria 
League in New South Wales, and Lady Dixson held prominent positions 
in both organisations.64 The techniques these organisations developed 
to spread their message became standard practice for future conservative 
organisations. Their memberships were usually based on a small coterie of 
dedicated activists, supported by a paid secretariat, and surrounded by a 
larger circle of members, affiliates, sympathisers, and financial contributors. 
They accomplished their goals through a combination of social functions, 
lobbying the government and MPs, and public education—which ranged 
from circulating printed and visual propaganda to public lectures and 
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classes. This combination of organisation, activism, and networking 
provided the ideological foundation on which subsequent conservative 
non-party organisations built.

The Kyabram Reform Movement
One other important organisation of this period, which was not part 
of the pro-empire phenomenon, was the Kyabram Reform Movement. 
It arose in Victoria in 1901 on a wave of middle-class discontent with 
the state government’s expenditure—specifically, its failure to reduce the 
number of Victorian politicians after Federation. When the state premier 
refused to accede to their demands, the Kyabram Reform Movement 
embarked on a massive membership drive in the hope that its sheer voting 
power could elect a government more inclined to its ideals. By late 1902, 
it had more than 10,000 members and 200 branches across Victoria, as 
well as the support of the state opposition leader. In October 1902, the 
opposition won a sweeping victory on the back of this mass support and 
immediately began reducing the numbers in parliament and the salaries of 
public sector employees.65 The dramatic success of the Kyabram Reform 
Movement had a lasting impact on the conservative world view and would 
be remembered by the citizens’ movements on both sides of the Tasman 
30 years later.

Mobilising against organised labour
While these pro-empire leagues were flourishing, employers and the state 
were developing new means to respond to organised labour, particularly 
the threat of strike action. This included the introduction of national 
industrial arbitration legislation (in 1894 in New Zealand, and 1904 in 
Australia) to foster better relations between employers and trade unions, 
regulate the negotiation of wages and other working conditions, and 
prevent (or outlaw) strikes. Moments of industrial tension sometimes 
generated more extreme responses from conservatives. In New Zealand, 
employers’ attempts to encourage non-union employees to form moderate 
unions to undercut their more militant counterparts contributed to 
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a goldminers’ strike in Waihī in 1912. The newly elected conservative 
government under Massey used police and strikebreakers to end the strike, 
and a violent attack on the local union hall by strikebreakers resulted in 
the death of one striker. 

However, it was the 1913 Great Strike in New Zealand that generated the 
most extreme response by conservative employers and primary producers. 
Two local disputes, in Huntly and Wellington, quickly spread to other 
mines and ports and, by October 1913, between 14,000 and 16,000 
workers across the country had shut down most of the nation’s major 
ports. A decision to use the military to support the police was quickly 
reversed after a protest by the acting commandant of New Zealand’s 
armed forces. Instead, the government recruited considerable mounted 
and foot special constables under military supervision to reopen the 
wharves. At the same time, employers and farmers organised themselves 
into united Defence Committees in major centres to coordinate the 
recruitment of ‘free’ labour, establish communal funds to assist employers, 
pressure the government into reopening the wharves by force, and ensure 
that no individual employers broke ranks.66 Some of the leading figures 
in the Defence Committees and the special constabulary went on to 
join other anti-communist movements after the Great War. The 1917 
General Strike in Australia, which shortly preceded the second of two 
highly divisive conscription referendums in December, had a similarly 
radicalising effect on conservatives. This is discussed in the next section.

The Great War and the great ‘other’,  
1913–1919

Patriotic societies
The Great War helped to solidify the position of popular conservatism. 
One of the ways in which this occurred was the emergence of thousands 
of new patriotic societies and fundraising clubs on both sides of the 
Tasman. In Australia, these included the Adelaide Mayor’s Patriotic Fund, 
the St Kilda Patriotic Society, and the Young Workers’ Patriotic Guild, 
the last of which boasted more than 80,000 members. Patriotic societies 
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in New Zealand included the Wellington War Relief Association, the 
Canterbury Patriotic Fund, and the Otago and Southland Women’s 
Patriotic Association. The last was one of more than 900 women’s 
patriotic societies that raised money and provided knitted goods for 
soldiers fighting at the front.67 Their efforts often overlapped with those 
of the pre-war empire leagues—for example, the Canterbury branch of 
the Victoria League sent care packages to the front and raised money for 
the purchase of ambulances and machine guns. They also directed their 
resources into soldier rehabilitation and remembrance.68

Coordinating the efforts of hundreds of patriotic societies gave New 
Zealand conservatives an opportunity to come together to share ideas. 
One of the earliest coordination proposals was put forth by C.P. Skerrett, 
a prominent Wellington lawyer (and later a chief justice), at a conference in 
September 1915. His proposal was ultimately rejected because of a clause 
that required solvent societies to contribute to the funding of insolvent 
ones.69 A subsequent conference called by the Minister for Internal Affairs 
in February 1916 proved more successful, and the Federation of New 
Zealand Patriotic War Relief Societies was created to provide uniformity 
in the granting of relief funds. Each of its constituent patriotic societies 
nominated a representative to a central advisory board. These included 
L.O.H. Tripp, partner of the law firm Chapman and Tripp; J.J. Dougall, 
Commandant of the Canterbury Citizens’ Defence Corps and a member 
of the Navy League; and J.T. Paul, a right-wing Labour politician and 
former commander of the National Defence League.70 The society worked 
solidly throughout the war and continued to dispense its considerable 
funds on soldier rehabilitation after the armistice.71
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The campaign for national efficiency in New Zealand also brought 
together like-minded conservatives. This campaign arose because of the 
unprecedented demands the Great War placed on New Zealand’s human 
and material resources. In February 1917, the government appointed 
a National Efficiency Board to consider the means for organising the 
nation’s industries and regulating competing demands for military and 
industrial manpower.72 Its chairman, William Ferguson, was a prominent 
Wellington engineer who had played a leading role in the development of 
the capital’s harbour facilities.73 He was also a member of the Wellington 
War Relief Association executive alongside the Federation of New Zealand 
Patriotic War Relief Societies delegate Tripp.74 Ferguson’s colleagues on 
the National Efficiency Board included prominent businessmen and 
politicians such as Thomas Moss and J.H. Gunson, as well as Dunedin 
sheepfarmer and longstanding member of the Victorian and Navy 
leagues, James Begg.75 By June 1917, the board had produced a detailed 
list of recommendations to the government based on its ranking of New 
Zealand’s industries in terms of their ‘essentiality’.76 However, apart from 
implementing restrictions on the import, manufacture, and sale of liquor, 
the government dismissed the board’s recommendations, and it dissolved 
shortly after the war ended.77

Despite its lack of impact on government, the National Efficiency Board 
provided valuable experience to its members. It gave them a national 
stage on which to develop and hone their ideas on the operation and 
management of New Zealand industries. These ideas in turn contributed 
to a wider conservative dialogue on cultivating a harmonious relationship 
between employers and employees in the interests of national development. 
Unlike the employers’ and farmers’ associations, of which many of the 
board’s members were a part, the National Efficiency Board required at 

72  John Martin, ‘Blueprint for the Future? “National Efficiency” and the First World War’, in New 
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published in 1996), Te Ara: The Encyclopedia of New Zealand, available from: www.teara.govt.nz/en/
biographies/3f4/1.
74  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 4 March 1916, 9. Ferguson resigned from this position on 
commencing work with the board; see The Evening Post, [Wellington], 7 February 1917, 6.
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http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/3f4/1
http://www.teara.govt.nz/en/biographies/3f4/1


51

1. CONSTRUCTING THE CITIZEN

least a token effort to balance the interests of capital and labour to achieve 
a perceived ‘common good’.78 Linking such recommendations to  the 
war effort allowed the board to disguise them under the smokescreen 
of the ‘public interest’.79 Together, the National Efficiency Board and 
the Federation of New Zealand Patriotic War Relief Societies provided 
New Zealand conservatives with the experience, the contacts, and the 
ideological repository to form a number of important anti-communist 
organisations after the war.

In addition to the plethora of patriotic societies, the tensions of the Great 
War spurred the growth of several xenophobic, sectarian, and populist 
organisations. Rising patriotic and imperial fervour, combined with 
growing anxieties about the war’s progress and its massive toll on human 
life, led people to look for an ‘other’ on the home front that might be 
subverting the war effort. They found one such ‘other’ in the ‘German 
menace’: German immigrants, or people of German descent, whom they 
feared might be secretly in league with the Kaiser. Anti-German leagues 
in Australia and New Zealand called for a boycott of German shops and 
goods, the removal of government officials and educators of German 
heritage, and the confiscation of German property.80 The rhetoric 
expressed at their public meetings was often heated and vitriolic:

I have no patience … with the public man who sympathises with 
a German because his window has been broken (Wild applause). 
When I hear of a man doing a thing like that my mind runs back 
to the murderous fumes of France and the diabolical outrages of 
Belgium … The Germans don’t fight fairly; It’s not war they are 
waging—it’s just an instrument of hell to ruin the civilised world 
(Cheers).81

Such xenophobia was not new—immigrants from China, Russia, and 
other countries had been similarly demonised before the war—but the 
war gave anti-Germanism added fervour.

78  ibid., 524–25.
79  ibid., 526.
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Revolution of 1917’, Revolutionary Russia 19(1) (2006): 63–77; Andrew Francis, ‘To be truly British 
we must be anti-German’: Patriotism, citizenship and anti-alienism in New Zealand during the Great 
War (PhD diss., Victoria University of Wellington, 2009), 42–52; Frank Cain, ‘Some Aspects of 
Australian–Soviet Relations from 1800 to 1960’, Journal of Communist Studies 7(4) (1991): 501–21.
81  Sydney Morning Herald, 6 September 1915, 10.
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The emergence of wartime anti-German societies in Australasia mirrored 
what was happening in Britain. The most important and long-lasting 
group was the British Empire Union. Founded by Sir George Makgill in 
1915 as the Anti-German Union, it aimed to uproot the supposed German 
fifth column from all aspects of British life.82 Makgill had previously been 
a member of the Anti-Socialist Union, a laissez-faire organisation with 
links to the Liberty and Property Defence League, and many of its leading 
figures were prominent in other pro-empire leagues.83 The Anti-German 
Union was renamed the British Empire Union in 1916 to emphasise its 
constructive rather than negative side, in the hopes of encouraging people 
to shift ‘from the old habit of merely working for one party or another’ to 
cooperate in ‘the welfare of the Empire’. In pursuing its imperial ideals, 
the union specifically sought to expand overseas:

[We seek] a Union of men and women not only in Great Britain 
but in every portion of the Empire; to foster actively and pursue 
Imperial ideals; to promote a closer Union, a freer intercourse 
between all parts of the Empire; to initiate, encourage, and support 
measures calculated to solidify and strengthen the Empire, and to 
oppose vigorously all measures antagonistic to these principles.84 

However, the British Empire Union had limited success in attempting to 
form Australian and New Zealand branches. The Australian Anti-German 
League was aware of the union’s activities, noting its successes as early 
as December 1915.85 The All-British League in Adelaide corresponded 
in 1916 with Makgill, who replied with an offer for cooperation and 
copies of several of the union’s circulars.86 A Victorian branch of the 
British Empire Union was supposedly founded by Colonel C.E. Merrett 
in 1915, although the first press mention of the union in Australia did 
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83  One of the Liberty and Property Defence League’s leading thinkers, W.H. Mallock, worked for 
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85  Record, 25 December 1915, 2.
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not appear until December 1917.87 Around that time, the Anti-German 
League merged with the British Empire Union in Melbourne, perhaps 
as a means to escape a defamation suit from a local book publisher.88 
It must have disbanded over the next two years, for in November 1919, 
the British Empire Union in Australia, founded in Sydney, claimed to be 
‘a new organisation’.89 In contrast, the only branch of the British Empire 
Union in New Zealand was in the small town of Akaroa.90 When other 
branches did not eventuate, the Akaroa branch redirected its efforts 
towards influencing popular opinion via a consistent stream of propaganda 
produced by a small but dedicated coterie of faithful members. It produced 
several anti-German pamphlets, one of which was sent to the Taranaki 
Education Board in the hopes it might be circulated to schoolchildren in 
the region.91 Another of its pamphlets, titled ‘The Bolshevist Lie’, secured 
a wide enough distribution to be quoted in parliament by Reform MP 
Thomas Field.92

Populist conservative organisations: The Loyalist 
League and the Protestant Political Association

Domestic and international tensions also created the conditions for larger 
populist conservative responses. Two organisations bore many similarities 
to the citizens’ movements that arose during the Great Depression: the 
Loyalist League of Victoria and the New Zealand Protestant Political 
Association. The Easter Rising—an armed insurrection by Irish republicans 
in April 1916 aimed at ending British rule in Ireland—was a key factor 

87  British Empire Union [London], Annual Report, 1924, 24, quoted in Thomas, Confronting the 
challenge of socialism, 51; Western Argus, [Kalgoorlie, WA], 25 December 1917, 5. The Kalgoorlie 
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See Western Argus, [Kalgoorlie, WA], 25 December 1917, 19. 
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name; the lawyer pursuing damages claimed they were ‘identical’, although this may have been a legal 
tactic to make the recovery of damages more feasible.
89  Sydney Morning Herald, 4 November 1919, 7.
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in raising tensions among Australasian conservatives, who viewed the 
insurrection as an outrageous and opportunistic act of defiance. It also 
heightened sectarian tensions between Protestants and Catholics. Given 
the majority of Catholics in Australia and New Zealand were of Irish 
heritage, many Protestants questioned whether their loyalties lay with the 
British Crown, Irish republicans, or the Roman Papacy.

However, it took crises closer to home to lead to the formation of the 
two organisations. In Australia, two bitterly divisive failed referendums 
to introduce conscription, in 1916 and 1917, provided the necessary 
fuel for populist mobilisation. Those opposing conscription included 
trade unions, socialist minorities such as the Industrial Workers of the 
World, most of the Labor Party, and Catholics—led by the redoubtable 
Melbourne Archbishop Daniel Mannix. Supporters of conscription 
included Labor Prime Minister William Hughes and a small coterie 
within the Labor Party, urban businessmen, newspaper proprietors, and 
the Commonwealth Liberal Party.93 The referendums were punctuated by 
the General Strike in 1917, which involved up to 100,000 workers across 
Australia.94 Herbert Brookes, a prominent manufacturer who had worked 
closely with Prime Minister Hughes on the two failed referendums, 
began in early 1918 to look for alternative means to combat those who 
had successfully opposed them.95 He found fertile ground for his ideas 
in Melbourne and, in March 1918, several patriotic leagues, including 
the British Empire Union and the Australian Women’s National League, 
appointed representatives to a combined Citizens’ Loyalist Committee. 
One of its members, a prominent educationalist named L.A. Adamson, 
had also attended the last two imperial teaching conferences of the 
League of the Empire in London.96 This demonstrated both the novelty 
and the continuity of the burgeoning populist movement; while it was 
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a new organisation facing a contemporary threat, some of its chief backers 
came from existing pro-empire organisations and carried with them their 
existing ideas and experiences.

The Citizens’ Loyalist Committee used populist language to distinguish 
itself from its enemies. Those who had supported their country with their 
bodies, their finances, and their votes were loyal, honest, and trustworthy 
patriots; in contrast, those who opposed the war or conscription, or who 
had dared to strike in favour of better conditions when the men at the 
front needed the fruits of Australian industry so badly, were traitorous and 
disloyal. ‘Loyalism’ and ‘disloyalism’ became staples of the conservative 
world view thereafter.97 That there were ‘disloyalists’ in Australia at all 
was a source of great consternation for conservatives such as Brookes. 
Surely Australians, who had time and again proved themselves of good 
British stock, were clever enough to see through the ruses of militant 
socialists and Archbishop Mannix? The answer, which likewise become 
a staple tool for conservative scapegoating in the future, could only be that 
a small, insidious group was exploiting the fears and insecurities of their 
fellow men with their false doctrines. The Citizens’ Loyalist Committee 
contrasted ‘the growing disloyalty exhibited by Archbishop Mannix 
and his followers’ with ‘the loyal attitude of large numbers of Catholics 
who have nobly shouldered their responsibilities to the Empire’.98 This 
approach deliberately separated the disloyal minority from the ‘noble’ 
majority and expressed hope that those persuaded by the likes of Mannix 
would certainly be as loyal and decent as their fellow countrymen if the 
traitorous influences were expunged from Australia. 

The centrality of public ceremony and populist rhetoric distinguished the 
Citizens’ Loyalist Committee from previous pro-empire organisations. 
For example, a ‘loyalist demonstration’ held on 9 April in the Melbourne 
Exhibition Hall attracted an audience of 40,000 people. The demonstration 
was so large it had three separate platforms for speakers and the singing 
of patriotic songs.99 The two resolutions passed at the demonstration 

97  This rhetorical dichotomy between ‘loyalists’ and ‘disloyalists’ is explored in Ray Evans, ‘“Some 
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were redolent with the new language of loyalism, under which a militant 
minority of socialists, Irish Republicans, and Catholics were undermining 
the war effort by sowing discord among otherwise loyal Australians:

That at this moment, when the men of our race are dying for 
freedom by the thousands in the most stupendous battle known 
to history, this meeting affirms its passionate loyalty to the ideal 
for which their sacrifice has been made, and to that Empire 
which, throughout Australia’s existence, has secured her in liberty, 
honour, and prosperity, and which now stands before the world 
as the champion of civilization and of all that makes it precious 
to mankind.

That this meeting records its keen gratification that the 
Commonwealth Government has created fresh powers for the 
suppression of disloyal utterances, demonstrations, and emblems, 
and hopes that in the highest interests of Australia there will be 
swift and drastic action should the offences be repeated. The 
meeting also affirms its conviction that the vast majority of 
Australians are loyal to their country and to the Motherland, and 
would eagerly support the Government in any measures taken 
against traitors, who are striving for the disruption of the Empire 
on which Australia’s life and liberty depend.100

The committee decided to follow up on the success of the demonstration 
by establishing a permanent Loyalist League, which was launched at 
a second demonstration on 11 October 1918.101 However, being bound 
to a particular domestic crisis made the appeal of the new movement 
short-lived. By the beginning of 1919, it had only 255 members, which 
was a far cry from the thousands who turned up to the first loyalist 
demonstration.102 It may have encouraged or contributed to the formation 
of the Australian Loyalty League in New South Wales, although this 
appears to have been influenced more by an American group named the 
Guardians of Liberty.103 The Loyalist League also had several subscribers 
to its pamphlets in New Zealand, including the New Zealand Sentinel and 
J.P. Shand, a member of the Wellington Education Board.104 It managed 
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to limp on until 1921, when its last publicised action was a joint cabled 
message with the British Empire League to Lloyd George opposing Irish 
independence.105

While conscription was successfully introduced in New Zealand in 
1916, there were still polarising sectarian debates about who should be 
exempt. New Zealand Catholics opposed the conscription of their priests, 
theological students, and members of the Marist Brothers, other than to 
provide chaplaincy services. While the Military Service Act 1916 did not 
exempt these groups from being conscripted, Catholic bishops reached an 
agreement with several government ministers that, if any individuals from 
these groups were called up in one of the random conscription ballots, 
the government would certify it was not in the public interest for them 
to be conscripted. However, discrepancies in how this was applied led 
some regional military boards—which were legally empowered to decide 
whether there was sufficient reason to exempt men who had been balloted 
in their region—to reject the government’s certificates in early 1917. 
This led Catholic bishops to publicly accuse the government of being 
duplicitous and underhanded.106

The acrimonious public exchange between Catholics and the government 
over conscription amplified existing sectarian tensions, which had already 
been raised by the Easter Rising the previous year and a debate about 
the use of the Bible in public schools shortly before the war. One of the 
most prominent Protestant agitators was Baptist minister Howard Leslie 
Elliott, a longstanding critic of Catholicism. From early 1916, Elliott 
began working with the Orange Lodge and a group called the Vigilance 
Committee to hold public meetings and spread anti-Catholic propaganda. 
One of the committee’s pamphlets, titled ‘Rome’s Hideous Guilt in the 
European Carnage’, sold more than 20,000 copies.107 Elliott’s meetings 
were well attended (a meeting in Hamilton in February 1917 attracted 
more than 900 people) and occasionally descended into chaos as Catholic 
protestors arrived to condemn his fiery rhetoric.
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All this was a prelude to the formation of the Protestant Political 
Association, which was formally launched by Elliott at the Auckland Town 
Hall on 11 July 1917.108 Like the Victorian Loyalty League, the Protestant 
Political Association utilised populist rhetoric and public ceremony to 
build awareness. Some 3,500 people attended the inaugural meeting, with 
more crowding outside to listen. Elliott told the audience that a Catholic 
conspiracy was at work to undermine the nation’s war effort, infiltrate 
the public sector, and gain special treatment for Catholics. They hoped 
to force an early election, he claimed, so the fledgling Labour Party—
which he believed was dominated by Catholics—could sneak into power 
while so many loyal Protestant men were fighting overseas.109 Elliott went 
on to give hundreds of speeches around the country to packed venues. 
The association tried to curry favour with the Reform Party and actively 
campaigned against several Liberal and Labour political candidates in the 
1919 election in the belief that they favoured Catholic interests. At the 
association’s peak in 1920, Elliott claimed its membership had reached 
250,000, although this was likely an exaggeration. Elliott was invited to 
give a speech to the Victorian Loyalty League in October 1921, which 
they reprinted in pamphlet form under the title ‘How New Zealand 
Defeated the Roman Menace’.110 The Protestant Political Association 
rapidly declined in the early 1920s as sectarian tensions eased, although 
it managed to survive in a much-diminished form until the early 1930s. 

The Bolshevik menace

In October 1917, a new ‘other’ arose that overshadowed all that had 
come before it. The Bolshevik revolution in Russia, which would later 
result in the creation of the Soviet Union, became a unifying trope that 
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brought together all the ‘others’ that had emerged during the war. Some 
conservatives believed Bolshevism, Germanism, Irish Republicanism, 
and militant trade unionism were all part of a single grand conspiracy 
against the British Empire; others simply lumped them together under 
the category of ‘disloyalism’ for rhetorical convenience. The distinctions 
between them were often consciously blurred, as was demonstrated in 
a speech by T.E. Ruth, a leading speaker for the Victorian Loyalist League, 
in 1919:

[N]o Australian obsessed by Sinn Fein spite or anti-British hate 
should be allowed to befoul the Australian nest with Bolshevik 
corruption … Sinn Feinism or Bolshevism or Prussianism or 
Suffragetism can only be regarded as a stupid excrescence on our 
Australian life.111

Reverend Elliott used similar words to describe the attitude of the 
Protestant Political Association (PPA):

The P.P.A. [is] absolutely opposed to Sinn Feinism, Bolshevism, 
and Red Fedism, for people of these persuasions would deny equal 
rights to all, and claimed special privileges for one class in the 
community, which they called the proletariat.112

Fear of Bolshevism was exacerbated by the economic uncertainty of the 
postwar years. The wartime demands that had buoyed primary industries 
declined and the end of guaranteed markets and prices for Australian and 
New Zealand primary produce cast farmers back on to the open market. 
Rising unemployment and declining wages caused renewed industrial 
turmoil: Australia lost more days to strikes in 1919 than in any other year 
until the 1970s.113 To Australasian employers, working-class radicalism at 
home appeared to have been emboldened by the success of the Bolshevik 
revolution and was threatening the very basis of industrial relations. This 
appeared to be confirmed by the formation of the Australian and New 
Zealand communist parties, the adoption of socialisation planks by the 
labour parties, and the renewed campaigns of the Industrial Workers of 
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the World (IWW) and the One Big Union movement.114 The conservative 
press reflected this increasing paranoia through the use of buzzwords like 
‘class war’, ‘bourgeoisie’, and ‘proletariat’.115 As one anxious business 
organisation in New Zealand wrote: ‘There is no question that there exists 
in this Dominion a small minority of persons, supporters of and agitators 
for, Bolshevik and I.W.W. principles and propaganda.’116

The Bolshevist threat spurred the formation of another mass right-wing 
organisation in Australia that bore many similarities to the citizens’ 
movements. The King and Empire Alliance arose through a coalition of 
loyalist leagues and patriotic societies in Queensland termed the United 
Loyalist Executive, which participated in a series of xenophobic riots 
across Brisbane in March 1919.117 Inspired by the Queensland example, 
a group of prominent businessmen, politicians, and military officers 
organised a public meeting in the Sydney Town Hall on 19 July 1920 to 
form the King and Empire Alliance in New South Wales. They explained 
their rationale as follows:

During the currency of the war, and since the date of the Armistice, 
particularly during the months of May, June and July of this year, 
many instances occurred of a small but organised section of the 
community taking up an attitude distinctly hostile to constituted 
authority, distinctly anti-British, and disloyal in the extreme.

A few citizens of Sydney, feeling that such exhibitions of disloyalty 
were and are a menace to our Empire, and calculated to cause 
bitterness and strife in our midst, decided to take steps to organise 
the Loyal Strength of the Community.118 
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book 30 November 1917 – 30 September 1925, New Zealand Employers’ Federation Papers, 2001-
129-01/3, ATL.
117  Evans, ‘“Some Furious Outbursts of Riot”’, 87–89; Moore, The Secret Army and the Premier, 
24–33; Evans, The Red Flag Riots, 44–46, 64–65, 70–72, 186.
118  Reports of Inaugural Meetings (Sydney: King and Empire Alliance, 1920), 3.
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Plate 1.1 The conjoining of ‘Bolshevist savagery’ with ‘German kultur’ 
in the late 1910s
Source: Western Mail, [Perth], 20 September 1918, 26.

Plate 1.2 Linking anti-Catholic and anti-Bolshevik prejudices in the 
late 1910s
Source: New Zealand Truth, [Wellington], 27 December 1919, 5.
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Like the Loyalist League, the King and Empire Alliance believed its enemy 
was a ‘small but organised section of the community’ that was stirring up 
disloyal sentiment among a wider group of people. The solution was for 
loyal citizens to unite in a broad, classless bulwark against this seditious 
minority. Such a bulwark would represent all sections of the community 
and express the true national interest. This sizeable demonstration would 
easily counter the dangerous revolutionary propaganda of its enemy.119 
By February 1921, the King and Empire Alliance claimed a membership 
of 5,300, with an additional 10,000 members in affiliated groups.120 
Its influence proved far greater during a ‘loyalist rally’ it organised in the 
Sydney Town Hall in response to the shredding of a Union Jack on May 
Day 1921 in the Sydney Domain. Attendance was so great that more 
than 15,000 individuals had to stand outside the hall.121 The following 
morning, a crowd of more than 100,000 assembled in the Domain and 
stormed the platforms of the Socialist Labor Party, the Communist Party, 
and the returned soldiers’ section of the Labor Party.122

The King and Empire Alliance was influenced by several existing pro-
empire leagues. Several of its councillors—including Colonel Gerald 
Campbell, Brigadier-General James Macarthur Onslow, and Professor 
Mungo MacCallum—were leading figures in the National Defence 
League.123 Old habits evidently died hard, for Campbell wrote several 
articles for the alliance’s journal, King and Empire, supporting the retention 
of compulsory military training.124 The alliance’s closest ally—after its 
fellow branches in Queensland, South Australia, and Tasmania—was the 
British Empire Union in Australia, which was reborn in New South Wales 
in November 1919 from a nucleus of disgruntled former British Empire 
League members.125 The alliance and the union shared the same president, 
John Stinson, and many union members were present at the inaugural 
meeting of the alliance, two of whom subsequently served on the first 

119  ibid., 12–13.
120  Sydney Morning Herald, 26 February 1921, 14.
121  ibid., 7 May 1921, 13.
122  Moore, The Secret Army and the Premier, 39–41.
123  The Australasian Naval and Military Annual, 1911–1912, iv.
124  See, for example, King and Empire, 25 February 1922, 17–18.
125  Sydney Morning Herald, 4 November 1919, 7. The organiser, Sir William McMillan, would 
not go into detail regarding the nature of their disagreement with the British Empire League, merely 
noting that ‘as far as we, whom I have called together, are concerned, we have all ceased to belong to 
that organisation’.
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alliance council.126 This exposed the alliance to the ideas of the British 
Empire Union and its parent in Britain, with which the Australian Union 
was in frequent contact.127 The two cooperated on several endeavours, 
including a committee of patriotic societies responsible for coordinating 
annual Empire Day celebrations that also included representatives of the 
Victoria and Navy leagues.128 At its height in 1922, the King and Empire 
Alliance unsuccessfully sought a formal amalgamation with the British 
Empire Union.129 Its influence rapidly fell away after this, although its 
stronghold in the Sydney suburb of Petersham survived until 1926.130

A similar Australian organisation, the League of Good Citizenship, 
adopted a less populist approach. It emerged from the merger of 
a group called the King’s Men, which was led by former prime minister 
Edmund Barton and several veterans from the National Defence League, 
the British Empire Union, and the short-lived Directorate of War 
Propaganda founded by the Australian Federal Government in August 
1918.131 The League of Good Citizenship combined many conservative 
tropes and strategies into a single platform, including classlessness, the 

126  Sydney Morning Herald, 11 August 1920, 10; Minutes of General Meeting, 27 May 1920, box 
1, British Empire Union in Australia Records, MLMSS 1532 [hereinafter BEU in Australia Records], 
SLNSW. For a list of those present at the inaugural meeting of the King and Empire Alliance, see 
Reports of Inaugural Meetings, 4–5. For a list of new members of the British Empire Union in the 
first half of 1920, see Minutes of Committee Meeting, 24 June 1920, and Minutes of Committee 
Meeting, 8 July 1920, box 1, BEU in Australia Records, SLNSW. The two union members on the 
first alliance council were J. Harrison and A.F. Gay.
127  The constitution of the British Empire Union of Australia was explicitly modelled on that of 
its British parent; see Minutes of Meeting of Members, 19 August 1919, box 1, BEU in Australia 
Records, SLNSW. Apart from receiving regular correspondence from London, speakers from the 
Australian union also visited Britain and met with members of its parent; see Minutes of Special 
Meeting of Provisional Committee, 25 February 1920; Minutes of Annual General Meeting of 
Members, 22 February 1922; Minutes of Committee Meeting, 28 February 1922; Minutes of 
Committee Meeting, 15 March 1922; Minutes of Committee Meeting, 26 January 1924, box 1, 
BEU in Australia Records, SLNSW.
128  See the annual reports of the British Empire Union for 1923–26, box 1, BEU in Australia 
Records, SLNSW. See also Sydney Morning Herald, 10 April 1923, 5.
129  Minutes of Committee Meeting, 29 June 1922; Minutes of a Special Meeting of Executive 
Council, 10 July 1922; Second Conference between delegates of the King and Empire Alliance and 
the British Empire Union, 15 July 1922, box 1, BEU in Australia Records, SLNSW.
130  The last recorded meeting of the Petersham branch of the King and Empire Alliance was held in 
May 1926; see Sydney Morning Herald, 25 May 1926, 10.
131  Directorate of War Propaganda: General Scheme of Work, 1918, Letter from M.M. Threlfall 
to I. Maclean, Chief Archivist at the Commonwealth Archives Office, 8 March 1962, Directorate of 
War Propaganda Papers, MS 897 [hereinafter War Directorate Papers], NLA; Sydney Morning Herald, 
21 December 1918, 13.
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national interest, non-partyism, and educating the public. As such, its 
objects—which could easily be interchanged for those of the four citizens’ 
movements that emerged during the Depression—bear repeating in full: 

To show that the interests of the community as a whole must 
precede those of any individual, party or class, and that this 
common interest is at the present time jeopardised by forces 
making for disintegration and anarchy.

To create and foster a spirit of national unity.

To work by educational methods towards the realisation of a 
constructive policy based on an orderly progress and repudiating 
revolutionary excess.

To show the necessity for increased production and to discuss the 
problems of private and public ownership; the relations between 
capital and labour, producers and consumers, and social problems 
generally in such a spirit as to promote a clear, accurate, and 
sympathetic understanding of the nature and value of the services 
of each section of the community.

To pursue these objects on strictly non-party and non-sectarian 
lines.132

The league also released a series of pamphlets directed at a working-class 
audience that contrasted ‘common sense’ and ‘proved methods’ with the 
‘destructive’ and ‘revolutionary’ tactics of ‘fanatics and dreamers’.133

Anti-communist organisations, 1919–1929

Building an international network against 
communism

Conservative ‘non-party’ organisations continued to evolve after the Great 
War. One emerging strand of thought in the postwar period focused on 
defending capitalism against the forces of Bolshevism and organised 
labour. Unlike most of the conservative organisations that preceded them, 

132  Objects, League of Good Citizenship: A Collection of Policy Statements and Speeches of the League 
(Sydney: League of Good Citizenship, 1919).
133  Parliament vs Soviet; To Working Men and Women, League of Good Citizenship: A Collection of 
Policy Statements and Speeches of the League (Sydney: League of Good Citizenship, 1919).
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these new groups explicitly linked the defence of empire, liberty, and 
British traditions with laissez-faire capitalism. To these new organisations, 
collectivism represented a very real and genuine threat; its proponents 
were active and motivated, and its doctrines were dangerously pervasive 
among the population. Educating the public in the merits of capitalism 
was the only means of combating this insidious threat. However, despite 
their focus on anti-communism, these groups displayed a marked 
continuity with their predecessors: they drew on existing notions of the 
national interest and the ‘other’, they utilised similar organisational and 
propagandist techniques, and they often included the same individuals 
who had been involved in previous conservative organisations. By the 
mid-1920s, these anti-communist organisations had appeared across 
most of the Anglo world and had begun to coordinate their efforts in 
a transnational network of anti-communist propaganda.

Three of the more prominent organisations in this international network 
were the Economic League in Britain, the Sane Democracy League of 
Australia, and the New Zealand Welfare League. The Economic League was 
originally established under the title National Propaganda in early 1919 as 
an offshoot of an industrialist pressure group the British Commonwealth 
Union.134 It soon became the foremost anti-communist group in 
Britain, coordinating the efforts of other right-wing organisations such 
as the British Empire Union, the National Citizens’ Union, and various 
economic study clubs.135 The Economic League also drew influence from 
several of its predecessors. It shared its office space with Frederick Millar, 
president of the all-but-defunct Liberty and Property Defence League, 
and several members of its executive also served on the executive of the 
Anti-Socialist Union.136

The New Zealand Welfare League was also founded in early 1919.137 Most 
of its leading figures had worked together through the Federation of New 
Zealand Patriotic War Relief Societies, including league founder and first 

134  Mike Hughes, Spies at Work (Bradford, UK: 1 in 12 Publications, 1994), Ch. 1. For a history 
of the British Commonwealth Union, see J.A. Turner, ‘The British Commonwealth Union and the 
General Election of 1918’, English Historical Review 93(368) (1978): 528–59.
135  Hughes, Spies at Work, Ch. 1; Arthur McIvor, ‘“A Crusade for Capitalism”: The Economic 
League, 1919–1939’, Journal of Contemporary History 23(4) (1988): 631–55, at p. 634.
136  Hughes, Spies at Work, Ch. 1. Millar had always effectively run the Liberty and Property Defence 
League, including editing its journal, Liberty Review. He continued to do so until his death in 1929. 
See Bristow, ‘The Liberty and Property Defence League and Individualism’, 768, 788.
137  The Colonist, [Sydney], 15 March 1919, 6. See also M.A. Noonan, ‘The Aims of the New 
Zealand Welfare League, 1919–1922’, Historical Society Annual (1969): 28–46.
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president, C.P. Skerrett, L.O.H. Tripp, and D. McLaren from Wellington; 
Hope Gibbons from Wanganui; and E.H. Williams from Hastings.138 
National Efficiency Board member James Begg was a vice-president of the 
league, and his board colleague J.H. Gunson was an ‘honoured protégé’. 
Begg’s and Gunson’s connections with the league probably came through 
National Efficiency Board chairman William Ferguson, who worked with 
Tripp and McLaren on the Wellington War Relief Association.139 Other 
members included Major D.H. Lusk, commander of the mounted special 
constabulary in Auckland during the 1913 Great Strike and founder of 
the short-lived Anti-Party Political League, and C.M. Olliver, President 
of the Canterbury Progress League.140

The Sane Democracy League was founded in 1920 as the Commercial and 
Industrial Publicity Bureau, but was renamed in 1925 when the league 
was revitalised under new leadership.141 Unlike the Economic and Welfare 
leagues, the Sane Democracy League’s founders do not appear to have 
been part of any of the prewar and wartime conservative organisations in 
Australia. However, this league overlapped with several organisations in the 
immediate postwar period, including the King and Empire Alliance and 
the League of Good Citizenship. One of the leading propagandists of the 
Sane Democracy League, George Waite, was praised by the League of Good 
Citizenship for his ‘courageous stand against the enemies of our Empire’ and 
invited to join their movement in ‘combating all disloyal propaganda’.142 

138  Wanganui Chronicle, 25 March 1916, 6; The Colonist, [Sydney], 10 July 1919, 5. Hope Gibbons 
was the Welfare League’s sole member in Wanganui; see Wanganui Chronicle, 8 December 1919, 4. 
Tripp and McLaren seem to have been the league’s unofficial envoys to the New Zealand Employers’ 
Federation whenever the two groups sought to cooperate on an issue; see, for example, Minutes of 
meeting of New Zealand Employers’ Federation: Industrial Peace Conference, 9 June 1920, Minute 
book, 30 November 1917 – 30 September 1925, New Zealand Employers’ Federation Papers, 2001-
129-01/3, ATL.
139  New Zealand Observer, [Auckland], 20 December 1919, 9.
140  Marlborough Express, [Blenheim, NZ], 26 May 1919, 5; John Crawford, ‘A Tale of Two Cities: 
Military Involvement in the 1913 Strike’, in Revolution: The 1913 Great Strike in New Zealand, ed. 
Melanie Nolan (Christchurch, NZ: Canterbury University Press, 2005), 130; The Northern Advocate, 
[Whangarei, NZ], 5 September 1918, 4; The Evening Post, [Wellington], 13 December 1918, 7. The 
Anti-Party Political League was formed early in 1919 by members of the Marlborough and Auckland 
farmers’ unions (the latter of which Luck was an executive member of ). Its aim—reminiscent of the 
rhetoric of the future citizens’ movements—was ‘to abolish party Government and to support only 
those who pledge themselves to vote for measures and not for men’.
141  Keith Richmond, ‘Reaction to Radicalism: Non-Labour Movements, 1920–9’, Journal of 
Australian Studies (5) (1979): 50–63, at p. 54; Richmond, ‘Response to the Threat of Communism: 
The Sane Democracy League and the People’s Union of New South Wales’, Journal of Australian 
Studies (1) (1977): 70–84, at p. 70.
142  Letter from the President of the League of Good Citizenship to George Waite, 9 May 1921, box 2, 
item 6, George Waite Papers, 1885–1926, MLMSS 208 [hereinafter Waite Papers], SLNSW.
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Building on the model of the ‘other’ used by wartime right-wing groups, 
the leagues directed their efforts against what they believed was a small 
but dedicated band of communist agitators seeking to undermine 
constitutional authority. The Sane Democracy and Welfare leagues 
were convinced that communists were working tirelessly to ‘white-ant’ 
social democratic parties, trade unions, and working men’s associations 
to extend their influence beyond their small circle of supporters. This 
distinction between communist agitators and the wider body of the 
working class provided a convenient device with which the leagues could 
reconcile the industrial turmoil of the postwar period with their image 
of a classless society in which the interests of employer and employee 
were conjoined. The working class was, under typical circumstances, loyal 
and patriotic, and negotiations for modest improvements in pay and 
working conditions were ‘just’ and ‘reasonable’. Communist agitators had 
disrupted this natural order by exploiting class hatred and social tension 
with their insidious propaganda.143 To reinforce this dichotomy, the anti-
communist leagues developed a thorough language of opposites: ‘loyalism’ 
and ‘disloyalism’ were complemented with ‘sane’ and ‘insane’, ‘moral’ and 
‘immoral’, and ‘clean’ and ‘dirty’. This further delegitimised the politics of 
those who lay outside the range of naturalised conservative dictum.

The anti-communist leagues imagined their enemy and, by extension, 
their own struggle as transnational in nature. The international communist 
network they sought to combat was supposedly centred on, and rigidly 
regimented by, Bolshevik forces in Moscow using the Third International 
as their vehicle.144 In contrast, the anti-communist leagues described 
themselves as an organic phenomenon that had arisen independently 
across multiple countries before deciding to coordinate their efforts. 
As the New Zealand Welfare League put it in May 1921:

[I]t is significant that conditions obtaining in this country and 
which called for a strong non-party, national and educative 
movement, also existed in other parts of the Empire, and were met 
in the same way—by the formation of organisations, so like our 
own that, in all cases, we could exchange constitutions without 

143  Sane Democracy, [Sydney], No. 14, 21 May 1925, 1, and No. 31, 18 September 1925, 1; Chris 
Priday, Sane Democracy in New South Wales 1920–1940 (BA Hons diss., Macquarie University, 
Sydney, 1975), 10, 12–13; Arthur P. Harper, The Revolutionary Campaign: Facts Which Everyone 
Should Know (Wellington: New Zealand Welfare League, 1921). See also Noonan, ‘The Aims of the 
New Zealand Welfare League’, 31–40.
144  Sane Democracy, [Sydney], No. 15, 21 March 1930, 2; Harper, The Revolutionary Campaign.
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losing our original objectives. This proves that the movement 
which the Welfare League has originated in New Zealand—
its fight against the forces of disorder—its attempt to place the 
community and national interests before party or section—is the 
natural outcome of an Empire-wide condition of affairs.145

By the mid-1920s, the Economic League was regularly corresponding 
with the Welfare League, the Sane Democracy League, and several other 
anti-communist organisations around the world, including the American 
Vigilant Intelligence Federation and the Constitutional Defence League 
in Shanghai. The Economic League also introduced the Australasian 
leagues to the International Entente against the Third International, 
a  Swiss organisation that coordinated the activities of more than two 
dozen anti-communist organisations throughout Europe.146 

Educating the public

The anti-communist leagues filled both a combative and an educative 
function. In addition to identifying and combating the supposed threat 
posed by international communism, they sought to enlighten the public 
about the merits of capitalism. Drawing on the established tradition that 
conservative values were ‘natural’, the leagues presented capitalism as 
an inextricable, and therefore apolitical, part of the human condition. 
Capitalism, as these organisations saw it, was based on certain natural laws 
that existed outside any political ideology, and any attempts to replace 
it—or even curb its excesses through legislation aimed at improving social 
welfare—were doomed to fail. As the Sane Democracy League stated in 
the first volume of its journal:

Our system of industry is built upon the constancy of certain 
conditions of human existence, upon the certainty of economic 
forces which thence arise, and upon the fact that these forces 
act with perfect regularity under changeless laws. We can try to 

145  New Zealand Welfare League, Interim report for Period Ending 31 May 1921, 1, MHE 14:114, 
NLA; The Evening Post, [Wellington], 5 February 1921, 9.
146  McIvor, ‘“A Crusade for Capitalism”’, 641–42; Beatrice Penati, Anticommunism and empire 
in China (1924–1939): A transnational network among Shanghailanders and Russian emigres (Final 
research note, research internship, Hokkaido University, Sapporo, 2008), 1, 13–15. References 
to overseas connections are peppered throughout the material of the Antipodean leagues, most 
prominently in the journal Sane Democracy and the annual reports of the Welfare League (only some 
of which have survived). The privately held papers of Aubrey Colville Henri de Rune Barclay also 
contain several references to the Economic League and the International Entente, especially within 
the pages of his long-time correspondence with the Chicago anti-Semite Harry Curran Wilbur.
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redirect these laws against one group or another through bad 
legislation but in the end we [can] never destroy an economic 
force any more than we [can] destroy a physical force.147

Capitalism represented the ‘national interest’—a phrase commonly used 
by conservatives by this time, and which the anti-communist leagues 
happily reproduced. The Welfare League, for example, claimed that it 
sought to ‘place the National or Community interests before those of any 
Party, Section, or Individual’.148

To combat the efforts of the communist ‘other’, the anti-communist 
leagues employed the same low-level propagandist methods utilised by 
many of the conservative organisations that preceded them. Since this 
only required the services of a small number of dedicated members, the 
leagues proved much more long-lasting than the large populist movements 
that arose in Australia and New Zealand at the end of the war.149 Between 
1923 and 1926, the Economic League held more than 22,000 public 
meetings and 4,000 study circles, drawing a total audience of more than 
four million, and distributed countless books and pamphlets.150 It also 
began secretly compiling dossiers on supposed communists and other 
working-class agitators, which it passed on to businesses and government 
intelligence agencies.151 The Sane Democracy League conducted public 
speaking campaigns, wrote countless letters to newspapers, and produced 
dozens of pamphlets. It also presented a radio series in 1926, which 
included topics such as ‘How to Raise Wages in Australia’, ‘Communism 
& Capitalism—A Contrast in Methods’, and ‘Production for Profit is 
Production for Use’.152 The Welfare League relied heavily on newspaper 
contributions: its longstanding secretary, the mountaineer A.P. Harper, 
claimed the league perused a package of newspaper clippings from Illot 
& Co. every morning for ‘dangerous propaganda’ and issued responses to 
any it found. The league also sent weekly articles to about 60 newspapers 

147  Sane Democracy, [Sydney], No. 9, 17 April 1925, 1.
148  The Colonist, [Sydney], 15 March 1919, 6.
149  Both the Sane Democracy and Welfare leagues appear to have survived until at least the late 
1930s, due in large part to the lifelong efforts of their secretaries, Aubrey de Rune Barclay and Arthur 
Paul Harper, respectively. The Economic League survived until the end of the Cold War.
150  McIvor, ‘“A Crusade for Capitalism”’, 639.
151  Hughes, Spies at Work, Ch. 2; McIvor, ‘“A Crusade for Capitalism”’, 650–51; Mark Hollingsworth 
and Charles Tremayne, The Economic League: The Silent McCarthyism (London: National Council for 
Civil Liberties, 1989), 3–4.
152  Sane Democracy: Some Radio Lectures on 2KY (Sydney: Sane Democracy League, 1926).
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and claimed a publication rate of ‘60 to 70 per cent’.153 These methods 
placed a steady stream of anti-communist material before the public 
consciousness, which reinforced the value of free-market capitalism.

Educating the public was also the goal of several other conservative 
organisations that arose in the 1920s. The Constitutional Association 
(which was discussed at the start of this chapter) was established in Sydney 
in May 1925 to promote discussions on the economic, political, and 
constitutional questions of the day. The empire-wide waterside strike in 
August of that year gave the association added impetus, and constitutional 
‘clubs’ soon emerged in Brisbane, Melbourne, and Adelaide.154 In Western 
Australia, the Argonauts Civic and Political Club was founded in May 
1925 on the principles of ‘imperial unity’, ‘the development of the state 
upon constitutional lines’, ‘the counter-acting of the growth of socialism’, 
and the ‘freedom and development of the individual’.155 By July 1926, 
the argonauts were running several study groups, a model parliament, 
an Information and Employment Bureau, as well as several ‘industrial 
groups’ designed to convince workers of the dangers of communism.156 
The Welfare League actively encouraged the formation of other 
conservative organisations in New Zealand. In 1921, it collaborated with 
the Wellington Progress League and Town-Planning Association to form 
the Wellington Civic League.157 While the Civic League was nominally 
‘independent of all party or sectional control’, its activities served political 
goals: it supported conservative candidates at municipal elections and 
its secretary, David McLaren, was the national organiser of the Welfare 
League.158 These various groups would play a crucial role in the emergence 
of the citizens’ movements during the Depression.

153  New Zealand Welfare League—General Report for year ending 31 December 1931, 3, 
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By the end of the 1920s, there was a well-established conservative tradition 
in Australia and New Zealand. This tradition had evolved since the late 
nineteenth century through two key mechanisms: the consolidation of 
the conservative and liberal political factions into a single centre-right 
party, and the proliferation of conservative pressure groups, educational 
associations, and protest movements across the British and Anglo worlds 
from the late nineteenth century. While the centre-right political parties 
constructed a unified conservatism within the political process, the 
‘non-party’ organisations reinforced it from outside. The construction 
of a shared language, with the notion of the ‘good citizen’ at its centre, 
ensured that conservatism remained relevant to a new generation of 
enfranchised voters in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
It was transnational in scope, built on a variety of formal and informal 
connections across the British and Anglo worlds.

The various conservative organisations that emerged in Australia and 
New Zealand between the late nineteenth century and 1929 were, for 
the most part, reactionary rather than radical. While the occasionally 
extreme and populist rhetoric of the wartime movements may have been 
on the fringes of respectable opinion, it was still part of the milieu of 
mainstream conservatism. The Victorian Loyalty League and the New 
Zealand Protestant Political Association were, to some extent, exceptions. 
Their populist rhetoric and use of public ceremony occasionally drew 
the opprobrium of conservative politicians and the press, especially in the 
case of the Protestant Political Association, which was often denounced as 
fanatical.159 Overall, however, the ‘non-party’ nature of these organisations 
made it possible for them to espouse political values without being part of 
the political machinery itself. This reinforced rather than challenged the 
hegemony of the centre-right conservative political parties of the time. 
However, the Depression would lead to a radicalisation of this tradition 
as conservatives attempted to find new solutions to the political, social, 
and economic troubles they faced. As the next chapter will show, the 
metastasising of the non-party label into a populist form of anti-partyism 
laid the foundations for a direct challenge to the conservative political 
establishment.

159  Patterson, ‘“We Stand for the Protestant Religion, the (Protestant) King and the Empire”’, 
242–43; Milnes, The church militant, 292–93.
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