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Introduction

On 30 January 1931, the editor of The Argus—a widely circulated, 
conservative-leaning Melbourne newspaper—issued an editorial titled 
‘A Call to Citizenship’. It was 15 months after Black Friday, the stock market 
crash of October 1929 that is generally viewed as the start of the Great 
Depression. The ripple effects of that crash wreaked havoc on the global 
economy. For Australia and New Zealand, which depended heavily on the 
export of primary products, the effects were devastating. With no clear end 
in sight, the editor of The Argus looked to the ‘average citizens’—everyday 
professionals, businesspeople, tradespeople, and wage-earners—for the 
solution. These average citizens, the editor argued, were the only body of 
people ‘divorced from any strong party affiliations or sectional interests’. 
The time had come for them to shrug off their political apathy and organise 
themselves into a body that could act for the nation as a whole:

The time is ripe for what may be described as a ‘Citizens’ 
Movement’, with the one definite objective of making articulate 
this great body of sane opinion, illuminated by a reasonable 
knowledge of affairs, and not clouded by class antipathy or 
doctrinaire prepossessions.1

The Argus did not have to wait long to see its vision of a ‘citizens’ movement’ 
realised. In fact, as the editor was likely aware, the first such movement 
had already been launched. On 3 October 1930, 35 ‘members and 
friends’ of the South Australian Constitutional Club gathered at Balfour’s 
Café in Adelaide. Their aim was ‘to register a strong protest against the 
criminal procrastination’ of the government’s response to the Depression. 
At the height of the meeting, an insurance agent named Edward Daniel 
Alexander Bagot gave an ‘impassionate speech’ regarding the causes of 
the crisis. The problem, he claimed, lay in the very nature of Australia’s 
political system. Party politics were inherently divisive and inefficient, 

1  The Argus, [Melbourne], 30 January 1931, 6. 
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and only a strong leader with the nation’s best interest at heart could 
reverse the ‘political and financial bankruptcy’ that gripped the country. 
The meeting resolved to form a mass movement known as the Citizens’ 
League of South Australia.2 By the time of The Argus’s editorial in January 
1931, the league’s membership was more than 5,000, which rose to 
22,000 by the middle of the year.

More was to come. On 12 February 1931, a large public rally was held in 
the Killara Memorial Hall on Sydney’s North Shore. The hall was so full 
a loudspeaker was set up outside to broadcast the speakers’ messages to the 
overflow audience. Australia, the gathering was told, was fast approaching 
‘a crisis in [its] national honour’ through reckless state spending, incitement 
of class warfare, and ‘the setting of party and personal power above the 
interests of the State’. A new movement was needed: a united, classless, 
non-political body comprising rational, disinterested citizens who would 
set aside their own personal interests for the sake of the country. The All 
for Australia League, as the new movement called itself, had sold 137,000 
membership badges by the time of its first state executive meeting in 
June 1931.3

One week after the meeting in Killara, a similar meeting was held in the 
Melbourne Town Hall to launch the Australian Citizens’ League. Three 
thousand attendees filled every nook and cranny of the voluminous 
hall, with a further thousand turned away at the door. Union Jacks and 
Australian flags hung from the balconies and draped the podium, and a 
banner proclaimed that ‘all who love Australia are welcome as members’. 
The speakers were a veritable ‘who’s who’ of Melbourne’s high society, 
including Sir John MacFarland (the Chancellor of Melbourne University), 
W.H. Taylor (Mayor of Bendigo), and Edwin Lee Neil (Managing 
Director of Myer Emporium). They stressed that, as the government did 
not have the courage to adopt the measures needed to restore economic 
confidence, it behoved everyday citizens to build ‘a strong force of public 
opinion’ that could not be ignored.4 One month later, the Australian 
Citizens’ League adopted the name and objectives of the All for Australia 
League.5 By July 1931, its membership exceeded 100,000 people.

2  Minutes of Inaugural Meeting, 3 October 1930, box 1, item 1, Citizens’ League of South 
Australia Papers, MS 1186 [hereinafter CLSA Papers], National Library of Australia, Canberra 
[hereinafter NLA].
3  Sydney Morning Herald, 13 February 1931, 11.
4  The Argus, [Melbourne], 20 February 1931, 5, 7.
5  I will continue to refer to the Australian Citizens’ League by its original name rather than its 
adopted name, to differentiate it from the All for Australia League in New South Wales.
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A strikingly similar group, called the New Zealand Legion, arose across 
the Tasman two years later. On 8 February 1933, a conference of 
businessmen and farmers agreed to launch an organisation that would 
‘obliterate all sectional interests’ and ‘unite all the people of New Zealand 
to meet the national crisis’.6 Robert Campbell Begg, a Wellington 
urologist, was appointed as national organiser. Over the following 
month, Begg undertook a whirlwind tour of New Zealand to promote 
the new movement. He attended 42 meetings and oversaw the formation 
of 17  divisions. The meetings were by invitation only, increasing the 
public’s curiosity about the new movement. All told, Begg travelled 
8,491 kilometres by rail, car, air, and ferry in pursuit of his rigorous 
campaigning, while other organisers travelled a further 6,647 kilometres. 
Within several months, the legion boasted more than 20,000 members 
and had captured the attention of every major newspaper in the country. 
As the editor of the New Zealand Herald saw it, the legion ‘should inspire 
courage by its certainty of touch no less than by its wholesome ideals. 
It deserves success’.7

Plate 0.1 The inaugural meeting of the Australian Citizens’ League in the 
Melbourne Town Hall
Source: Argus, 20 February 1931, p. 5.

6  Manawatu Standard, [Palmerston North, NZ], 23 February 1933, 7.
7  New Zealand Herald, [Auckland], 17 March 1933, 8.



MOBILISING THE MASSES

4

Politics in times of crisis
Crises are often breeding grounds for extremism. When faced with great 
uncertainty or insecurity, common wisdom suggests, people look eagerly 
for alternatives to the status quo: ideas, movements, and leaders that 
promise to provide a way out of the crisis. In some cases, as the long 
history of fascist and authoritarian movements in the twentieth century 
suggests, these promises turn out to be a poisoned chalice. In others, the 
status quo is opened for a time, as politicians and the populace renegotiate 
the values and beliefs in which they are willing to place their faith. When 
the crisis passes, the political system resolidifies around a new consensus. 
This often results in paradigm shifts in global politics, such as the 
Keynesian consensus in the post–World War Two period and the rise of 
neoliberalism in the 1980s.8

The rise of right-wing populism in recent years may represent a similar 
paradigm shift. Across the world, right-wing politics are being increasingly 
shaped by a deep sense of frustration with mainstream politics and 
politicians, the economic dislocation caused by 40 years of neoliberalism, 
and the supposedly ‘politically correct’ culture of the twenty-first century. 
New forms of political identity such as the alt-right stress by their very 
name that they derive their legitimacy from alternative sources. Populist 
leaders such as Donald Trump, Jair Bolsonaro, and Rodrigo Duterte 
have capitalised on this groundswell of discontent to build large support 
bases. In addition to challenging the political left, this new generation of 
populist leaders and their followers seek to coopt or supplant the centre-
right parties and the neoliberal values that have guided them for the past 
30 years. While we may think ourselves immune to this phenomenon in 
Australia and New Zealand, one need only look around to see parallels in 
the One Nation and New Zealand First parties, as well as more extreme 
examples like the United Patriots Front and Action Zealandia. The horrific 
attacks perpetrated against two Christchurch mosques in March 2019 
represent the sharp end of this international trend.

8  Peter Gourevitch, Politics in Hard Times: Comparative Responses to International Economic Crises 
(Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1986); Manuel Funke, Moritz Schularick, and Christoph 
Trebesch, ‘Going to Extremes: Politics after Financial Crises, 1870–2014’, European Economic Review 
88 (2016): 227–60.
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It is now more important than ever to understand similar moments 
in Australian and New Zealand history. This book concerns one such 
moment, the Great Depression, and the sudden explosion of large, 
populist conservative groups that accompanied the crisis. These ‘citizens’ 
movements’, as they often described themselves, sprang into being 
virtually overnight and amassed a combined membership in the hundreds 
of thousands. They staunchly opposed party politicians and political 
parties for their supposed inaction and infighting. Whether left or right, 
it did not matter. They wanted to use their vast numbers to pressure their 
governments into enacting proposals that they believed were in the national 
interest: a smaller, more streamlined government in which members of 
parliament (MPs) were free to act according to their conscience rather 
than their party allegiance. At the same time, the movements prescribed 
antidotes for their nation’s economic ill health that were often radical 
and occasionally anti-democratic. At the height of their power, they 
threatened to disrupt or outright replace the centre-right political parties 
of the time—particularly in Australia. At a time when fascism and right-
wing authoritarianism were on the march internationally, the future shape 
of conservative politics was at stake.

The radicalising effect of the 
Great Depression
Most Australians and New Zealanders are familiar with the general 
narrative of the Depression. Then, as now, the wealth of both countries 
depended on the export of primary products such as wool, wheat, and 
protein. A downward trend in international prices for these products 
in early 1929 had already begun to have run-on effects on other parts 
of the economies of both countries. The Wall Street crash in late 1929 
and the resulting economic fallout intensified this decline. Export prices 
dropped by up to 40 per cent over the next few years. Public debt—
already high before the Depression—became increasingly more difficult 
to service with the reduced tax intake. The London capital market, 
which had loaned significant sums to the Australian and New Zealand 
governments in the 1920s to fund the expansion of public infrastructure, 
was unwilling to extend new loans. Domestic banks, too, were less willing 
to loan money to new and existing businesses. Household spending 
dropped, and spending on imported goods fell by up to 50 per cent. 
Many businesses closed due to the reduction in demand for their goods 
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and services. Unemployment skyrocketed, especially in Australia, where it 
reached approximately 30 per cent in early 1932, and those who retained 
employment often did so on reduced wages. New words entered the 
Australasian vocabulary, like ‘susso’ (relief payments for the unemployed in 
Australia) and ‘sugarbags’ (makeshift swags used to carry one’s possessions, 
particularly when looking for work).9

Plate 0.2 New Zealand Legion cartoon lamenting the lack of unity 
between political parties during the Great Depression
Source: National Opinion [Wellington], 1(4) (21 September 1933): 4.

This was fertile soil for the growth of radicalism. Some on the left turned 
to unemployed workers’ movements or the communist parties of Australia 
and New Zealand. Others found answers in fringe economic theories like 
Douglas social credit, or conspiracy theories involving sinister cabals of 
international financiers holding the world’s economy to ransom. A small 
number of people looked to fascism’s intense patriotism and fervent anti-
communism for answers. Yet for many, the problem did not lie with 
capitalism or the representative system of government. These were the 
inheritance of centuries of British tradition, bound to the tried and tested 

9  David Meredith and Barrie Dyster, Australia in the Global Economy: Continuity and Change 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1999); C.B. Schedvin, Australia and the Great 
Depression: A Study of Economic Development and Policy in the 1920s and 1930s (Sydney: University 
of Sydney Press, 1970); J.B. Condliffe, New Zealand in the Making: A Study of Economic and Social 
Development (London: Allen & Unwin, 1936); Gary Hawke, ‘Australian and New Zealand Economic 
Development from about 1890 to 1940’, in Tasman Relations: New Zealand and Australia, 1788–
1988, ed. Keith Sinclair (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1987), 104–23; Gary Hawke, The 
Making of New Zealand: An Economic History (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1985); 
Malcolm McKinnon, The Broken Decade: Prosperity, Depression and Recovery in New Zealand, 1928–
39 (Dunedin, NZ: Otago University Press, 2016).
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principles of liberty, democracy, and the rule of law. The blame for the 
Depression, as they saw it—or at the very least, the failure to quickly 
recover from it—lay with the petty squabbles of political parties and self-
serving politicians. At the time, the political rhythm in both countries had 
settled into something like the modern two-party system: labour on the 
left, and an alliance of business, farming, and manufacturing organisations 
on the right. While these parties had always been popular targets for 
public ire, the Depression lent this criticism a much stronger, more 
radical edge—a phenomenon that Peter Loveday termed ‘anti-political 
political thought’.10 According to this line of thought, the time had come 
for politicians to sink their differences and form an all-party government, 
or to abandon their parties altogether and serve as independents free from 
rigid party platforms. Some even called for a temporary dictatorship or 
government by commission until the crisis was over.

The citizens’ movements built on this powerful populist backlash. They 
argued that the party system of government was morally bankrupt. 
It  led politicians to put the petty, parochial interests of their party and 
its supporters—whom today’s populists might call ‘lobby groups’—above 
the interests of the nation. The two-party system, they argued, had left 
in the middle a large body of decent, respectable citizens whose interests 
were being sacrificed on the altar of party politics. These citizens were 
animated by a quiet sense of patriotic duty to Britain and their country 
rather than the antagonisms of those on the left and the right. They were 
loyal, hardworking, and independent. Many had served in the Great War, 
and those who had not were nevertheless driven by the same sense of duty 
and self-sacrifice. By mobilising this large body of people, the citizens’ 
movements hoped to undercut the political parties entirely and secure the 
election of independent candidates who would legislate in the interests of 
the whole nation. This populist approach to politics—pitting a virtuous 
and homogeneous ‘people’ against political parties and politicians—was a 
simple yet incredibly appealing vision.

Yet while the citizens’ movements portrayed themselves as apolitical, their 
beliefs drew heavily on traditional conservative views about government 
and the economy. They called for drastic reductions in public spending 
to curb what they saw as excessive, ‘socialistic’ government programs 
driven by special interest groups. They sought a simpler, more streamlined 

10  Peter Loveday, ‘Anti-Political Political Thought’, Labour History 17 (1969): 121–35. 
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government comprising fewer MPs, the consolidation of government 
functions, and a smaller public service. They vigorously opposed 
communism, and they implored employers and workers to cooperate 
rather than resort to industrial action such as strikes and lockouts. They 
beseeched their followers to emulate the example of their pioneering 
British ancestors, who, they alleged, had broken in and built their countries 
without resorting to government handouts. If society could be weaned 
off the teat of government spending, they argued, the economy would 
rebound. All these were the standard tropes of the centre-right political 
parties—something that made the citizens’ movements so threatening 
to the political status quo. If they were willing to sponsor independent 
candidates for election, or field their own candidates, there was a strong 
chance they could split the right-wing vote and hand power to federal and 
state labour parties.

This heady mix of populism and conservatism was complemented by 
a willingness to explore radical—and occasionally anti-democratic—
political alternatives. This was a time when new political experiments 
were proliferating internationally. Italian fascism was maturing and 
electoral support for the Nazis was growing exponentially in Germany. 
Leaders in the Western world were exploring the possibility of increasing 
public spending to buoy their faltering economies, and Douglas social 
credit was experiencing a surge in popularity. The new groups that 
arose in Australia and New Zealand explored ideas such as replacing 
geographical electorates with vocational (industry-based) electorates or 
replacing aspects of elected government entirely with non-elected experts 
and committees. The New Zealand Legion even toyed with the idea of 
a centrally planned economy—a remarkable political position for a group 
founded on the principles of classical liberalism.

The citizens’ movements were not the only populist conservative response 
to the Great Depression. In New South Wales, tens of thousands joined 
a paramilitary organisation known as the New Guard. While its ostensible 
purpose was to defend constitutional government and uphold loyalty to the 
British Crown, its members also frequently broke up left-wing meetings, 
engaged in brawls, and conducted drills and mobilisation exercises in 
anticipation of a communist uprising. The New Guard leadership, or 
elements within it, also plotted to kidnap the NSW Premier and launch 
a coup to take over the state government. A similar number of people also 
joined more clandestine paramilitary organisations in several Australian 
states, the objectives of which were to assist police and the armed forces in 
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the event of a communist insurrection or a breakdown in public services.11 
At the same time, several large ‘new state’ movements across rural New 
South Wales demanded that their regions be split off and constituted 
as separate states under the Australian Government. The Riverina and 
New England new-state movements were the most prominent of these.12 
On the other side of the continent, a group called the Dominion League 
of Western Australia agitated for complete secession from the rest of 
Australia. This was endorsed by approximately 66 per cent of registered 
West Australian voters in a referendum on the subject in April 1933.13

The citizens’ movements existed alongside these other groups. They 
shared ideas, objectives, and strategies, and their memberships often 
overlapped. Eric Campbell, the leader of the New Guard, went so far as 
to argue in his memoirs that ‘the New Guard was the fighting wing and 
the A.F.A. [All for Australia League] the political wing of the same brand 
of thought’.14 These connections are an important part of the story of the 
citizens’ movements and will be explored throughout this book.

Writing about the citizens’ movements
The citizens’ movements faded rapidly from the political scene—and, 
indeed, from the collective memory of Australian and New Zealand 
societies. As a historian whose expertise lies in this area, I have constantly 
been struck by how surprised people are to learn that such movements 
existed in our humble Antipodean backwater. Except for the paramilitary 
New Guard, they have not been the subject of much scholarly research. 
This understudied aspect of our history raises many questions. Why did 

11  Keith Amos, The New Guard Movement, 1931–1935 (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 
1976); Michael Cathcart, Defending the National Tuckshop: Australia’s Secret Army Intrigue of 1931 
(Melbourne: McPhee Gribble, 1988); Andrew Moore, The Secret Army and the Premier: Conservative 
Paramilitary Organisations in New South Wales, 1930–32 (Sydney: UNSW Press, 1989).
12  Ullrich Ellis, A Pen in Politics (Finished and published by Max Ellis) (Canberra: Ginninderra Press, 
2007); Ulrich Ellis, The Country Party: A Political and Social History of the Party in New South Wales 
(Melbourne: F.W. Cheshire, 1958); Don Aitkin, The Country Party in New South Wales: A Study of 
Organisation and Survival (Canberra: Australian National University Press, 1972); Peter Tuziak, 
Riverina awake! A history of the Riverina Movement (BA Hons diss., University of Sydney, 1990); W.A. 
Beveridge, The Riverina Movement and Charles Hardy (BA Hons diss., University of Sydney, 1954).
13  Edward Watt, Western separation: The history of the secession movement in Western Australia, 
1918–1935 (MA diss., University of Western Australia, Perth, 1957); Thomas Musgrave, ‘The Western 
Australian Secessionist Movement’, Macquarie Law Journal 3 (2003): 98–129.
14  Eric Campbell, The Rallying Point: My Story of the New Guard (Melbourne: Melbourne 
University Press, 1965), 43. 
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these groups arise in the first place, and how did they manage to animate 
so  many people in such a short time? They did not emerge in an 
ideological vacuum, after all; the ideas that drove them must have had 
deep roots in the Australasian psyche for so many to respond positively 
to them. Who supported the citizens’ movements, and why? And why 
did the movements decline so rapidly without having the transformative 
effect on the political system that sometimes occurs during times of crisis? 
We like to think that our carefree, laidback Antipodean attitudes make 
us immune to wild swings in our style of government, but was it really 
that simple? 

This book is the first scholarly work to focus specifically on the citizens’ 
movements. Apart from a smattering of journal articles and theses, the 
published literature on right-wing groups and ideas in Australia and New 
Zealand is slim. Andrew Moore’s brief history of right-wing politics in 
Australia remains the standard reference text, despite being published 
almost 30 years ago.15 Likewise, Paul Spoonley’s history of racism and 
the extreme right in New Zealand is the only general overview that 
exists, and it focuses primarily on the period after World War Two.16 
While other authors have commented on the citizens’ movements in 
passing, they have tended to focus on more militaristic groups such as 
the New Guard or the careers of leading conservative politicians such as 
Robert Menzies or Joseph and Enid Lyons.17 The growing body of work 
examining the history of modern Australian liberalism also provides only 
brief commentary on the citizens’ movements, due to their authors’ focus 
on broader political trends.18

15  Andrew Moore, The Right Road: A History of Right-Wing Politics in Australia (Melbourne: Oxford 
University Press, 1995).
16  Paul Spoonley, The Politics of Nostalgia: Racism and the Extreme Right in New Zealand (Palmerston 
North, NZ: Dunmore Press, 1987).
17  Key works include Amos, The New Guard Movement; Cathcart, Defending the National Tuckshop; 
Moore, The Secret Army and the Premier; Anne Henderson, Enid Lyons: Leading Lady to a Nation 
(Melbourne: Pluto Press, 2008); Anne Henderson, Joseph Lyons: The People’s Prime Minister (Sydney: 
UNSW Press, 2012); A.W. Martin, Robert Menzies: A Life. Volume 1, 1894–1943 (Melbourne: 
Melbourne University Press, 1993).
18  Judith Brett, Australian Liberals and the Moral Middle Class (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 2003); Greg Melleuish, Cultural Liberalism in Australia (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge 
University Press, 1995); J.R. Nethercote, Liberalism and the Australian Federation (Sydney: 
The Federation Press, 2001).
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The reactionary and the radical
The citizens’ movements were a complex social and political phenomenon. 
Simultaneously conservative and populist, they looked both forward and 
backward for political inspiration. They sought new and occasionally 
radical alternatives to the problems of their time while expressing nostalgia 
for an illusory nineteenth-century colonial society epitomised by limited 
government, independent politicians, and self-sufficient pioneers. Nor is 
it entirely appropriate to speak of them as monolithic blocks, as unified 
‘movements’ that moved in lock step. Each of the four citizens’ movements 
had its own idiosyncrasies, driven by the time and context within which it 
arose, the nature of the crises they faced, and the predispositions of their 
leaders and wider membership. Furthermore, each individual movement 
comprised people who held a variety of values and were drawn to the 
movements for different reasons.

While it is accurate to describe the citizens’ movements as ‘populist 
conservative movements’, it is also accurate to say that this broad ideology 
concealed a number of often contradictory and competing views. This is 
unsurprising. Political movements are often an exercise in contradictions: 
their leaders must balance the competing interests of different factions, 
all of whom are clamouring to be heard. If they cannot get this juggling 
act right, they risk being replaced—or, worse yet, splitting the movement. 
But the inherent contradictions at the core of the citizens’ movements were 
much more fundamental. These contradictions, put simply, lay between 
the movements’ radical aspirations and their more reactionary traditions. 
They were conservatives, and they were radicals. They supported the 
status quo, yet they also sought to fundamentally alter it. They supported 
parliamentary democracy, yet they railed against the political parties who 
they believed were robbing it of its essence. The contradictions between 
these viewpoints could be glossed over so long as the movements focused 
on ideals rather than substance, but this strategy could only serve them for 
so long. The demands of real-world politics, and their members’ desire for 
substantive policy, exposed these contradictions.

Viewing the citizens’ movements as a contradictory blend of reactionary 
and radical tendencies provides a useful framework for understanding them. 
It allows us to embrace their contradictions rather than trying to iron them 
out in favour of a simple, consistent story. I will return to this framework 
throughout the book to explain various aspects of the movements’ history, 
from their origins to their decline. Before doing that, we must define the 
core strands of that framework: conservatism and populism.
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Definitions
I have described the citizens’ movements as ‘populist conservative 
movements’. These two terms—conservatism and populism—are essential 
to understanding the citizens’ movements. They cut to the very core of how 
their members understood the problems besetting their countries and what 
motivated them to respond to those problems. But what do they mean? 
And, equally importantly, what did they mean to the ‘average citizen’ whom 
the citizens’ movements claimed to represent? I briefly define these terms 
below, along with another term that became increasingly important on the 
international stage as the 1930s progressed: fascism.

Conservatism
The term ‘conservative’ carries a lot of ideological baggage in Australia and 
New Zealand. Unlike the United Kingdom and the United States, there 
was no wide-scale self-professed tradition of Antipodean conservatism 
in the nineteenth or (early) twentieth centuries. Those described as 
conservative generally identified with other labels such as ‘progressive’ or 
‘liberal’; indeed, the rise of neoliberalism in the 1980s has demonstrated 
just how politicised is the ‘liberal’ tradition in Australian politics.19 This 
is partly because the term ‘liberal’ was consciously adopted at the end of 
the nineteenth century by political factions in each country that were 
willing to increase the role of the state in social and economic matters: 
Alfred Deakin’s Victorian liberals and the New Zealand Liberal Party.20 

19  Paul Kelly, The End of Certainty: Power, Politics, and Business in Australia (Sydney: Allen & Unwin, 
1994); Melleuish, Cultural Liberalism in Australia; Gregory Melleuish, A Short History of Australian 
Liberalism (Sydney: Centre for Independent Studies, 2001), vii; Gregory Melleuish, ‘Australian 
Liberalism’, in Liberalism and the Australian Federation, ed. J.R. Nethercote (Sydney: The Federation 
Press, 2001), 28–41.
20  Tim Rowse, Australian Liberalism and National Character (Melbourne: Kibble Books, 1978); 
Stuart Macintyre, A Colonial Liberalism: The Lost World of Three Victorian Visionaries (Melbourne: 
Oxford University Press, 1991); David Hamer, The New Zealand Liberals: The Years of Power, 1891–
1912 (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1988); Keith Sinclair, ‘The Legislation of the Liberal 
Party, 1891–1898’, in Ends and Means in New Zealand Politics, ed. Robert Chapman (Auckland: 
Dobbie Press, 1961), 11–17; Robert Chapman, ‘The Decline of the Liberals’, in Ends and Means in 
New Zealand Politics, ed. Robert Chapman (Auckland: Dobbie Press, 1961), 18–24; Marion Sawer, 
The Ethical State? Social Liberalism in Australia (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 2003), 
57; Brett, Australian Liberals and the Moral Middle Class, 20–21; A.J. Reitsma, Trade Protection in 
Australia (Brisbane: University of Queensland Press, 1960), 7; W.A. Sinclair, The Process of Economic 
Development in Australia (Melbourne: Cheshire Publishing, 1976), 94–95; Andrew Leigh, ‘Trade 
Liberalisation and the Australian Labor Party’, Australian Journal of Politics and History 48(4) (2002): 
487–508, at pp. 489–90; John Lonie, ‘From Liberal to Liberal: The Emergence of the Liberal Party 
and Australian Capitalism, 1900–45’, in Critical Essays in Australian Politics, ed. Graeme Duncan 
(Melbourne: Edward Arnold Ltd, 1978), 54–55.
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The  ‘conservative’ label also did not sit well with the aspiration shared 
by most colonial politicians to build ‘better Britains’ in the South Seas 
that were not bound by Britain’s rigid hierarchical system.21 But more 
prosaically, Australia and New Zealand were new European settlements 
that lacked a hereditary landed aristocracy seeking to preserve its power. 
The colonial upper class had generally come from a growing British middle 
class that sought new entrepreneurial opportunities in the colonies. They 
had arrived fortuitously early in the settlement process to benefit from the 
expropriation of indigenous land, or they had provided vital financial and 
marketing services to burgeoning agricultural enterprises.22 One exception 
was New South Wales, which already possessed an ageing generation of 
landed elites by the 1850s. Epitomised by the redoubtable Macarthur 
family, these individuals played a key role in the political foundation of 
the colony.23

The new Australasian colonies also lacked the commitment to laissez-faire 
capitalism shared by British conservatives and liberals. Their governments 
were heavily involved in economic activity from the outset of European 
colonisation. This originally served a pragmatic purpose: colonial enterprise 
was simply too underdeveloped, and the accumulation of private capital 
was too slow, to provide essential services to the market. As colonial 
primary industries expanded, state involvement in the economy likewise 
expanded to incentivise these industries. Railways, roads, postal services, 
immigration schemes, communication technologies, and port facilities 
were all developed to service primary industry. Closer settlement of the 
land was encouraged by public investment in agricultural technologies 
such as fertilisers, pesticides, and refrigeration, as well as the virtual 
state monopoly on the expropriation of land from indigenous peoples.24 
Scholars have variously described the state’s active involvement in the 

21  James Belich, Paradise Reforged: A History of the New Zealanders from the 1880s to the Year 2000 
(Auckland: Penguin Press, 2001).
22  Jim McAloon, No Idle Rich: The Wealthy in Canterbury and Otago, 1840–1914 (Dunedin, 
NZ: Otago University Press, 2002), 171–82; Ken Buckley, ‘Primary Accumulation: The Genesis 
of Australian Capitalism’, in Essays in the Political Economy of Australian Capitalism, eds E.L. 
Wheelwright and Ken Buckley, 2 vols (Sydney: Australia & New Zealand Book Company, 1975).
23  Melleuish, A Short History of Australian Liberalism, 1.
24  Noel G. Butlin, Investment in Australian Economic Development, 1861–1900 (London: Cambridge 
University Press, 1964); Michael Bassett, The State in New Zealand (Auckland: Auckland University 
Press, 1998). See also Hawke, The Making of New Zealand, 103–21; Judith Bassett, ‘Sir Harry Atkinson 
and the Conservative Faction in New Zealand Politics, 1879–1890’, New Zealand Journal of History 2(2) 
(1968): 130–47, at pp. 135–36.
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early economies of Australia and New Zealand as ‘colonial socialism’ or 
‘progressive colonisation’.25 This national development ethos overrode 
some of the traditional laissez-faire tensions between public and private 
enterprise, so long as state involvement could be justified as being in the 
national interest.

If conservatism was rarely used as a political identifier at the time, why use 
it in this book? The answer is that conservatism is far more than a political 
ideology. It is a sentiment, a framework for mediating change through the 
guidelines of tradition. The English political theorist Michael Oakeshott 
defined conservatism as a ‘disposition’ rather than ‘a creed or doctrine’. 
Conservatives 

prefer the familiar to the unknown … the tried to the untried, fact 
to mystery, the actual to the possible, the limited to the unbounded, 
the near to the distant, the sufficient to the superabundant, the 
convenient to the perfect, present laughter to utopian bliss.26 

Hayden White suggested that conservatives are ‘suspicious of programmatic 
transformations of the status quo’ and ‘inclined to imagine historical 
evolution as a progressive elaboration of the institutional structure that 
currently prevails, which structure they regard as a “utopia”’. Rather 
than opposing change entirely, conservatives envision it as occurring via 
‘plantlike gradualizations’ that do not fundamentally alter or challenge 
the ‘structural relationships’ on which society is based.27 Put simply, there 
are always some who look to the status quo for stability and reassurance, 
and who use it as a lens through which to consider any proposals for 
change. This sentiment was central to the citizens’ movements and their 
supporters, whether or not they called it ‘conservatism’.

Based on this definition, there was a well-established tradition of 
conservatism in Australia and New Zealand by the 1920s. It had 
three key components. The first was a strong patriotic and economic 

25  Noel G. Butlin, ‘Colonial Socialism in Australia, 1860–1900’, in The State and Economic 
Growth, ed. Hugh Aitken (New York: Social Science Research Council, 1959), 26–78; James Belich, 
Making Peoples: A History of the New Zealanders from Polynesian Settlement to the End of the Nineteenth 
Century (Auckland: Penguin Press, 1996), 375.
26  Michael Oakeshott, ‘On Being Conservative’, in Rationalism in Politics, and Other Essays, ed. 
Michael Oakeshott (London: Methuen, 1962), 168–96.
27  Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973), 22–25; Karl Mannheim, Ideology and Utopia: An Introduction 
to the Sociology of Knowledge (New York: Harcourt, 1946), 104.
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orientation towards Britain. Britain was the mother country—the 
source of liberty, democracy, and the rule of law—and its vast navy was 
a source of protection against potential or perceived enemies. It was also 
the destination of the majority of Australia’s and New Zealand’s primary 
exports, and hence a vital cog in their economic prosperity. A second, 
equally important component was a general commitment to free-market 
capitalism, mediated by the nineteenth-century state developmentalist 
ethos discussed above. This commitment had a strong moral component: 
self-reliance, without needing to draw on the state for support, was an 
important part of good citizenship. This also applied to governments, for 
if the individual was expected to live within their means, should not the 
state do so, too? Limited government, a small public sector, and balanced 
public budgets were seen as essential elements of a strong and resilient 
society. Third, conservatives staunchly opposed communism and socialism 
and, while they did not completely oppose trade unionism, they were 
wary of its more militant tactics. In their view, the interests of employers 
and workers were conjoined: class antagonisms were a fallacy—a tension 
stoked by extremists to serve their own nefarious interests. Preserving 
traditional gender roles and a white majority was also a component of 
this conservative tradition, although to some extent these were fairly 
mainstream views at the time.

Populism

Populism has a more unusual political lineage. The term first emerged 
at the end of the nineteenth century, when it was used to describe two 
left-wing agrarian political movements: the People’s Party in the United 
States, and the Narodniks in Russia. The People’s Party was one of several 
left-wing responses to the growing power of corporate and financial 
interests in the United States near the turn of the century. Claiming 
that ‘money power’ had too much control over the government and the 
economy, the People’s Party called for stronger collective bargaining, 
nationalisation of the railroads, and a national banking system. It became 
more conspiratorial in outlook in the build-up to the 1896 presidential 
election, with some members embracing the anti-Semitic conspiracy 
theory that prominent Jewish families in finance were using their power 
to control the economy and ruin small farmers. Democratic Party 
presidential candidate William Jennings Bryan also incorporated populist 
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policy and rhetoric into his campaign. The influence of the People’s Party 
rapidly declined after the election, although it managed to limp on into 
the early twentieth century.28 The Narodniks, in contrast, were a group of 
socialist intellectuals who sought to mobilise the peasantry to overthrow 
the Russian monarchy. They appealed directly to ‘the people’ to educate 
them about the need for an economic and political revolution.29

So, what did Australian and New Zealand conservatives in the 1930s 
know about populism? It is unlikely they had heard of the term, given 
that it was not used to describe movements other than the People’s Party 
and the Narodniks until the 1950s.30 As such, it is also unlikely the leaders 
of the citizens’ movements thought of themselves as populists. They were, 
in their view, standing up for the average citizen against the tyranny 
of party politicians who were holding the nation in thrall to their own 
sectional interests. But Australian conservatives were familiar with the 
Labor politicians in their midst who relied on populist-style appeals to 
‘the people’ against the ‘money power’ that supposedly wielded undue 
influence over government and the economy. This populist stream in 
Labor thinking was first mobilised in response to the bank crashes of 
the early 1890s and was directly influenced by the People’s Party. Jack 
Lang, two-time Labor Premier of New South Wales in the 1920s and 
1930s, epitomised this style of politics in Australia, as did the Douglas 
social credit movement, which siphoned off some Labor supporters who 
were uncomfortable with the party’s ostensible goal of socialisation. 
The  Australian citizens’ movements may well have sought to emulate 
Lang’s example—and, likewise, the conservative political establishment’s 
fear that the movements might split the centre-right vote may have been 
partially influenced by their awareness of Lang’s ability to galvanise his 
supporters through similarly populist rhetoric. While New Zealand lacked 
such a comprehensive left-wing critique of money power, leading Labour 

28  Peter H. Argersinger, Populism and Politics: William Alfred Peffer and the People’s Party (Lexington, 
KY: University Press of Kentucky, 2015); Robert Franklin Durden, The Climax of Populism: The Election 
of 1896 (Lexington, KY: University Press of Kentucky, 2015); Matthew Hild, Greenbackers, Knights 
of Labor, and Populists: Farmer–Labor Insurgency in the Late-Nineteenth-Century South (Athens, GA: 
University of Georgia Press, 2007).
29  Franco Venturi, Roots of Revolution: A History of the Populist and Socialist Movements in 19th 
Century Russia (New York: Phoenix Press, 2001).
30  J.B. Allcock, ‘Populism: A Brief Biography’, Sociology 5(3) (1971): 371–87, at pp. 372–73.
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Party figure John A. Lee did exhibit some populist characteristics.31 
So, conservatives in the 1930s would have had some familiarity with the 
style of populist politics, even if the word ‘populism’ likely did not have 
wide parlance.

The term ‘populism’ has been used to describe a wide variety of parties, 
movements, and individuals since the 1950s. As a result, the literature 
on the subject has increased substantially, particularly concerning Europe 
and Latin America. Academic and popular interest in the subject have 
accelerated even further in the past two decades, as populist leaders, 
parties, and movements have achieved greater degrees of power and 
influence in many countries. This research has focused predominantly on 
the growth of what Cas Mudde called the ‘populist radical right’, which 
had become ‘the dominant ideology within the European far right’ by 
the turn of the century.32 Despite this plethora of research, an agreed 
definition of populism remains elusive. Rovira Kaltwasser and Benjamin 
Moffitt have identified three broad schools of thought in the literature: the 
ideational, politico-strategic, and sociocultural (which Moffitt describes 
as ‘discursive-performative’) approaches. The ideational approach defines 
populism as an ideology, albeit a ‘thin’ one that cannot stand alone; it is 
always combined with other ideologies, such as liberalism, conservatism, 
and nationalism. The strategic approach views populism as a form 
of political strategy employed by a ‘leader’ who has a direct connection to 
‘the people’ they claim to represent. The sociocultural approach stresses 
that populism is, above all, a form of language. Not only is language used 
to describe the conflict between ‘the people’ and their enemies, it also is 
used to construct who in fact are the people and their enemies.33

31  Peter Love, Labour and the Money Power: Australian Labour Populism, 1890–1950 (Melbourne: 
Melbourne University Press, 1984); Robin Gollan, ‘American Populism and Australian Utopianism’, 
Labour History 9 (1965): 15–21; Marinus La Rooij, Political antisemitism in New Zealand during 
the Great Depression: A case study in the myth of the Jewish world conspiracy (MA diss., Victoria 
University of Wellington, 1998), 165–66; Ben Thomas McLachlan, In search of a New Zealand 
populism: Heresthetics, character and populist political leadership (MA diss., Victoria University of 
Wellington, 2013), 37–60; 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.
32  Cas Mudde, The Far Right Today (Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 2019), 18.
33  Benjamin Moffitt, Populism: Key Concepts in Political Theory (Oxford, UK: Polity Press, 2020), 
10–29; Rovira Kaltwasser, Paul Taggart, Paulina Ochoa Espejo, and Pierre Ostiguy, ‘Populism: 
An Overview of the Concept and the State of the Art’, in The Oxford Handbook of Populism, eds 
Rovira Kaltwasser, Paul Taggart, Paulina Ochoa Espejo, and Pierre Ostiguy (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2017), 10–29.
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The different approaches to populism are not mutually exclusive and 
multiple approaches can be employed in a particular context. There 
are also certain characteristics that are common across all approaches. 
For example, it is universally accepted that the core struggle uniting 
all populists is between ‘the people’ and a corrupt and uncaring ‘elite’ 
whose self-serving political tactics have alienated them from the people 
and brought traditional community values under threat. Some other 
commonly agreed features of populism include a personality-driven form 
of leadership, focusing on a current or impending crisis, and a call to 
exclude an ‘other’ of some kind that is seen as dangerous or divisive.34 
Daniele Albertazzi and Duncan McDonnell have suggested the following 
succinct definition:

[Populism] pits a virtuous and homogeneous people against a set 
of elites and dangerous ‘others’ who were together depicted as 
depriving (or attempting to deprive) the sovereign people of their 
rights, values, prosperity, identity, and voice.35

Whether populism is an ideology, a political strategy, or a form of political 
performance or discourse is ultimately beyond the scope of this book to 
answer. What is more important are the key facets of populism described 
above, which were all core components of the citizens’ movements. I will 
also draw on Moffitt’s concept of populism as a ‘political style’ in which 
‘the leader is seen as the performer, “the people” as the audience, and crisis 
and media as the stage on which populism plays out’.36 While Moffitt 
developed this approach to describe twenty-first-century populism, it 
also has some relevance to what I describe as the ‘populist culture’ of 
mass conservative mobilisation during the Depression. The relationship 
between the citizens’ movements’ leaders and their followers played out 
through semi-ritualised mass meetings, where speeches and resolutions 
were used to construct who ‘the people’ and ‘the elite’ were: average 
citizens and party politicians. And while the citizens’ movements did 
not have access to social media or the internet, they made excellent use 

34  See, for example, Margaret Canovan, ‘Trust the People! Populism and the Two Faces of 
Democracy’, Political Studies 47(1) (1999): 2–16; Paul Taggart, Populism (Buckingham, UK: Open 
University Press, 2000), 95; Mudde, The Far Right Today, 7–8; Moffitt, Populism, 10.
35  Daniele Albertazzi and Duncan McDonnell, ‘Introduction: The Sceptre and the Spectre’, in 
Twenty-First Century Populism: The Spectre of Western European Democracy, eds Daniele Albertazzi and 
Duncan McDonnell (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 3.
36  Emphasis in original; Benjamin Moffitt, The Global Rise of Populism: Performance, Political Style, 
and Representation (Palo Alto, CA: Stanford University Press, 2017), 2.
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of the media of their age. Books, pamphlets, dodgers, posters, and the 
burgeoning technology of radio were all used to disseminate their message 
to ‘the people’.

Fascism

As with populism, there is no single agreed definition of fascism. 
The  history of the scholarly quest to define fascism can be broadly 
understood as an ongoing, and often highly controversial, debate between 
ideological and material approaches.37 In simple terms, the ideological 
approach involves the attempt to identify a common set of ideas that all 
fascist movements (or at least the major ones) shared. This is often referred 
to as a ‘fascist minimum’. It has resulted in a wide range of definitions, 
ranging from Stanley G. Payne’s long list of fascist ideas, goals, styles, and 
‘negations’ (anti-liberalism, anti-communism, and anti-conservatism) to 
Roger Griffin’s more succinct definition of fascism as a ‘palingenetic form 
of populist ultra-nationalism’ based on the myth of national rebirth.38 
The material approach, in contrast, explores the conditions from which 
fascism arose. It suggests that fascism was a response to economic crisis—
often (but not exclusively) described as a stage of capitalist development 
where the propertied class backs a brutally repressive regime to protect 
their interests.39

Both the ideological and the material approaches to fascism have drawbacks. 
The former overlooks the historical causes of fascist movements and their 
relationship with those who hold economic and political power, while the 
latter risks overextending the definition of fascism by neglecting to engage 
with the common factors that distinguish it from other forms of right-
wing mobilisation. Nor are the approaches mutually exclusive. I draw on 
aspects of both approaches in this book to understand how the origins 
and the ideology of the citizens’ movements compare with fascism. I also 
explore whether the citizens’ movements attracted the same cross-class 
support as was common with the fascist movements in Europe.

37  Daniel Woodley, Fascism and Political Theory: Critical Perspectives on Fascist Ideology (New York: 
Routledge, 2010), 1.
38  Roger Griffin, The Nature of Fascism (London: Routledge, 1993); Stanley G. Payne, A History 
of Fascism 1914–1945 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1995); Zeev Sternhell, The Birth of 
Fascist Ideology (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1994).
39  See, for example, Nicos Poulantzas, Fascism and Dictatorship: The Third International and the 
Problem of Fascism (London: NLB, 1974); David Renton, Fascism: Theory and Practice (London: 
Pluto Press, 1999).
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It is also important to understand what Australasian conservatives knew 
of fascism in the 1930s. While there is a robust literature on the influence 
of fascism in Australia, much less has been written on the subject in 
New Zealand. Nevertheless, some tentative extrapolations can be drawn 
between the two countries. For instance, the observation of several scholars 
that many Australian conservatives admired fascism’s anti-communism 
and its intense patriotism, and viewed it as a potential solution to class 
conflict, is likely to have also been the case among some New Zealand 
conservatives.40 Political figures such as Robert Menzies and Joseph 
Lyons, for example, expressed a quiet admiration for fascism’s apparent 
unity of purpose, and literary figures such as Percy Reginald ‘Inky’ 
Stephensen became so enamoured with fascism that he drifted rightwards 
to the far-right Australia First Movement and was interned during World 
War Two as a potential subversive.41 However, Australasian conservatives’ 
knowledge of fascism was limited by their lack of understanding of 
its opposition to liberal and conservative values, and their (sometimes 
deliberate) willingness to overlook fascist violence and abuses of power.42 
Wilfrid Kent Hughes, the Australian MP who proudly declared himself 
a fascist in 1933, exemplified this misunderstanding of fascism.43 For 
the most part, fascism was largely contained within Italian and German 
diaspora communities in Australia and New Zealand, due mainly to the 
insistence of consular officials that fascism should act as a shield against 
cultural integration.44 However, as this book will show, this did not stop 
some individuals within the citizens’ movements from toying with aspects 

40  John McCarthy, ‘“All for Australia”: Some Right Wing Responses to the Depression in New 
South Wales, 1929–1932’, Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society 57(2) (1971): 160–71, 
at pp. 162–64; Moore, The Right Road, 46–48; Roslyn Pesman Cooper, ‘“We Want a Mussolini”: 
Views of Fascist Italy in Australia’, Australian Journal of Politics and History 39(3) (1993): 348–66.
41  David Bird, Nazi Dreamtime: Australian Enthusiasts for Hitler’s Germany (Melbourne: Australian 
Scholarly Publishing, 2012). For more information on ‘Inky’ Stephensen and the Australia First 
Movement, see Barbara Winter, The Australia-First Movement: Dreaming of a National Socialist 
Australia (Brisbane: Interactive Publications, 2005); Bruce Muirden, The Puzzled Patriots: The Story 
of the Australia First Movement (Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1968).
42  Carolyn Rasmussen, The Lesser Evil? Opposition to War and Fascism in Australia 1920–1941 
(Melbourne: Melbourne University Press, 1992).
43  See Frederick Howard, Kent Hughes: A Biography of Colonel the Hon. Sir Wilfred Kent Hughes 
(Melbourne: Macmillan, 1972); Geoff Spenceley, ‘“The Minister for Starvation”: Wilfrid Kent 
Hughes, Fascism and the Unemployment Relief (Administration) Act of 1933’, Labour History 81 
(2001): 135–54.
44  Gianfranco Cresciani, Fascism, Anti-Fascism and Italians in Australia, 1922–1945 (Canberra: 
Australian National University Press, 1980); Paul Elenio, ‘Alla Fine Del Mondo’: To the Ends of the 
Earth (Wellington: Petone Settlers Museum & the Club Garibaldi, 1995), 58–59; John Perkins, ‘The 
Swastika Down Under: Nazi Activities in Australia, 1933–39’, Journal of Contemporary History 26(1) 
(1991): 111–29. 
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of fascist ideology. It also did not prevent the paramilitary New Guard 
movement from overtly adopting the trappings of fascism from the end 
of 1932.45 

International comparisons, influences, 
and connections
This book approaches the four citizens’ movements from a comparative, 
and occasionally a cross-national, perspective. Deborah Cohen and 
Maura O’Connor described the distinction between these two approaches 
as follows:

Comparative history is seemingly concerned with similarities 
and differences; in explaining a given phenomenon, it asks 
which conditions, or factors, were broadly shared, and which 
were distinctive … [C]ross-national histories follow topics 
beyond national boundaries. They seek to understand reciprocal 
influences, as well as the ways in which the act of transplantation 
itself changes the topic under study.46

The two are ‘complementary rather than competing methods of writing 
multinational history’.47 Comparative history allows similar phenomena 
in different countries to be assessed against each other to better determine 
what is unique about each, while cross-national history traces the links 
between these phenomena. This book primarily adopts a comparative 
approach, in that it compares the three Australian citizens’ movements 
with their sole New Zealand counterpart. The similar European history 
of these two settler societies provides an ideal ‘laboratory’ in which to 
identify and explain the key differences between the movements. Two key 
differences this book explores are the different times the groups arose—in 
late 1930 and early 1931 in Australia and early 1933 in New Zealand—

45  Matthew Cunningham, ‘Australian Fascism? A Revisionist Analysis of the Ideology of the New 
Guard’, Politics, Religion & Ideology 13(3) (2012): 375–93; Stephen Reid, The New Guard in decline: 
Eric Campbell and the Centre Party, 1933–1935’ (BA Hons diss., Macquarie University, Sydney, 
1980); Keith Richmond, ‘The New Road to Salvation: Eric Campbell and the Centre Party’, Journal 
of the Royal Australian Historical Society 66(3) (1980): 184–98; Andrew Moore, ‘Discredited Fascism: 
The New Guard after 1932’, Australian Journal of Politics and History 57(2) (2011): 188–206.
46  Deborah Cohen and Maura O’Connor, Comparison and History: Europe in Cross-National 
Perspective (New York: Routledge, 2004), xi–xii. 
47  Michael Miller, ‘Comparative and Cross-National History: Approaches, Differences, Problems’, 
in Comparison and History: Europe in Cross-National Perspective, eds Deborah Cohen and Maura 
O’Connor (New York: Routledge, 2004), 126–27. 
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and the unique ideological debates that played a key role in exposing 
contradictions within the Australian and New Zealand movements. This 
book also compares the citizens’ movements with other conservative, 
right-wing, and fascist groups that arose internationally during the 
interwar years, as well as more contemporary far-right groups.

The three Australian citizens’ movements were intimately connected to 
each other and to the broader network of paramilitary, new-state, and 
secessionist movements that arose at the same time. However, despite 
the striking similarities between the Australian and the New Zealand 
citizens’ movements, this book has not uncovered any direct connections 
between the two. Yet the New Zealand Legion’s founders were aware of 
the paramilitary New Guard and of the rise of fascism. From the legion’s 
inception in early 1933, its leaders went to great lengths to stress that it was 
‘not a New Guard’ or a ‘Fascist group’.48 They reiterated this assurance at 
every opportunity—at public meetings, in their booklets and pamphlets, 
and in internal correspondence. The legion’s concern exemplifies the idea 
that adopting a comparative approach alone is insufficient. To understand 
the citizens’ movements, we must also understand how they were shaped 
by international influences, including any direct connections they and 
their predecessors had with similar groups overseas. This distinction 
between influences and connections is important for two key reasons and 
is reflected in the way this book is structured. First, while this book reveals 
that the citizens’ movements had few direct connections or alliances 
with overseas groups, they were significantly influenced by a variety of 
international ideas and trends. The legion, for example, did not have 
any formal connections to the New Guard or fascist groups (although 
this book reveals some informal connections with the former), yet its 
leaders felt compelled to explicitly disavow them nonetheless. Its platform 
was shaped from the outset in opposition to groups with which it had 
no formal relationship—a sort of anti-influence, perhaps. Second, 
the various groups that preceded the citizens’ movements (which are 
discussed in Chapter One) very deliberately sought out connections with 
groups overseas. The New Zealand Welfare League, one of the groups that 
influenced the birth of the legion, actively participated in an international 
network of anti-communist groups from the 1920s:

48  Light on the Legion (Wellington: Commercial Printing Company Ltd, 1933), 1.
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We have always … maintained our connection with similar 
organisation[s] in several other countries, notably Great Britain, 
America, Australia, China, and an International body with 
headquarters at Geneva … Applications for information on 
Socialism, Communism, and other subjects are frequent and our 
world wide connections enable us to provide reliable information 
on these subjects.49

These connections were forged for a variety of reasons, including a pan-
British sentiment, a desire to connect with like-minded individuals 
across the world, and a belief that the ‘enemies’ they were fighting were 
international in nature. Chapter One, unlike the other chapters, is written 
in a cross-national fashion. However, targeted use of cross-national history 
is also made throughout the other chapters where there are international 
influences and connections that are important to highlight.

I have benefited considerably from the growing body of historical work 
that places Australia and New Zealand in a broader global context. Then, 
as now, people, money, and ideas were constantly on the move, pushed 
and pulled by countless political, economic, social, and cultural factors. 
This movement knitted together disparate locations across the world 
into shared spaces. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, three 
shared spaces were particularly relevant for Australia and New Zealand: 
the ‘Tasman world’, which is discussed further below; the ‘British world’, 
comprising the United Kingdom and its colonies; and the broader ‘Anglo 
world’, which also incorporated British settler communities in the United 
States, South America, Africa, and Asia. Historians in recent decades have 
begun to use terms such as ‘webs’ and ‘networks’ to describe this dynamic 
and ever-changing set of international connections.50 They occurred in 
the state sphere, such as the sharing of ideas between government offices 
across the British Empire and the migration of public officials between 
colonies.51 They occurred in the private sphere, such as the mass movement 

49  New Zealand Welfare League—General Report for year ending 31 December 1932, 3, 73-148-
089, Arthur Nelson Field Papers, MS-Group-1534 [hereinafter Field Papers], Alexander Turnbull 
Library, Wellington [hereinafter ATL].
50  For example, Tony Ballantyne, Webs of Empire: Locating New Zealand’s Colonial Past (Wellington: 
Bridget Williams Books, 2012); Alan Lester, Imperial Networks: Creating Identities in Nineteenth-
Century South Africa and Britain (London: Routledge, 2001).
51  C.A. Bayly, Empire and Information: Intelligence Gathering and Social Communication in 
India, 1780–1870 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1996); Zoë Laidlaw, Colonial 
Connections, 1815–45: Patronage, the Information Revolution and Colonial Government (Manchester, 
UK: Manchester University Press, 2005); John Griffiths, ‘Were there Municipal Networks in the 
British World c. 1890–1939?’, Journal of Imperial and Commonwealth History 37(4) (2009): 575–97.
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of people driven by the gold rushes in the United States, Australia, and 
New Zealand.52 They occurred through international business ventures, 
through written correspondence, and through the vast amount of 
printed reading material—including newspapers, books, journals, and 
magazines—that attracted an international readership.53 From the late 
nineteenth century, Australia and New Zealand were incorporated into 
a growing ‘imperial press system’ centred on London. Comprising a 
number of private press enterprises and facilitated by a growing network of 
undersea cables and telegraphs, it allowed news items from the Metropole 
to be circulated and reproduced in newspapers across the empire.54

Connections between Australia and New Zealand were particularly 
strong, given their proximity and their shared heritage as British colonial 
states. This ‘Tasman world’, which dominated political, cultural, and 
economic exchanges between the Australian and New Zealand colonies 
in the nineteenth century, has witnessed a resurgence in scholarly interest 
in recent years.55 These ties did not end with the Federation of the six 
Australian colonies in 1901. They continued to grow and develop in 
less recognised ways, including in trade relations, defence policy, travel, 
immigration, print culture, trade union activities, and a reciprocal interest 
in the policy experiments carried out by both governments in areas such 

52  David Goodman, Gold Seeking: Victoria and California in the 1850s (Stanford, CA: Stanford 
University Press, 1994); Eli Daniel Potts and Annette Potts, Young America and Australian Gold: 
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of the Book in Australia, 1891–1945, eds Martyn Lyons and John Arnold (Brisbane: University of 
Queensland Press, 2001), 19–26; Susann Liebich, The Transported Imagination: Australian Interwar 
Magazines and the Geographical Imaginaries of Colonial Modernity (New York: Cambria Press, 2018).
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(Oxford, UK: Clarendon Press, 2003); John Arnold, ‘Newspapers and Daily Reading’, in A History of the 
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Press, 1997), 128–35.
55  See Philippa Mein Smith, ‘The Tasman World’, in The New Oxford History of New Zealand, 
ed. Giselle Byrnes (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 2009), 299. Mein Smith argued that 
earlier historians such as Keith Sinclair had sidelined the notion of ‘Australasia’ in favour of more 
nationalist narratives; however, the fact that Sinclair devoted an entire edited collection to trans-
Tasman connections in the 1980s suggests that ‘Australasian’ history did not fall out of favour as much 
as recent historians assume. See Keith Sinclair, ed., Tasman Relations: New Zealand and Australia, 
1788–1988 (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1987).
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as industrial arbitration and social welfare.56 This led Philippa Mein Smith 
to conclude that, in both a global and a regional context, ‘New Zealand’s 
most important relationship is with Australia’.57 This reinforces the value 
of comparing such similar movements on both sides of the Tasman.

Chapter outline
As noted earlier, the citizens’ movements present a contradiction between 
their often-radical aspirations and their more reactionary traditions. 
To fully comprehend the latter, one must understand the conservative 
language that underpinned their world view. The citizens’ movements did 
not simply emerge, fully formed, in the midst of a largely unparalleled 
economic crisis; they drew on a long tradition of conservative political 
parties, pressure groups, educational associations, and protest movements. 
This tradition is the subject of Chapter One. Chapter Two explores 
how this conservative tradition then became radicalised by the Great 
Depression. It also explains how the citizens’ movements came into being 
at the height of this process.

The citizens’ movements expressed a contradictory mix of reactionary 
and radical ideas that I have described as populist conservatism. Chapter 
Three explores this mix of ideas in depth. In particular, it outlines how 
the leaders of the citizens’ movements used written and spoken language 
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to construct a picture of the average citizen and the party politicians they 
sought to counter. The ideology that was constructed around this populist 
struggle was high level and somewhat platitudinal, which initially allowed 
the citizens’ movements to gloss over the contradictions between their 
radical and reactionary components. But ideology was only one of the 
ways in which the leaders of the citizens’ movements used populism to 
build a mass following. Chapter Four explores what I have described as 
the ‘populist culture’ of the citizens’ movements. 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. Through semi-ritualistic mass meetings and 
the shrewd use of traditional and modern media—such as pamphlets and 
journals, but also the burgeoning technology of radio—the movements’ 
leaders deliberately, and successfully, connected with a wide audience and 
cultivated an image of size and importance. This chapter explores these 
organisational techniques.

The citizens’ movements could only navigate the contradictions between 
their reactionary and radical ideas for so long. Chapter Five explores 
the relationship between the three Australian citizens’ movements and 
a  revitalised mainstream conservative opposition party called the United 
Australia Party. This relationship exposed the divide between those who 
valued the movements’ anti-party purity and those who wanted to cooperate 
with mainstream conservatives to present a united electoral front against 
Labor. The New Zealand Legion faced a different situation, but one no less 
threatening to its unity. Chapter Six outlines how some within the legion 
began experimenting with unorthodox economic theories, ranging from 
economic planning to monetary reform. These radical alternatives caused 
friction with the movement’s more traditionally conservative members, 
who favoured limited government and reduced public spending.

Finally, the Conclusion reflects on the significance of the citizens’ 
movements to the understudied history of the right in Australia and New 
Zealand. It suggests they played an important role in many aspects of 
Australasian political history, including the emergence of new centre-right 
parties in the late 1930s and early 1940s. It also compares the movements 
with other conservative, right-wing, and fascist groups, both at home and 
abroad, and identifies their position in the broader tradition of the far 
right in the Antipodes. But before we can appreciate the significance of the 
citizens’ movements, we must first explore their origins. It is to the wider 
conservative milieu that preceded them that we now turn in Chapter One.
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