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Give us a creed: The ideology 

of the citizens’ movements

What are ideologies? According to Michael Freeden, they are patterns 
of thinking that help us understand the political and social worlds that 
surround us. They are the deeply held values and assumptions that govern 
how we interpret political facts, events, occurrences, and actions, and are 
commonly (but not exclusively) identified by the suffix of ‘ism’: liberalism, 
conservatism, socialism, anarchism, and fascism, to name a  few. We all 
have one, whether or not we express it consciously. They allow us to 
interpret the otherwise random bits of information that we receive every 
day and come to (often competing) conclusions. In short, ideologies help 
us to make sense of the world.1

The citizens’ movements’ claims to be purely apolitical should therefore be 
taken with a grain of salt. As the previous two chapters have shown, there 
was a well-established tradition of conservatism in Australia and New 
Zealand by the 1920s with three main components: a strong patriotic 
and economic orientation towards Britain, a general commitment to free-
market capitalism, and staunch opposition to communism and socialism. 
This was clearly an ideology, despite the claims of its adherents that such 
values represented the national interest and were apolitical, or ‘non-party’, 
in nature. The citizens’ movements inherited this conservative tradition. 
At the same time, they also harnessed the radical sentiments expressed by 
a growing swathe of conservatives dismayed by the worsening economic 

1  Michael Freeden, Ideology: A Very Short Introduction (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003), 
2–3.
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situation. This primarily took the form of a populist revolt against 
the  party system of government. The movements claimed to represent 
‘the citizens’—an apolitical and homogeneous group between the 
extremes of left and right—against the petty, parochial interests of party 
politicians and the political parties that served them. But the leaders of 
the citizens’ movements were not content to simply criticise politicians. 
They also developed various proposals to reform government to make it 
more efficient and better able to deal with the complexities of a modern 
industrial economy. While the ostensible purpose of these reforms was 
to eliminate the supposedly nefarious influence of political parties, they 
occasionally veered in an alarmingly anti-democratic direction. 

The result was an ideology comprising reactionary and radical elements 
that I have termed ‘populist conservatism’. The citizens’ movements 
simultaneously sought new and occasionally radical alternatives to the 
problems of their time while expressing nostalgia for an illusory nineteenth-
century colonial society epitomised by limited government, independent 
politicians, and self-sufficient pioneers. At its core was a populist struggle 
between the virtuous citizenry and a political elite who were portrayed as 
selling out the nation for their own petty gains. This struggle, however, 
was not something neutral that the citizens’ movements picked up and 
ran with; it was something they constructed, both consciously and 
unconsciously, through language. In other words, the citizens and party 
politicians were not objective categories, but concepts that the citizens’ 
movements built in relation and opposition to each other. 

The struggle between ‘the citizens’ and 
‘party politicians’

Idealism over policy

At the highest level of abstraction, the citizens’ movements saw themselves 
as forces of political and moral rejuvenation. Their mission was just 
as much a spiritual one as it was an ideological one, for they aimed at 
nothing less than the awakening of the civic spirit of the citizenry and 
the transformation of the nation’s moribund political apparatus. This 
awakening, they believed, had already begun. As the Citizens’ League 
of South Australia put it:
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We are not a political party and have no desire to become one, 
but we are a conscience, a sentiment, a force, the force of public 
opinion, public sentiment, public conscience, which, awakened 
at last by the crisis that confronts us, demands to make itself both 
heard and felt.2

The All for Australia League termed this ‘a spontaneous rising of the 
public conscience’, possessing ‘something almost of a spiritual nature’; 
in Victoria, Australian Citizens’ League President Ernest Turnbull wrote 
that he ‘might as well be leading a whirlwind’.3 This demonstrates the 
supply and demand aspects of populist conservatism. While widespread 
frustration already existed among ‘the citizens’ (demand), it required 
individuals with the nous to channel this frustration into a mass 
movement (supply). The citizens’ movements saw themselves as the focal 
point of a wider grassroots wave of righteous frustration with the status 
quo. At the same time, the legitimacy of the movements themselves was 
based on the existence of this nebulous sense of frustration; without it, 
they would not exist. 

The citizens’ movements viewed concrete policy as secondary to the need 
to focus on high ideals and principles. While there may have been an 
element of pragmatism in this, the movements were primarily motivated 
by their belief that theirs was a much more transformative, and therefore 
a more fundamental, agenda than the shallow and parochial platforms 
of political parties. Indeed, the citizens’ movements believed their aims 
transcended politics entirely. It was their job to rebuild the tattered and 
fragmented political system and ensure that the right kind of individuals 
were elected to keep it that way:

That is the problem—to call up a crusading spirit, to sound 
a  rallying cry, not to elaborate details of policy. Details divide, 
we need to unite. Give us a common basis on which we can 
agree—first principles, fundamentals. In short, give us a creed, 
a confession of faith, high in its ideals, daring in its demands … 
Let us leave the details to those whose job it is to work them out. 
Ours be the job of putting into expression the hopes and fears and 
dreams of the common man.4

2  Address by E.D.A. Bagot at a Citizens’ Public Meeting in Adelaide Town Hal, 14 October 1930, 
box 1, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.
3  All for Australia League: Its Real Significance (Sydney: All for Australia League, 1931), 2, 3; R.W. 
Kenderdine, ‘The Demand for Honest Government’, Life (1 May 1931): 400.
4  National Opinion [Wellington] 1(3) (7 September 1933): 3.
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The New Zealand Legion called this ‘a more definite, concrete and daring 
objective than any political party has had the courage to formulate’.5 
This did not prevent the citizens’ movements from developing policy, 
as this chapter will show; it simply meant that policy was secondary to 
principle. ‘There must be a practical side to any movement the purpose 
of which is to shape public policy’, stated the All for Australia League, 
‘but the husk must not be mistaken for the kernel, the visible machinery 
must not dominate the underlying purpose.’6 As Chapters Five and Six 
demonstrate, this tension between the desire to preserve ideological unity 
and the need to translate idealism into policy was a central problem of the 
movements, and it ultimately contributed to their downfall.

The populist struggle between the citizens and party politicians sat at the 
core of the citizens’ movements’ ideology. It was the rationale for their 
existence and the reason the economies of Australia and New Zealand 
were in such a parlous state. It was woven throughout the corpus of 
the movements’ communications, from their leaders’ speeches before 
large town hall–style gatherings to the multitude of booklets, journals, 
pamphlets, posters, and flyers they produced. They drew on it in internal 
circulars, in letters to the editor, and in radio broadcasts. This core 
message was complemented by reinforcing a sense of crisis and a sense of 
urgency that something needed to be done. But neither ‘the citizens’ nor 
the ‘party politicians’ were objective categories that existed outside human 
perception. They, along with a sense of crisis, were carefully constructed 
devices. As the sociocultural approach to populist studies suggests, the 
citizens’ movements used language to define who the citizens and party 
politicians were just as much as it pitted them against each other. This was 
as much an unconscious process as it was a conscious one. The previous 
two chapters have shown how a political language of conservatism evolved 
in Australia and New Zealand over time that carried implied meaning for 
those who understood it. The citizens’ movements built on this language 
to construct the populist struggle that underpinned their ideology. 
The following sections explain how they did this.

5  No. NZL 3, 11 March 1933, file 1, folder 2, NZL Papers, AUL.
6  All for Australia League: A Call to Citizenship, item 70, Thomas D. Mutch Papers, MLMSS 426 
[hereinafter Mutch Papers], SLNSW.
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The citizens

The citizens were the good, honest people whom the citizens’ movements 
claimed to represent. They were the voice of reason and moderation 
in a world of extremes. Steeped in the values and traditions of British 
society, the citizen occupied an ideological ‘middle ground’. He (once 
again, described most often using the masculine pronoun) was stoic, 
hardworking, and willing to put the interests of the nation above his own 
parochial concerns. As E. Lee Neil, a founding member of the Australian 
Citizens’ League, put it:

I believe myself to be typical of thousands of serious-minded 
citizens who, over and above all party preferences or convictions, 
are as jealous as they are determined that our country shall be wisely 
led through the present stress … it is of the highest importance that 
we as a people should be judged not upon extremist or factional 
opinions, but upon the considered views and determinations of 
the great body of sane, sober-minded citizens properly organised 
to express what they stand for in the life of the nation.7

A crucial aspect of the citizen’s character was that he was not beholden 
to the world of politics. While aware of his patriotic duty to vote, he 
did so dispassionately, without aligning himself with the extreme factions 
on the right and left. This, however, left him unrepresented—a ‘long 
suffering section of the public’, which, according to the Citizens’ League 
of South Australia, had gone without adequate political representation 
while the political extremists on either side developed sophisticated 
political machinery to represent themselves. The citizens’ movements 
intended to change that:

Although all other interests appear to be represented by strong and 
influential organisations, John Citizen alone remains without any 
machinery through which his voice can be effectively sounded. 
He is sick and tired of being the shuttlecock of party politics. 
The time has come, therefore, and he intends to rouse himself and 
show the party-bound politicians what a powerful force of public 
opinion can become.8

7  E. Lee Neil, Why We Need a Citizens’ League (Melbourne: Australian Citizens’ League, 1931), 3.
8  Citizens’ League: Its Formation, Aims, and Objects (Adelaide: Citizens’ League of South Australia, 
1931), 4.
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Class played a role in the citizens’ movements’ descriptions of the loyal 
citizenry. Positioned as they were between two political poles, it was 
necessary for the movements to describe what those poles were. They used 
a variety of terms, including ‘Reactionary Tories’ and ‘Red Labour’ or 
‘Diehards’ and ‘Reds’.9 This analysis of class, however, had less to do with 
the relationship to the means of production than it did with the dominant 
position these poles supposedly held within the political system. As the 
All for Australia League put it:

[C]lass-consciousness has found expression in the political sphere 
through organisations of employers and employees whose respective 
political and industrial activities, pursued without regard to the 
interests of the community as a whole induce a state of mutual 
antagonism rather than co-operation for the common weal.10

The shallowness of this class analysis was demonstrated by the appeal of 
the citizens’ movements to a form of class collaborationism. Like many 
of the conservative non-party organisations that preceded them, they 
rejected the validity of class difference in favour of a broad horizontal 
kinship based on ideological rather than material interests. As the New 
Zealand Legion argued:

New Zealanders of all walks of life—labourers, farmers, merchants, 
artisans, clerks, professional men—share this belief with us and, 
given a common ground on which to meet, will gladly work 
together for its attainment, instead of importer against exporter, 
farmer against townsman, and employee against employer.11

The movements even suggested that class consciousness had been 
artificially engineered by a minority of ‘extremists’ on either side of the 
political spectrum. They believed the loyal citizenry comprised moderate 
employers and employees who recognised that their interests were 
complementary rather than contradictory:

The A.F.A. [All for Australia] League aims at excluding the 
extremists on both sides and reconstructing the body politic … 
[around] Sane Labour and the business and producing interests 
[who] constitute the great majority of the citizens in this country. 
Freed from the domination of extremists, the Australian people 

9  The Financial Record of Party Politics, undated, item 68, Mutch Papers, SLNSW; E.D.A. Bagot, 
‘Principles in Politic: What the Citizens’ League Hopes to Achieve’, Progress, 31 October 1930, 11.
10  All for Australia League: Draft Policy (Sydney: All for Australia League, 1931), 1.
11  National Opinion [Wellington] 1(5) (5 October 1933): 2.
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have energy, initiative, courage, and ability sufficient to frame 
a policy and carry it into effect by legislation designed to promote 
the welfare of the whole community and not of any particular 
class or section.12

The citizens’ movements aimed to provide a ‘common ground’ on which 
these groups could come together free from the corrupting influence of 
party politics.13

Despite their glorification of the loyal citizenry, the citizens’ movements 
also chastised them for their political apathy. During times of plenty, 
they had been willing to ignore the welfare of their country in favour 
of material concerns, leaving matters of state in the hands of ‘party 
hacks’.14 The movements thus perceived themselves as fulfilling a vital 
educative function by encouraging their members to ‘think nationally 
instead of individually’ and ‘be prepared to render service as the price 
of citizenship’.15 This followed the pattern of previous conservative 
non-party organisations such as the constitutional associations, which 
considered their primary function to be educating the public on matters 
of public affairs. The New Zealand Legion was particularly concerned 
with providing a ‘space’ for honest political discussion that was free from 
sectional influences. It encouraged its centres to consider questions of 
national importance, and it formed central committees to produce and 
disseminate reading material on a wide range of subjects including central 
government, local government, economics, unemployment, and land.16 
By reminding their members of the duties of citizenship, the movements 
hoped to encourage the values of ‘frankness, altruism and insight’ in place 
of ‘hypocrisy, selfishness, and superficial thought’.17

Party politicians and machine politics

Had the citizens’ movements simply sought to educate a large body of 
individuals in their duties as citizens, they may have amounted to little 
more than a larger version of the conservative non-party organisations that 

12  The Financial Record of Party Politics, undated, item 68, Mutch Papers, SLNSW.
13  All for Australia League: Its Real Significance, 3.
14  National Unity in Crisis: The Story of the N.Z. Legion (Wellington: New Zealand Legion, 1933), 
2–3; Citizens’ League: Its Formation, Aims, and Objects, 9–10.
15  Citizens’ League: Its Formation, Aims, and Objects, 5.
16  Minutes of Meeting of the Provisional National Council, 4–5 April 1933; Minutes of Meeting 
of the National Council, 19–21 July 1933, file 1, folder 1, NZL Papers, AUL.
17  National Opinion [Wellington] 1(4) (21 September 1933): 3.
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preceded them. However, the citizens whom they claimed to represent 
were uncompromisingly pitted against a sinister and powerful elite: 
party politicians and the extra-parliamentary structures that supported 
them. Chapter One demonstrated how, at the turn of the century, 
conservative politicians had distinguished themselves from the ‘machine 
politics’ of their labour counterparts by highlighting their independence. 
However, conservatives had to adapt to this political challenge and, by 
the 1920s, they had largely replicated the organisational unity and extra-
parliamentary support structures of labour. This was most apparent in 
New South Wales, where political figures such as Archdale Parkhill had 
devoted their careers to establishing a party structure to rival Labor’s—
often to the extreme criticism of their contemporaries.18

The citizens’ movements defined party politicians in the same way they 
did the citizenry: by drawing on the existing tropes in the conservative 
world view. They focused on two elements of ‘machine politics’ in 
particular: party platforms and the preselection of candidates. Both were 
partially defined in opposition to the values that were associated with 
the citizen. Party platforms, which were enforced through candidate 
pledges and block voting in parliament, were believed to undermine the 
reasoned and independent thought that was so central to the conservative 
world view:

The present political parties form ‘platforms’ with numbers of 
‘planks’ to which their candidates must adhere absolutely. Any 
display of individuality is severely ‘disciplined.’ By a system of pre-
selection, electors must vote for candidates who may have no other 
qualifications than their obedience to their party ‘bosses.’ Thus, 
individuality is destroyed and Governments, instead of governing, 
are dictated to by cliques and caucus.19

This hearkened back to the conservative ideal of voluntary political 
participation. The citizens’ movements believed the key to good citizenship 
lay in complete independence from any organisational structure that 
sought to impose collective rules, behaviours, or ideas. Party platforms 
robbed candidates of the ability to exercise their own judgement on 
political matters, resulting in a form of ‘party dictatorship’.20 The citizens’ 

18  Peter Loveday, ‘Emergence: Realignment and Consolidation’, in The Emergence of the Australian 
Party System, eds Peter Loveday, A.W. Martin, and R.S. Parker (Sydney: Hale & Iremonger, 1977), 
453–87; Smith, Against the Machines, 23–50.
19  Bagot, ‘Principles in Politic’, 11.
20  National Opinion [Wellington] 1(1) (10 August 1933): 2.
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movements considered this to be anti-democratic and immoral: it had 
caused ‘the degradation of the political conscience of the people’.21 In a 
particularly vitriolic turn of phase, the New Zealand Legion termed party 
politics an ‘abrogation of democracy’ that had ‘led to the substance of the 
State being poured out as a bloody sacrifice to the Moloch of party’.22 

The citizens’ movements also considered preselection to be anti-
democratic. They argued that by only selecting candidates who were 
willing to follow the party line, party machines limited the electoral choice 
available to everyday citizens and actively prevented alternative political 
candidates from emerging:

Such pre-selected persons are then submitted as the candidates 
of the respective parties, and the only franchise the individual 
elector can exercise is to support the candidate, whoever he might 
be, of one or other of the contending parties. Thus the electors 
no longer vote for responsible representatives in Parliament, 
but vote for a party, and, by the strength of their machines, the 
major parties endeavour to defeat any effort to bring new political 
aspirations of the people into existence.23

This robbed individuals of the chance to fully exercise their democratic 
responsibilities as informed and reasoned citizens. As the All for Australia 
League put it, preselection ‘deprived the people of their freedom in the 
choice of their Parliamentary representatives’ and ‘defeated the freedom 
of adult franchise’.24 Instead of promoting the kind of deliberative and 
democratic parliament the citizens’ movements envisioned, preselection 
encouraged mediocrity and cronyism. Only ‘incompetent men’ could 
be elected under such a ‘treacherous electoral system’, and only ‘blind 
adherence’ and ‘ready acquiescence’ could guarantee them a continued 
seat.25 As a result, it was ‘practically impossible for a citizen to secure 
election to Parliament against the will of the party machines and the 
powerful sectional interests that dominate them’.26

21  All for Australia League: Its Real Significance, 2.
22  National Opinion [Wellington] 1(1) (10 August 1933): 2.
23  Policy as Adopted by Convention of the League (Sydney: All for Australia League, 1931), 9.
24  ibid., 8; All for Australia League: Its Real Significance, 1–2.
25  Minutes of Inaugural Meeting, 3 October 1930, box 1, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA; National 
Opinion [Wellington] 1(1) (10 August 1933), 2.
26  Policy as Adopted by Convention of the League, 9.
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The citizens’ movements portrayed party politicians and their supporting 
machines as a small but powerful political minority whose interests lay 
solely in retaining and enhancing their power at the expense of the national 
interest. They were the ‘elite’ recognised by all theories of populism, 
imposing their will over the citizenry, and robbing them of their rights. 
As the All for Australia League put it:

By the caucus machine control, a minority in Parliament can 
impose its will on a Parliamentary party, and, because party 
solidarity demands that members shall place their party before 
their conscience or their country, such minority can dominate 
Parliament and the Country.27

In contrast to these party politicians, the citizens’ movements stressed 
their supposedly apolitical and national credentials. As non-party 
movements, their members were governed by purer motives than self-
serving and parochially minded party politicians. They were willing to put 
the nation ahead of their own personal desires by facing the Depression 
crisis with disinterested determination. They represented the true voice 
of democracy, the nation’s ‘noblest, truest interests’, devoid of class or 
sectional prejudices.28 The following passage from a speech by Bagot 
demonstrates how the concepts of the citizen and party politicians were 
constructed in relation to each other:

We can do nothing until we can convince the political leaders that 
we are sick to death of party politics, that we will not consent any 
longer to remain passive while they bicker and quarrel and play for 
their own ends instead of sinking their differences and uniting 
for the good of the country as a whole.

… We must take the lead ourselves. We must organise and unite 
until we are such a huge power that our wishes can no longer 
be ignored. We must show these politicians, who are so prone to 
listen to arguments of force, that there is a force which can make 
itself felt above all others, the force of public opinion directed 
towards a common objective, and that object the cleansing of our 
political stables, which we intend to secure by every constitutional 
means within our power.29 

27  ibid., 8.
28  Lee Neil, Why We Need a Citizens’ League, 3.
29  Address by E.D.A. Bagot at a Citizens’ Public Meeting in Adelaide Town Hall, 14 October 1930, 
box 1, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.
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In this, the loyal citizens were portrayed as the inheritors of the Anzac 
tradition: stoic, hardworking, self-sacrificing, and united in a common 
purpose. The citizens’ movements drew parallels between the Great 
War and the Depression: both were crises on a national scale, and both 
required the concerted efforts of the entire nation to address. However, 
rather than being invoked on a militaristic basis, the Anzac tradition was 
used to reinforce the values of unity and self-sacrifice that the citizens’ 
movements claimed to represent.30 Otherwise, the Anzacs did not feature 
heavily in citizens’ movement rhetoric.31

The citizens’ movements sought to overcome the dominance of party 
machines and self-serving politicians through the directed voting 
power of their membership. In place of party lists, they would support 
individual candidates ‘who by their past records merit our confidence as 
fit and proper persons to represent us’. It did not matter whether they 
were independents or members of existing parties: the chief criterion 
that the citizens’ movements would require of them was that they 
were prepared to serve their country before their party.32 Such a ‘loose 
grouping of Independents’ was one of the strategies commonly utilised 
by minor parties and independents in New South Wales to combat the 
dominance of the major parties.33 Instead of being bound by restrictive 
party preselection lists and pledges, candidates would be free to campaign 
on their own merits and to exercise their own judgement. This would 
eventually raise ‘the average personal standard of those who enter public 
life’ by encouraging the ‘right type of men’ to run for parliament.34 
It might also ultimately lead to the abolition of political parties entirely, 
or at the very least relegate them to irrelevance.

30  Circular Ref. 6/2/34, 6 June 1933, file 1, folder 2; No. NZL 15, file 1, folder 1, NZL Papers, AUL.
31  For examples of the Anzac tradition being invoked, see address by L.V. Pellew at a Citizens’ Public 
Meeting in Adelaide Town Hall, 14 October 1930, box 1, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA; Citizens’ League: 
Its Formation, Aims, and Objects, 2; Light on the Legion, 5–6, 13; All for Australia League Shows the Way 
to Prosperity (Melbourne: All for Australia League, 1931), 20, 22; Sydney Morning Herald, 26 February 
1931, 10.
32  Report of Executive Committee presented at First Convention of Delegates of Branch Committees 
of the CLSA, 1 December 1930, box 1, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.
33  Smith, Against the Machines, 3–4.
34  All for Australia League: All for Australia, item 70, Mutch Papers, SLNSW; Citizens’ League: 
Its Formation, Aims, and Objects, 14.



MOBILISING THE MASSES

130

Countering the communist menace
While party politicians and their political machines were the main 
enemy of the citizens’ movements, there was another ‘other’ with which 
they were concerned. All four movements believed to some extent that 
communist forces in league with the Soviet Union were secretly fomenting 
revolution throughout the British Empire. The Citizens’ League was the 
most open about its suspicions, and the most extreme in its suggested 
solutions. It called on the government to declare communism illegal, ban 
the distribution of ‘dangerous propaganda’, and deport all ‘agitators’ who 
refused to swear loyalty to the Crown and constitution.35 This was partially 
the result of Bagot’s personal distaste for communism, which he had been 
nurturing for several years. He had been particularly affected by the 1928 
Adelaide waterfront strikes, which he believed had been ‘engineered’ 
by the Militant Minority Movement as part of an ongoing Soviet plan 
to create ‘a  ring of socialised States’ around ‘the Commonwealth of 
British nations’.36

Given their shared belief in a communist conspiracy, the four citizens’ 
movements each considered the possibility of forming paramilitary 
wings to combat perceived threats to law and order. The extent of their 
preparations varied according to where, and when, the movements arose. 
For example, it appears that neither the All for Australia League nor the 
Australian Citizens’ League felt it necessary to assume a paramilitary 
function. This is probably because highly secretive and semi-official 
paramilitary movements already existed in New South Wales and Victoria. 
The Old Guard, in New South Wales, and the League of National 
Security, in Victoria, were closely tied to the political, economic, and 
military elite in their state, and it is almost certain the leaders of the All for 
Australia League and the Australian Citizens’ League were aware of their 
existence. It is also possible that there was a degree of cross-membership 
between the movements. This does not mean the All for Australia League 
and the Australian Citizens’ League were ‘front’ organisations for their 

35  Minutes of Executive Committee Meeting, 27 October 1931, box 1, item 3; Minutes of First 
Convention of Delegates from District and Branch Committees, 1 December 1930, box 1, item 1; 
Leaflet No. 6, c. 1931, box 14, item 23; The ‘Reds’ Revolution, c. December 1931, box 3, item 24, 
CLSA Papers, NLA.
36  Address given by Bagot at a public rally in Adelaide, 21 July 1931, box 3, item 24, CLSA Papers, 
NLA.
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paramilitary counterparts, as has been suggested by some historians.37 
The ideas they promulgated held wide social traction and did not 
require paramilitary backing to lend them legitimacy. It is more likely 
that paramilitarism and populist conservatism were complementary and 
occasionally overlapping manifestations of the widespread conservative 
discontent with the Depression.

The Citizens’ League specifically sought to build a reserve special 
constabulary in case of industrial strife. This was intended as a follow-
on from the Essential Service Maintenance Volunteers, which had been 
established in Adelaide in September 1928 in response to a labour 
dispute on the waterfront. On 1 December 1930, the Citizens’ League’s 
Executive Committee recommended the ‘formation of committees of 
loyal citizens able and willing to help maintain essential services in case 
of industrial unrest’.38 Bagot discussed this with Colonel G.W. Shaw, an 
acquaintance in the police commissioner’s office, who reported that Police 
Commissioner R.L. Leane—the man responsible for swearing in the 
special constables in 1928—‘would welcome the formation of a further 
Essential Service Body’. Bagot was authorised to offer the services of the 
league to Leane, with the understanding that their discussions ‘be kept 
strictly secret’.39 By March 1931, several Citizens’ League members had 
been enrolled as special constables ‘for the purpose of taking the place 
of police who are withdrawn from their districts in cases of emergency’. 
In such an emergency, a smaller force of dedicated specials would also serve 
alongside regular police under the command of Captain A.S. Blackburn 
and Lieutenant Colonel W.C.N. Waite—the men who had led the special 
constabulary in 1928.40 Bagot was also inspired by the success of the 
Organisation for the Maintenance of Supplies, a British strikebreaking 
outfit that had assisted their government with the provision of ‘essential 
services’ during the 1926 General Strike. If a similar strike occurred in 

37  Moore, The Secret Army and the Premier, 92, 99; Cathcart, Defending the National Tuckshop, 155.
38  Report of Executive Committee presented at First Convention of Delegates of Branch Committees, 
1 December 1930, box 1, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.
39  Minutes of Executive Committee Meeting, 15 December 1930, box 1, item 2, CLSA Papers, NLA.
40  Minutes of Executive Committee Meeting, 12 January 1931, box 1, item 2, Letter from Bagot to 
Colonel G.W. Shaw, 24 January 1931, box 13, item 11, CLSA Papers, NLA; The formation of secret 
bodies in the Commonwealth for the protection of the State against BOLSHEVISM, c. March 1931, 
D series, Commonwealth Investigation Branch Correspondence Files, A369, National Archives of 
Australia, Canberra. 



MOBILISING THE MASSES

132

Australia, Bagot stated that the Citizens’ League would ‘carry on and assist 
in the maintenance of the essential services of the country, just the same as 
people of England did in 1926’.41

In contrast, the discrediting of the New Guard in 1932 made the New 
Zealand Legion keen to disavow any paramilitary activity. As Chapter 
Two showed, there were several direct and indirect influences and 
connections  between the New Guard and the New Zealand Legion, 
ranging from a phone conversation between Eric Campbell and one of 
the legion’s founders to widespread media coverage of the New Guard’s 
troubling antics in New Zealand. It was because of these antics that the 
New Zealand Legion went to great lengths to dissociate itself from the 
New Guard. It began its very first pamphlet by stressing that it was ‘not 
a New Guard’ or ‘a Fascist body’, and the same reassurance was sent out 
in  a  circular to division and branch chairmen.42 The same point was 
presented during public appearances and in press releases.43 But public 
comparisons proved difficult to shake. In April, the secretary of the 
Gisborne centre of the legion reported that the main criticism he had 
faced during his recruitment campaign was that the legion was a ‘New 
Guard’ or ‘Fascist’ group.44 When Sherston was asked by a heckler whether 
the legion was a New Guard movement and what was ‘the colour of its 
shirt’—in reference to the fascist ‘blackshirts’ and the Nazi ‘brownshirts’—
he replied that he preferred to wear a coat.45 

It did not help that Campbell continued to claim that the two movements 
were connected. In July 1933, he met with British Union of Fascists leader 
Oswald Mosley while visiting Europe for business. The two established 
the New Empire Union in July 1933, and Campbell was empowered 
to speak for the New Guard in Australia and South Africa as well as an 
unnamed organisation in New Zealand.46 Members of the legion professed 
no knowledge of Mosley’s New Empire Union, despite Campbell’s claim. 
John MacGibbon, chair of the Canterbury provincial executive, noted 
in July 1933 that the unnamed organisation ‘could not refer to the New 

41  Address by Bagot at public meeting held in the Exhibition Building, 11 December 1930, box 3, 
item 25D; The Menace of Communism—Shall Russia Rule Australia?, Address given by Bagot at a 
public rally in Adelaide, 21 July 1931, box 3, item 24, CLSA Papers, NLA.
42  Light on the Legion, 1; No. NZL 6, 11 March 1933, file 1, folder 2, NZL Papers, AUL.
43  For example, The Evening Post, [Wellington], 4 March 1933, 11; 11 March 1933, 5.
44  Letter to A.S. Tonkin, 19 April 1933, file 2, folder 2, NZL Papers, AUL.
45  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 1 September 1933, 6.
46  Blackshirt [London] 11 (8–14 July 1933): 1.
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Zealand Legion, for that was not a Fascist organisation’.47 Yet when 
Campbell launched the Centre Party—the New Guard’s political wing—
in December 1933, he mentioned the New Zealand Legion by name: 

Out of our economic chaos is evolving a determination to force 
ordered existence. Towards this the disciplined will of youth is 
moving. Across the Tasman Sea the new-born Centre Party calls 
itself the New Zealand Legion. Here it is the New Guard, and 
we are exchanging ideas and following closely what is happening 
in every country where action outside discredited party politics is 
being effectively directed to repairing the economic system.48

What are we to make of Campbell’s claims? Was he really empowered 
by the New Zealand Legion to speak on its behalf? This seems highly 
unlikely. For one thing, the legion’s leadership disavowed any connection 
with the New Guard both publicly and in internal correspondence. 
If  they were truly interested in an alliance with the New Guard, why 
would they need to disavow this internally? And what value would an 
alliance have provided in 1933, when the New Guard had been reduced 
to a few thousand members and had been increasingly ostracised because 
of its extreme actions and flirtation with fascism? It seems more likely 
that Campbell was trying to counter his increasingly marginal position by 
exaggerating his connections with the legion. There is no reason to doubt 
that the legion’s attempts to distance itself from the New Guard were 
anything but genuine.

The legion’s leadership decided that it would be in the best interests of 
the movement to entirely avoid making any paramilitary preparations. 
In April 1933, Begg stated boldly that the legion did not need to commit 
to strikebreaking because its ideals would render strikes unnecessary.49 
When the Hawke’s Bay chairman asked the national executive in June 
what action the legion should take in the event of civil commotion, their 
response was blunt:

[T]he Legion is a society for propagation of political thought and 
action, and is not concerned with taking upon itself any such 
function as suggested. The actual control or dealing with Civil 
commotion is in the hands of the Government and Police and 

47  The Press, [Christchurch, NZ], 13 July 1933, 15.
48  Smith’s Weekly, [Sydney], 23 December 1933, 7.
49  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 20 April 1933, 12.
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any members of the Legion must act according to their conscience 
in their private capacity. This is one of the points that has been very 
firmly stressed in regard to the movement. [Emphasis added]50

The italicised sentence demonstrates the legion’s keen desire to dissociate 
itself from the negative connotations of paramilitarism. The fact that 
this was internal correspondence reinforces the likelihood that it was 
genuine. This may have been what Begg was referring to when he told the 
Provisional National Council in April 1933: ‘We must fearlessly analyse 
the weaknesses in similar movements that caused them to fail.’51 While he 
was most likely referring to the failure of the legion’s predecessors, such as 
the New Zealand National Movement, he may also have been hinting 
at the negative publicity that had befallen the New Guard.

Traditional conservative values

A contract with the past

While the citizens’ movements were launching their populist campaign 
against the political system, they also drew heavily on traditional 
conservative values. The citizens’ movements’ ideal society was based on 
the myth of the rugged and hardy individuals who had broken in the land 
and brought British civilisation to the colonies. It was to them that they 
suggested Australia and New Zealand should look for a model of how to 
reconstruct society:

[W]hat is essential to-day is a spirit akin to that of our pioneers, 
who deliberately and willingly faced the dangers, hardships, and 
privations of the pathway that led to prosperity, progress, and 
the making of a nation. To-day those hundreds of thousands of 
sturdy Australians in whom breathes the spirit of their forebears, 
are looking for a lead, and hoping for the emergence of an 
organisation that will link them together in a common ideal and 
a common purpose, so that their desire to re-adjust community 
life on sound foundations may be crystallised[.]52

50  Letter from E. Littlejohn to A.S. Tonkin, 29 June 1933, file 2, folder 3, NZL Papers, AUL.
51  National Opinion [Wellington] 1(4) (21 September 1933): 12.
52  Manifesto of Provisional Committee of the Australian Citizens’ League (Melbourne: Australian 
Citizens’ League, 1931). 4.
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This myth brought together several conservative tropes regarding good 
citizenship. The pioneer was hardworking, self-sacrificing, and willing 
to get on with the day-to-day business of carving a nation out of the 
Antipodean wilderness without fuss or ceremony. Furthermore, he had 
done all of this without having to resort to the kind of ‘State paternalism’ 
and ‘[s]ervile dependence on the Government’ that had supposedly 
eroded the foundations of individualism since the turn of the century.53 
This provided an ideal archetype for the citizenry of the Depression 
to aspire to while conveniently ignoring the fact that the nineteenth-
century developmentalist ethos of the colonies involved the considerable 
investment of public funds in the spread of colonisation. There was also 
an element of implicit racism in this pioneer myth in that it ignored the 
wholesale appropriation of land from indigenous populations that had 
enabled an economy based on primary production.

The myth of the pioneer represented an unspoken contract with the past 
and the conservative values that the citizens’ movements projected on to 
it. As the Citizens’ League of South Australia put it:

Fellow Citizens, we have received from the past a priceless 
inheritance—a trust that must not be betrayed—and that trust is 
the fair name of Australia. It remains for each of us to see that we 
shall pass on to posterity that name unblemished.54

Michael Cathcart termed this contract an ‘unwritten constitution’—
‘a body of principle and tradition which can never be fully known or 
articulated, but which defines the grounds upon which political activity 
may legitimately be undertaken’.55 Anything that lay outside the bounds 
of this unwritten constitution could thus be delegitimised as sectional, 
disloyal, or seditious:

We recognise that differences of political opinion must exist … 
but when the differences involve a distinction between honesty 
and dishonesty, integrity and default, honour and dishonour, we 
rise in our wrath—and I think I can say to-day in our MIGHT—
and denounce as traitors to their country those who put forward 
such views.56

53  Light on the Legion, 2, 6–7; National Unity in Crisis, 3.
54  Address given by Bagot, 11 February 1931, box 3, item 25C, CLSA Papers, NLA.
55  Cathcart, Defending the National Tuckshop, 165.
56  All for Australia League Shows the Way to Prosperity, 13.
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This was reflected in the movements’ use of common conservative phrases 
such as the ‘national interest’, which framed their values as sacred and 
inviolable rather than one world view among many. A strong patriotic 
and economic orientation towards Britain, a general commitment to 
free-market capitalism, and staunch opposition to communism and 
socialism—these were part of the natural order, a set of ‘fundamental 
laws’ that could not be changed ‘any more than we can alter the laws 
of gravity’.57

Individualism

The citizens’ movements believed in individualism, which exalted private 
enterprise and self-reliance over the interference of the state in economic 
matters. As ‘non-party’ movements, however, the citizens’ movements 
were able to extol the ideals of individualism without being bound by 
the practicalities of economic policy or the desires of the electorate for 
increased state activity. Unhampered by these encumbrances, they levelled 
criticism at the perceived ‘economic interference’ displayed by both ends 
of the political spectrum:

[The crisis] has been brought about by the ever-increasing inroads 
made in recent years by the various Governments of Australia—
both Federal and State—Liberal and Labour—into the fields 
of legitimate trade and commerce; inroads so aggressive and 
unwarranted that we now find every phase of our commercial and 
financial life subjugated either directly or indirectly to political 
interference.58

Public economic activity, according to this line of thought, was inherently 
political in that it brought ‘legitimate’ private enterprise under the 
control of party politicians. This criticism did not generally extend to 
the developmental pragmatism of the nineteenth century, although some 
of the citizens’ movements were willing to challenge this. The Citizens’ 
League of South Australia, for example, called for the privatisation 
of public assets such as railways and waterworks.59

57  Citizens’ League: Its Formation, Aims, and Objects, 8–10.
58  Bagot, speech given to the Political Reform League, September 1930, box 3, item 25A, CLSA 
Papers, NLA.
59  Minutes of Executive Committee Meeting, 29 September 1931, box 1, item 3, and Leaflet 
No.  8, c. 1931, box 14, item 23, CLSA Papers, NLA; Citizens’ League: Its Formation, Aims, and 
Objects, 6–7, 11.
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The citizens’ movements believed the functions the government retained 
should be performed in a business-like fashion. They argued that 
government departments and enterprises should be small, efficient, and 
free of unnecessary ‘trammels’ on the growth of private enterprise. They 
often used the phrase popularised by Warren G. Harding that there should 
be ‘more business in government and less government in business’.60 They 
believed government was essentially just another form of business, and 
should therefore be run in the same fashion:

[M]achine politics must give way to Government on sound 
business lines, in which the economic structure of the country 
is viewed as a gigantic business enterprise, with every member of 
the community as a shareholder. Overhead charges, represented 
by Governmental expenses must be kept down so that national 
dividends may be paid. In this way only can prosperity return.61

The central concern of this business-like approach was government debt. 
The citizens’ movements believed that public borrowing had spiralled out 
of control during the 1920s, resulting in a ‘false prosperity’ that showed 
‘a callous disregard of the impossible burdens being prepared for the rising 
generation’. The movements called on governments to curb such ‘reckless’ 
and ‘extravagant’ borrowing and learn to live within their means.62 Some, 
such as the New Zealand Legion, sought to remove the dependence on 
foreign borrowing altogether; others, like the Australian Citizens’ League, 
recognised its necessity and aimed to reassure British investors of the 
‘sincerity’ of the average citizen by forcing government to honour its debt 
commitments.63

Beyond economics, the citizens’ movements believed that individualism 
provided a framework for the entire ordering of society, from the role of 
government and the responsibilities of elected officials to the relationships 
between individuals, associations, and businesses. This was summed up 
by the All for Australia League as follows:

60  Address given by Bagot at public meeting held in the Exhibition Building, 11 December 1930, 
box 3, item 25D, CLSA Papers, NLA; Light on the Legion, 12.
61  All for Australia League (Sydney: All for Australia League, 1931), 5. The New Zealand Legion 
was also fond of the shareholder analogy; see Light on the Legion, 9–10.
62  Address by Bagot to Young People’s Employment Conference, 30 May 1931, box 3, item 25C, 
CLSA Papers, NLA; Citizens’ League: Its Formation, Aims, and Objects, 9, 11; Light on the Legion, 6–7; 
National Unity in Crisis, 3; All for Australia League: Its Real Significance, 3; Lee Neil, Why We Need a 
Citizens’ League, 4.
63  National Opinion [Wellington] 2(14) (1 March 1934): 1, 5; Lee Neil, Why We Need a Citizens’ 
League, 5–7; All for Australia League Shows the Way to Prosperity, 12–17.
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[We] desire above all things to see Australia’s finances restored 
and the country once more on the way to prosperity; to see the 
man on the land, the office-worker and the wage-earner receiving 
the rewards of their efforts untrammelled by those crippling 
experiments in Government—existing and proposed—which 
withhold from a man the full fruits of his labour, and would deny 
him the freedom to work out his destiny in accordance with his 
own inclinations and ability.64

Individualism was thus concerned with both the material and the spiritual. 
Private enterprise and self-reliance were not only the most efficient 
means of delivering services to the public, but also the most moral. They 
demonstrated the ability to stand on one’s own two feet without having 
to rely on the charity of others, whether through private donations or 
the coffers of the state. As such, the movements generally favoured lower 
taxes, reduced public spending, and a more efficient government whose 
functions were limited as much as possible to the business of everyday 
governance.65 This formed part of a general belief in deflationary economic 
methods across the board, which they justified as being about ‘equality 
of sacrifice’.66

The citizens’ movements attempted to incorporate the working class 
into their individualist world view. The premise of their appeal was that 
moderate or ‘sane’ labour had more in common with the middle class 
than with the ‘revolutionaries … masquerading under the honourable 
title of Labour’.67 They believed that government borrowing, combined 
with trade union agitation and arbitration, had led to unrealistically high 
wages and standards of living. In accordance with their preference for 
deflationary methods, the movements believed that wages should be 
allowed to fall in line with the reduced national income to ensure that the 
‘available wage pool’ was ‘divided equitably among all workers’.68 Trade 
union activity, while not overtly condemned, was suspiciously regarded as 
a vehicle for extremism:

64  All for Australia League, 4.
65  Citizens’ League: Its Formation, Aims, and Objects, 6–7; Manifesto of Provisional Committee of the 
Australian Citizens’ League, 6; Light on the Legion, 8–12.
66  All for Australia League: Its Real Significance, 3; Letter from Norman Keysor to T.D. Mutch, 29 May 
1931, item 79, Mutch Papers, SLNSW. ‘Equality of sacrifice’ was one of the five principles in the ‘Big 
Hand of Service’ (see Plate 4.3).
67  The Menace of Communism—Shall Russia Rule Australia?, Address by Bagot at a public rally 
in Adelaide, 21 July 1931, box 3, item 24, CLSA Papers, NLA.
68  All for Australia League: Its Real Significance, 3.
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Trades unionism is recognised as representing one of the most 
beneficent movements of the past century … In recent times, 
however, trades unionism has been so managed as to become 
a  menace to the worker, whom it was designed to protect … 
Unions cannot claim that they recognise the true worth and 
dignity of the worker when he is used merely as a pawn in political 
strategy or industrial conflict.69

This language attempted to restrict the range of legitimate trade union 
activity. Honest negotiation in the spirit of cooperation was acceptable, 
whereas strikes were selfish and sectional. And while the ‘sane’ worker 
possessed full agency in the former, in the latter, they were unwilling 
dupes of a sinister agenda beyond their control. 

Imperial patriotism

Imperial patriotism played an important part in the conservative world 
view to which the citizens’ movements ascribed. Britain and the empire 
were the guarantors of the individual liberties that the citizens’ movements 
claimed to champion. As the legion put it:

The New Zealand Legion is sturdily loyal to the Crown and 
Constitution. In the whole of the world, citizens of British 
countries have the greatest measure of liberty, the widest scope 
for individual development, the best system of justice. Loyalty to 
the Crown and Constitution is not a blind fetish; it is not old-
fashioned sentiment; it is robust common-sense; it is the individual 
citizen’s insurance policy for personal freedom and justice. There is 
more liberty, equality and fraternity under the British Crown than 
under any republican flag.70

The protection offered by belonging to the British Empire was twofold. 
In a physical sense, the might of the British Navy was believed to offer 
protection against foreign threats, particularly those in the Pacific.71 In a 
moral sense, however, the Crown was a potent symbol of ‘those great 
ideals of liberty, justice and national righteousness’.72 At the same time, 
the citizens’ movements stressed that Australia and New Zealand should 

69  Policy as Adopted by Convention of the League, 2–3.
70  Light on the Legion, 13.
71  Speech given by Bagot to the Political Reform League, September 1930, box 3, item 25, CLSA 
Papers, NLA.
72  Light on the Legion, 13; All for Australia League: Draft Policy, 5.
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offer more to Britain than mere colonial dependence. The Antipodean 
colonies were no longer ‘the suckling child always at liberty to ask for 
protection and sustenance’; it was time to become ‘grown-up son[s]’ and 
do ‘something to assist and support the Mother Country’.73

Reforming the system

The rationalisation of government

The combination of traditional conservative values with a populist revolt 
against the political establishment led the citizens’ movements to develop 
a diverse array of proposals for reform. These typically focused on two 
areas: the size and scope of government, and the way the economy was 
managed. Regarding the former, the movements claimed that reform was 
needed to achieve greater efficiency and decentralisation. In this, they were 
heavily influenced by standard conservative views about the importance 
of limited and more efficient government.

Reforming government was of particular importance to the New Zealand 
Legion and remained one of its most consistent policies throughout its 
life. From its first press release in February 1933, the legion stressed its 
devotion to ‘more efficient government, [both] central and local’.74 Local 
bodies were of particular concern for the legion; their sheer number 
and overlapping responsibilities made them ‘troublesome excrescences 
on the body politic’ in desperate need of rationalisation.75 To combat 
the proliferation of local government bodies, the legion proposed 
dividing New Zealand into a series of autonomous shires along lines of 
‘communit[ies] of interest’ and ‘convenience of communication’.76 Shire 
councils would be given authority on all matters of local government, 
including harbours, rivers, highways, power, and health care, leaving 
national matters such as justice, police, defence, railways, and external 
affairs in the hands of parliament.77

73  National Opinion [Wellington] 1(7) (2 November 1933): 3.
74  Auckland Star, 23 February 1933, 8.
75  Light on the Legion, 9.
76  National Opinion [Wellington] 1(4) (21 September 1933): 8–10. The legion’s policies on 
governmental reform were largely developed by the Dunedin executive, although the term ‘shire’ 
was introduced by the National Council; see Gerard Campbell, The New Zealand Legion in Otago, 
1933–1935 (BA Hons diss., University of Otago, Dunedin, NZ, 1987), 27–31.
77  National Opinion [Wellington] 2(13) (15 February 1934): 5; 2(14) (1 March 1934): 1, 5–6.
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The New Zealand Legion’s fixation on governmental reform was due to 
several factors. In part, the legion was merely rehashing the mainstream 
conservative stance on the inefficiencies of local government, which had 
been the subject of criticism in New Zealand since the Depression began.78 
It was also influenced by the prior experiences of its president, who 
had campaigned to rationalise the Wellington Hospital Board in 1931 
and believed the legion could achieve similar economies on a national 
scale. However, the legion primarily viewed these reforms as a practical 
fulfilment of its opposition to party politics. It believed that the abolition 
of the provincial system of government by Julius Vogel in 1876 had 
created an ever-increasing demand for local government bodies, which 
exerted a ‘tyrannical influence’ on their MPs.79 By strictly delineating the 
responsibilities of local and central government, the legion intended to 
free parliament from electoral concerns and allow it to focus solely on 
national affairs.80

The Citizens’ League of South Australia took a more extreme view 
on reforming the size and scope of government. It called for the 
standardisation of Commonwealth laws and services across all states and 
territories and the amalgamation of every Australian parliament into 
a single body comprising ‘60 honest representatives’. In addition, it called 
for the salaries of civil servants to be halved because Australia could not 
‘afford the luxury of supporting a huge army of social parasites’.81 This 
was partially a reflection of the league’s particularly strong espousal of 
laissez-faire economics.82 However, the league was also influenced by the 
idea of ‘economic rationalisation’. Two days before the league’s inaugural 
meeting on 3 October 1930, the Constitutional Club hosted a speaker 
on the topic of economic rationalisation in Germany and the United 
States, which he defined as ‘a combination of the scientific organisation 
of materials and products, simplification of processes, and improvement 
in transport and marketing’.83 This had a profound impact on Bagot, who 
was already an admirer of Henry Ford’s innovations in management and 

78  Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 124.
79  National Opinion [Wellington] 1(2) (24 August 1933): 1–2; Light on the Legion, 8.
80  National Opinion [Wellington] 2(13) (15 February 1934): 5.
81  Bagot, Address at Public Meeting, 14 October 1930, box 1, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.
82  Meeting of a Special Sub-Committee appointed to draft proposed policy, 18 January 1932, box 1, 
item 3, CLSA Papers, NLA.
83  Register News-Pictorial, [Adelaide], 2 October 1930, 4.
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the division of labour, and during the inaugural Citizens’ League meeting, 
he proclaimed that politics needed to be ‘rationalised’ in the same fashion 
as commerce and industry.84

The citizens’ movements shared a common interest in redistributing 
power between political parties and voters at a national level. They 
favoured elective cabinets and proportional voting systems to ensure 
that no one party could dominate parliament or the executive, and the 
introduction of the powers of referendum, initiative, and recall to give the 
electorate greater power in national decision-making.85 This reflected the 
movements’ desire to transform parliament into a more deliberative body 
and to elevate the political-mindedness of the citizenry. It also reflected 
their desire to sideline or eliminate political parties. Voting along party 
lines would be abolished by these reforms, leaving members free to vote 
‘according to their conscience’ on all proposed legislation. In addition, 
the people would have the power to ensure that government respected 
the ‘wishes and desires of the people’.86 By introducing these reforms, the 
legion even hoped that ‘[p]arty Government as we know it will cease 
to exist’.87

The Citizens’ League of South Australia was willing to support more 
extreme measures to combat party politics. As with its policies on the 
‘rationalisation’ of politics, this was largely due to Bagot’s influence on 
the movement’s ideology. During his process of political radicalisation in 
1930, Bagot had become increasingly drawn to the idea of a dictatorship 
led by a ‘big man in business leadership’ backed by a ‘small strong 
Committee of Management’.88 He carried this rhetoric across into 
the Citizens’ League, where he called for the kind of leader who could 
‘“cleave through Party Politics” and establish Law and Order in our Social 
System’.89 Bagot favoured a top-down style of governance that favoured 
personalities over democratic process—providing, of course, that the ‘right’ 
kind of personality could be found. Such a leader would be ‘of the real 

84  Minutes of Inaugural Meeting, 3 October 1930, box 1, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.
85  National Opinion [Wellington] 1(4) (21 September 1933): 8–10; Minutes of Executive Committee 
Meeting, 2 May 1933, box 1, item 3, Citizens’ League Policy for 1934, 6 March 1934, box 1, item 4, 
Letter from Bagot to W.A. Burns, 2 June 1931, box 12, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA; Policy as Adopted by 
Convention of the League, 11–12.
86  Policy as Adopted by Convention of the League, 11–12.
87  National Opinion [Wellington] 2(13) (15 February 1934): 5.
88  Bagot, ‘A Dictator Needed’, submitted to the Editor of The Advertiser, 5 September 1930, box 3, 
item 25D, CLSA Papers, NLA.
89  Minutes of Inaugural Meeting, 3 October 1930, box 1, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.
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bull dog breed’—a man willing to take control of the floundering affairs 
of the state, to place the national interest above all personal or sectional 
demands, and with the personal gravitas to inspire his fellow citizens:

Instead of the captain, the whole crew is trying to steer the ship 
of State. Let us get back the control, select our leader, and say to 
him: ‘In the name of humanity, take charge. We will gladly serve 
to the best of our ability, so long as you continue to justify our 
confidence. You shall swear to serve us, fearless and unfaltering, to 
one end—the welfare of the nation as a whole.’ Who will pledge 
to serve?90

Bagot believed Sir John Monash, commander of the Australian corps 
during the Great War, fitted the bill, and he made it clear he would gladly 
support a dictatorship led by Monash if it was the only way to abolish 
party politics.91 He was even willing to countenance unconstitutional 
methods, such as the withholding of taxation or a ‘show of force’, if the 
government failed to take action.92 The quest of the Australian citizens’ 
movements to find a suitable leader is discussed further in Chapter Five.

Managing the economy

The citizens’ movements also developed various proposals to reform the 
way the economy was managed. The general thrust of these reforms was 
that the industrial and technological growth that had occurred since the 
founding of most Western democracies had outpaced the ability of their 
political institutions to comprehend them:

Economic matters to-day are so complex, so diversified, so 
badly understood as to their general laws, that the people acting 
blunderingly through their representative institutions, and 
incapable of calculating and foreseeing the results of the measures 
adopted, generally have acted so as to injure the very interests 
which they were trying to defend.93

To cement the immunity of government from ‘sectional’ interests, 
the movements supported, to varying degrees, devolving authority 
on economic matters to independent ‘experts’. The Citizens’ League of 

90  Citizens’ League: Its Formation, Aims, and Objects, 14.
91  The Advertiser, [Adelaide], 12 February 1931, 7.
92  Minutes of Inaugural Meeting, 3 October 1930, box 1, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.
93  Policy as Adopted by Convention of the League, 16–17.
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South Australia advocated for ‘an independent and qualified Board, free 
from political influence’ to control public expenditure, revise tariffs and 
bounties, and manage unprofitable assets in preparation for their ultimate 
privatisation.94 The All for Australia League advocated a similar policy, 
although its proposed economic advisory council was, as its name suggests, 
an advisory body only. Comprising ‘the highest experts obtainable in 
finance, economics and industry’, it would ‘disinterestedly examine’ 
questions of taxation, wages, and the tariff and provide recommendations 
to the government on economic policy. This would ‘decisively check 
governmental extravagances or any tendency to the placation of sectional 
interests’.95 The New Zealand Legion also proposed an economic advisory 
council, but it went much further: it supported a centrally planned 
economy with aspects of monetary reform. This contradictory mix of 
ideas is discussed in Chapter Six.

The Citizens’ League and the All for Australia League complemented these 
proposed ‘expert’ bodies with policies on industrial relations. The Citizens’ 
League suggested the creation of industrial boards comprising trade 
union and employers’ association representatives who would determine 
wages for each industry and impose penalties on ‘sweating, profiteering 
… [and] malingering’.96 This was envisaged not as an equal partnership, 
but as a redefinition of industrial relations in favour of employers, who 
possessed the ‘brains’ to labour’s ‘muscle’.97 To emphasise the point, the 
league called for the abolition of the existing wage arbitration courts and 
their ‘pernicious awards’ that denied men the ‘right to work’.98 With 
wages subsequently lowered to their ‘natural’ level, they believed that 
unemployment would naturally decrease. To ensure that employment 
was found for all, the league advocated the rationalisation of various local 
unemployment relief schemes and bureaus under a single state council to 
avoid duplication of effort. The South Australian Government adopted 
this recommendation in 1933 in one of the few occasions where a citizens’ 
movement directly affected government policy.99

94  Address by Bagot at a Citizens’ Public Meeting in Adelaide Town Hall, 14 October 1930; Report 
of Executive Committee presented at First Convention of Delegates of Branch Committees of the 
CLSA, 1 December 1930, box 1, item 1; Minutes of Executive Committee Meeting, 29 September 
1931, box 1, item 3, CLSA Papers, NLA.
95  Policy as Adopted by Convention of the League, 8 August 1931, 16–18.
96  Bagot, The Problem of Unemployment, 6 August 1931, box 3, item 25B, CLSA Papers, NLA.
97  James, ‘God, Mammon and Mussolini’, 52.
98  Citizens’ League: Its Formation, Aims, and Objects, 9; Bagot, ‘A Dictator Needed’, submitted to 
the Editor of The Advertiser, 5 September 1930, box 3, item 25D, CLSA Papers, NLA.
99  James, ‘God, Mammon and Mussolini’, 45.
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The All for Australia League’s approach to industrial relations was much 
more ambitious. Like the Citizens’ League, it called for the establishment 
of a federal tribunal to arbitrate wages and working hours based on the 
advice of the economic advisory council. It, too, opposed the arbitration 
courts, but not for their ‘pernicious awards’; the league believed that state 
control of arbitration pitted states against each other, which was disruptive 
of national unity. A federal tribunal would eliminate this disunity 
by standardising industrial conditions across the Commonwealth.100 
To eliminate the class antagonism that had supposedly been fostered by 
party politics, the league also proposed an ‘industrial parliament’ called 
the ‘Bureaux of Industrial Co-operation’ that would adjudicate issues 
between employers and employees and promote a spirit of ‘mutual 
understanding’.101 In the long term, however, it hoped to encourage the 
formation of voluntary cooperatives in each industry comprising ‘labour, 
management, capital and consumption’ that would plan the production 
and distribution of goods and services, standardise products and methods, 
and equitably distribute profits between employers and employees.102

The citizens’ movements arose at a time of pronounced crisis and 
uncertainty when there was substantial and prolonged public discontent. 
They were able to take advantage of this discontent by tapping into long-
held public sentiments and prejudices that, in ordinary times, did not 
animate people to the extent they did during the crisis. But ideology was 
only one of the ways they channelled this discontent. The movements 
also practised a ‘populist culture’ that was predicated on building an 
enthusiastic and committed mass following, from the way they promoted 
themselves right down to their organisational structures. This populist 
culture is explored in the next chapter.

100  Policy as Adopted by Convention of the League, 19–20.
101  ibid., 20–21.
102  ibid., 22–25.
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Box 3.1 The leaders of the citizens’ movements

Edward Daniel Alexander Bagot’s background before founding the Citizens’ 
League of South Australia is discussed in Chapter Two. The youngest of 
the four leaders at age 37, Bagot was an imposing, somewhat authoritarian 
individual with an excellent speaking voice and a flair for organisation. 
One of his associates described him thus:

[H]e possesses quite a good presence to which he adds an 
excellent manner, and a good voice … He also possesses great 
courage and individuality, and he had made himself a very fair 
speaker. Of his organising abilities there is little doubt. His 
main faults are an extraordinary self-assurance, a domineering 
attitude (I christened him the ‘democratic dictator’), an utter 
inability to work with anyone on an equal or subordinate 
footing, and great rashness … [I]t was always evident to those 
who worked with him that E.D.A. Bagot and his interests 
came first[.]103

Plate 3.1 Portrait of Robert 
Campbell Begg, c. 1931
Source: Robert Campbell Begg, The 
Secret of the Knife (Norwich, UK: 
Jarrold & Sons, 1965), 20–21.

Plate 3.2 Portrait of Alexander 
J. Gibson, c. 1920s
Source: Alexander Gibson Papers, 
privately held.

103  Archibald Grenfell Price, quoted in James, ‘God, Mammon and Mussolini’, 40.
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Plate 3.3 Portrait of Ernest 
Turnbull, 1931
Source: All for Australia League Shows 
the Way to Prosperity (Melbourne: All 
for Australia League, 1931), 8.

Plate 3.4 Portrait of Edward 
Daniel Alexander Bagot, 1938
Source: Laura Standard and Crystal 
Brook Courier, 24 June 1938, 96.

This negative assessment was due in part to Bagot’s political naivety; he 
was, as one historian argued, a ‘maverick in a maverick’s movement’.104 Such 
naivety proved worrisome to mainstream conservatives in South Australia, 
with whom Bagot was initially ‘dead against cooperation’.105 Those with 
whom he did seek to cooperate, such as the leaders of the other citizens’ 
movements, were often alienated by his attempts to corral them behind his 
vision of a nationwide movement. This domineering attitude extended to 
his own movement as well, with one initially enthusiastic member resigning 
because there was ‘too much Bagot about it’.106

104  John Lonie, ‘“Good Labor Men” and “Non-Labor” during the Great Depression in South 
Australia’, Journal of the Historical Society of South Australia 2(1) (1976): 30–45, at p. 32.
105  Minutes of meeting of representatives to the Emergency Committee, 1 April 1931, series 4, 
item 1, Archibald Grenfell Price Papers, PRG7 [hereinafter Price Papers], SLSA.
106  Letter from W.A. Blackler to the Secretary of the Citizens’ League, 23 October 1931, box 12, 
item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.
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Robert Campbell Begg was the opposite of Bagot in many ways. An older 
gentleman at age 47, he was a sombre, hardworking leader who lacked a taste 
for theatrics. His contemporaries described him as ‘a big tall raw-boned 
Scot’ with a ‘commanding presence & personality’.107 As a speaker, however, 
he was ‘placid’ and ‘undemonstrative’; he preferred audience questions to 
be collated beforehand, and became easily frustrated when dealing with 
hecklers.108 Fellow legion member H.L. Paterson described his oratory at 
one of the inaugural meetings in Otago:

I was the Otago branch chairman so I took the chair. Knowing 
so little of what Begg had in his mind, my introduction was 
very brief and I handed over to him … He wandered on 
interminably and his audience became restless. He leaned 
down to me and asked if he had said enough and I replied 
quite bluntly. ‘Too much.’ He had spoken for one and a half 
hours and told us nothing.109

In Begg’s defence, his schedule in the legion’s first few months was incredibly 
taxing and the quality of the loud-speaking equipment at some venues was 
poor.110 His sincerity and devotion were what appealed to most members; 
he regularly worked 15-hour days during the legion’s heyday, and it was 
not unusual for him to fly into Wellington early in the morning after 
giving an address the previous night and head straight to the hospital for 
his shift.111 This devotion often bordered on humourlessness, with one 
member remarking that ‘in all the time I knew him, I don’t think I ever 
heard him laugh’.112

107  Letter from Sir Douglas Robb, 29 September 1972; Letter from W. Bright, 26 August 1972, 
Transcripts of taped interviews with various people for Tony Simpson, ‘The Sugar Bag Years’, MS-
Papers-9902 [hereinafter Simpson Papers], ATL.
108  Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 75; Letter 
from Peter Hall, 24 August 1972, Simpson Papers, ATL.
109  Tony Simpson, The Sugarbag Years: An Oral History of the 1930s Depression in New Zealand 
(Auckland: Hodder & Stoughton, 1984), 169.
110  Letter from H. Scott Gilkinson, 29 August 1972, Simpson Papers, ATL.
111  Simpson, The Sugarbag Years, 168; Letter from S.R. McCallum, 26 August 1972, Letter from 
R.F. Gambrill, 24 August 1972, Letter from Peter Hall, 24 August 1972, Simpson Papers, ATL; Pugh, 
The New Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 75; Begg, The Secret of the 
Knife, 84–85.
112  Letter from Peter Hall, 24 August 1972, Simpson Papers, ATL.
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Less information has survived regarding Alex J. Gibson and Ernest Turnbull. 
Gibson was the oldest of the four at 54, while Turnbull, at 39, was only 
slightly older than Bagot. The few firsthand accounts of Gibson’s leadership 
of the All for Australia League suggest he was a fiery, strong-willed individual 
who staunchly opposed cooperation with mainstream conservative parties. 
However, given these accounts were written by stalwarts of those parties, 
their reliability is questionable. While A.G. Price may have only been slightly 
exaggerating in saying that Gibson and his colleagues disliked ‘the Nationalists 
even more than they did the Lang crowd’, Producers’ Advisory Council 
Secretary C.L.A. Abbott’s claim that ‘the tremendous number of members 
they enrolled went to their heads’ smells of sour grapes.113 Jack Lang himself 
described Gibson as a ‘sinister figure’, although his belief that Gibson ‘sold 
out’ for the position of consulting engineer to Lang’s successor may have 
sharpened his distaste for the man.114 The sheer size and, in Victoria at least, 
the statewide scope of the movements attest to the organisational abilities of 
the two men, although Turnbull was assisted by Kingsley Henderson, the 
Victorian league’s active and well-spoken secretary, who had proven himself 
through his role in the league’s predecessor, the Citizens’ Committee.115

113  Price, ‘The Emergency Committee of South Australia and the Origin of the Premiers’ Plan’, 
18–19; Family Background: The Upper Hunter Abbotts, Abbott Papers, NLA.
114  J.M. Antill, ‘Gibson, Alexander James (1876–1960)’, Australian Dictionary of Biography (National 
Centre of Biography, The Australian National University, first published in hardcopy 1981), available 
from: adb.anu.edu.au/biography/gibson-alexander-james-6306.
115  Price described Henderson as far more eloquent than Gibson; see Price, ‘The Emergency 
Committee of South Australia and the Origin of the Premiers’ Plan’, 18–19.
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