
251

Conclusion

Talking of large families, the Lyons’ visiting card is popular in 
England. Destiny plays her cards in a very peculiar way. Little 
did Mr. Bagot, of the Citizens’ League (now faded into the 
background), dream that through his sponsorship it was made 
possible for Mr. Lyons to go before the public in the Adelaide 
Exhibition Building. ‘Lyons hysteria’ followed, and the other 
States fell into step at once. All parties then sank their differences, 
the emergency committee was formed, and now Mr. Lyons is the 
constant guest of the King! So far, Mr. Bagot has been unable to 
secure a seat even in Parliament. The public soon forgets.1

As the citizens’ movements faded from the political scene, so, too, did 
they fade from the public consciousness. By 1936, the only time they were 
mentioned in the press was in the obituaries pages, where the families 
of former members dutifully recognised the deceased’s service with the 
citizens’ movements well down their long lists of personal achievements. 
This rather ironic form of remembrance—or lack thereof—may partially 
explain why the citizens’ movements have attracted so little scholarly 
attention. This book has aspired to fill that gap. It implicitly argues not 
only that the citizens’ movements are worthy of study, but also that they 
were an important social and political force that contributed more to 
Australasian history than a mere blip on the radar. They were an important 
part of the history of Australian and New Zealand conservatism and 
economic liberalism, particularly the emergence of consolidated centre-
right parties in each country in the 1930s and 1940s. The fact they 
arose contemporaneously with a wave of fascist movements and regimes 
internationally also begs comparison. Finally, and to return to a point 
raised in the Introduction, the citizens’ movements bear many similarities 
to the rise of right-wing populism in the late twentieth and early twenty-

1  Recorder, [Port Pirie, SA], 10 April 1935, 3. Bagot would eventually be elected to the South 
Australian Legislative Council in 1938.
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first centuries. Before positioning the movements within these broader 
historical trends, however, let us refresh some of the key themes explored 
in this book and investigate what the comparative approach tells us about 
the different experiences on either side of the Tasman.

The reactionary and the radical
In the Introduction, I suggested that viewing the citizens’ movements as 
a  contradictory blend of reactionary and radical tendencies provides a 
useful framework for understanding them. This pattern of looking both 
forwards and backwards for political inspiration is evident throughout 
their history. Chapter One analysed the origins of the movements in 
the long tradition of Australasian conservatism, which had three key 
components: a strong patriotic and economic orientation towards Britain, 
a general commitment to free-market capitalism, and staunch opposition 
to communism and socialism. This world view evolved through both 
the official centre-right party organs in each country and a diverse array 
of conservative pressure groups, educational associations, and protest 
movements that arose across the Tasman, British, and Anglo worlds 
from the late nineteenth century. This wider conservative milieu utilised 
language to build a broader, more inclusive vision of what it meant to be 
a conservative. Two of the key tropes in this language were the notion 
of what it meant to be a citizen and the claim that conservative values 
were ‘non-party’, akin to natural laws that transcended politics; they 
represented the national interest. This tradition became radicalised during 
the Depression as some conservatives began to seek alternative political 
and economic solutions to the crisis. As Chapter Two demonstrated, 
the main component of this radicalisation was a form of ‘anti-political 
political thought’ that laid the blame for the crisis on political parties 
and their supposedly self-serving and parochial party politicians. Non-
party metastasised into anti-party, in short. In New Zealand, where the 
government remained in the hands of conservative parties throughout the 
Depression, discontented conservatives also turned to radical economic 
theories such as Douglas social credit, which suggested simple ‘tweaks’ to 
the capitalist system that would supposedly return prosperity.

The citizens’ movements sat at the peak of this process of conservative 
radicalisation. Their ideology was centred on a populist struggle 
between the average citizens and the party politicians, along with the 
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political ‘machines’ that supported them. As Chapter Three showed, 
this contradiction between looking backward to a mythical pioneering 
past and looking forward to new and modern ways of reshaping the 
nation’s political machinery was temporarily obscured by high-level 
ideals that supposedly transcended the political process entirely. Their 
aim, the movements stressed, was nothing less than the transformation 
of the nation’s political system and the reinvigoration of an apathetic 
electorate. Chapter Four demonstrated that the founders envisioned their 
new creed as nationwide forms of mass protest that would force their 
governments to act. They promoted a populist culture that was designed 
to build enthusiastic and committed mass followings. Through semi-
ritualistic mass meetings and the shrewd use of traditional and modern 
media, the movements’ leaders deliberately, and successfully, connected 
with a wide audience and cultivated an image of sheer size. While their 
membership was drawn primarily from the professional and business 
fraction, it included significant farming and working-class minorities. 
This adroit mixture of ideology and method was what led the citizens’ 
movements to attract such a vast membership, and achieve national 
significance, in such a short period. Their leaders were able to tap into 
long-held public sentiments and prejudices that had been heightened by 
the Depression and channel them through a skilful blend of organisational 
and promotional techniques. I have described this as a ‘populist culture’ 
of mass conservative mobilisation.

While previous conservative non-party organisations may have 
occasionally questioned the merits of machine politics, the citizens’ 
movements transformed this into a large-scale challenge against the 
political status quo. Despite their ideological affinity with mainstream 
conservatives, their populist opposition to party politics was so deeply 
ingrained in their world view that they were compelled to reject political 
parties on both sides of the spectrum with equal fervour. As a result, 
they directly challenged the electoral base of these parties by promoting 
independent candidates of all shades who were willing to pledge themselves 
to upholding the movements’ broad ideals. This challenge was particularly 
strong in Australia, where mainstream conservatives went to great lengths 
to contain it. Chapter Five discussed the attempts of Joseph Lyons and the 
Nationalists to rein in the citizens’ movements and the tortured ideological 
explanations the movements developed to justify their cooperation with 
mainstream conservative parties. While the New Zealand Legion did 
not pose a similar degree of threat to the United and Reform parties, 



MOBILISING THE MASSES

254

it was affected by a contradiction between the traditional economic views 
of many of its members and the desire of others to experiment with 
unorthodox ideas such as economic planning and monetary reform. The 
result was the same: once the citizens’ movements attempted to transform 
their ideals into formal policy, they exposed the inherent contradictions 
that had previously been concealed. The ruptures that followed ultimately 
caused their downfall.

There were, of course, other contributing factors to the movements’ 
decline. In Australia, Lyons’ appropriation of populist rhetoric and his 
success at bringing the citizens’ movement under the aegis of the United 
Australia Party effectively undercut the reason for the movements’ 
existence, especially after his victory in the December 1931 federal 
election. Similarly, the New Zealand Legion’s confused mix of unorthodox 
economic ideas could never compete with the clearly enunciated reformist 
program of the New Zealand Labour Party. As Labour grew in strength 
and its policies became more popular, the legion’s lofty ideas appeared 
increasingly hollow by comparison. A lack of finance was also a common 
hindrance for the movements. However, these issues were secondary, and 
often arose after the movements had decided on policies that exposed 
their inherent contradictions. As this book has shown, exposing these 
contradictions caused a chain reaction of protests and resignations that 
weakened the movements to the point that they struggled to remain 
in existence. This explains why, in Australia, the citizens’ movements 
lost their momentum several months before Lyons’ electoral victory in 
December 1931.

The reactionary/radical framework may have wider applicability within 
studies of Australasian conservatism. Like most ideologies, conservatism 
is a broad school of thought containing many inherent contradictions. 
Some contradictions, like those of the citizens’ movements, lay between 
the reactionary and the radical fringes of conservative opinion; others, 
however, are structural in nature, such as those that divide the interests 
of farmers, manufacturers, and professionals and businesspeople. The 
constant splits and consolidations of the non-labour parties in Australia 
and New Zealand during the first half of the twentieth century demonstrate 
how divisive these contradictions could be. This book has suggested that, 
rather than ironing out these contradictions in the interests of narrative 
consistency, they must be embraced if a deeper historical understanding 
is to be achieved. Contradictions can reveal how alliances are forged and 
broken, how consensus is built around common issues without causing 
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splits on more divisive ones, and how ideas and movements rise and fall 
by their ability to achieve this consensus. By exploring the antithesis—
and occasionally the synthesis—of inherent contradictions, a fuller 
understanding of Australasian conservatism might be achieved.

What a comparative approach tells us
This book has approached the four citizens’ movements from 
a comparative, and occasionally a cross-national, perspective. The trans-
Tasman similarities this has revealed are self-evident. Both Australia and 
New Zealand witnessed the rise of populist conservative movements during 
the Depression, which challenged the legitimacy of the party system. 
These movements were influenced by the same international network of 
conservative political parties, pressure groups, educational associations, 
and protest movements that arose across the British and Anglo worlds 
from the late nineteenth century, which became radicalised during the 
Depression. They all concealed within them inherent contradictions, 
which, when exposed, ultimately led to their downfall.

Arguably, however, the power of comparative and cross-national history 
is in its ability to identify and explain differences rather than similarities. 
This book suggests that three key factors contributed to when, and how, 
everyday conservatives in Australia and New Zealand became radicalised 
by the Depression: the speed at which the effects of the Depression were 
felt in each country, whether conservative or labour governments were 
in power when it hit, and the measures these governments adopted in 
response. In Australia, the crisis hit early and hard, peaking in the first half 
of 1932. A federal Labor government was in power until December 1931, 
and Labor parties controlled every state except Queensland and Western 
Australia. The perceived shortcomings of Scullin’s federal government, 
combined with the unorthodox economic proposals of Theodore 
and Lang in early 1931, played a major role in generating widespread 
conservative mobilisation, including the citizens’ movements. Anti-party 
sentiment therefore arose early, and fiercely, in Australia. In New Zealand, 
the Depression did not hit hardest until 1933. The liberal United Party 
held power from 1928 to 1931 with the support of Labour, and a United–
Reform coalition government reigned from 1931 until 1935. Economic 
orthodoxy generally ruled the day, although the two governments did 
introduce some novel interventions to counter growing unemployment 
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and insolvency. It would take a highly controversial act by the Coalition in 
January 1933—the devaluing of the currency—for anti-party sentiment 
to fully take hold in New Zealand. 

These differences in national context explain the different trajectories 
of the Australian and New Zealand citizens’ movements. The Australian 
movements—like the paramilitary, new-state, and secessionist movements 
that arose alongside them—were staunchly in favour of classical 
liberalism. Their militant individualism was a more extreme version of 
mainstream conservatives’ horror at the dual spectres of inflation and 
repudiation. Beyond party politicians, their enemies were clear: a federal 
Labor government which they believed was incapable of implementing 
the necessary measures to combat the Depression, along with the Lang 
Government in New South Wales, which they feared would besmirch the 
nation’s financial honour. Combined with varying degrees of conspiratorial 
rhetoric about communism, the Australian movements had no need to 
seriously investigate economic alternatives to classical liberalism; their 
enemies were already doing that. In New Zealand, however, there was no 
labour bogeyman to generate a similarly united front against unorthodox 
economics. Conservatives held the balance of power throughout the 
Depression and had done a generally satisfactory job in conservatives’ 
eyes of deflating the economy, reducing public spending, and responding 
swiftly and harshly to episodes of civil unrest in April–May 1932. Lacking 
a left-wing enemy against which to direct their frustrations, many 
legionnaires looked to unorthodox economic alternatives, particularly the 
growing international trends of economic planning and monetary reform. 
In this, they were joined by many other New Zealanders of all political 
persuasions who were drawn to monetary reform (particularly Douglas 
social credit) and the Labour Party’s more interventionist platform. 
The  timing of the New Zealand Legion’s arrival on the political scene 
also enabled it to learn from the mistakes the Australian New Guard had 
made, leading it to consciously disavow any paramilitary activity.

The differences between the Australian and New Zealand citizens’ 
movements are closely tied to the broader political trajectories of both 
countries. In Australia, the movements ultimately contributed to—and, 
in some cases, were wholly subsumed within—a renewed conservative 
political party that remained in power at a federal level until 1941. 
The  United Australia Party was not the first example of political 
conservatives reinventing themselves by absorbing labour splinter 
groups and non-party conservative movements, nor would it be the last. 
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In contrast, the New Zealand Legion was one manifestation of a broader 
crisis within conservative politics, combined with a growing disaffection 
with economic orthodoxy. Unlike in Australia, where conservatives were 
brought together under the United Australia Party, the political right in 
New Zealand continued to splinter until the November 1935 election. 
In addition to the United Party and the legion, the other main splinter 
group was the Democrat Party, a laissez-faire group formed in 1934 by 
the well-known political campaigner Albert Davy. While the Democrats 
did not win any seats in 1935, they received around 7.8 per cent of the 
total votes cast. This vote-splitting appears to have been a factor in at 
least eight of the seats won by Labour.2 A further 10.5 per cent of the 
vote was received by independent candidates. In a sense, then, the legion 
went down with the ship of a divided right wing, although by the 1935 
election, it was already largely defunct. Conservatives subsequently 
regrouped behind the enduring banner of the National Party in 1936, but 
it did not achieve power again until 1949.

A link in the chain of the Australasian 
centre-right
While the citizens’ movements soon faded into the obituary pages, their 
novel methods of political mobilisation and ideological expression played 
a role in the long-term trends and processes of Australasian conservative 
thought. Their most direct contribution was in the way that centre-
right parties in Australia and New Zealand reinvented themselves in 
subsequent decades as representatives of a silent middle class. This may 
have been influenced by former members of the citizens’ movements who 
subsequently went on to have political careers within the mainstream 
conservative establishment—in particular, those from the Australian 
Citizens’ League and the New Zealand Legion. Much like the individuals 
of the pre-Depression conservative non-party organisations, these former 
members of the citizens’ movements brought their ideological baggage 
with them, which in turn shaped the ways in which they interacted with, 
and influenced, mainstream conservatism. 

2  Michael C. Pugh, ‘Doctrinaires on the Right: The Democrats and Anti-Socialism, 1933–36’, 
New Zealand Journal of History 17(2) (October 1983): 103–19, at p. 115.
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A transnational parallel can be drawn between the two biggest success 
stories of the citizens’ movements, Robert Menzies in Australia and Sid 
Holland in New Zealand. The latter was an enthusiastic member of the 
Christchurch centre of the New Zealand Legion, while the former had 
worked closely with the Australian Citizens’ League through his involvement 
with the Victorian Young Nationalists Organisation and the Group 
of Six. Both subsequently became leading figures in the consolidation of 
mainstream conservatism in Australia and New Zealand. They oversaw, to 
varying degrees, the creation of the Liberal and National parties and their 
transformation into mass organisations based on permanent hierarchical 
branch structures similar to their labour opponents. As the vanguard of 
a younger generation of conservative politicians, they also oversaw a shift 
away from the tempered, patrician rhetoric of their predecessors to a more 
populist style aimed at colonising the electoral middle ground. They 
sought to turn their new political organisations away from elite financial 
backers towards the middle class, which they portrayed as the backbone 
of the nation’s economic prosperity and social stability. Menzies’ new 
approach was summed up in his 1942 radio address to ‘the forgotten 
people’, who formed this middle class, while Holland’s came a year later 
in his pamphlet titled ‘Passwords to Progress’.3 This suggests that, despite 
their failure, the citizens’ movements had a lasting impact through the 
new, populist style of conservative politics pioneered by their former 
members. However, the extent to which the experiences of Menzies and 
Holland with the citizens’ movements influenced their long-term political 
outlook must remain a subject for further study.

The citizens’ movements also demonstrated the persistence of classical 
liberalism in Australasia during the twentieth century. This tradition was 
explored in the Australian context by Frank Bongiorno, who argued that 
the claim that free trade was banished to the political wilderness after 
the ‘Australian Settlement’—as is so often asserted by neoliberals—is an 
oversimplification:

3  Sid Holland, Passwords to Progress: A Plan for Post-War Security, Freedom and Prosperity 
(Christchurch, NZ: Whitcombe & Tombs, 1943). For a thorough analysis of Menzies’ appeal to the 
middle class (including a copy of the ‘forgotten people’ speech itself ), see Judith Brett, Robert Menzies’ 
Forgotten People (Sydney: Pan Macmillan, 1992).
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[A]ny suggestion that Free Trade liberalism was eclipsed between 
Federation and the 1980s requires some qualification, for there 
are some obvious continuities in ideology and rhetoric between 
the Free Traders of the Federation era, and non-Labor political 
discourse of the middle decades of the twentieth century.4

One minor caveat to Bongiorno’s approach is that, if Australasian 
conservatism is viewed within the framework of the nineteenth-century 
developmentalist ethos, the progression from free trade to neoliberalism, 
along with the intervening period of the Australian Settlement, was 
merely part of a continuum of greater or lesser state economic activity. 
Nevertheless, there is clearly an ideological ‘low point’ for classical 
liberalism during the middle of the twentieth century, which was 
marked especially in Australia and New Zealand by the advent of the 
Keynesian consensus in the postwar period. The citizens’ movements are 
a clear example of how the ideology and rhetoric of classical liberalism 
persisted during those years. It was particularly relevant to their largely 
professional, semi-professional, and business membership base, for whom 
the temptations of protection and price guarantees were largely irrelevant.

An Antipodean fascism?
The phenomenon of mass conservative mobilisation was by far the largest 
and most significant right-wing reaction in the Antipodes during the 
Depression. Disconcerted conservatives rose in considerable numbers to 
join the citizens’ movements, the paramilitary New Guard and its more 
secretive counterparts, the regional new-state sentiments in the Riverina 
and New England, and the secessionist Dominion League of Western 
Australia. This phenomenon inevitably lends itself to a comparison with 
the rise of fascist movements and regimes internationally during the 
inter-war years, which accelerated during the Depression. This is not 
an easy task, given the lack of consensus around a concise definition of 
fascism. As I noted in the Introduction, fascism is typically approached by 
scholars in two ways: ideologically (What does fascist ideology look like? 
Is there a ‘minimum’ set of ideological characteristics that must be met 
for the definition to apply?) and materially (How do fascist movements 

4  Frank Bongiorno, ‘Whatever Happened to Free Trade Liberalism?’, in Confusion: The Making 
of the Australian Two-Party System, eds Paul Strangio and Nick Dyrenfurth (Melbourne: Melbourne 
University Press, 2009), 250.
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arise? What conditions are required for them to gain strength and 
legitimacy?). These approaches are not mutually exclusive; indeed, they 
are complementary.

So, were the citizens’ movements fascist? The conditions that gave birth 
to the movements were similar to those that nurtured fascism. Both 
were born of, or given added impetus by, crises within the economic 
system coupled with the disarray or disunity of mainstream conservative 
parliamentary forces. As centre-right parties struggled to cope with the 
Depression, disaffected conservatives turned to political alternatives in 
the hopes of a dramatic turnaround in their fortunes. Both were also 
buoyed by the rise of communism, socialism, and organised labour, 
although the Australasian communist parties were far smaller than their 
European counterparts. However, the ideological backgrounds of fascism 
and the citizens’ movements were vastly different. Where fascists drew on 
forms of organic nationalism and anti-rationalist socialism, the citizens’ 
movements emerged from a wholly conservative tradition.5 Fascism 
also typically attracted broad, cross-class support, whereas the citizens’ 
movements drew most of their support from the professional, business, 
and commercial fraction of the capitalist class.6

There are elements of the citizens’ movements’ ideology that are reminiscent 
of fascism. While idealism is a component of most political ideologies, the 
elevation of idealism to the position of a driving transformative force and 
the relegation of policy to a minor secondary role were similar to fascism’s 
vitalist and anti-rationalist spirit. In other words, fascists, too, were 
renowned for promoting spirit over substance. Fascists were also known 
for their appeals to national unity, self-sacrifice, and demonisation of the 
‘other’, although the fascist ‘other’ was more often a dynamic mix of Jews, 
communists, and other perceived enemies than party politicians. The 
citizens’ movements also experimented to varying degrees with corporatist 
economic ideas, although never to the same extent as fascist movements 
elsewhere in the British Empire such as the British Union of Fascists.7 

5  Sternhell, The Birth of Fascist Ideology.
6  For a good overview of the membership of various fascist movements, see Stein Ugelvik Larsen, 
Bernt Hagtvet, and Jan Petter Myklebust, eds, Who Were the Fascists? Social Roots of European Fascism 
(Oslo: Universitetsforlaget, 1980).
7  For a recent study of the British Union of Fascism’s most renowned corporatist thinker, 
Alexander Raven Thomson, see Matthew McMurray, ‘Alexander Raven Thomson, Philosopher of the 
British Union of Fascists’, The European Legacy: Toward New Paradigms 17(1) (2012): 33–59.
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Despite their belief in cooperation and the subsuming of difference, 
the citizens’ movements could hardly be considered totalitarian or 
authoritarian in nature. Their professed goal was a more democratic society, 
albeit within the bounds of conservative tradition, and while they shared a 
belief in the necessity for new and charismatic leadership, this was almost 
always within the confines of the existing democratic structure. Only the 
Citizens’ League of South Australia was openly willing to countenance 
more extreme measures, such as a dictatorship or the employment of 
force by extra-parliamentary means. Some of the citizens’ movements’ 
ideas on governmental reform were reminiscent of fascist policies of class 
collaboration and corporatism, although they were far less developed and 
far more wedded to the economic status quo. Only the New Zealand 
Legion seriously considered radical alternatives to the existing economic 
system. The reactionary component of the citizens’ movement ideology 
had far more in common with traditional Australasian conservatism than 
it did with fascism. While the nostalgia of the citizens’ movements for 
a mythical nineteenth-century utopia was reminiscent of fascism’s desire 
for a national rebirth, their reliance on the pillars of conservatism was 
the opposite of fascism’s anti-liberal and anti-conservative attitudes. Even 
their anti-communism was more in line with the attitudes of mainstream 
conservatives than it was with fascism. In fact, had it not been for their 
populism and their penchant for developing radical policies, there would 
have been little to distinguish the ideas of the citizens’ movements from 
those of their mainstream conservative counterparts. The paramilitary 
New Guard had far more in common with fascism than the citizens’ 
movements, although the extent to which it can be classified as fascist has 
generated some debate.8

Comparisons with the postwar far right
In the first few decades after World War Two, the Australasian far right 
developed along vastly different lines to the citizens’ movements. Paul 
Spoonley described the far right in New Zealand in the 1970s and 1980s 
as a monist style of politics centred on conspiracy theory, distrust of 
democracy, sexism, nationalism, and racism.9 Moore suggested a similar 
set of ideological characteristics in his study of Australian right-wing 

8  Cunningham, ‘Australian Fascism?’.
9  Spoonley, The Politics of Nostalgia, 29–44.
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politics. He noted that the Australian far right was typically a more 
extreme version of mainstream conservatism, which embraced conspiracy 
theory ‘as a central organising concept’, encompassed an exclusionary 
form of nationalism, and expressed suspicion or outright contempt for 
liberal parliamentary democracy.10 Virtually none of these was a central 
preoccupation of the citizens’ movements. While it is true that many of 
the far right’s views were relatively mainstream prior to World War Two—
particularly those on race—it is also true that the citizens’ movements’ 
positions on race and gender were more of an implicit assumption than 
an explicit element of their ideology. The only movement that explicitly 
sought to promote female representation at all levels of its organisation 
was the All for Australia League, although its attempts were largely 
unsuccessful. And while the movements did not openly discuss race, it 
is likely their assumptions of what constituted ‘whiteness’ differed from 
that of the postwar far right. My recent edited collection on the radical 
right in New Zealand suggests that prewar conceptions of ‘whiteness’ were 
heavily intertwined with ‘Britishness’, whereas white nationalists in the 
postwar period have increasingly drawn on a pan-European definition of 
whiteness that incorporates Eastern and Southern European cultures that 
were once viewed as ‘others’ by mainstream New Zealand.11 These are 
tentative conclusions that beg further research.

The postwar far right drew more inspiration from the conspiratorial 
and anti-establishment circles of monetary reform and social credit that 
arose in the 1930s than the citizens’ movements. Apart from the New 
Zealand Legion, these groups had little involvement with the citizens’ 
movements, and were often critical of them. There are many instances 
where prominent monetary reformists from this period went on to lead, 
or strongly influence, the ideas of the postwar far right, including Eric 
Butler and Arthur Nelson Field. The Social Credit Association of New 
Zealand also provided a vehicle through which prewar prejudices were 
carried across into the postwar period, although there was a sharp tension 
after the war between the old guard and a more pragmatic, tolerant new 
guard within the association.12 This tension exemplifies the ideological 
retreat in the postwar period that contributed to the rise of the far right. 
As society partially withdrew from overly racist and bigoted ideas in the 

10  Moore, The Right Road, 2–4.
11  Matthew Cunningham, Marinus La Rooij, and Paul Spoonley, eds, Histories of Hate: The Radical 
Right in Aotearoa/New Zealand (Dunedin, NZ: Otago University Press, forthcoming), Introduction.
12  Spoonley, The Politics of Nostalgia, 59–61.



263

CONCLUSION

postwar period, the far right arose to fill the ideological vacuum left 
behind. The recoil effect of the Holocaust, coupled with the centre-right’s 
failure to respond to crises in the way the adherents of the far right wanted, 
provided a space where opponents of greater pluralism, multiculturalism, 
civil rights, and gender and sexual liberation could fester in a stew 
of intolerance.

Despite their ideological differences, the citizens’ movements’ specific 
focus on the nation foreshadowed the far right’s shift away from Britain 
towards the nation-state, which Moore described as a change from imperial 
patriotism to nationalist chauvinism.13 While the citizens’ movements 
remained loyal to Britain, their focus on national issues and their lack 
of international connections distinguished them from the multitude of 
conservative non-party organisations that preceded them. They arose 
in response to specific national manifestations of an international crisis. 
Their enemies were largely nationally based, with the exception of 
international communism. The nation was also the rhetorical unit for 
recovery, inasmuch as recovery required national unity and self-sacrifice 
in the service of the national interest. Eschewing strong international 
ties was therefore one way for the citizens’ movements to reinforce their 
exclusively ‘national’ credentials, despite the imperial focus of their 
patriotism. This partly reflected the complementary national and imperial 
patriotisms felt by many Australians and New Zealanders by the early 
twentieth century.14 However, it also presaged the changing priorities of 
the far right in the postwar era. An ambitious argument might therefore 
be made that the citizens’ movements sat at the crossroads of prewar 
and postwar right-wing nationalist loyalties in Australasia. While some 
postwar far-right movements remained loyal to the British Empire, the 
direction of travel was towards a distinctly national sense of patriotism. 
Many postwar stalwarts of the far right, for example, drew much more 
inspiration from Jack Lang’s defiance of British bondholders than from 
the anti-communist antics of the New Guard.15 This is not to say that 
Lang was on the far right, but merely that the priorities of those on the 
radical fringes of the right have changed.

13  Moore, The Right Road, 2–4.
14  Douglas Cole, ‘The Problem of “Nationalism” and “Imperialism” in British Settlement Colonies’, 
Journal of British Studies 10(2) (1970): 160–82; Russel Ward, ‘Two Kinds of Australian Patriotism’, 
Victorian Historical Magazine 41(1) (1970): 225–43; W. David McIntyre, ‘Imperialism and Nationalism’, 
in The Oxford History of New Zealand, ed. Geoffrey Rice (Auckland: Oxford University Press, 1992).
15  James Saleam, The other radicalism: An inquiry into contemporary Australian extreme right 
ideology, politics and organization 1975–1995 (PhD diss., University of Sydney, 1999), 44–49.
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The citizens’ movements have much more in common with Mudde’s 
fourth wave of the far right, which he described as the ‘populist radical 
right’.16 According to Mudde, a significant wave of far-right politics arose 
in Western Europe in the 1980s and 1990s driven by unemployment and 
mass immigration. By the turn of the century, the populist radical right 
dominated this European far-right tradition and had even begun making 
headway in national and European parliaments. A series of crises in the 
early twenty-first century—the September 2001 terrorist attacks, the 
Global Financial Crisis of 2008, and the refugee crisis of 2015—buoyed 
the populist radical right even further and saw its ideas and strategies 
increasingly adopted by mainstream parties. It also spread beyond Europe 
to the United States, Latin America, and Asia, and achieved electoral 
success in countries that had previously resisted penetration by the far 
right (such as Germany and Sweden). The populist radical right has also 
grown beyond party politics to include broad social movements and 
subcultures such as identitarianism and the alt-right. Mudde identified 
four themes shared by this ‘fourth wave’: a fear that mass immigration 
presents ‘an existential threat’ to the nation and the state, a heightened 
focus on security and law and order, a populist belief that ‘the elite’ in 
politics and business are corrupting the nation with ‘postmodernist’ 
and ‘cultural Marxist’ ideas, and an obsession with the supposed threat 
of internationalism or cosmopolitanism. It has responded to this 
with a  mixture of nativism (a  belief that nations should be inhabited 
exclusively by members of the native group), populism, authoritarianism, 
Islamophobia, a distrust of political ‘elites’ (especially those associated 
with transnational entities such as the European Union and the United 
Nations), and an opposition to ‘political correctness’ and ‘do-goodism’. 

Much of the populist radical right’s ideological content is specific to 
the issues of our time, but there is some similarity with the citizens’ 
movements’ populist revolt against the political establishment. Those 
drawn to the populist radical right and the citizens’ movements also shared 
a belief that traditional political parties did not represent, or no longer 
represented, their interests and values. The citizens’ movements believed 
that political parties had stepped away from the hardy, individualist ethos 
of their nineteenth-century forebears to become enslaved to sectional 
interests and their demands on the public purse. They sought a return to 
an imagined past where citizens had not depended on the patronage of 

16  Mudde, The Far Right Today, 1.
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the state and politicians were free to vote according to their conscience. 
The contemporary populist radical right, however, is partially the result 
of a process of political de-alignment as voters have begun stepping away 
from traditional class-based party allegiances towards a politics based on 
values, identity, and culture.17 It is this sense of politics-in-transformation 
that led Enzo Traverso to describe the populist radical right as ‘post-
fascism’, in that it represents both continuity and change from inter-war 
fascism and the neofascist groups of the postwar period: ‘a phenomenon 
in transition, a movement that is still in transformation and has not yet 
crystallised’.18 At a time when free-market capitalism has become the 
ideological default, the radical right has provided a surrogate for the lack 
of utopian alternatives since the end of the Cold War.19

The comparison becomes much more apt when examining manifestations 
of the populist radical right at home. The dramatic rise of One Nation 
in rural Queensland and New South Wales in the 1990s, for example, 
is reminiscent of the citizens’ movements’ revolt against mainstream 
conservative parties. Similar to the citizens’ movements, One Nation’s 
ideology consists of a struggle between the ordinary people and a new 
class elite seeking to destroy traditional values.20 As Andy Fleming and 
Aurelian Mondon recently noted, One Nation disrupted the bipartisan 
consensus that had emerged in the 1970s and 1980s in Australia regarding 
multiculturalism. Echoing the United Australia Party’s successful cooption 
of the citizens’ movements, the Liberal Party normalised and entrenched 
One Nation’s policies in the late 1990s to such an extent that it undercut 
One Nation’s support base. Several groups emerged to fill the void 
opened by the near collapse of One Nation, including the Australia First 
Party and the United Patriots Front, although they struggled to attract 

17  Jens Rydgren, ‘The Radical Right: An Introduction’, in The Oxford Handbook of the Radical 
Right, ed. Jens Rydgren (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018).
18  Enzo Traverso, The New Faces of Fascism: Populism and the Far Right, trans. David Broder (London: 
Verso, 2019), 6.
19  ibid., 184. Traverso sees Islamic extremism as filling the same utopian need.
20  Gregory Melleuish, ‘Populism and Conservatism in Australian Political Thought’, in The Politics of 
Australian Society: Political Issues for the New Century, eds Paul Boreham, Geoffrey Stokes, and Richard 
Hall (Sydney: Longman, 2000), 51–64; Geoffrey Stokes, ‘One Nation and Australian Populism’, 
in The Rise and Fall of One Nation, eds Michael Leach, Geoff Stokes, and Ian M. Ward (Brisbane: 
University of Queensland Press, 2000), 23–41; Bligh Grant, Tod Moore, and Tony Lynch, eds, The Rise 
of Right-Populism: Pauline Hanson’s One Nation and Australian Politics (Singapore: Springer, 2019); Anna 
Broinowski, Please Explain: The Rise, Fall and Rise Again of Pauline Hanson (Sydney: Penguin Random 
House, 2017); Murray Goot, ‘Pauline Hanson’s One Nation: Extreme Right, Centre Party or Extreme 
Left?’, Labour History 89 (2005): 101–19.
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even a fraction of One Nation’s support.21 The New Zealand First Party 
represents a similar conservative backlash in New Zealand, albeit one that 
has proven much more successful electorally.22 Moffitt argued that New 
Zealand First’s political agenda extends beyond the usual anxieties of the 
radical right, which has complicated attempts to define where it sits on 
the ideological spectrum.23 Yet the conservatism of One Nation and New 
Zealand First lies predominantly in the sociocultural sphere, seeking to 
question progressive values on gender, race relations, indigenous liberation, 
and immigration. Their economic policies are much more centrist, and—
in many cases—somewhat left-leaning. The citizens’ movements were 
much more concerned with economics than sociocultural matters, and of 
the four citizens’ movements, only the New Zealand Legion was willing 
to abandon its commitment to laissez-faire economics.

The closest political analogue to the citizens’ movements in recent years 
was the Tea Party movement in the United States. Born in early 2009 amid 
the economic and political uncertainty of the Global Financial Crisis, it 
represented a coalescing of libertarian and conservative discontent against 
the Obama administration’s policies. Unlike the citizens’ movements, 
the Tea Party movement comprised hundreds of different organisations, 
although umbrella groups like the Tea Party Patriots and Americans for 
Prosperity provided some national order and direction. Nevertheless, 
these various groups were united in their calls for limited government, 
a reduction in taxation, and decreased government spending to balance the 
federal budget and reduce national debt. Their members have endorsed 
candidates who support these goals, regardless of which party they belong 
to—although, in practice, they tend to be conservatives. In many cases, 
Tea Party members and organisations have supported candidates who 

21  Andy Fleming and Aurelian Mondon, ‘The Radical Right in Australia’, in in The Oxford 
Handbook of the Radical Right, ed. Jens Rydgren (New York: Oxford University Press, 2018), 650–62.
22  Ben Thomas McLachlan, In search of a New Zealand populism: Heresthetics, character and 
populist political leadership (MA diss., Victoria University of Wellington, 2013); Benjamin Moffitt, 
‘Populism in Australia and New Zealand’, in The Oxford Handbook of Populism, eds Rovira Kaltwasser, 
Paul Taggart, Paulina Ochoa Espejo, and Pierre Ostiguy (London: Oxford University Press, 2017), 
121–39; Jack H. Nagel, ‘Populism, Heresthetics and Political Stability: Richard Seddon and the Art 
of Majority Rule’, British Journal of Political Science 23(2) (1993): 139–74; Hans-Georg Betz, ‘New 
Zealand First’, in The New Politics of the Right: Neo-Populist Parties and Movements in Established 
Democracies, eds Hans-Georg Betz and Stefan Immerfall (New York: St Martin’s Press, 1998); Claire 
Haeg, The Cross of Gold Revisited: Neo-Populist Party Emergence in Australia, Canada, and New 
Zealand (Berlin: VDM Verlag, 2009); Barry Gustafson, ‘Populist Roots of Political Leadership in 
New Zealand’, in Political Leadership in New Zealand, eds Raymond Miller and Michael Mintrom 
(Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2006), 51–69.
23  Moffitt, ‘Populism in Australia and New Zealand’.
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ran against ‘establishment’ Republican nominees.24 However, opposing 
the ‘establishment’ appears to have been less of a concern for Tea Party 
advocates than it was for the citizens’ movements, for whom opposing 
party politicians and their political ‘machines’ was a fundamental priority. 
Arguably, Tea Party supporters seek only to transform the Republican 
Party rather than destroy political parties entirely.

The Trump presidency, in some ways, represented the success the citizens’ 
movements never achieved. While the Australian citizens’ movements 
were coopted by the mainstream, the mainstream was coopted by Trump. 
His popularity, his ability to connect with alienated voters, and his 
diehard support base enabled him to push the Republican Party’s style 
of politics away from Reagan and Bush-era neoconservatism towards a 
more isolationist, protectionist, and populist style of politics. Had Joseph 
Lyons been a politician similar in style to Trump, the United Australia 
Party may have adopted a more overtly populist stance. But Lyons was 
not a political novice seeking to shake up the political order; he was 
a sober and considered politician, a Labor man with a conservative’s heart. 
The similarities between Trump and the citizens’ movements grow even 
thinner when comparing their beliefs. The citizens’ movements did not 
share Trump’s sociocultural preoccupations and, while they would have 
found little to complain about in his tax cuts and slashing of regulations, 
they would have frowned on his increased federal spending and the 
swelling national debt. Even their populism sought different ends. Trump’s 
goal was never to eliminate political parties, but to transform one of them 
from within. Perhaps, then, this helps to explain his success: he never had 
to grapple with the inherent contradiction between anti-party purity and 
political expediency that split the Australian citizens’ movements. 

Final thoughts
There is a common truism that states that those who do not learn from 
history are doomed to repeat it. Whenever I hear this phrase, I—like 
most historians, I suspect—cringe a little. It is not because I believe 

24  See Jill Lepore, The Whites of Their Eyes: The Tea Party’s Revolution and the Battle over American 
History (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2010); Theda Skocpol and Vanessa Williamson, 
The Tea Party and the Remaking of Republican Conservatism (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 
2012); Nella Van Dyke and David S. Meyer, Understanding the Tea Party Movement (New York: 
Routledge, 2014); Michael Leahy, Covenant of Liberty: The Ideological Origins of the Tea Party 
Movement (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2012).
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history cannot teach us anything, or that I am a purist who only values 
studying history for history’s sake. History does have lessons; they are 
simply replete with caveats. There are certainly many similarities between 
the populist conservatism of the citizens’ movements and the rise of the 
‘populist radical right’ in recent years. Like the citizens’ movements, 
leaders of the modern populist right have skilfully used crises to tap into 
long-held public sentiments and prejudices that, in ordinary times, do 
not animate people to the same extent. However, in many cases, they have 
successfully transformed that discontent into electoral victories without 
alienating their followers by participating in an allegedly corrupt political 
system—perhaps because, to borrow from Donald Trump’s vocabulary, 
they have promised to ‘drain the swamp’.25 The citizens’ movements never 
managed to do this. 

The key lesson of this book is simply this: understanding the past helps us 
to understand the present. Having a sense of how the right has responded 
previously in times of crisis makes the contemporary rise of right-wing 
populism seem less bewildering. This does not require one to forgive 
the atrocities perpetrated by violent white nationalists, who sit at the 
sharp end of the contemporary far right. But it can provide the tools to 
unpick—and, depending on one’s political persuasion, to unravel—the 
broad tapestry of ideas that is constantly being woven and rewoven on 
the fringes.

25  Although Trump cannot claim inspiration for this quote; it has been increasingly used by 
politicians on both sides of the spectrum since the 1980s.
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