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A call to arms: The populist 

culture of mass conservative 
mobilisation

Many years after the Depression, a Sydneysider recalled the following 
about the rise of the All for Australia League:

[I]n no time a dissident body sprung up, calling itself the All 
For Australia movement. Members wore a disc in their lapels 
inscribed ‘A.F.A.’ One morning on the crowded Mosman ferry a 
dozen or so of these appeared, not even provoking curiousity [sic]. 
The following morning there were twenty or thirty. They began 
to proliferate. By the end of the week a majority of the passengers 
were wearing them. The same thing was going on in every middle 
class suburb in Sydney.1

In a single week, according to this anecdote, the league’s badge became 
an identifying symbol. In fact, wearing a badge became so common 
that, by the end of that week, more people were wearing badges than 
not. Equally important, however, was the fact this practice did not even 
provoke curiosity among bystanders. The badge held implicit meanings 
that were widely known and accepted by wearers and non-wearers alike—
so widely they did not require comment. Everyone simply knew what 
they represented.

1  Exercise book titled ‘Politics; UAP [United Australia Party]; AFA [All for Australia League]’, 
folder 4, 25, H.M. Storey Papers, MS 8539 [hereinafter Storey Papers], NLA.
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This rapid proliferation of understanding did not occur by accident. 
It  was the result of a deliberate strategy pursued by the citizens’ 
movements’ leaders to connect with a wide audience and cultivate a 
public image of size—that is, of being a mass movement with significant 
and widespread support. Virtually the entirety of their operations, from 
the way they promoted themselves to their organisational structure, was 
designed to build an enthusiastic and committed mass following. They 
held large, semi-ritualised meetings and rallies at which speeches were 
given and resolutions passed to convey the titanic nature of the challenges 
they claimed to face. They made shrewd use of traditional and modern 
media, such as books, pamphlets, dodgers, posters, and the burgeoning 
technology of radio. They courted media publicity, and they submitted 
countless letters to newspapers to convey their message and to challenge 
countering opinions. And they brought their considerable organisational 
skills to bear by forming robust, hierarchical structures that encouraged 
individuals to join and participate. Combined with their ability to tap 
into conservatives’ ideological dissatisfaction (which was discussed in the 
previous chapter), this populist culture of mass conservative mobilisation 
enabled the citizens’ movements to recruit considerable membership 
in a remarkably short period. It represented what Moffatt described 
as a  ‘populist political style’ in which the leaders and their audience 
performed their respective roles on a stage of crisis and mass media.2

Attaining mass memberships
The previous chapter demonstrated how Edward Daniel Alexander Bagot, 
the leading figure in the Citizens’ League of South Australia, epitomised the 
process of conservative radicalisation during the Depression. Through his 
position at the head of the Citizens’ League, Bagot also became one of 
the key influences on the spread of the citizens’ movement phenomenon 
throughout Australia. His primary concern was to avoid the loss of 
momentum that had crippled previous protests, such as the abortive 
Kyabram-inspired movement at Moonta earlier in 1930. At the inaugural 
meeting of the Citizens’ League on 3 October 1930, Bagot introduced 
a successful resolution that the attendees should ‘form a permanent body 
of citizens to follow up this protest with further concerted action’.3 This 
resolution embodied the style of protest that Bagot had been increasingly 

2  Moffitt, The Global Rise of Populism, 2.
3  Minutes of Inaugural Meeting, 3 October 1930, box 1, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.
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drawn towards during his political radicalisation. It was pervasive, in that 
it would unite a large body of decent, right-minded citizens; and it was 
sustained, in that it would maintain its enthusiasm through a dedicated 
body committed to continued action. Such a body would pressure 
government not through delegations or low-level propaganda, as had 
often been the case with previous conservative non-party movements, 
but through the sheer weight of mass public opinion and, if necessary, 
directed voting power. This method of protest became the standard 
modus operandi of the citizens’ movements and of other forms of mass 
conservative mobilisation during the Depression.

The leaders of the citizens’ movements used several tools in their drive 
to attain mass memberships. Key among these were their use of public 
ceremony, their recruitment methods, their organisational skills, their 
reliance on symbolism, and their deployment of mass media. 

Public ceremony

Public ceremony in the form of mass meetings played an important role 
in attracting new recruits and maintaining enthusiasm among existing 
members. These meetings built on the ceremony of the ‘public meeting’ 
that had been a staple of colonial politics since the nineteenth century.4 
What distinguished the citizens’ movements’ meetings—poignantly 
described as ‘monster rallies’ by the Citizens’ League—was their sheer and 
deliberate size. This was not uncommon on the left (Jack Lang’s populist 
oratory was renowned for attracting large audiences) but was relatively 
novel on the right. Attendees typically numbered in the thousands, which 
often required many to stand or queue outside the venue. The inaugural 
meeting of the Citizens’ League of South Australia packed out the Adelaide 
Town Hall, with those unable to obtain a seat lining the walls, aisles, 
and ‘even the organ galleries’. The inaugural Australian Citizens’ League 
meeting at the Melbourne Town Hall attracted more than 3,000 people, 
with a similar number turned away at the door.5 Attendance was so high 

4  The tradition of public meetings was an inheritance from Britain. They followed a standard 
protocol that began with speeches, followed by resolutions (often prewritten) put to a popular vote, 
and the election of a subgroup or ‘deputation’ to convey the meeting’s resolutions to elected officials. 
See Damen Ward, ‘Colonial Communication: Creating Settler Public Opinion in Crown Colony South 
Australia and New Zealand’, in Imperial Communication: Australia, Britain, and the British Empire 
c. 1830–50, ed. Simon J. Potter (London: Menzies Centre for Australian Studies, 2004), 12–21.
5  Register News-Pictorial, [Adelaide], 15 October 1930, 3; The Advertiser, [Adelaide], 20 February 
1931, 14.
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at the inaugural All for Australia League meeting at Killara Memorial 
Hall in Sydney that loudspeakers were set up outside the venue to cater 
for the overflow.6 These mass meetings were more than an opportunity 
to communicate the movements’ ideas to a large audience. They were 
a deliberate attempt to convey an image of overwhelming size and 
support. Since the movements viewed themselves as the voice of the silent 
majority—the average citizen—public meetings provided an opportunity 
to display the weight of numbers they claimed to represent.

The mass meeting also provided a means for the citizens’ movements to 
engage directly with their membership. Advertisements for meetings, 
which were published and distributed as widely as possible, used emotive 
and personal language to appeal directly to the reader’s sense of duty. In its 
advertisement for a ‘monster meeting’ on 11 December 1930 (displayed 
in Plate 4.1), the Citizens’ League of South Australia linked the fate of 
the nation with that of the individual. Australia’s future, it proclaimed, 
rested with the reader, and it was only by taking action—by joining the 
Citizens’ League—that ruin would be averted. General platitudes and 
a lack of specific or controversial policies ensured the advertisements 
appealed to a wide audience. Once at the meeting, attendees listened 
to speakers who were familiar with the nature of their grievances and 
understood their desire for urgent action. Bagot urged the crowd at the 
inaugural Citizens’ League of South Australia meeting to bring about 
‘the cleansing of our political stables’, while other speakers warned that 
‘a crisis is approaching’ that required ‘immediate action’.7 Gibson gave 
a rousing speech to the inaugural All for Australia League meeting that 
listed a plethora of grievances with the government, including its ‘reckless 
borrowing and expenditure’, the ‘deliberate alignment of class against 
class’, and ‘the setting of party and personal power above the interests 
of the State’. Speakers often involved the audience in their speeches by 
asking questions that appealed to their sense of duty:

[The Depression] had been referred to as a financial crisis: but 
they were approaching a crisis in their national honour. Were they 
going to stand by and see the fair name of Australia dragged in the 
dust of infamy? (Cries of ‘No’ and ‘Never’.)8

6  Sydney Morning Herald, 13 February 1931, 11.
7  Addresses by E.D.A. Bagot, L.V. Pellew, and T.R.H. Griffiths at a Citizens’ Public Meeting in 
Adelaide Town Hall, 14 October 1930, box 1, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.
8  Sydney Morning Herald, 13 February 1931, 11.
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Plate 4.1 The Citizens’ League of South Australia’s ‘membership 
thermometer’
Source: The Register, [Adelaide], 25 November 1930, 28.



MOBILISING THE MASSES

156

Plate 4.2 Inaugural meeting of the Citizens’ League of South Australia 
at the Adelaide Town Hall
Source: The Register, [Adelaide], 16 October 1930, 13.

Plate 4.3 Advertisement for a Citizens’ League of South Australia 
‘monster meeting’
Source: Box 1, item 8, CLSA Papers, NLA.
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This reinforced the link between individual action and national 
wellbeing. Attendees were cast as the pivotal players in ensuring whether 
government carried out its duties responsibly, but they could only play 
this role by acting in unison. Mass meetings were typically concluded with 
a resolution condemning government inaction or calling for greater unity 
and cooperation between parties, which invariably gathered unanimous 
support. The text of these resolutions was usually prepared in advance, 
which made the mass expression of approval by attendees the closing act 
of a public ceremony rather than democratic participation.9

Recruitment methods

One of the crucial ingredients in the success of the citizens’ movements 
was the importance they placed on the attainment of a mass membership. 
The very legitimacy of their cause depended on the belief that they 
represented a silent majority of decent, loyal citizens, and that the only 
path to affecting meaningful change lay in mobilising this silent majority. 
As a result, the citizens’ movement leaders devoted a considerable amount 
of time to establishing new branches. For months on end, they travelled 
from town to town, holding meetings and asking attendees to join and 
form new branches. Between 17 February and 26 March 1933, New 
Zealand Legion committee members travelled nearly 15,000 kilometres 
across the country, organising meetings and establishing branches. Begg 
alone traversed 8,491 kilometres and attended 42 meetings, which 
led The  Evening Post to declare that he ‘must have some of St. Paul’s 
qualifications as a missionary’.10 Begg, who was an early proponent of 
flight, joked that he must have flown in every aircraft in New Zealand at 
the time to keep up with his punishing schedule of meetings and be back 
in Wellington in time for his morning hospital shift.11 Inaugural legion 
meetings were by invitation only and were closed to the press, which 
generated an air of mystery about the new movement.12 The Australian 
movements were no less energetic; the Citizens’ League of South Australia 
held 221 public meetings between October 1930 and June 1931, which 

9  Resolution passed at Citizens’ Public Meeting in Adelaide Town Hall, 14 October 1930, box 1, 
item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.
10  Itinerary in Forming the NZ Legion, file 1, folder 1, NZL Papers, AUL; The Evening Post, 
[Wellington], 6 April 1933, 10.
11  Begg, The Secret of the Knife, 84–85.
12  Letter to Y.T. Shand from the Organiser of the inaugural Legion meeting in Christchurch, 
17 March 1933, Papers concerning the New Zealand Legion, MS-Papers-0426-086, Field Papers, 
ATL; Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 97–98.
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attracted a total attendance of 42,000 people. Bagot, in particular, was 
praised as the figure to whom ‘the success of the League’s operations to 
date has been due in a very large measure’.13

The citizens’ movements utilised novel enrolment techniques to encourage 
recruitment. The Citizens’ League, for example, awarded gold badges and 
brooches to individuals who encouraged large numbers of individuals 
to join.14 It also created the ‘L.G. Abbott Shield’, which was awarded 
each month to the district which recruited the most new members.15 
The All for Australia League and the Australian Citizens’ League operated 
hugely successful enrolment booths in central Sydney and Melbourne. 
An advertising campaign by the All for Australia League for its first 
convention in March netted 25,000 new members in one week.16 In New 
Zealand, the legion utilised a ‘ticket’ system of enrolment whereby each 
new member was requested to recruit five new members. Enrolment 
booths were planned for several cities, although the only one that appears 
to have been established was in the square at Palmerston North.17 Cheap 
membership fees of 2 shillings or less, which were often waived in cases 
of financial hardship, further ensured the spread of the movements. 
The subscription for the Citizens’ League was voluntary.18

Organisational structure

The organisational structure of the citizens’ movements was designed 
to facilitate participation and encourage leadership at multiple levels. 
The lowest units of organisation were typically arranged at the level 
of a town or suburb. These units—known variously as subdivisions, 
branches, or centres—were supposed to meet frequently and discuss 
important political and economic questions. They would also review 

13  Report of Executive Committee presented at Third Convention of Delegates, 10 June 1931, 
box 1, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.
14  ibid.
15  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.
16  Sydney Morning Herald, 18 March 1931, 9, and 21 March 1931, 1; The Argus, [Melbourne], 
21 February 1931, 18. Bagot was very impressed with this achievement, and considered opening 
enrolment booths for the Citizens’ League of South Australia in Adelaide; see Letter from Bagot to 
J. Blitz, 19 March 1931, box 12, item 2, CLSA Papers, NLA.
17  Minutes of Meeting of the Provisional National Council, 4–5 April 1933, file 1, folder 1, NZL 
Papers, AUL; National Opinion [Wellington] 1(5) (5 October 1933): 7.
18  The Evening Post, [Wellington], 27 April 1933, 12; The Argus, [Melbourne], 2 April 1931, 7; 
Minutes of Inaugural Meeting, 3 October 1930, box 1, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.



159

4. A CALL TO ARMS

policies proposed by the leadership and nominate members to represent 
them at higher levels of the organisation.19 The New Zealand Legion was 
particularly interested in maximising the participation of its members. 
Frontline ‘centres’ were supposed to investigate and develop policy ideas 
that would be submitted to the National Council that met quarterly in 
Wellington. Ideas considered worthy of pursuing would be circulated to 
all centres, and those that received the approval of every centre would be 
adopted as official legion policy. In practice, however, centres typically 
looked for guidance to the National Executive—a small body appointed 
by Begg to manage the everyday business of the movement. To assist in 
the production and dissemination of discussion material, the executive 
appointed research committees in Wellington to study topics including 
central government, local government, economics, unemployment, 
and land.20

These organisational techniques helped the citizens’ movements to spread 
rapidly. Within a week of its official launch on 14 October 1930, the 
Citizens’ League of South Australia had 1,500 members.21 That figure 
tripled to 4,765 by the end of November, and tripled again to 14,200 
by the following March.22 At its height in August 1932, the league had 
21,752 members, or 6.71 per cent of the total registered voters in South 
Australia.23 In New South Wales, the All for Australia League amassed 
a membership of 30,000 by March 1931, with between 400 and 500 new 
members enrolling every day.24 A peak figure of 137,000 was reached at 
the end of June.25 The Australian Citizens’ League in Victoria recruited 

19  All for Australia League: Draft Constitution (Sydney: All for Australia League, 1931); All for 
Australia League: Locality Layout for Metropolitan Campaign, 3 March 1931, item 70, Mutch 
Papers, SLNSW; Constitution of Citizens’ League of South Australia (Adelaide: F. Cockington & Co. 
Printers, 1931); Constitution and Rules of the New Zealand Legion, No. NZL 15, file 1, folder 1, 
NZL Papers, AUL; All for Australia League Shows the Way to Prosperity, 26.
20  Minutes of Meeting of the Provisional National Council, 4–5 April 1933, file 1, folder 1, and 
Ref. 6/2/16, 12 May 1933, file 1, folder 2, NZL Papers, AUL; Pugh, The New Zealand Legion 
and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 92–93. 
21  Minutes of Meeting held at Balfour’s Café, 21 October 1930, box 1, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.
22  Report of Executive Committee presented at First Convention of Delegates of Branch Committees 
of the CLSA, 1 December 1930; Report of Executive Committee presented at Second Convention of 
Delegates of Branches of the CLSA, 16 March 1931, box 1, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.
23  Report of Executive Committee presented to the First Annual Convention of Branch Delegates, 
16 September 1931, box 1, item 2, CLSA Papers, NLA. A slightly higher figure of 23,133 was 
reported in August 1932; however, it is likely that most members were nominal by this point, as the 
league had rapidly declined in strength and influence from the end of 1931.
24  Horsham Times, 13 March 1931, 2; Matthews, ‘The All for Australia League’, 139.
25  Sydney Morning Herald, 26 June 1931, 16; Committees (handwritten note), undated, item 79, 
Mutch Papers, SLNSW.
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5,691 members by 4 March 1931, when it decided to adopt the name 
and objects of the All for Australia League.26 By its first annual meeting 
on 19 May, its membership was 80,000; two months later, it claimed to 
have exceeded 100,000 members.27 Across the Tasman, the New Zealand 
Legion enrolled 2,000 individuals in its first month and, by July 1933, its 
membership totalled 15,000 people.28 At the end of August, it claimed to 
have in excess of 20,000 members.29 In total, close to 300,000 Australians 
and New Zealanders joined one of the four citizens’ movements.

Symbolism

A sense of belonging was reinforced by easily recognisable and culturally 
resonant symbols. This use of symbolism was similar to that identified by 
Bruce Scates in his study of radical left-wing culture in the 1890s. Scates 
argued that symbols allowed those who were unfamiliar with the issues 
under discussion to still feel as though they belonged. They represented 
broader ideas and forces with which the observer could identify, even 
if they did not fully understand those ideas and forces.30 Symbols of 
Britishness served the same function for the citizens’ movements. Mass 
meetings always began and closed with God Save the King, Rule Britannia, 
or other patriotic songs, and the Union Jack was usually hung from the 
podium where speakers stood. Badges provided a much more potent 
symbol of the movements themselves; as the quote at the start of this 
chapter demonstrates, the All for Australia League badge became a regular 
sight on the streets of Sydney and provided an effective barometer of 
the movement’s growth. So pervasive was the badge that opponents of the 
league measured its failure by the same standard. In July, The Worker 
proudly proclaimed that ‘[t]o-day it is difficult to find anyone wearing’ 
the badge, whereas it had once ‘decorated every second coat lapel in 
Sydney’.31 Public interest pieces in the newspapers further enhanced the 

26  Sydney Morning Herald, 5 March 1931, 10; The Argus, [Melbourne], 6 March 1931, 6.
27  Age, [Melbourne], 20 May 1931, 8; Wodonga and Towong Sentinel, 24 July 1931, 3.
28  No. NZL. 1, 11 March 1933; Circular to all members, 28 July 1933, file 1, folder 2, NZL Papers, 
AUL.
29  Letter from J.B. Wilson to Hawke’s Bay members, 22 August 1933, file 5, folder 1, NZL Papers, 
AUL. Wilson claimed membership was ‘in excess of 20,000 and is increasing daily’, but he may have 
been exaggerating given the purpose of his letter was to remind members to regularly attend meetings 
and encourage them to enrol more members.
30  Bruce Scates, A New Australia: Citizenship, Radicalism and the First Republic (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 1997), 30–32.
31  The Worker, [Brisbane], 15 July 1931, 13.
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badges’ recognisability. In March 1931, for example, the Sydney Morning 
Herald claimed that a man wearing a league badge subdued a crowd of 
unemployed people threatening to riot:

When it looked as though a procession of unemployed through 
the city yesterday would culminate in riot near Parliament House, 
a tactful address by a member of the All for Australia League saved 
the situation.

… Mr O.W. Lapham, who was wearing the badge of the All 
for Australia League, scrambled up on to a derrick nearby, and 
appealed for law and order. To the consternation of the leaders, 
the majority of the unemployed gathered below to listen to him. 
The militant element counted him out on several occasions, but 
he persisted and out-talked them.32

While this story was undoubtedly exaggerated—the timely intervention 
of the Minister for Labour was likely a deciding factor as well—it 
demonstrates the power that members associated with the badge. 
It identified the wearer as embodying something greater than themselves. 
They carried with them the ideals of the movement, and their rational 
and clear-headed rhetoric could be expected to win through the false and 
pernicious doctrines of the disloyal minority stirring up the unemployed.

Mass media

The culture of mass conservative mobilisation was further promoted by 
the extensive use of mass media. In its first year, the Citizens’ League 
of South Australia distributed 222,250 dodgers and dispatched 4,261 
letters and 29,605 circulars.33 The Australian Citizens’ League distributed 
batches of circulars directly to employers across Melbourne so that they 
might encourage their staff to join en masse.34 Pamphlets, booklets, and 
journals allowed the movements to distribute in-depth collections of 
ideas and policies through popular outlets. The New Zealand Legion’s 
two booklets, Light on the Legion and National Unity in Crisis, sold well in 
many bookstores and newsagents, although its journal, National Opinion, 

32  Sydney Morning Herald, 7 March 1931, 15.
33  Report of Executive Committee presented to the First Annual Convention of Branch Delegates, 
16 September 1931, box 1, item 2, CLSA Papers, NLA.
34  Geoff Hewitt, ‘The All for Australia League in Melbourne’, La Trobe Historical Studies 3 (1972): 
5–15, at pp. 5–7.
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had a more modest circulation of 2,400 copies.35 Radio provided a more 
modern, and potentially far-reaching, distribution medium. Speeches at 
large meetings of the Citizens’ League were broadcast on Adelaide radio 
station 5AD, and twice-weekly broadcasts commenced in June 1931.36 
The All for Australia League gave broadcasts on Sydney’s theosophist radio 
station, 2GB, three nights a week.37 The New Zealand Legion discussed 
the use of radio broadcasts, but it is unclear whether they used them. 
Given Begg’s avid championing of other burgeoning technologies (such as 
flight), it seems likely they did.38 As with the movements’ organisational 
techniques, this focus on the mass dissemination of ideas emphasised 
a conscious focus on scale. The movements were demonstrating their 
ability to reach far and wide with their mission to educate the masses 
while reinforcing the belief that they represented a significant body of 
moderate opinion.

Spreading the faith across Australia
From its inception, the Citizens’ League of South Australia was considered 
by Bagot as the first branch of a nationwide movement. In his speech 
before the inaugural town hall meeting on 14 October, he called on 
‘similar minded people in other States to take similar action, so that the 
voices of the citizens of Australia will be heard as one’.39 An Australia-wide 
organisation, he told the league’s Executive Committee, could recruit 
as many as 680,000 individuals, and he offered to visit other states to 
‘get the movement going there’.40 This was the impetus that led him to 
approach the Melbourne Citizens’ Committee about forming a Victorian 
branch, which was discussed in Chapter Two. He also contacted other 
Constitutional Clubs across the country and discovered that ‘similar 
bodies to the South Australian League’ were already taking shape in several 

35  Light on the Legion; Ref. 6/12/17, 15 May 1933, Letter from Begg to all Divisions and Centres, 
3 February 1934, file 1, folder 2, Letter from A.S. Tonkin to J.R.V. Sherston, 6 June 1933, file 2, 
folder 3, NZL Papers, AUL.
36  Report of Executive Committee presented to the First Annual Convention of Branch Delegates, 
16 September 1931, box 1, item 2, CLSA Papers, NLA; The Advertiser, [Adelaide], 11 February 1931, 
8; Advertiser and Register, [Adelaide], 17 April 1931, 20.
37  All for Australia League, 16.
38  Minutes of Meeting of the Provisional National Council, 4–5 April 1933, file 1, folder 1, NZL 
Papers, AUL.
39  Address by Bagot at a Citizens’ Public Meeting in Adelaide Town Hall, 14 October 1930, box 1, 
item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.
40  Minutes of Executive Committee Meeting, 16 October 1930, box 1, item 2, CLSA Papers, NLA.
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states: the Vigilance Committee in Brisbane, the Citizens’ Federation in 
Perth, and the ‘Who’s for Australia?’ League in Sydney (also discussed 
in Chapter Two). Bagot advocated forming an ‘interstate organisation’ as 
soon as possible, arguing that the ‘moral effect’ of holding simultaneous 
demonstrations across the country ‘would be enormous’.41 Such a massive 
force of public opinion would either compel the federal government to 
act or allow its directed voting power to elect a government that would.

Despite Bagot’s lofty ambitions, most of the embryonic citizens’ 
movements in other states failed to achieve a mass following. There were 
several reasons for this, including a lack of political or organisational nous, 
local infighting, and the inability to tap into conservative discontent with 
Labor’s ‘inflationist’ and ‘repudiationist’ policies.

Queensland

The Brisbane organisation named the Vigilants was formed in October 
1930 by representatives of several dozen conservative groups, including 
the Constitutional Club, the Chamber of Commerce, the Taxpayers’ 
Association, and the United Graziers’ Association. It initially focused 
on achieving drastic government economies, including the suspension 
of industry awards and a reduction in the size of the federal and state 
governments.42 However, in mid-November, the Vigilants redirected 
their efforts towards local government reform in Brisbane, seeking a 
reduction in the number of aldermen and the abolition of their salaries. 
A  combination of bad publicity and repeated failures to convince the 
mayor to implement their recommendations led to the sidelining of 
the Vigilants by a new municipal party, the Civic Reform League.43 
In December, the Secretary of the Citizens’ League of South Australia, 
C.W. Andersen, visiting Brisbane on business, gave a speech before the 
Constitutional Club and ‘several members of the Vigilant Association’ 
in the hopes of establishing the basis of interstate cooperation. Nothing 
came of the visit, for the Vigilants were largely defunct by this time.44

41  Report of Sub-Committee, 21 October 1930, box 1, item 1; Minutes of Executive Committee 
Meeting, 21 October 1930, box 1, item 2, CLSA Papers, NLA.
42  Brisbane Courier, 8 October 1930, 13.
43  Brian Costar, ‘Was Queensland Different?’, in The Wasted Years? Australia’s Great Depression, 
ed. Judy Mackinolty (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 1981), 170–2.
44  Minutes of Executive Committee Meeting, 15 December 1930, box 1, item 2; Letter from 
Bagot to Phillip Frankel, 18 February 1931, box 13, item 12, CLSA Papers, NLA.
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As the Vigilants had fallen through, Bagot instead attempted to establish 
a branch of the Citizens’ League in Queensland. In January 1931, Philip 
Frankel, owner of a motor accessories distribution company in Brisbane, 
wrote a well-publicised open letter calling for the abolition of political 
parties and replacing state parliaments with regional councils under 
a uniform central government.45 Bagot read Frankel’s commentary 
with interest and sent him a copy of the Citizens’ League program in 
the hope he might start a branch in Brisbane. The two entered into 
correspondence for the next several months, during which time Frankel 
attempted to establish a Citizens’ Federation in Queensland with several 
members of a non-party electoral organisation, the Grand Council of 
Progress Associations.46 At Frankel’s request, Bagot forwarded him a copy 
of the Citizens’ League’s constitution and several other pamphlets ‘as a 
foundation’ for drawing up similar documents in Queensland.47 Bagot 
also forwarded copies of this material to W.A. Burns, an associate of 
Frankel’s in Cairns who had intended to establish a local branch of the All 
for Australia League but decided to work with Frankel on the Citizens’ 
Federation instead.48 Despite this support, the Queensland Citizens’ 
Federation failed to make headway. Frankel decided in June to join the 
Queensland Non-Party League—a group formed by the new mayor and 
Progress Association candidate J.W. Greene.49 Frankel gave all the material 
he had received from Bagot to the new group, which established relations 
with the Citizens’ League of South Australia in July 1931.50 However, like 
its predecessors, the Non-Party League proved short-lived, accomplishing 
little beyond a series of public debates with kindred associations such as 
the League of Women Voters.51 

45  Brisbane Courier, 19 January 1931, 13. The same letter was republished in several other papers, 
including the Cairns Post, The Morning Bulletin [Rockhampton, Qld], and the Albany Advertiser. 
Frankel wrote a follow-up letter in February advocating the reduction of the franchise to ‘those capable 
of giving an intelligent reflex of the wishes of the people’; see Brisbane Courier, 14 February 1931, 15.
46  Letter from Bagot to Frankel, 18 February 1931; Letter from Frankel to Bagot, 28 February 1931; 
Letter from Bagot to Frankel, 9 March 1931; Letter from Frankel to Bagot, 30 April 1931, box 13, 
item 12, CLSA Papers, NLA.
47  Letter from Bagot to Frankel, 4 May 1931; Letter from Frankel to Bagot, 12 May 1931; Letter 
from Bagot to Frankel, 16 May 1931; Letter from Bagot to Frankel, 15 June 1931, box 13, item 12, 
CLSA Papers, NLA.
48  Letter from W.A. Burns to Bagot, 22 May 1931; Letter from Bagot to W.A. Burns, 2 June 1931, 
box 12, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.
49  Letter from Frankel to Bagot, 25 June 1931, box 13, item 12, CLSA Papers, NLA; Brisbane 
Courier, 10 June 1931, 10.
50  Minutes of Executive Committee Meeting, 7 July 1931, box 1, item 2, CLSA Papers, NLA.
51  Brisbane Courier, 30 September 1931, 16. The Non-Party League may also have influenced 
the formation of the rabidly anti-party Queensland Party in 1932, which ran several independent 
candidates in the June 1932 state elections. See Box 33, Albert Welsby Papers, UQFL40, University 
of Queensland Fryer Library, Brisbane.



165

4. A CALL TO ARMS

Why did the various attempts to build a citizens’ movement in Queensland 
fail? One historian has argued that the Vigilants lacked a clear enemy in 
their state, as the Queensland Government was in conservative hands for 
most of the Depression.52 Yet in South Australia, where a centrist and 
economically orthodox Labor government held power, the Citizens’ 
League was still able to thrive by directing its frustrations against the 
federal government.53 It seems more likely that individuals like Frankel 
simply lacked the organisational and promotional skills of the Citizens’ 
League’s leaders, or they did not have the time and energy to devote as 
much attention as their South Australian contemporaries to building 
a mass movement.

Western Australia

The Citizens’ League of South Australia fared little better with its 
attempts to cooperate with a group known as the Citizens’ Federation of 
Western Australia. The federation’s founder and president, Colin Unwin, 
subscribed to a very particular and parochial form of anti-partyism, 
which he termed ‘Unism’ and had promoted through a variety of short-
lived protest movements since before the Great War.54 Unwin was very 
protective of his philosophy, which was focused heavily on parliamentary 
reform and rejected any form of economic policy as potentially divisive. 
As a result, he was wary of forming an alliance with the other citizens’ 
movements. Despite sharing their distaste for party politics, he feared 
that any ‘broad common policy’ would require the federation to adopt 
‘proposals of an economic or financial character’.55 As he explained to S.R. 
Dickinson, editor of the Melbourne Argus, in March 1931:

[W]e cannot trace that any of them [the citizens’ movements] are 
dealing with fundamental electoral and parliamentary reform, but 
rather do they seem to urge a mixture of principles and political, 
financial and economic planks all more or less debatable, and thus 
liable to split any movement at any time, especially as new planks 
are introduced.56

52  Costar, ‘Was Queensland Different?’, 173.
53  James, ‘God, Mammon and Mussolini’, 31.
54  Colin Unwin, Unism: The New Constructive Policy (Fremantle, WA: Porter & Salmon, 1916).
55  The Abolition of Party Government Depends Upon You (Perth: Citizens’ Federation of Western 
Australia, 1931), 1.
56  Letter from Unwin to S.R. Dickinson, 6 March 1931, folder 15, Colin Unwin Papers, ACC 
6321A [hereinafter Unwin Papers], State Library of Western Australia, Perth [hereinafter SLWA].
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Instead of cooperating with the established citizens’ movements, Unwin 
sought to establish branches of his own movement in other states. 
He wrote to Kingsley Henderson during the formation of the Australian 
Citizens’ League in February 1931, urging them to adopt the federation’s 
platform, and sent a similar letter to Dickinson in the hopes that he would 
publish it.57 When Dickinson replied stating he had declined to join the 
Australian Citizens’ League because of its economic policy, Unwin urged 
him to join the federation and form local ‘propaganda groups’ in Victoria.58 
He asked Citizens’ Federation assistant organiser Mrs C.T. Wright to do 
the same during her six-week stay in Adelaide in early 1931, even if this 
‘conflict[ed] with The Citizen’s League in Adelaide’.59 These efforts came 
to nothing: Wright left Adelaide the following month without forming 
a local branch of the Citizens’ Federation and, if Dickinson complied with 
Unwin’s request, the press took no notice.60

The Citizens’ Federation failed to achieve the mass mobilisation of its 
eastern cousins for several reasons. First, by refusing to consider economic 
policies, it missed the opportunity to tap into the widespread conservative 
discontent over the policies of Scullin, Theodore, and Lang. The citizens’ 
movements in South Australia, Victoria, and New South Wales were all 
fluent in the language of conservative grievances, which provided them 
with a large base of potential members. Second, Unwin was opposed 
to the idea of holding ‘big meetings first’, preferring ‘study circles’ and 
‘Propaganda Groups … until we can be sure of reasonable support in 
the Town or other large halls’.61 This cautious approach proved to be 
counterproductive: the federation never held a town hall meeting, which 
prevented its message from reaching the wide audiences reached by the 
citizens’ movements with their mass rallies. As a result, its propaganda 
efforts were limited to several letters in the West Australian and the 
occasional small public meeting.62

57  Telegram from Unwin to Kingsley Henderson, 11 February 1931; Telegram from Unwin to 
Dickinson, 11 February 1931, folder 15, Unwin Papers, SLWA.
58  Letter from Unwin to Dickinson, 6 March 1931, folder 15, Unwin Papers, SLWA.
59  Letter from Unwin to Mrs C.T. Wright, 6 March 1931, folder 15, Unwin Papers, SLWA.
60  Advertiser and Register, [Adelaide], 4 April 1931, 19.
61  Letter from Unwin to S.R. Dickinson, 6 March 1931, folder 15, Unwin Papers, SLWA; 
An  Australia-Wide Appeal for the Abolition of the Party System of Government (Perth: Citizens’ 
Federation of Western Australia, 1931), 8.
62  West Australian, [Perth], 20 March 1931, 15; 31 March 1931, 8; 27 April 1931, 5.
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Third, and more fundamentally, aspiring citizens’ movements in Western 
Australia had to compete with the growing tide of secessionist sentiment 
in that state, which exploded during the Depression in the form of 
the Dominion League of Western Australia.63 R.F. Rushton, a Perth 
accountant, encountered this problem when he attempted to form a local 
branch of the Citizens’ League of South Australia in 1933:

The swing towards Secession is most pronounced and the bulk of 
those sane-minded citizens who could be looked to support our 
movement are now becoming somewhat active supporters of the 
Secession movement with the result that much time and much 
money which could be expected to be given to our movement is 
being absorbed in other directions.64

As a result, the small nucleus of members whom Rushton was able to 
assemble decided to focus their energies on empire trade, tariff reduction, 
and the formation of a ‘lesser states movement’.65 Even this failed to make 
headway, and the September 1933 Annual Convention of the Citizens’ 
League reported: ‘The Secession movement in [Western Australia] … was 
so strong that no close affiliation was possible.’66 In essence, the Dominion 
League channelled populist sentiment in Western Australia against the 
Commonwealth itself rather than against party politicians.67

Tasmania

While Bagot never attempted to form a Citizens’ League branch in 
Tasmania, attempts were made to form a local branch of the All for 
Australia League. However, this was hampered by internal divisions 
virtually from the outset. It was delayed until May 1931 by bickering 
among its founders over who would lead the movement and how many 
labour representatives would be included on its committee. Even after 
it was founded, the movement was only concerned with holding on 
to the ‘floating vote’ that had swung in favour of the conservatives in 
1930 rather than actively recruiting a mass membership. As a result, one 
contemporary noted that the All for Australia League had not found ‘any 

63  Hiller, ‘Secession in Western Australia’; Musgrave, ‘The Western Australian Secessionist Movement’, 
103–5.
64  Letter from Rushton to Bagot, 19 January 1933, box 14, item 20, CLSA Papers, NLA.
65  Letter from Rushton to Bagot, 24 January 1933, box 14, item 20, CLSA Papers, NLA.
66  Report of the Executive Committee presented to the Third Annual Convention of Delegates, 
12 September 1933, box 1, item 4, CLSA Papers, NLA.
67  Lloyd, The formation and development of the U.A.P., 58–59.
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substantial footing in Tasmania’.68 The Tasmanian All for Australia League 
also had to compete with a group named the Tasmanian Reform League, 
which was founded in April 1931 to agitate for a smaller state parliament, 
a reduction in members’ salaries, and the banning of seditious literature.69 
The relatively small population of Tasmania likely further reduced the 
potential expansion of the league.

Other mass conservative movements

The spread of the citizens’ movements in Australia had a more appreciable 
impact on other forms of mass conservative mobilisation. Eric Campbell, 
the founder and Chief Commander of the New Guard, attended the 
inaugural meeting of the All for Australia League and was thoroughly 
impressed with its anti-party stance.70 The New Guard subsequently utilised 
mass rallies and demonstrations in its campaign against communism, and 
combating ‘machine politics’ became one of its core aims.71 Campbell 
was also friends with All for Australia League executive member Sydney 
Snow, and the two believed ‘the New Guard was the fighting wing and the 
A.F.A. the political wing of the same brand of thought’.72 The secessionist 
Riverina Movement in southern New South Wales also relied on ‘monster 
meetings’ and opposition to party politics. Its inaugural open-air rally 
in Wagga Wagga in February 1931 attracted 10,000 attendees, which 
was widely touted as the biggest meeting of its kind ever held in rural 
Australia.73 The policy and rhetoric of the new movement, which blended 
anti-partyism with criticisms of city dominance, represented an adaptation 
of citizens’ movement ideology to the rural sector.74

68  Mercury, [Hobart], 21 May 1931, 9; Letter from F. Mary Parker to Latham, 29 May 1931, Letter 
from Latham to Parker, 11 June 1931, box 89, series 49, folder 2, Sir John Latham Papers, MS 1009 
[hereinafter Latham Papers], NLA.
69  Examiner, [Launceston, Tas.], 7 May 1931, 6.
70  Campbell, The Rallying Point, 42–43.
71  Cunningham, ‘Australian Fascism?’, 386.
72  Campbell, The Rallying Point, 43.
73  Sydney Morning Herald, 2 March 1931, 9; The Argus, [Melbourne], 7 March 1931, 15.
74  Townsville Daily Bulletin, 16 March 1931, 4. Hardy claimed several years later that the two 
primary objectives of the Riverina Movement had been to combat party politics and to combat city 
dominance; see Ellis, A Pen in Politics, 195.



169

4. A CALL TO ARMS

The geographical distribution of the 
citizens’ movements
While citizens’ movements did not arise in every Australian state, they 
were very successful in attaining mass memberships where they did arise. 
But did they attract the kind of broad, cross-class support they claimed to? 
Figures 4.1–4.3 display the locations of known branches, divisions, and 
subdivisions of the three Australian movements. Unfortunately a complete 
list of centres for the New Zealand Legion has not survived. Together with 
an analysis of their internal correspondence, this demonstrates that the 
citizens’ movements fared extremely well in urban areas but had mixed 
success in rural areas. Their ability to spread into rural areas depended 
on several factors, including the presence (or absence) of executive 
members with rural backgrounds and expertise and whether there were 
other movements competing for members in the area. For example, the 
initial growth of the Citizens’ League of South Australia was restricted to 
suburban Adelaide, with as many as 130 branches established there by 
March 1931.75 Some of these branches evidently failed or were combined 
with other branches, because in September, it was reported that there were 
94 branches in the six urban districts. However, the period from March 
to June witnessed a dramatic increase in rural branches. This was largely 
due to the work of the league’s country organiser A.L. Langsford, who 
held 40 country meetings addressing a total audience of 8,150 people.76 
His speech proved so convincing in the town of Moculta that, of a town 
population of 142, 141 signed membership forms.77 By September, 
there were 4,877 country members across 64 branches, or 22.4 per cent 
of the total membership of the league—an impressive figure given the 
concentration of the state’s population in urban areas.78 The location of 
the league’s country branches aligned with the distribution of the non-
Aboriginal population in South Australia in the 1930s, which reinforces 
the fact it was successful in appealing to rural citizens.79

75  Attendance Book for Second Convention, 16 March 1931, box 2, item 20, CLSA Papers, NLA.
76  Report of Executive Committee presented at Third Convention of Delegates of Branches, 10 June 
1931, box 1, item 1, CLSA Papers, NLA.
77  Minutes of Executive Committee Meeting, 16 June 1931, box 1, item 2, CLSA Papers, NLA.
78  Report of Executive Committee presented to the First Annual Convention of Branch Delegates, 
16 September 1931, box 1, item 2, CLSA Papers, NLA.
79  Graeme Hugo, ‘A Century of Population Change in Australia’, in Year Book Australia, 2001, 
Cat. no. 1301.0 (Canberra: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001), available from: www.abs.gov.au/
Ausstats/abs@.nsf/0/0B82C2F2654C3694CA2569DE002139D9?Open.

http://www.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/abs@.nsf/0/0B82C2F2654C3694CA2569DE002139D9?Open
http://www.abs.gov.au/Ausstats/abs@.nsf/0/0B82C2F2654C3694CA2569DE002139D9?Open
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The Australian Citizens’ League enjoyed considerable success in rural 
Victoria. Of a total of 317 branches and subbranches in May 1931, only 
28 were in metropolitan Melbourne.80 The geographical analysis of those 
branches suggests a fairly even distribution throughout Victoria. The overall 
distribution was roughly congruent with the rural population density of 
Victoria, which was similar in size but broader in spread than New South 
Wales and greater on both accounts than South Australia.81 The cause of 
this dramatic success in rural areas is not clear. The lack of rural protest 
movements in Victoria, and the dramatic success of the Kyabram Reform 
Movement 30 years earlier, may have been contributing factors.

In contrast, the All for Australia League fared poorly in rural New 
South Wales. Its original plan envisaged the creation of 14 country 
divisions of the league that would share equal representation with their 
urban counterparts on the State Council. But rural New South Wales 
was a  crowded ideological space in 1931. The league was competing 
against established bodies such as the Country Party and the Farmers 
and Settlers’ Association, along with new groups such as the Producers’ 
Advisory Council and the new-state movements in New England and the 
Riverina. The league attempted to overcome this competition by drawing 
on the tenets of Don Aitkin’s ‘countrymindedness’, or the romanticisation 
of rural life and the importance of primary production to the nation’s 
welfare.82 They also played on fears of city dominance:

The cost of Government has grown like a mushroom, the city has 
fattened at the expense of the rural districts, and the whole social 
structure of the community to-day is ill-balanced and conducive 
to bitter factional animosities.83

Their efforts were mostly unsuccessful. The attempt to convince Riverina 
Movement leader Charles Hardy to unite with the All for Australia 
League was rebuffed, although Hardy did attend several league meetings 
and maintained correspondence with its leaders.84 Other secessionists 
were less enamoured with the league’s perceived interference in country 

80  All for Australia League Shows the Way to Prosperity, 26.
81  Hugo, ‘A Century of Population Change in Australia’.
82  Don Aitkin, ‘“Countrymindedness”’, 51.
83  All for Australia League, 5.
84  Beveridge, The Riverina Movement and Charles Hardy, 31; Ellis, The Country Party, 143–
44; Geoffrey Robinson, ‘The All for Australia League in New South Wales: A Study in Political 
Entrepreneurship and Hegemony’, Australian Historical Studies 39(1) (2008): 36–52, at p. 42; Sydney 
Morning Herald, 30 March 1931, 12; First Meeting of the State Executive, 1 June 1931, item 79, Mutch 
Papers, SLNSW.
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affairs. The  western secessionist movement, for example, was ‘definite 
in its opinion that the league should confine its activities to the 
metropolitan area’.85 One Country Party stalwart in Griffith responded 
to a request to form a local league division by telling them to ‘confine 
their operations to the Cities and leave the country districts alone’.86 In 
a last-ditch effort to secure a country foothold, the league supported a 
constitutional convention to consider, among other things, the revision of 
state boundaries in the interests of creating new states within New South 
Wales.87 This, too, failed to build their rural base, and when the new-state 
movements agreed to form the United Country Movement in August 
1931, the league announced it would disband its country organisation.88

Nevertheless, the All for Australia League was not entirely limited to 
metropolitan Sydney. By the end of March, it had 15 subdivisions outside 
Sydney, compared with 84 in the city.89 It enjoyed considerable support 
in suburban Newcastle, where eight subdivisions were created and an 
official journal titled The Hunter Statesman was produced.90 It is likely 
the majority of the league’s proclaimed ‘30000 Country + Newcastle 
badges’—which represented almost 22 per cent of the movement’s 
total membership—came from the greater Hunter area.91 The few rural 
subdivisions it established performed relatively well: Broken Hill reported 
a local membership of ‘well over 125’, while in Lithgow the number 
‘exceeded 200’ people.92 The location of these two towns west of Sydney 
may explain why the western secessionist movement was so opposed to 
the league’s intrusion into its domain. The metropolitan-adjacent country 
electorates of Macquarie and Werriwa were represented at the September 
State Council, as was Eden-Monaro in south-eastern New South Wales.93 
The latter is surprising given that Eden-Monaro was also home to a new-
state movement, although the fact that it was not launched until April 
1931 may have allowed the league time to gather supporters there.94

85  Sydney Morning Herald, 19 June 1931, 10.
86  Letter from W. Moses to Earle Page, 15 May 1931, box 19, folder 76, Ulrich Ellis Papers, MS 1006 
[hereinafter Ellis Papers], NLA.
87  Policy as Adopted by Convention of the League, 4, 13–15.
88  Circular re: Decision to close down country district organisations, 14 August 1931, item 70, 
Mutch Papers, SLNSW.
89  Sydney Morning Herald, 20 March 1931, 12.
90  There may have been only one volume of this; see The Hunter Statesman, [Newcastle, NSW], 
2 July 1931, item 68, Mutch Papers, SLNSW.
91  Committees (handwritten note), undated, item 79, Mutch Papers, SLNSW.
92  Barrier Miner, [Broken Hill, NSW], 16 June 1931, 2; Sydney Morning Herald, 1 June 1931, 10.
93  Sydney Morning Herald, 22 September 1931, 8.
94  Sydney Morning Herald, 10 April 1931, 10; Monaro–South Coast Movement: Its history 
summarised, undated, box 19, folder 76, Ellis Papers, NLA.
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Figure 4.1 Geographical distribution of members, Citizens’ League 
of South Australia
Source: Data drawn from Matthew Cunningham, The reactionary and the radical: 
A comparative analysis of mass conservative mobilisation in Australia and New 
Zealand during the Great Depression (PhD diss., Victoria University of Wellington, 
2015), Appendix A.
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Figure 4.2 Geographical distribution of members, All for Australia 
League, New South Wales
Source: Data drawn from Matthew Cunningham, The reactionary and the radical: 
A comparative analysis of mass conservative mobilisation in Australia and New 
Zealand during the Great Depression (PhD diss., Victoria University of Wellington, 
2015), Appendix A.

The centres of the New Zealand Legion were more evenly distributed 
between city and country. While a complete list of centres has not 
survived, a geographical analysis of the legion in Otago shows a significant 
rural presence in Central Otago and in the country west of Oamaru.95 
It is difficult to determine whether this equated to an equal distribution 
of membership between city and country, but the 1,007 members in the 
rural Hawke’s Bay division represented one-twentieth of the legion’s total 
strength—an almost one-to-one ratio with the total number of divisions.96 
This rural spread may have been due to a lack of rural political alternatives 
in New Zealand. New Zealand’s Country Party, which existed from 1928 

95  Campbell, The New Zealand Legion in Otago, Figure 3.
96  List of members in H.B. Division of N.Z. Legion, undated, file 2, folder 1, NZL Papers, AUL. 
The tally on the list itself claims a total of 1,011, but four names were repeated twice.
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until 1938, was a mere shadow of its Australian counterpart. Its ideology 
was a mixture of rural activism and social credit, and it only ever managed 
to secure two seats in parliament. A proposed country protest movement 
in 1930 named the Political Committee failed to secure widespread 
support, and the Douglas social credit movement did not begin to make 
headway in rural areas until mid-1933.97 The legion’s success was also 
greatest in regions represented by conservative Reform MPs, which, prior 
to Labour’s success in 1935, included most of rural New Zealand.98

Figure 4.3 Geographical distribution of members, Australian Citizens’ 
League, Victoria and New South Wales
Source: Data drawn from Matthew Cunningham, The reactionary and the radical: 
A comparative analysis of mass conservative mobilisation in Australia and New 
Zealand during the Great Depression (PhD diss., Victoria University of Wellington, 
2015), Appendix A.

Nevertheless, the bulk of the legion’s activity occurred in major cities or 
urban hubs in rural areas. Previous studies of the legion’s activities in Otago 
and the Manawatu–Wanganui regions paint a picture of highly active city 
leadership mirrored by moribund rural centres. The Otago leadership 

97  Dominion Executive Meeting, 28 January 1931, Dominion Executive—Minutes 1928–1931, 
New Zealand Farmers’ Union Papers, ATL; Clifton, Douglas credit and the Labour Party, 73–76, 
128–29.
98  Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 98.
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was particularly active, producing several reports on local government 
reform that became official legion policy.99 And while the Ashburton and 
Waipukurau centres were more active than most city centres, this was 
the exception rather than the rule. Waipukurau had the well-respected 
Sir Andrew Russell as a drawcard for local members, and Ashburton was 
the third-largest town in Canterbury.100

Membership of the citizens’ movements
Geographical spread did not automatically imply that the citizens’ 
movements enjoyed the cross-class, urban–rural support they claimed. 
A thorough analysis of all surviving membership lists, along with 
a  scouring of newspapers for names of members of those movements 
where membership lists did not survive, reveals that a narrower range of 
people were drawn to the movements. The average member was white, 
male, aged in his forties, and more likely than not a professional, semi-
professional, or businessperson—what I have termed the professional and 
business fraction of capital. He was also most likely Protestant (although 
the source material on this is more anecdotal than quantitative) and had 
a one in three chance of having served during the Great War.

Leadership
Rather unsurprisingly, there were variances between the movements’ 
leaders and frontline members. Leaders—or those who helped found 
the movement and/or actively participated by joining committees 
and attending conventions—were drawn predominantly from the 
professional and business fraction, making up between 60 and 75.5 per 
cent of each leadership sample. The All for Australia League also had 
a significant minority of manufacturers (11.3 per cent), which explains 
why it was so reluctant to commit to tariff reform, unlike the other 
citizens’ movements.101 In addition, most of the leaders were over 40 years 

99  Campbell, The New Zealand Legion in Otago, 23–31; Elizabeth Ward, The New Zealand 
Legion in Manawatu–Wanganui, 1933–1935 (BA Hons diss., Massey University, Palmerston North, 
NZ, 2011), 11–15, 17.
100  Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 98.
101  After much obfuscation, the All for Australia League ultimately decided to leave the tariff in the 
hands of its proposed Economic Advisory Board, which would ‘scientifically’ determine ‘the limits of 
tariff incidence and the industrial directions in which it should be imposed’. See Policy as Adopted by 
Convention of the League, 18; All for Australia League, 11. 
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of age, with the average age for each movement ranging between 44.9 and 
45.7 years. The percentage of eligible leaders who served in the Great 
War was 46 per cent in New Zealand and varied between 25.7 and 
32.5 per cent for the Australian movement, which may have been because 
conscription was introduced in the former but not the latter. More than 
half of those leaders who served in the military did so at a commissioned 
or non-commissioned officer level.

Table 4.1 Employment statistics (leadership): All for Australia League

Occupation No. of 
members

Percentage

Primary production

Farmers 2 2.8 (3)

Pastoralists 1

Manufacturing 12 11.3 (12)

Professional, business, and commercial

Professionals 35 72.7 (77)

Semi-professionals 9

Business 19

Commercial 14

Working class

Skilled workers 9 10.4 (11)

Unskilled workers and unemployed 2

Other 3 2.8 (3)

Total number for whom occupations were identified 106

Table 4.2 Employment statistics (leadership): Citizens’ League 
of South Australia

Occupation No. of 
members

Percentage

Primary production

Farmers 8 13.7 (10)

Pastoralists 2

Manufacturing 1 1.4 (1)

Professional, business, and commercial

Professionals 20 65.7 (48)

Semi-professionals 11

Business 11

Commercial 6
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Occupation No. of 
members

Percentage

Working class

Skilled workers 12 19.2 (14)

Unskilled workers and unemployed 2

Other 0

Total number for whom occupations were identified 73

Table 4.3 Employment statistics (leadership): Australian Citizens’ League

Occupation No. of 
members

Percentage

Primary production

Farmers 38 25.4 (56)

Pastoralists 18

Manufacturing 1 0.5 (1)

Professional, business, and commercial

Professionals 54 60 (132)

Semi-professionals 25

Business 26

Commercial 27

Working class

Skilled workers 19 14.1 (31)

Unskilled workers and unemployed 12

Other 0

Total number for whom occupations were identified 220

Table 4.4 Employment statistics (leadership): New Zealand Legion

Occupation No. of 
members

Percentage

Primary production

Farmers 12 14.5 (23)

Pastoralists 11

Manufacturing 1 0.6 (1)

Professional, business, and commercial

Professionals 68 75.5 (120)

Semi-professionals 14

Business 21

Commercial 17
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Occupation No. of 
members

Percentage

Working class

Skilled workers 7 8.8 (14)

Unskilled workers and unemployed 7

Other 1 0.6 (1)

Total number for whom occupations were identified 159

Frontline members

Only two partial lists of frontline members have survived: the Hawke’s 
Bay division of the New Zealand Legion, and the North Adelaide branch 
of the Citizens’ League of South Australia. Therefore, any conclusions 
that are drawn from these data may not necessarily be reflective of the 
broader movements, or indeed of the two other movements for which no 
frontline membership lists exist. Nevertheless, they indicate that, in those 
regions at least, the class spread of frontline members was slightly broader 
than that of their leaders. More than three-quarters of the North Adelaide 
branch of the Citizens’ League of South Australia were professionals and 
businesspeople, although these figures cannot be taken as representative 
of the movement as a whole given that North Adelaide was a wholly 
urban branch. In contrast, the professional and business fraction only 
constituted 42.6 per cent of the Hawke’s Bay division of the New Zealand 
Legion, while 34.4 per cent of the sample were primary producers. 
Given the predominantly rural nature of the Hawke’s Bay division, this 
is not unusual; a previous study of legion leadership in the Manawatu–
Wanganui found that primary producers constituted a significant fraction 
in this area as well.102 However, the fact that almost one in four Hawke’s 
Bay members was working class is surprising—especially since just 
over half of that number were unskilled workers. Frontline members in 
Hawke’s Bay were slightly younger than the leaders at the average age of 
42.9, although unlike the leadership, there was a significant number of 
members under 35—particularly in the 25–29 bracket. Some 38.4 per 
cent of eligible frontline legionnaires had served in the Great War—fewer 

102  Ward, The New Zealand Legion in Manawatu–Wanganui, 22.
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than the 46 per  cent of leaders—however, almost 60 per cent did not 
progress beyond the rank of private or equivalent. Seven had served in the 
Boer War, and two members had fought in both wars.

Table 4.5 Employment statistics (frontline membership): Citizens’ 
League of South Australia

Occupation No. of 
members

Percentage

Primary production

Farmers 0 0

Pastoralists 0

Manufacturing 0 0

Professional, business, and commercial

Professionals 25 76.5 (124)

Semi-professionals 32

Business 45

Commercial 22

Working class

Skilled workers 14 14.8 (24)

Unskilled workers/unemployed 10

Other 14 8.7 (14)

Total number for whom occupations were identified 162

Table 4.6 Employment statistics (frontline membership):  
New Zealand Legion

Occupation No. of 
members

Percentage

Primary production

Farmers 189 34.4 (257)

Pastoralists 68

Manufacturing 4 0.5 (4)

Professional, business, and commercial

Professionals 127 42.6 (319)

Semi-professionals 78

Business 51

Commercial 63
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Occupation No. of 
members

Percentage

Working class

Skilled workers 82 22.5 (168)

Unskilled workers/unemployed 86

Other 0 0

Total number for whom occupations were identified 748

It is difficult to determine how many frontline members were actively 
involved in the movements. In his study of the New Zealand Legion, 
Michael Pugh claimed that signing a membership form and paying the 
subscription were the extent of participation for a majority of individuals, 
and that only one-quarter of the total membership actively participated 
in the legion.103 The experience in New South Wales was similar: league 
members in the Sydney suburb of Fairfield, for example, did not attend 
any meetings, while another member complained that he had not 
received any communication after joining the movement.104 In contrast, 
branches of the Citizens’ League of South Australia appear to have been 
quite active throughout 1931, and reports of decline did not begin to 
appear until the beginning of 1932.105 The fact that the All for Australia 
League badge adorned so many lapels in Sydney further attests to a level 
of pride among members, even if this did not equate to regular attendance 
at meetings.106 Any attempt to estimate participation without further 
evidence is problematic and ultimately unnecessary for the purposes of 
gauging the conservative discontent underlying the citizens’ movements. 
After all, even the act of signing a membership card required some form 
of commitment.

103  Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 97.
104  Letter from R.T. Gillies to Mutch, 13 July 1931, item 70, Mutch Papers, SLNSW; Sydney 
Morning Herald, 18 July 1931, 5.
105  Report of Executive Committee presented to the Second Annual Convention of Branch Delegates, 
12 September 1932, box 1, item 9; Country Organisers’ Report, 23 July 1932, box 13, item 10; Address 
to the Executive Committee, 19 December 1933, box 3, item 25A, CLSA Papers, NLA. At least one 
member of the Citizens’ League resigned in 1931 due to a lack of communication from his leaders, 
although he was also motivated by his belief that it had become a ‘class conscious’ movement. See Letter 
from R.B. Petch to Bagot, 2 February 1931, box 12, item 5, CLSA Papers, NLA.
106  The Argus, [Melbourne], 16 March 1931, 8.
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Figure 4.4 Age statistics (leadership): All for Australia League
Note: Average age, 45.7.

Figure 4.5 Age statistics (leadership): Australian Citizens’ League
Note: Average age, 44.9.
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Figure 4.6 Age statistics (leadership): New Zealand Legion
Note: Average age, 45.1.

Figure 4.7 Age statistics (frontline membership): New Zealand Legion
Note: Average age, 42.9.
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Figure 4.8 Military statistics (leadership): All for Australia League

Figure 4.9 Military statistics (leadership): Australian Citizens’ League
Note: If the individual was aged 18–47 in 1918, they will be treated as having been 
eligible to serve in the Australian military: ‘In 1914 recruits had to be 18–35 years 
with a height of 167.6 centimetres and a chest measurement of 86.3 centimetres. 
In June 1915 the age and height standards were changed to 18–45 years and 157.5 
centimetres. The minimum height was lowered again, to 152.4 centimetres, in April 
1917. The standard of medical fitness required from recruits was also lowered.’ 
(‘Australian Recruitment Statistics for World War I’, National Archives of Australia, 
available from: www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-themes/ 
war/world-war-i/australian-recruitment-statistics-world-war-i).

http://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-themes/war/world-war-i/australian-recruitment-statistics-world-war-i
http://www.naa.gov.au/learn/learning-resources/learning-resource-themes/war/world-war-i/australian-recruitment-statistics-world-war-i
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Figure 4.10 Military statistics (leadership): New Zealand Legion

Figure 4.11 Military statistics (frontline membership): New Zealand 
Legion
Note: If the individual was aged 20–47 in 1918, they will be treated as having been 
eligible to serve in the New Zealand military, based on the conscription range of 20–45 
years that was introduced in 1916. (James Belich, Paradise Reforged (Auckland: Penguin 
Press, 2001): 99.)
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Similarities with other conservative mass 
movements

The citizens’ movements appealed to the same middle-class audience as 
the other conservative mass movements that arose during the Depression, 
particularly the paramilitary New Guard. Andrew Moore, the leading 
scholar on paramilitary movements in inter-war Australia, concluded that 
the New Guard consisted predominantly of ‘small capitalists, those reliant 
on bank credit and subject to the fierce competition of larger and more 
established business firms’, but there was also a ‘significant minority’ of 
working-class members.107 Working-class support for the New Guard’s 
thoroughly anti-working-class platform might seem contradictory, and 
several scholars concluded that the proletariat must therefore have been 
sparsely represented in the movement.108 Yet one unpublished study of 
the Five Dock locality of the New Guard—one of the few localities for 
which the membership list has survived—demonstrated that 18 per cent 
of members were from the working class.109 Moore wisely advised against 
extrapolating this figure across the entire movement, given that Five Dock 
was a predominantly working-class suburb and the New Guard’s locality 
leader was ‘unusually attentive to trade union issues’.110 Nevertheless, the 
New Guard enjoyed the support of several right-wing trade unions, such 
as the Railway Service Association, and it managed to make inroads into 
communities with a strong working-class Returned and Services League 
presence.111 This minor working-class presence mirrors what the data 
suggest about the citizens’ movements. The percentage of ex-servicemen 
in the New Guard was similar to that in the citizens’ movements.112

107  Andrew Moore, ‘Workers and the New Guard: Proletarian Fascism in New South Wales, 
1931–35’, in Transforming Labour: Work, Workers, Struggle and Change: Proceedings of the 8th National 
Labour History Conference, eds B. Bowden and J. Kellett (Brisbane: Brisbane Labour History Association, 
2003), 244.
108  Humphrey McQueen, ‘The Social Character of the New Guard’, Arena 40 (1975): 67–86, at 
pp. 85–86; William Tully, The New Guard of New South Wales, 1931–1932 (BA Hons diss., The 
Australian National University, Canberra, 1974), 1, 6; Phyllis Mitchell, ‘Australian Patriots: A Study 
of the New Guard’, Australian Economic Historical Review 9(2) (1969): 156–78, at p. 164.
109  J. O’Mara, Guarding Five Dock: A study of the Five Dock locality of the New Guard, 1931–1935 
(BA Hons diss., University of Western Sydney, 1997), 50–52.
110  Andrew Moore, ‘The New Guard and the Labour Movement, 1931–1935’, Labour History 89 
(2005): 55–72, at p. 56.
111  ibid., 57; Moore, ‘Workers and the New Guard’, 242.
112  Amos, The New Guard Movement, 7–9; Mitchell, ‘Australian Patriots’, 163–64; Tully, The New 
Guard of New South Wales, 3–8; McQueen, ‘The Social Character of the New Guard’, 68–69.
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Motivations for joining the citizens’ 
movements
The dominant position of professionals and businesspeople at a 
leadership and frontline level suggests the citizens’ movements were an 
important outlet for the frustrations of this fraction of capital. Unlike 
farmers and manufacturers, who could seek some form of protection from 
the government for their goods—in the form of a tariff or guaranteed 
price—the services of the professional and business fraction were 
relatively intangible. Since government assistance was not an option, the 
best ideological defence for their trades lay in lower taxes and minimal 
government interference. The tropes of individualism thus assumed 
a particular importance for them, unlike manufacturers and farmers, who 
were able to fall back on the state for assistance. This further reinforces 
the symbiotic relationship between the citizens’ movements and their 
members. The movements provided a channel for conservative discontent, 
yet their immense popularity was predicated on their ability to recognise 
the nature of the discontent expressed by the professional and business 
fraction and respond using the same individualist language in which their 
grievances were being expressed.

There are limitations to a purely material analysis of motivation. 
For example, conservatives and capitalists of all stripes could hardly 
be considered marginalised or unrepresented; there was a swathe of 
conservative party options available to them at the time. Some conservatives 
were likely motivated by the deeply ingrained notion of good citizenship, 
which extolled individuals to participate in voluntary endeavours to give 
back to the community. This was almost certainly a factor for the leaders 
of the citizens’ movements, whose middle and upper-class upbringing had 
afforded them significant opportunities in education, business, politics, 
and the military. By the time the Great Depression hit, they were well 
established within their business or professional fields and possessed 
sufficient means to be able to devote significant time and resources to 
establishing and running large-scale voluntary endeavours such as the 
citizens’ movements. For example, the Provisional Committee of the 
Australian Citizens’ League included the founders and managers of 
Nicholas Aspro Pty Ltd and retail chain G.J. Coles & Co., and the State 
Council of the All for Australia League included the managing directors 
of James Sandy & Co. Ltd and General Industries Ltd. A significant 
number of leaders were involved in other voluntary endeavours, including 
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community service organisations and unemployment relief committees. 
Several were serving or had previously served as mayors, councillors, and 
aldermen, and others had presided on government commissions.113

Conservative notions of ‘good citizenship’ are less likely to have been a 
primary motivating factor for frontline members, particularly those from 
the working class, who possessed far less in the way of disposable time and 
income for such endeavours. Unfortunately, the views of these members 
were less often preserved in the historical record. They were not the ones 
giving speeches or writing pamphlets; nor were they, in their later years, 
as likely to write memoirs. Nevertheless, a small number of firsthand 
accounts of what drew individuals to join the citizens’ movements have 
survived. These number little more than a dozen and are primarily the 
recollections of former members of the New Zealand Legion, which were 
recorded by Tony Simpson in the 1970s when writing his oral history of 
the Depression in New Zealand, The Sugarbag Years. Nevertheless, some 
tentative themes emerge from these accounts.

The desire to ‘do something’

Many New Zealand Legion members joined out of a pressing desire for 
urgent action. Shortly after launching the movement’s journal, National 
Opinion, the editor wrote that he had received many letters expressing 
disappointment that it ‘did not reflect a bolder note of immediate 
action—something that would stir and perhaps startle the public’.114 
One letter written under the moniker ‘Do Something’ noted that the 
author had ‘joined the Legion at its birth [in the] hopes that [it] might 
do some good’, but was bitterly disappointed in its apparent inactivity.115 
L.E. Earle, who wrote several articles for the journal, recalled that he 
had joined ‘because I was out of work and because I thought that things 
were in an awful mess and here seemed to be someone who was doing 
something’.116 Legionnaire W. Bright, who was also president of the local 
Rotary Club and Unemployment Relief Committee, wrote that he was 
‘attracted to the Legion … by the desperate state of the country with its 

113  Pugh, The New Zealand Legion and conservative protest in the Great Depression, 102, 104; 
Campbell, The New Zealand Legion in Otago, 41–42; Ward, The New Zealand Legion in Manawatu–
Wanganui, 25–26; Matthews, ‘The All for Australia League’, 138.
114  National Opinion [Wellington] 1(2) (24 August 1933): 2.
115  ibid., 2(16) (29 March 1934): 12; 2(23) (5 July 1934): 13.
116  Letter from L.E. Earle, 27 August 1972, Simpson Papers, ATL.
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ever increasing numbers of unemployed’.117 Doing ‘something’ did not 
need to be well defined, as one member recalled: ‘The man in the street 
felt doubtful—he could easily be sold a pup with so little support.’118 
This demonstrates the growing sense of desperation and disenchantment 
with which these members greeted the worsening conditions of the 
Depression. The citizens’ movements appeared to offer a simple yet far-
reaching solution—a psychological salve, however nebulous, which swept 
away doubts with high ideals and platitudes that promised a radical 
turnaround of the nation’s woes.

The desire for action led many members to view the citizens’ movements 
with an almost spiritual reverence. Sir Douglas Robb, who would later 
have a distinguished career as a surgeon and a reformer of the medical 
profession, waxed lyrical about the way he and his professional colleagues 
viewed the birth of the legion:

I was very unaware of politics—its motives, mechanics etc. We all 
knew there were parties in Wgn [Wellington], but it was before 
a serious Labour Party came up … But we were interested in 
the depression & the effect on our new-born practices, and on 
our friends, particularly farmers. There were also street riots to 
be feared. The Gov[ernmen]t. of the day seemed as confused as 
we were and we heard the self-appointed saviours professing new 
economic doctrines, particularly Social Credit & Major Douglas 
… When Dr Campbell Begg, a urologist in Wellington—in good 
professional status—started to raise his voice … we sniffed a 
saviour.119

A letter published in the Sydney Morning Herald in 1931 by an All for 
Australia League member used similar language:

Like many other people in those misguided times, I hoped for 
some relief from Mr. Lang’s oppression and looked upon this 
league as the saviour. I was prepared to help the league in every 
possible way, and was enthusiastic enough to wear the badge for 
a time.120

117  Letter from W. Bright, 26 August 1972, Simpson Papers, ATL.
118  Letter from N. Tilley, 26 August 1972, Simpson Papers, ATL.
119  Letter from Sir Douglas Robb, 29 September 1972, Simpson Papers, ATL.
120  Sydney Morning Herald, 18 July 1931, 5.
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Given the author wrote this letter out of frustration with the lack of 
communication he had received after joining, his reverence is likely to 
have been genuine. The fact that both writers used the word ‘saviour’ 
suggests the connection these members felt to the citizens’ movements 
was emotional as well as material. The movements inspired faith that the 
growing economic turmoil could be addressed and that society could be 
transformed so that such crises would never occur again. This emotional 
investment was also driven by a sense of personal threat: while the upper 
class may have possessed the means to insulate themselves from the 
Depression, the middle class had no such luxury.

Dislike for party politics

Unsurprisingly, a dislike for party politics was also a strong motivating 
factor. As Chapter Two argued, anti-partyism was a central component 
of the conservative radicalisation that occurred during the Depression. 
According to former legionnaire J.D. Hall:

I think the main thing which attracted us (certainly the under 30s) 
was the ideal that it would be possible to elect a governing body, 
which would recognise no party ties, obey no government whips 
but vote solely as our consciences dictated. This seems incredible 
nowadays and probably does to you now—but, I can assure you 
that to a 30 year old in the thirties, it actually appeared possible.121

Such a hope would certainly have seemed possible in the 1930s, given 
that party politics was a relatively new phenomenon and the nineteenth-
century ideal of the independent colonial statesman was within living 
memory. For many who had witnessed the growth of extra-parliamentary 
machines and the solidification of the two-party system—in particular, 
those who recalled the supposed unity of wartime—it was an unwelcome 
intrusion on the once dignified field of politics. As R.F. Gambrill, author 
of an unofficial history of the Russell family, put it:

It was not my experience of the depression which attracted me to 
the Legion. As a Returned Service Man from World War I, after 
4 ½ years of active Service, I was (in 1919) concerned with the 
state of party politics. No party then seemed to have any policy 
other than to become the Government … We suffered ‘depression’ 

121  Letter from J.D. Hall, 24 August 1972, Simpson Papers, ATL.
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in 1920 and other years prior to 1933, but these were more or less 
local ones. Enough, however, to convince me of the ‘rottenness’ of 
party politics.122

Given that Hall and Gambrill wrote their recollections in the 1970s, 
when such rampant anti-partyism was imbued with fascist connotations, 
it is likely they were telling the truth.

Traditional conservative values

Conservative values played a part in attracting members as well. H.L. 
Paterson, chairman of the Otago division of the New Zealand Legion, 
‘understood that the legion was to combat the growing multiplicity of 
local bodies of all types and the increasing burden of taxation created by 
these local bodies’.123 The rationalisation of government also appealed to 
Wanganui division chairman W.R. Brown, who drew parallels between the 
legion and the Kyabram Reform Movement that had secured a reduction 
in the number of members of the Victorian Parliament 30 years earlier:

[I]nfluence could be attained by securing a predominating portion 
of voting power, and this the Legion felt hopeful of securing. 
A similar movement was started in Victoria 30 years ago, and at 
the following elections the movement was influential in securing 
the return of 64 members out of 93. The New Zealand Legion 
aspired to succeed in the same way, so as to be instrumental in 
effecting a big improvement on the present unsatisfactory state 
of affairs.124

Others joined the legion simply because of their positive impressions of 
its leaders. One member noted that ‘the main advocate in H.B. [Hawke’s 
Bay] was our one-time Div. Com., Sir Andrew Russell, a man for whom 
I had a great respect’. This led him to assume that Begg must also be 
‘of Andy Russell’s type, one who would automatically receive respect 
& confidence’.125

122  Letter from R.F. Gambrill, 24 August 1972, Simpson Papers, ATL.
123  Letter from H.L. Paterson, 28 August 1972, Simpson Papers, ATL.
124  Taihape Times, 2 June 1933, 3.
125  Letter from N. Tilley, 26 August 1972, Simpson Papers, ATL.
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Women and the citizens’ movements
If the citizens’ movements are an understudied aspect of Australasian 
history, the role of women in the movements is woefully underappreciated. 
The  only work that has included a gender analysis is an unpublished 
thesis on the New Zealand Legion in the Manawatu–Wanganui, 
which concluded that ‘women were more involved … than previously 
assumed’.126 The  quantitative data discussed above demonstrate that 
women were indeed more involved in the citizens’ movements than 
previously assumed, albeit much more so at a frontline than a leadership 
level. Women only made up between 5.2 and 6.4 per cent of the 
leadership samples for the four citizens’ movements, and only in the 
case of the Australian Citizens’ League had women participated in the 
founding of a movement.127 Conversely, women made up 20.3 per cent of 
the membership of the Hawke’s Bay division of the New Zealand Legion. 
Two of these women were particularly active: Lady Russell, the wife of 
Sir Andrew Russell, and Dorothy de Castro, who had previously worked 
for the Conservative and Unionist Party in Britain.128 Women also made 
up a  startling 54.4 per cent of the frontline membership of the North 
Adelaide branch of the Citizens’ League of South Australia, which may 
have reflected the ongoing cooperation between the Citizens’ League 
and the South Australian branch of the Women’s Non-Party Association. 
Female leaders tended to be married, while there were roughly equal 
numbers of married and unmarried women in the frontline membership. 
Many women appear to have joined alongside their husbands or other 
family members as part of a wider family unit.

A qualitative analysis provides more information on the role of women in 
the citizens’ movements. Their motivations for joining and participating 
in the movements may have been influenced by the traditions of 
‘conservative feminism’ and ‘female imperialism’ discussed in Chapter 
One. As New Zealand Legion member Edith Willoughby saw it, the 
citizens’ movements were a continuation of this tradition—in particular, 
of the women’s patriotic societies that arose during the Great War:

126  Ward, The New Zealand Legion in Manawatu–Wanganui, 21.
127  The female participants on the Australian Citizens’ League’s provisional committee were 
L.M. Skene, A.F. Moss, and W. Thomas (who was also a member of the Melbourne Housewives’ 
Association).
128  National Opinion [Wellington] 2(24) (19 July 1934): 14.
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Wake up, women citizens! You answered the call for help to the 
nation in August, 1914. Now, once again, use your powers and do 
your bit in this August, 1933, to help alleviate the chaos that exists 
… Let us think more of our sisters’ need, and practise daily doing 
unto others as we would be done by. You can be a magnificent 
support and help to your people if the right spirit prevails in 
your doings. Get together! Discuss serious questions of national 
import. Form your committees and work wholly and solely for the 
salvation of this beautiful country!129

The citizens’ movements were a valuable arena for women to express 
themselves politically. By the time the citizens’ movements arose in the 
1930s, a younger generation of post-suffrage women were beginning 
to seek avenues for political participation in a society in which female 
representation in parliament was still very much the exception rather than 
the norm. The citizens’ movements provided one such environment. Not 
only did they encourage their members to learn about current affairs, but 
they also provided opportunities to gain leadership and public speaking 
experience. While this still occurred within the confines of a conservative 
world view that remained uncomfortable with female political power, it 
nevertheless provided a level of exposure to matters of national importance 
that the ballot box alone did not. This suggests the citizens’ movements 
fulfilled a function similar to women’s non-party organisations and 
branches of conservative political organisations such as farmers’ unions.130

The All for Australia League was the only citizens’ movement that took 
deliberate measures to encourage female representation at all levels of the 
organisation. Women were entitled to create their own women’s divisions 
and subdivisions to parallel the existing structure of the movement. 
In addition, five seats were reserved for women on the State Council. 
Along with this parallel organisation, women were still entitled to join 
standard subdivisions and run for office.131 Feminist organisations such 
as the National Council of Women and the United Associations of 
Women initially treated the All for Australia League with suspicion, but 
by July, several of their members, including Mildred Muscio, had joined 
the State Council.132 Despite this, women represented only 5.2 per cent 

129  ibid., 1(3) (7 September 1933): 14.
130  See Fitzherbert, Liberal Women; Henderson, Enid Lyons; Heather Gunn, ‘“For the Man on the 
Land”: Issues of Gender and Identity in the Formation of the Victorian Farmers’ Union Women’s 
Section, 1918–1922’, Journal of Australian Studies 18(42) (1994): 32–42.
131  All for Australia League: Draft Constitution, 14–15.
132  Robinson, ‘The All for Australia League in New South Wales’, 48–49.



193

4. A CALL TO ARMS

of the leadership sample of the league—the lowest of the four citizens’ 
movements—and most of these women held the reserved seats on the 
State Council. This suggests that, despite its progressive intentions, the 
All for Australia League was still hampered by the cultural barriers against 
female leadership in the Anglo world.

Populist ideology and populist culture were two ingredients that allowed 
the four citizens’ movements to build mass memberships and rise to 
national prominence in such a short time. From the start, the movements 
staked their legitimacy on their ability to harness a large body of 
popular opinion. This was accomplished through a populist culture of 
mass conservative mobilisation that was based on certain key strategies: 
public ceremonies to demonstrate mass appeal, recruitment strategies 
aimed at rapidly building a large membership, organisational structures 
that encouraged democratic participation and leadership, culturally 
resonant symbols, and a variety of mass media such as radio and print 
culture. Yet despite their claims to represent a broad, cross-class national 
consensus, the citizens’ movements largely represented the frustrations of 
professionals, semi-professionals, and businesspeople. They were drawn 
to the citizens’ movements for various reasons, including a commitment 
to conservative values and traditions, a distaste for party politics, and a 
simple desire to ‘do something’. So long as the citizens’ movements could 
avoid exposing those differing—and often competing—motivations, their 
rise would continue largely unabated. But this could not last forever. The 
demands of real-world politics, and their members’ desire for substance 
as well as spirit, would expose the inherent contradictions within the 
movements. The next two chapters explore how these contradictions 
played out in Australia and New Zealand, respectively. It was a process 
that would ultimately lead to the movements’ demise. 
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