
W h y did New Zealand not join 
the Australian Commonwealth 

in 1900-1901? 

T H E C O N V E N T I O N A L formulation of this problem, as embodied in 
my title, carries implications which must be demolished. Most writing 
about Australian federation, including my own juvenilia (but con-
tinuing vigorously into the present), shows an underlying assumption 
that the drawing together of the Commonwealth was a logical de-
velopment, probably in the long run inevitable, certainly desirable, 
and embodying a cause fit to fire idealists and demand sustained 
effort from patriots.1 Moreover, the colonies concerned were seven, 
not merely the six of the present federation. People moved freely 
around the area still referred to without offence as Australasia. 
Institutions, economic interests and cultural contacts respected no 
particular boundaries. Admittedly, each of the still-separate com-
munities necessarily developed differences in attitudes. These differ-
ences were as notable among the mainland colonies as between any 
of these and New Zealand; there was really nothing to differentiate 
New Zealand significantly from the Australasian community as a 
whole. I note, for example, the speech on an admittedly convivial 
occasion in 1883 when the Premier of Victoria hailed New Zealand's 
Whitaker as the Nestor of the intercolonial conference, and said amid 
loud cheers that no one had worked more heartily toward a United 
Australasia than had the delegates from New Zealand.2 'For once', 
writes Professor Ross, 'the Australasian colonies had spoken with a 
single voice',3 and New Zealand had played a significant part in 
shaping this apparent unanimity. In short, despite obstacles, nation 
building was in prospect in Australasia, a process which in retrospect 
has some element of 'manifest destiny'. Yet, in the common view, as 

Based on a paper prepared for an ANZAAS Seminar, Christchurch, January 
1968. 

1 cf. M. Barnard, A History of Australia, Sydney, 1962, p. 452; E. Jenks, 
The History of the Australasian Colonies, Cambridge, 1895, p. 301. 

2 C.M.H. Clark, Select Documents in Australian History 1851-1900, Sydney, 
1955, p. 455. 

3 A. Ross, New Zealand Aspirations in the Pacific in the Nineteenth Century, 
Oxford, 1964, p. 147. 

115 



116 F. L. W . WOOD 

this movement approached its climax, New Zealand progressively 
withdrew, and finally stood aside from the final triumphant achieve-
ment. The Australians marched ahead, tackling the difficult technical 
details of framing a constitution expressive of their democratic 
nationhood. New Zealand looked on, in increasing and slightly appre-
hensive isolation, until the work was done, and the door which had 
been left ajar till the last moment was closed in her face. That is the 
rather dramatic formulation which underlies the problem under 
discussion. 

As I see it, however, the basic question is not why New Zealand 
stood aside, but why Australians, who had as many reasons as New 
Zealanders to be cagey, nevertheless went ahead. Three-quarters of 
the answer lies accordingly at the Australian end. The remaining 
quarter I find summed up in the odd phenomenon which New Zea-
landers call King Dick. Seddon had for a few years a position of 
unique dominance in New Zealand affairs. He was, in Burdon's 
phrase, not only the head of the government: Tie was the government 
itself'.4 In theory, I suppose, he could have used this leadership to 
take his people into federation. In fact, however, his influence derived 
from his sensitivity to political trends rather than to arguments of 
statesmanship or wisdom. I would not like to be dogmatic as to where 
these arguments might have led a greater and probably less successful 
leader; but I believe that he was impervious to them. With his ear 
firmly on the ground, he hesitated for years, but finally built a policy 
out of those many arguments which were urged with greater or lesser 
force in every Australian colony against the adventure of national 
unity. 

Firstly, then, I look at the character of the federation process in 
Australia, and cannot find in it evidence of a bandwagon on to which 
New Zealanders of good sense and good will should obviously have 
been glad to jump. Blainey writes of wild enthusiasm and inflamed 
oratory in the concluding stages, and reports 'wildly excited crowds' 
in at least one Tasmanian town on the evening of a pro-federation 
referendum.5 Now, I am profoundly suspicious of electoral analyses, 
but I do feel that there is something significant in the fact in super-
federationist Tasmania only about one-third of the electors went to 
the polls. In the final and decisive referenda in 1899 the national figure 
was round about 60% — which was a considerable improvement on 
the previous year — and 43% of those entitled to express an opinion 
voted in favour of the new federal constitution.6 These figures, for 
what they are worth, confirm the view expressed by Deakin, passion-
ate campaigner for federation. It was touch and go to the end, he 
thought, and 'if ever anything ought to be styled providential' it was 

4 R.M. Burdon, King Dick: a Biography of Richard John Seddon, Christ-
church, 1955, p. 319. 
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the 'series of miracles' by which circumstances conspired to produce 
last-minute success.7 

Despite last-minute emotional uplift in some areas, the Australian 
movement towards federation was over-all a long, halting, uninspiring 
affair. Union, in the view of leading politicians of the eighteen-
eighties, was 'a beautiful conception'. There was nothing they desired 
more, but their desires fortunately involved no embarrassing com-
mitments to action.8 In February 1890 the Premiers met in Melbourne, 
somewhat flattened by the heat. There was, we are told, an 'element 
of unreality' about the proceedings of these elderly politicians. 'The 
public mind just then was concerned with other things than federa-
tion', and the Bulletin reported that 'the cautious and measured en-
thusiasm at first created has been replaced by an indifference too 
intense even to be critical'.9 Again, it is I should think agreed that 
the Australian Natives Association (ANA) was one of the major 
groups which worked to strengthen the kind of sentiment on which 
a new nation could be built.10 But I believe, on the high authority 
of Professor K. S. Inglis, that the ANA like others who worked for 
federation 'were prudent and respectable people who had their eyes 
fixed not on any utopia but on a goal which could be reached by 
exercising mild virtues: common sense, tact, patience, readiness to 
compromise'.11 Once again, there is a legend that the stickiness of 
calculating politicians was swept aside in the end by a wave of popu-
lar feeling — 'the people take a hand' — and the turning point is 
sometimes seen in a great conference at Corowa in 1893 when that 
wily democrat Henry Parkes forced the issue. But, it is now pointed 
out, the Corowa conference was a 'large assemblage of business 
men'.12 As late as February 1895 a first-rate observer wrote that 
'Australian federation is one of those schemes which are too wise to 
secure popular enthusiasm, unless helped by some unexpected acci-
dent . . . . The most that can be said is, that a few wise men in Aus-
tralia believe in the policy of federation, and that there is no great 
popular feeling against it'.1 3 It is perfectly true that there were con-
vinced idealists working for Australian nationhood — the story of 
Alfred Deakin, for instance, is a fascinating one — but the overall 
picture for most of the period was one of apathy about nation build-
ing, with the usual colonial pre-occupation with immediate practical 
issues. All the colonies of Australasia had grown up more or less 
independently, had indeed fought for independence, often in hostility 
to their immediate neighbours. The movement towards union was the 
work of a white-collar minority of businessmen and intellectuals who 

7 A. Deakin, The Federal Story, 2nd ed., Melbourne, 1963, pp. 172-3. 
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were faced by a formidable task of education. I pick up from Professor 
L a Nauze a perceptive generalisation by that well placed observer 
Timothy Coghlan: 'the majority of the people were well satisfied to 
go on as they had been going on in the past and had to be educated 
to adopt the Federal idea'.14 Even after the 1898 referendum the 
Bulletin denounced the "height and depth and vastness of the popular 
indifference on the Federal question. Nine-tenths of the population 
takes no interest in the future Australian nation and nine-tenths of 
Australian politicians are equally indifferent.'15 

Respectable lawyers, politicians, and businessmen educating Aus-
tralians into nationhood by the exercise of mild virtues — no wonder 
it was a halting and at times frustrating process. Moreover, though 
Professor Shaw (from whom I have just drawn an excellent quota-
tion) achieves an excellent chapter on Federation without once men-
tioning New Zealand, it was a process which concerned all the seven 
colonies. Looked at from our present perspective, it is hard to name 
any of the forces which drew Australia together and which did not 
apply with as much force to New Zealand as to some of the Aus-
tralian colonies. Conversely, with the possible and I should have 
thought manageable exception of Maori citizenship, it is hard to 
think of any solid argument which tended to keep New Zealand out 
and which was not equally applicable to some at least of the federat-
ing colonies. Why, then, were only six out of the seven herded into 
a Commonwealth? 

The objectives of federation may perhaps be summarised thus: 
economic advantage; a more effective, because co-ordinated, foreign 
and defence policy; and the effective political expression of a develop-
ing national sentiment. To achieve these benefits, Australasians were 
asked to sacrifice the sovereign independence of their local politics, 
and accept the authority of a relatively remote national government. 
To this last point the lawyers gave the intellectual answer: colonial 
governments sacrificed some powers, but individual citizens sacrificed 
nothing at all. They merely transferred their rights to another 
authority, which could exercise them more effectively.16 Here speaks 
the respectable man with his mild virtues. The effective campaigner 
needs emotion, with a practical benefit involved. The much-quoted 
Tasmanian orator is still worth remembering: 'if you vote for the Bill', 
he said, 'you will found a great and glorious nation under the bright 
Southern Cross, and meat will be cheaper, and you will live to see 
the Australian race dominate the Southern seas, and you will have 
a market for both potatoes and apples'.17 

This gentleman's enthusiasm must be cut down to size, but it is a 
reminder that with the emotional fluff of the final campaigning, there 
was wrapped up a great deal of what Professor Parker has called 
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"hard-headed economic special pleading'.18 Indeed, my own reading 
of the discussions — those in New Zealand as well as in the rest of 
Australasia — suggests that economic considerations strongly pre-
dominated, not necessarily in the total output of words, but in such 
talk as departed from waffle about consummating nationhood. Ad-
mittedly, problems of defence were in the minds of the more respon-
sible politicians, also problems of foreign policy, at least in the form 
of discontent at what the British government had done or failed to 
do in the Pacific. There was a growing uneasiness about growing 
German power and French activities in the Pacific. All Australasian 
colonies agreed with greater or less passion on the existence of a 
'yellow peril', and Queensland's failure in 1883 to force the annexation 
of New Guinea still rankled. I quote Miss Barnard: 'a feeling of 
impotence mixed with vague alarm did much to draw the colonies 
together. They might not like one another, but in the Pacific they had 
common interests and those interests, they felt, were being disre-
garded.'19 Again, Major-General Edwards's report (often quoted but 
perhaps less often read) concludes: 'Looking to the state of affairs in 
Europe, and to the fact that it is the unforeseen which happens in 
war, the defence forces should at once be placed on a proper footing; 
but this is, however, quite impossible without a federation of the 
forces of the different Colonies.'20 Such considerations were present 
in thoughtful minds — no doubt they even had some place among 
the very mixed motives which led George Reid to pick up federation 
out of the gutter21 — and they all pointed towards union or federa-
tion. But the cut and thrust of debate, the heat and recrimination were 
on specific economic issues. What happens to our trade in apples and 
meat and oats? What will be the effect of federation on wages and 
hours and working conditions? Will large-scale factories in Melbourne 
and Sydney destroy local industry in small colonies? Who will decide 
railway freights and customs tariffs and at what level? Would a 
national government be a barrier against socialism or a step towards 
state-socialism? 

In this welter of debate, three things strike me forcefully. First, the 
sharp economic arguments apply not to colonies as a whole, but to 
sections or regions, and even to individual industries and firms. The 
result is a complex and dazzling diversity of opinion, fragmented, 
short-sighted, preoccupied with detailed calculations — a diversity 
which I must stress was as true of New Zealand as of the colonies 
which eventually federated. If one compares the total situation with 
the classic cases of nation-building of which we have records — say 
Germany or Italy in the nineteenth century — I think one must be 
impressed by the comparative weakness in Australasia of such factors 
as external pressures, religion, conscious cultural cohesion and national 
sentiment — factors which sometimes (though not as often as we 
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would like to believe) over-ride sectional economic interests. 
Secondly, as in the case of recent arguments about the European 

Economic Community, purely economic arguments can never really 
add up to a conclusion. This is partly because economists, certainly 
the amateurs who in those days predominated, and even nowadays 
the professionals, differ amongst themselves; but it is perhaps even 
more because economic policies depend on political and social and 
moral ones if they are to be intelligently made. Whose prosperity, 
for example, is it intended to promote? Is the basic objective to enable 
successful businessmen to become millionaires, or to provide a broad 
base of social welfare, or to establish a secure, national independ-
ence? The impression builds up that in such situations those who have 
consciously or otherwise made up their minds on fundamentals will 
have no difficulty in finding arguments to justify their actions. And, 
finally, I do not think we yet really know why the wavering Aus-
tralians decided the way they did. The chronicle of events can be 
recorded, votes counted, actions of groups described, perhaps a choice 
made for major determining factors. In particular, one seeks evidence 
of some emotional drive. I stress accordingly Professor L a Nauze's 
remark that the fight for federation had been weary but bloodless, 
and for many (perhaps most) Australians 'the fortuitous coincidence 
of the Boer War with the attainment of Australian national union 
provided emotionally some kind of substitute for a real war of 
independence'.22 Professor Shaw's view2 3 that the economic disasters 
of 1893 were decisive suggests, I think, that emotional drive had now 
been added to the more intellectual case for union. The inconveni-
ences of separation had become increasingly evident and irksome, 
but had led to argument rather than action. Disaster was another 
matter. Moreover, industrial turmoil had incidentally shown that 
intercolonial co-operation already existed among both workers and 
employers whether one liked it or not, and had underlined the differ-
ences between varying codes of labour legislation. The advantages 
of nationwide action in dealing with depression seem to have 
impressed not only the 'tidy minds' of previous years, but the anxious 
and practical minds of the eighteen-nineties; as indeed was to happen 
again in the nineteen-thirties. There is, however, a good deal of guess-
work in this. We know what happened, but the reasons behind the 
political arithmetic are elusive. I note Professor Manning Clark's 
recent acid comment. Somehow or other the interests who reckoned 
to gain from a customs union became more powerful than those who 
reckoned to lose: but 'this whole subject is still virgin soil for the 
economic historians'. And on the whole process by which federation 
was accepted he adds: 'The main outlines are quite familiar, but the 
detail is thin, and so the judgements remain anaemic or ill-
informed.'24 

2 2 ibid., p. 197. 
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The only solid and statistically demonstrable fact is that the mar-
ginal Australians more or less tottered over the line into federation; 
while the marginal New Zealanders after some comparable totterings 
stayed where they were — and shortly built up a whole edifice of 
reasons in justification of this quite passive decision. I turn accord-
ingly to outline these totterings, and the subsequent self-justifications. 

Firstly, I note that perceptive New Zealanders were well aware of 
the weakness of an isolated position in dealing with issues of foreign 
policy and defence. Stout as Premier in November 1884 said that in 
defence matters 'we cannot stand aloof from Australia',25 and in the 
same debate Harry Atkinson said explicitly that if New Zealand was 
to defend its liberties 'it will not be by isolation, but by confedera-
tion in some form or other . . . . Some responsible body must be con-
stituted to speak in the name of the whole of the colonies in these 
seas.'26 He was quickly talked down by the attractive generalisations 
of George Grey and others about national life and patriotism, and 
Anglo-Saxon predominance in the world in general and the Pacific 
in particular.27 In 1887 Bell noted that 'New Zealand is an outpost 
in the Pacific, more exposed to danger in case of war than Australia 
can possibly be'; so New Zealand, he said, was prepared to contribute 
rather more than its share to naval defence, for the expansion of the 
fleet would be an immense benefit to the whole of Australasia and 
thus to the Empire in general.28 Here, only a few years before 
federation, we have the indication of ways in which predominant 
New Zealand attitudes were to diverge from those which ultimately 
prevailed in the Commonwealth. Defence could obviously become 
crucial; but in the New Zealand view the problem was naval, not 
military. In this it seems to me the New Zealanders were more 
realistic than their trans-Tasman cousins. No Australian army, how-
ever efficient, would be much use to New Zealand — or even to 
Australia — if the control of the seas were lost; and the best way 
to preserve control of the seas was through sound relations with 
Britain, and if necessary, financial support of the Royal Navy. 
Ballance, indeed, said bluntly that Britain must defend New 
Zealand for the sake of her own commerce. This commonsense 
observation apart, Ballance, I think, spoke for most of New Zealand 
when he expressed general satisfaction with the way the Empire 
worked, and Grey had something of the same idea in mind when he 
feared that too close a regional association in Australasia might 
weaken links with Britain.29 It was, however, Ballance who made the 
astonishing remark about the proposal to erect an Australasian 
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customs union (with protection against the outside world including 
Britain) and to abolish the right of appeal to the Privy Council. This 
proposal, he said, was 'the declaration of an act of hostility, which 
confirms my impression that they intend at no distant date to break 
off from the Empire'.3 0 Emphasis on the importance of preserving 
close relations with Britain often took a form which sounded like 
advocacy of that attractive but impracticable ideal, imperial federa-
tion. Professor Sinclair has thoroughly disposed of any suggestion that 
New Zealand's alleged super-loyalty ever took this form. Some New 
Zealanders (Ballance, for example) spoke approvingly of imperial 
federation, meaning approval of the entirely vague though fruitful 
organic development that was already going on. Others (including 
perhaps Ward) used the same kind of language without any real clue 
as to what the word federation actually meant. On this, as on most 
issues concerning external policy, the basic fact was general apathy, 
which makes it particularly risky to pay any attention to the talk of 
politicians.31 

So far as defence went, and the opportunity to strengthen Austral-
asian influence over imperial foreign policy, New Zealanders were not 
much impressed. Defence, yes; but federation did not have much 
to do with it. As to foreign policy, the Governor in 1891 gave a 
summary of New Zealand opinion that seems reasonably sound. As 
regards the Pacific area, British relations with foreign powers had 
become so 'fixed' that there seemed no prospect of doing anything 
about them anyway. And as to imperial policy in general, New Zea-
landers had complete confidence that they would receive 'perfect 
justice' from the imperial government, even if New Zealand remained 
small and the rest of Australasia conglomerated into a unit of much 
larger size.32 Why then bother about the complicated discussions on 
constitutional improvements which had stirred up a few enthusiasts? 
I do not believe that this naive hope of perfect justice being meted 
out by a powerful and benevolent Mother Country to her children, 
irrespective of their physical size, was confined to a few New Zea-
landers. 

My theme is, in fact, that the factors operating in New Zealand 
for and against federation were felt also to a greater or lesser extent 
in most or all of the other colonies, yet in New Zealand they were 
gradually being built up with a myth of differentiation. For illustra-
tion, I now turn to an interesting speech by Captain W. R. Russell to 
the 1890 intercolonial conference, and reported fairly enough by 
Manning Clark3 3 under the heading The Reasons Why New Zealand 
Did Not Join the Australian Federation. Russell said that New Zea-
land would gladly join in what he called 'happy concord' with the 
continental colonies, but not in an arrangement which would merge 

3 0 Governor to Secretary of State, 8 May 1891, AJHR, 1891, A.l, p. 26. 
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her 'young manhood' with the more mature life of Australia. In his 
view, New Zealand would have little influence in a federal govern-
ment and was likely to develop a distinctive and individual national 
type quite different from that of the other colonies. Her climate, he 
said, was very different, colonisation had proceeded in an entirely 
different manner, and her colonists had faced a much rougher time 
than those of Australia. Their homes had been carved out of the 
wilderness, in a hostile environment which had demanded of its 
settlers self-denial to an extent of which Australians had no concep-
tion. The factor of distance was also involved — Sir John Hall's 
famous 1,200 impediments to federation — and the problem of Maori 
policy. This (said Russell) could scarcely be entrusted to Australians, 
who care nothing and know nothing about native administration and 
had indeed dealt with their own natives in a summary way which 
New Zealanders had not ventured to adopt. 3 4 

This sheaf of reasons is interesting. Distance was — and is — a 
serious matter, but I can not see that the Tasman Sea — at any rate 
at that time — was a more serious obstacle than those separating 
the mainland colonies. Again, wide differences in climate can breed 
different ways of life, but Captain Russell (with many others) cheer-
fully generalised, perhaps on the basis of heat-waves in Sydney and 
Melbourne. His point seems to have at this time an article of faith 
among otherwise sensible New Zealanders. I have found again and 
again the belief that the typical Australian worker lives in enervating 
climates such as Manly Beach and Surfers' Paradise, whereas New 
Zealanders are stung into much harder and more sustained labour 
by the chill winds of Wellington. Indeed, Russell later solemnly told 
the New Zealand Parliament that the manner in which the ocean 
gales whistled across unimpeded ocean into Cook Strait and then 
back again made New Zealand a country unique in the world. 3 5 

More significant is the Captain's claim that the New Zealand 
national type was shaped by a toughness of struggle and rigour of 
self-denial unknown to Australians. Without for a moment denying 
that many New Zealand colonists had a tough life, I think that any-
one who knows anything about Australian social history would agree 
that the contrast stressed by Captain Russell is plain nonsense. 
Indeed, there would be no difficulty in demolishing every one of his 
points — with the possible exception of that odd reference to native 
policy — or in showing that they would equally justify some — or 
most — of the other Australasian colonies holding back. My point 
is that in a significant formulation of attitudes which pointed towards 
a colony's withdrawal from a joint enterprise there was a great deal 
of nonsense and very little that was solid, and next to nothing that 
could not have been said by a mainland anti-federationist. There was, 
however, more than a hint of an incipient legend. The emotional 
fluff which among the six was largely to be marshalled for union 
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would in the one be mobilised for isolation if Russell and his friends 
had any say in it. Cogency had nothing to do with it. 

This last remark can be well illustrated in an odd twist of New 
Zealand thinking. If anything could be more certain than the Com-
monwealth's intention to be protectionist, it was its intention to 
enforce the so-called 'white Australia' policy. The various colonies 
had all legislated in this direction, at first severally, and latterly in 
consultation. Deakin remarked that no other aspiration worked as 
powerfully towards federation as the desire of Australians to be one 
people, without racial admixture,36 and the implementation of this 
policy was the first major legislative project after federation was 
achieved.37 The desire for 'white Australia' in fact provided some 
much-needed popular emotional steam for the federalists. Meantime 
New Zealanders (including those with Australian experience) 
solemnly and continually argued New Zealand should stay out of 
federation because the Commonwealth would infallibly need coloured 
labour, so that to join in federation would expose the purity of New 
Zealand stock to irresistible contamination via Australia.38 This kind 
of talk could go on only because of ignorance, and I note with interest 
a parliamentary debate of August 1899 when all speakers expressed 
complaints which many would still echo today. The peoples of Aus-
tralia and New Zealand were increasingly ignorant of each other's 
affairs — as between them, said the Premier, there had been isolation 
— and the press was largely to blame. At a time when New Zea-
landers were keenly interested in Australian affairs, news from 
Australia was largely confined to murders and such like dramatic 
trivia. And, added Seddon, the Australian press when dealing with 
New Zealand was no better.3 9 

It was, of course, the federation movement and its approaching 
climax which led to this debate, and there is no doubt that New 
Zealanders were deeply interested not only in the progress being 
made across the Tasman, but in the problem as to whether New 
Zealand should join, or be in some way associated with, the new 
Commonwealth. One M.P. incidentally used a prophetic argument. 
The one thing New Zealand could not do, he said, was to ignore the 
federation question. 'England could not ignore the fact if the States 
of Europe were federating — she would be criminally to blame if 
she attempted to do so; and the federation of Australia is to us 
almost as important a question as the federation of the nations of 
Europe would be to England.'40 There was in fact a considerable 
movement in favour of New Zealand joining in, even at the last 
moment, but its strength is hard to assess, or to compare with com-
parable situations in (say) Queensland. A major Wellington news-

36 Cambridge History, VII, Part I, p. 500. 
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paper, the Evening Post, was a long-term supporter.41 Some kind of 
journalistic opinion poll reported a majority for federation.42 Federa-
tion Leagues on the Australian model and backed by Chambers of 
Commerce were temporarily active in Auckland and Christchurch.43 

One pamphlet advocated federation for commercial advantages and 
also as an escape from 'the nightmare alternative of a wretched lotus 
eating life'.44 The pressure rose as time ran out, and one M.P. later 
suggested that there was a 'Federation fever' which had gripped the 
colony to the extent that participation might have been rushed 
through.45 This is, no doubt, a pardonable exaggeration. Both parties 
were in fact divided on the issue and there seems to have been 
general agreement to keep it out of the 1899 General Election cam-
paign. Nevertheless, in a complexity of conflicting interests, and in 
spite of the gradual disengagement of politicians from the Australian 
negotiations after 1891, I think it can fairly be claimed that the New 
Zealand situation remained fluid. A strong lead in favour of some form 
of close association would have found a vigorous response; it might 
conceivably have carried New Zealand into federation as a founda-
tion member. Australians as influential as Deakin and Barton were 
both deeply interested in New Zealand's adhesion, and showed 
understanding of her individual problems. 

In this situation the key man was obviously Seddon. What manner 
of man was he? Here are some personal guesses. He was physically 
robust and externally formidable; kindly, in a rough, practical kind 
of way; unaware of principle; incapable of high level intellectual 
activity; avaricious of power and with a strong preference for the 
centre of the stage; with the hide of a rhino; lacking in anything 
which could reasonably be called ideas or creativity, but acutely 
sensitive to majority reactions (or perhaps to the reactions of those 
who could keep him in power); extremely skilful in sensing the way 
the wind was blowing, and in formulating popular platitudes which 
focused men's vague sentiments and therefore went down in a big 
way. In his last year (1906) an intelligent English journalist reported: 
Seddon 'thundered out nothings that were received with rapturous 
applause'.46 He was a leader, guided by his antennae, not by head 
or principle or any nonsense about consistency. 

What was such a man to do about New Zealand's policy in the 
critical years of the Australian federation movement? I think he was 
basically opposed to joining in — at least his contemporaries said 
so, and he afterwards claimed that that was the case.4 7 I personally 
suspect that, though flatterers suggested that he would shortly turn 

4 1 R.D. Arnold, 'New Zealand in Australasia 1890-1914', M.A. thesis, Univer-
sity of Melbourne, 1952, p. 123. 

4 2 Burdon, p. 221. 
« Arnold, p. 123; cf. NZPD, CVII (1899), 630. 
4 4 Tapp, p. 252. 
« NZPD, CXV (18 October 1900), 445. 
4« Arnold, p. 147. 
47 NZPD, CXVI (1901), 199. 
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up as Commonwealth Prime Minister,48 he knew in his heart he could 
not count on outdistancing men of the calibre of Deakin and Barton, 
and preferred to settle for the secure domination of his own small 
backyard. Nevertheless his sensitive ear did not, despite all that has 
been said since, detect a sufficiently strong consensus of anti-federa-
tion opinion to induce him to commit himself. In particular it has 
been noted that two of the main sections of his own supporters came 
down on different sides of this issue — small farmers in favour, 
industrial workers against.49 If this analysis is sound, one would 
expect this rumbustious leader to do three things: firstly to stall, until 
the electorate's opinion had become clear; secondly, to plug some 
other line where the response would be vigorous and uncomplicated; 
and, thirdly, to urge that the benefits promised from federation could 
be obtained by other means — that in fact the dilemma of federation 
or isolation was a false one, and New Zealand could without loss 
maintain its existing independence. Seddon did in fact do ail these 
things. 

Firstly, the stalling. When pressed in Parliament for a chance to 
discuss the matter, with the plea that the House was far behind the 
country in the attention given to a crucial problem, Seddon replied 
that he was watching developments like a lynx. He agreed that the 
question of whether or not to join the new federation was 'all-
important' for New Zealand, not only as an immediate issue but for 
all time. It was, however, so important that he hesitated to have it 
debated. A month's debate would scarcely do it justice so it was best 
not to discuss it at all.5 0 The pressure was kept up. Would the 
Premier give the electors a chance to express their views during the 
forthcoming general election, he was asked? No, he said, the subject 
was too important to be dealt with in the turmoil of an election 
campaign. Much care was needed and more information (an inter-
jector asked whose fault was it that information was still lacking in 
September 1899) . 5 1 Under pressure, he promised to set aside a time 
for debating the matter: a promise that was not honoured. Those who 
feared the erection of tariff barriers against New Zealand trade were 
told to wait and see what the Australians would do, and assured 
blandly that 'at all events the tariff of the commonwealth would not 
be such as would be antagonistic to New Zealand or New Zealand 
interests'.52 He staved off a request for a systematic enquiry into the 
probable effects on New Zealand of Australian federation.53 Let us 
continue to gather information, and to wait and watch, he said, in 
the confident hope that, if New Zealand did in the end opt to go in, 
her very abstention would put her 'in a commanding position to come 

4 8 NZPD, CXV (1900), 442. 
4 9 Arnold, p. 119. 
so NZPD, CVII (1899), 631; CVIII (1899), 154. 
si NZPD, CIX (1899), 194. 
52 NZPD, CXIII (1900), 72. 
53 NZPD, CXI (1900), 172; CXIII (1900), 72. 
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to honourable and satisfactory terms'.54 In August 1899 he was ex-
tremely reluctant to place before Parliament the final text of the 
proposed federal constitution 'for fear it might lead to debate'.55 In 
October 1900, under pressure, he appointed a commission to report 
on arguments for and against joining federation; but as late as July 
1901, when he had in hand the commission's report entirely support-
ing New Zealand's abstention, he staved off Massey's suggestion that 
this report should be discussed. Every member, he said, should read 
and digest the report and its supporting evidence: then it could be 
properly discussed, say about this time next year.5 6 And so it went 
on. 

Seddon was playing for time, waiting for opinion to crystallise, 
without risk to his political career. But in his confused and possibly 
embarrassed statements on this issue there was an increasing tendency 
to hint that to join in federation would mean New Zealand being 
run by Australians. Here was a neat, emotive formula which summed 
up the fear of being run by a distant government, a fear freely ex-
pressed by many New Zealanders — and by many Australians. The 
interesting thing about Seddon's reaction was, I think, not that he 
ultimately jumped on to this emotional bandwagon,57 but that he 
took so long to decide that this was the line of thought about 
federation — or rather the line of emotional feeling — which would 
pay dividends in New Zealand politics. Until the eleventh hour and 
beyond his line was simply that to join a larger political unit would 
amount to a sacrifice of privileges, in return for which New Zealand 
would need some secure material recompense.58 His case was becom-
ing, I think, that this material recompense could be obtained, without 
commitment to federation, by trade reciprocity, if indeed the econo-
mics of the two countries made it possible at all. But to the last 
moment he wanted to have all opportunities kept open — hence the 
clumsy last-minute efforts to get special terms for New Zealand when 
the final federal proposals were before the imperial government. 
Seddon clearly wanted the benefits without immediate commit-
ments.59 

NZPD, CVII (1899), 632. 
55 NZPD, CVIII (1899), 260. 
56 NZPD, CXVI (1901), 198. Report and evidence in National Archives: 

printed version in AJHR, 1901, A. 4. J. R. Blair probably spoke for a consider-
able and increasingly numerous element in the population when he asked to be 
excused from giving evidence on the ground that he had given the matter no 
attention: 'He was, however, absolutely opposed to Federation' (Minutes, 28 
February 1901). 

57 The commission appointed in October 1900 cost £3,800 and on 30 October 
1901 Seddon was reproached in Parliament for having wasted this money, since 
he had already made up his mind. He retorted: 'The freedom of the country and 
its people, and the conservation of its rights and liberties, could not be gauged 
by pounds shillings and pence. [Not even Mr. Fisher] would value liberties and 
self-government of our colony and the conservation of its privileges at so low an 
estimate as £3,800.' The country had no more valuable possession than its right 
of self government. NZPD, CXIX (1901), 900-1. 

58 NZPD, CVIII (1899), 373. 
59 Burdon, p. 222; K. Sinclair, William Pember Reeves, New Zealand Fabian, 

Oxford, 1965, p. 290; Deakin, pp. 145 ff. 
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My second point was the likelihood that Seddon would launch an 
alternative and less risky political campaign; and two issues did in 
fact arise which he pushed with all the enthusiasm denied to Aus-
tralasian federation. The one was the movement for expansion among 
the Pacific islands. This has been fully treated by Professor Ross, and 
by Mr. W. E. Elderton in a useful thesis for Canterbury University 
('New Zealand and Australian Relations in Reference to the Pacific, 
1899-1901'), but without going into details, I wish to stress one point. 
While Seddon was consistently and skilfully stalling on Australian 
federation he and his henchman Ward were excitedly pushing ahead 
the policy which was for some years called Confederation. According 
to Mr. Elderton's vigorous exposition, they desperately wanted a New 
Zealand-led island federation to balance the new Commonwealth. I 
take from him two key quotations: 'There is always danger in delay 
. . . . any postponement would be against the best interests of this 
colony and the people of the Islands'.60 Again, New Zealand must 
not 'remain quiescent, inactive, dilatory and indifferent while a great 
Commonwealth of Australia is being formed so close to us . . . [and] 
stand by and allow that Commonwealth to rise up, and, like a great 
tree overshadow us, whilst we go on doing nothing'.61 Emotional 
dynamite, that. And the second diversionary activity was Seddon's 
support of the Boer war. The appeal for men for this war, he wrote 
to Reeves in London, had been 'nobly and right royally responded 
to', the rush of volunteers 'was the spontaneous offer of the 
people in response to the call of the Empire'.6 2 In Seddon's own view, 
his handling of imperial relations was a major factor in his govern-
ment's popularity. Many bitter opponents, he told Reeves in 1902 
were, if not now supporters, at least neutral. 'Very many of those 
who, in the past, differed so widely from us, have come over to our 
side . . . . The bridge over which they have crossed has been the 
action of the Government in respect to Imperial questions, and the 
assistance rendered to South Africa'.63 I incline to accept the view 
that all this did in fact amount to a significant strengthening of New 
Zealand's rudimentary nationalism. Seddon, writes Professor Sinclair, 
'in his crude way, gave his people a sense of importance'.64 R. C. 
Jebb writes of this period that 'suddenly the people of the colony 
had seized the idea that they were indeed an island race apart'.65 

I have already noted Professor La Nauze's suggestion that the fortui-
tous coincidence of the Boer War with federation added emotional 
drive to Australian nationalism. The equally fortuitous coincidence 
of the Boer War with Seddon's increasingly firm decision to stand 
aside may well have had something to do with the emotional con-
solidation of New Zealand's individualism. 

«o NZPD, CXIV, (1900), 394, cit. Elderton, p. 15. 
6 1 ibid., p. 16. 
8 2 Seddon to Reeves, 19 December 1901, Reeves Papers, National Archives. 
6 3 Seddon to Reeves, 3 April 1902, Reeves Papers, National Archives. 
8 4 Sinclair, Imperial Federation, p. 33. 
8 6 Arnold, p. 135. 
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In short, Seddon so played his hand in relation to Australasian 
federation that two things happened: New Zealand stood aside from 
the Commonwealth, failing to get any special relationship with it; 
and it developed a sudden spurt of native nationalism which had 
an element of lunatic imperialistic aspirations in the Pacific, but which 
much more significantly involved special relationships with Britain. 
Paradoxically, the decision to stand independently from Australia was 
the prelude at once to the overpublicised and overstressed episode of 
the 'Mother complex' subservience to British leadership, and to the 
much quieter growth of a genuine New Zealand nationality. Of the 
latter Professor Sinclair notes that its early phases concerned mainly 
the less educated and less sophisticated: the êiite looked to Oxbridge 
and the West End. 6 6 Seddon was not, in this sense, of the elite, and 
the trend which was part of his bequest had its parallels with that 
Australian nationalism against which it reacted. When in 1900 busi-
nessmen and politicians talked of the differences in character 
between the two countries this was nine-tenths of it nonsense. Within 
ten or twenty years it had grown up into a significant reality. 

F . L . w . WOOD 

Victoria University of Wellington 

6 6 Sinclair, Imperial Federation, p. 21. 


