
New Zealand and Australasian 
Federation, 1883-1901: 

ANOTHER VIEW* 

IN A BECENT article Professor F. L. W . Wood has endorsed and 
expanded the view that Seddon played a significant role in New Zea-
land's failure to federate with Australia between 1899 and 1901.1 

Other writers might challenge this view.2 By claiming that New 
Zealand never came close to federating and had adequate reasons 
for standing aloof, they have, at least implicitly, down-graded the 
significance of the part played by Seddon in keeping New Zealand 
out of an Australasian federal union. It is the intention of this paper 
to show that the major factors determining New Zealand's response 
to the federation question were established not under Seddon after 
1898, but rather in the period 1883-91, before Seddon's premiership, 
and that Seddon, far from being a major factor in this response, found 
his actions largely circumscribed. 

Although New Zealand stayed out of the Commonwealth, it was, 
argues Wood, in the balance to the end whether the more marginal 
Australian colonies would also remain uncommitted.3 The social, 
economic, geographic, and sentimental factors that prevented New 
Zealand from federating equally affected these marginal colonies who 
had as much to lose (or gain) from joining as New Zealand. Wood 
also maintains that the arguments adduced by New Zealanders 
against federation (when they were not nonsense) were identical to 

* This is a revised version of a research paper submitted in 1968 as part of 
an honours degree in History. I wish to thank all those who kindly assisted me 
in the preparation of the article, especially W. McKenzie Mansell and Professor 
K. Sinclair. 

1 F. L. W. Wood, 'Why did New Zealand not join the Australian Common-
wealth in 1900-1901?', New Zealand Journal of History, II, 2 (October 1968) 
115-29. The view is implicit in R. W. Burdon, King Dick: a Biography of Richard 
John Seddon, Christchurch, 1955, pp. 220 ff; and R. D. Arnold, 'New Zealand 
in Australasia 1890-1914', M.A. thesis, University of Melbourne, 1952, pp. 115-17. 

2 e.g. E. J. Tapp, 'New Zealand and Australian Federation', Historical 
Studies, V (November 1952); A. Deakin, The Federal Story, Melbourne, 1944, 
p. 51. See also J. A. La Nauze, 'Who are the Fathers?", Historical Studies, XIII, 
51 (October 1968). 

3 Wood, passim. Although Wood does not specify the period in which Seddon 
could have taken New Zealand into the Commonwealth, from the footnotes 
given (pp. 126-8), he seems to indicate that it was during and after 1899 until 
the end of 1900. 
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these put forward across the Tasman.4 He seems, moreover, to have 
little doubt that the Australians would have accepted New Zealand's 
application for entry.5 This being so, he suggests that the only major 
force which could have prevented this country from becoming the 
seventh state in a federal union was Seddon. Waiting for public 
opinion to crystallise, King Dick refused to negotiate with the other 
colonies until the last moment, by which time they had finalised their 
own arrangements and naturally refused to consider New Zealand's 
case.6 

Based as it is on a coincidence between the period in which Seddon 
was premier and the time during which New Zealand failed to join 
the Commonwealth, Wood's thesis ignores the fact that New Zealand 
had always been the least active and the most reluctant participant 
in federation movements before Seddon's ascendancy. This paper is 
concerned with three of these movements: the November and Decem-
ber 1883 Sydney Intercolonial Convention, the 1890 Australasian 
Federation Conference held at Melbourne in February, and the 
Sydney National Australasian Convention which drafted the Common-
wealth's first Constitution Bill during March and April 1891.7 Ad-
mittedly, like most of the marginal Australian colonies, New Zealand 
did not initiate these consultations, and New Zealand and the 
marginal Australian colonies alike generally did not take important 
parts in formulating the federation proposals drafted at each con-
ference. Yet this should not obscure the fact that when the Federal 
Council,8 the product of the 1883 Convention, came into existence in 
1886, Queensland, Western Australia, Victoria, South Australia (for 
a short time), and Tasmania thought fit to join the body whereas New 

4 cf. A. Chan, 'New Zealand, the Australian Commonwealth and "Plain 
Nonsense'", New Zealand Journal of History, III, 2 (October 1969). 

5 This assumption is open to some doubt. See the letter from Reeves to 
Seddon quoted in K. Sinclair, William Pember Reeves New Zealand Fabian, 
Oxford, 1965, pp. 291-2. 

6 Wood (p. 128) also argues that when Seddon faced the federation issue 
from 1899 to 1900 he attempted to divert opinion by conjuring up schemes of 
expansion into the Pacific and by his noisy espousal of the imperial cause in 
the Boer War. But this seems the weakest part of Wood's thesis, for it over-
looks the fact that Seddon was a vigorous British and (in the tradition of Grey 
and Vogel) New Zealand imperialist long before 1899. See Burdon, pp. 189-91. 

7 For the origins of these see A. Ross, New Zealand Aspirations in the Pacific 
in the Nineteenth Century, Oxford, 1964, pp. 145-7, and Deakin, passim. 

8 Although the Council failed to fulfil the expectations of its original pro-
ponents, it was designed to legislate on behalf of its constituent members prima-
rily with reference to the relations of Australasia with Pacific territories and the 
prevention of criminal transportation into the Pacific. Such legislation was subject 
to the approval of the imperial government. There was also provision that any 
colony could request the body to legislate on other subjects, not specified in the 
empowering Bill, provided the jurisdiction of these laws was limited to the 
colonies or colony from which the consent originated. It must be noted that the 
Council was never intended to have power over the financial and trading relations 
between the colonies. The preamble of the Federal Council Act 1885 expressly 
stated that the body was to deal with matters that could "be dealt with without 
unduly interfering with the management of the internal affairs of the several 
colonies by their respective legislatures'. See C. M. H. Clark, ed., Select Docu-
ments in Australian History 1851-1900, Sydney, 1955, pp. 457-61. 
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Zealand spurned its membership.9 And at the 1890 Conference it is 
also noteworthy that New Zealand's delegates, Sir John Hall and 
Captain Russell, took a different course from all their Australian 
counterparts by stating that their country would not join the future 
federal union.10 Furthermore, in contrast to the Australian colonies 
which each sent seven delegates to the 1891 Sydney Convention, New 
Zealand provided three who were sent not as a gesture of commit-
ment to the federal cause but for the sake of courtesy.11 Immediately 
after the Convention the impetus for federation lessened and con-
sequently the Commonwealth's Constitution Bill was never ratified. 
Nevertheless, while all the Australian colonies at least submitted the 
Bill to their respective legislatures, in New Zealand the Bill was never 
tabled before parliament and the debate on the Convention even 
collapsed for the lack of a quorum.12 True, Seddon became premier 
in 1893 and New Zealand failed to federate in 1901. But since New 
Zealand in comparison with the other colonies had stood aloof before 
1893, it would seem that there were more long-standing reasons for 
this aloofness than Professor Wood concedes. 

This is evidenced by the fact that most of the tirelessly repeated 
arguments both for and against the issue were defined by 1885. These 
included the ideas that federation would cut New Zealand's ties with 
the mother-country; it could not recompense the colony for the loss 
of its independence and a desirably distinctive national life; and it 
would mean either neglect, exploitation, or domination of New Zea-
land by Australia. The stock of doubts and hopes surrounding the 
defence and foreign policy benefits of federation had also accumu-
lated by then, and some disquiet had emerged concerning Queens-
land's non-white indentured labour system. Even Sir John Hall's 
famous phrase — *We are twelve hundred miles from Australia, and 
these are twelve hundred reasons against [federation]' — which he 
coined in 1890, was not an entirely novel sentiment. Six years earlier 
the Legislative Council had resolved that 'the geographical position' 
of New Zealand made a federal union less feasible for this country 
than for the other colonies.13 The remaining cliches about federation 
were well established by 1891. Among these were the notions that 
upon federating, the liberal and egalitarian 'virtues' of New Zealand 
society would be repressed,14 and that the Australians were not com-
petent to administer Maori affairs; the popularised arguments about 
the commercial and financial advantages and disadvantages of federa-
tion had also arisen by this time. Few arguments that were new and 

9 See Deakin, pp. 14-16. Because of intercolonial rivalry New South Wales 
did not join the Council. 

10 ibid., p. 30; and see the speeches of Russell and Hall at the Conference 
in New Zealand Herald, 12, 13 February 1890. 

11 Deakin, p. 42. 
12 Onslow to Knutsford, 21 August 1891, AJHR, 1892, A.l. 
is NZPD, L (1884), 386-7. 
14 See interview with Sir Robert Stout in New Zealand Times, 5 May 1891. 

This was a much rarer sentiment before 1891. 
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certainly none that were new and important were put forward about 
federation after 1891. 

Moreover, every premier who preceded Seddon from 1884 to 1893 
was just as unwilling to place a high value on federation. Robert 
Stout, who led the government when parliament 'decided' to shelve 
the Federal Council Bill, admitted in 1891 that 1 was so far back 
as 1884 . . . averse to keeping apart from Australia, but was against 
too close a union; for I saw at the time, and events have since con-
firmed the view that the advocates of the Federal Council Bill were 
working for a Dominion of Australia'.15 Conversely, Atkinson during 
1884 and 1885 had supported the idea of federation but did nothing 
to put it into effect when he came to power in 1887; further, he 
advised his country in 1891 (though by that time he was out of office) 
against accepting the Commonwealth's constitution.16 Then John 
Ballance, premier between 1891 and 1893, unfailingly opposed the 
issue.17 

The implication of Wood's paper, however, is that New Zealand 
would have become more involved in the federal cause had the gov-
ernment been led by zealous federationists — men of the calibre of 
Alfred Deakin or Edmond Barton, both of whom were leading poli-
ticians in the Australian colonies and had a decisive influence on the 
progress of Australian federation. It is almost certain, though, that 
the factors which inhibited New Zealand's principal public men from 
commitment to the federal cause would also have deterred a Deakin 
or a Barton. The country failed to federate not because of Seddon, 
but because of a variety of circumstances which were without parallel 
across the Tasman. Some of these circumstances evoked a number 
of hostile reactions to the federal cause while others produced a more 
deadening effect — apathy. And since the circumstances were differ-
ent, the nature of the hostility and apathy found in New Zealand 
also differed from the nature of whatever hostility or apathy existed 
on the Australian side. To demonstrate this it is necessary, first of 
all, to isolate the origins of the hostile reactions and to examine their 
impact on each of New Zealand's premiers between 1884 and 1900. 

Robert Stout, premier 1884-7, in explaining his country's rejection 
of the Federal Council scheme in a memorandum to the Governor 
dated 20 November 1885, said that New Zealand was apprehensive 
lest it lost control of too great an area of its legislative authority.18 

He wanted to limit the powers proposed for the Council to the point 
where it would have been almost indistinguishable from the existing 
system of ad hoc intercolonial conferences.19 A number of factors 
had influenced the premier's views. One of these was intimated by 
Stout in the memorandum, in which he had written that New Zea-
land was fearful of losing her influence in the Pacific, 'of which she 

is ibid. 
i« ibid., 21 April 1891. 
17 e.g. NZPD, LIII (1885), 540-3; LXIX (1890), 591-5. 
18 Encl. Jervois to Stanley, 5 December 1885, AJHR, 1886, A.l. 
19 NZPD, L (1884), 513; LIII (1885), 528-30. 
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is naturally the trade centre'. Interestingly, this had not been Stout's 
argument during the debates on federation in parliament in Novem-
ber 1884 and September 1885; on the contrary, he had stated that 
one of the advantages of federation was that it would provide New 
Zealand with the means to conduct a more active Pacific policy.1'0 

It is probable that this ambivalence in attitude was prompted firstly 
by pressure from Sir Julius Vogel and secondly by attacks on the 
projected Council by Sir George Grey. Vogel, colonial treasurer and 
probably the most influential member of Stout's ministry, was not only 
in a position to influence the premier but also had clear motives for 
doing so. Vogel feared that upon joining the Council New Zealand 
would lose the rights of separate representation to the imperial gov-
ernment on Pacific matters and would thus expose itself to the un-
necessary risk of having its Pacific interests neglected. The Australians 
would hold a commanding position in the Council and were chiefly 
concerned with New Guinea — an area which Sir Julius regarded as 
being of minor importance to New Zealand, for he was more pre-
occupied with dreams of a New Zealand-dominated trading empire 
in the Pacific.21 Unlike Vogel, Sir George Grey was not a member 
of the ministry but as his standing in the colony — particularly in 
Auckland — was high, his attempts to activate public feeling against 
the Convention and the Council proposal could hardly have en-
couraged Stout to promote the Bill. Grey attempted to denigrate the 
Council scheme fearing, perhaps, that its approval by the imperial 
government would prompt the latter to refuse assent to the 1883 
Confederation and Annexation Act, which, to a large extent, had been 
his creation.22 He was jealous, too, of the Council idea (it had not 
been his conception) and was ill-disposed towards anything emanat-
ing from a convention to which he was not sent but in which he 
conceitedly thought he had a rightful place.23 

In the same memorandum to the Governor, Stout had also ex-
plained that New Zealand desired to stand aloof from the Council 
since it was afraid of losing its independence. Although at first glance 
there was no reason why the Australian colonies should not have 
reasoned along the same lines, this fear was, nevertheless, felt more 
acutely by many New Zealanders since they associated federation 
with an experience peculiar to the political history of their country, 
namely, the abolition of the provincial governments. Stout in the 1884 
and 1885 parliamentary debates on federation explicitly revealed how 
abolition had shaped his thinking. Just as central government in New 
Zealand had unfortunately reduced the provincial powers so, he 
deduced, it was in the nature of things that the Federal Council 

20 NZPD, L (1884), 513; LIII (1885), 529-30. 
21 This can ail be pieced together by matching Vogel's views on New Zea-

land's role in the Pacific (Ross, pp. 118-23; NZPD, L (1884), 152-4) with his 
attitudes towards federation (NZPD, L (1884), 528, 529, 531). 

22 Press, 5 February 1884; NZPD, L (1884), 518, 520, 544-6. 
23 Otago Daily Times, 1 February 1884; New Zealand Mail, 24 November 

1883. 
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would relentlessly supersede or monopolise the power of each member 
colony's legislative powers.24 From these sentiments one historian of 
federation, Rollo Arnold, has inferred that Stout was using the federal 
issue to plead for the return in New Zealand to the provincial system 
of government. Such pleading, Arnold claims, was typical of the paro-
chial and immature New Zealand community which, having little 
sense of unity and national consciousness, was able to respond favour-
ably to the federal impulses emanating from the other colonies,-5 

Arnold, however, has jumped to the wrong conclusion. The provin-
cial hangover seems to have cast federation in a very unfavourable 
light. This is exemplified by Stout's own deduction from the abolition 
of the provincial governments, and by the following extract from a 
New Zealand Herald editorial where federation is confused with a 
particular antipathy to Vogel and his role in the abolition of the pro-
vincial governments: 

a colonial Legislature may at any moment, under the momentary influence 
of some strong federal impulse, or under the leading of some Julius Vogel 
. . . and . . . under the more sordid influences of prospective bribes and 
visionary largess, surrender for ever to the Federal Council the rights and 
liberties entrusted to its members by the people of the colony. We have 
. . . the melancholy story of provincialism, and of our people's represen-
tatives, in an hour of folly, bartering their birth right for a mess of pottage; 
and we cannot conceal from ourselves the fact that what has been done 
once may be done again, with far more disastrous results . . . 2 6 

The analogy between the abolition of provincialism and the cen-
tralising tendencies of federation was also drawn by some of the 
members and witnesses of the 1901 Royal Commission on Federa-
tion, though it might be conjectured that the depression in the inter-
vening years had modified these mental associations until they tended 
to proceed from the premise that the centralisation of New Zealand's 
government had brought economic calamity, to the conclusion that 
the inevitable centralisation of an Australasian federal union would 
entail similar disasters for New Zealand. 

The Atkinson ministry had also to contend with a measure of public 
antagonism towards federation when it suggested to parliament in 
September 1890 that New Zealand participate in the forthcoming 
Federal Convention — a suggestion which it was obliged to make 
as a result of Hall's and Russell's attendance at the Melbourne 
Federation Conference in February. In part, this antagonism arose 
from the financial burdens of the depression, which did not severely 
afflict the other colonies until 1892 (though the onset of their de-

24 NZPD, LIII (1885), 530. 
25 Arnold, pp. 2-3, 12-13, 41, 123, 184-5. 
26 9 lanuary 1884. 
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pression was perceivable in 1889). 2 7 As a result of the government's 
retrenchment programme, many parliamentarians claimed that send-
ing delegates to the Convention was a waste of money when their 
constituencies were starved of public funds. R. H. J. Reeves, M.H.R. 
for lnangahua, probably articulated the frustration of many of his 
colleagues when he protested, 'It is a monstrous thing to fling money 
away to send gentlemen to Australia to have a picnic, drink cham-
pagne, make speeches, and make themselves famous, or something 
else throughout the colony. It is a scandalous shame.'28 But some 
better explanation than that of acute sensitivity over the apportioning 
of public funds is needed to account for the unusual degree of ill-
feeling that the September debate revealed. At least nineteen mem-
bers of the House did not want any delegates to attend the Conven-
tion.29 This large degree of hostility was aroused by the Maritime 
Strike during the second half of 1890. Politicians and their constitu-
ents reasoned that just as the New Zealand and Australian trade 
unions had federated and a strike in Australia had been transferred 
to New Zealand, bringing chaos in its wake, so could New Zealand's 
helplessness at the hands of something Australian in origin be simi-
larly repeated if an Australasian political union were formed.30 By 
contrast, in the Australian colonies the strike had convinced many 
middle-class politicians that a federal union was a necessary pre-
requisite for counteracting labour unrest — or so Pember Reeves 
later claimed.31 

During the rest of the nineties there seems to have been little active 
opposition to the federal cause — and one must agree with Wood 
that the little opposition that did arise is not a satisfactory explanation 
for New Zealand's aloofness. Rather, Wood's somewhat confused 
argument suggests that apathy prevailed32 and Seddon in conse-
quence could discern only ambiguous trends in New Zealand public 
opinion — ambiguous trends which drove him to procrastinate and 
divert public attention since it was impossible for him to predict 
what the community's reaction would be to a more precise definition 
of government policy on the issue. Wood's thesis, however, says both 
too much and too little: apathy, interspersed with the occasional flash 
of hostility, had always been the chief characteristic of the public's 
response to federation and had similarly deterred each one of Seddon's 
predecessors from coming to a resolute decision on the subject. Evi-
dence of this general indifference to federation is not difficult to find. 

27 C. G. F. Simkin, The Instability of a Dependent Economy: Economic 
Fluctuations in New Zealand 1840-1914, Oxford, 1951, pp. 195-6; N. G. Butlin, 
Investment in Australian Economic Development 1861-1900, Cambridge, 1964, 
p. 409. 

2« NZPD, LXIX (1890), 794. 
29 See division list, ibid., 790, and the surrounding discussion, ibid., 782-4. 
so Press, 10 September 1890; Otago Daily Times, 10 September 1890; New 

Zealand Times, 9 September 1890; New Zealand Herald, 12 September 1890. 
31 W. P. Reeves, State Experiments in Australia and New Zealand, London, 

1902, I, 150. 
32 The confusion arises with Wood's insistence on three points: (1) that in 

the Australian colonies widespread indifference to the federal cause impeded 
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During November and December 1883, and throughout 1884, the 
newspapers unanimously agreed that people had ignored the work 
of the Sydney Convention and had not even attempted to understand 
what the Federal Council meant: the scope of the proposed Council, 
the New Zealand Herald explained, was 'outside the ordinary sphere 
of our domestic politics'.33 Federation featured sporadically in the 
first few weeks of the election in early 1884 but the electorate was 
not interested; it was a 'stale subject'.34 Edward Wakefield of the 
Selwyn electorate subsequently told the House: 'I can't help observ-
ing that during the late general election there were very few con-
stituencies in which views favourable to federation were expressed. 
In most constituencies it was difficult indeed to get any attention to 
the subject at all. It was not regarded as belonging to practical 
politics'.35 When parliament deferred the Federal Council Bill in 
November 1884, only the Otago Daily Times seems to have com-
plained,36 and there was little comment from any quarter when the 
lower house finally shelved the Bill in September 1885. Throughout 
the rest of the 1880s and during the Melbourne Conference, February 
1890, this lack of interest continued: 'Public opinion', said the New 
Zealand Herald on 13 February 1890, 'can scarcely be said to have 
grasped as yet the full significance of the Federation movement.' In 
the latter half of 1890 the Maritime Strike occurred, which, as has 
been shown, evoked not apathy but hostility towards federation. 

At first sight, it might appear that in 1891 the response was differ-
ent and that the New Zealand community took federation much more 
seriously. From the newspapers, for instance, the Sydney Convention 
received more attention than had all previous federal impulses. Some 
of the leader writers37 expressed surprise at the vigour and unanimity 
shown by the Australian delegates, and more letters on federation 
were published in the newspapers than ever before: the New Zea-
land Herald, for instance, published twenty-three between March and 
June compared with only two during December 1883 and January 
1884. Such a response was probably aroused by the commercial pro-
visions of the Commonwealth's Constitution Bill. The Convention had 
decided to assimilate the Commonwealth's initial tariff with Victoria's, 

the process of federation; (2) that the factors in New Zealand operating for and 
against federation were also felt in the other colonies; (3) that 'there is no doubt 
that New Zealanders were deeply interested not only in the progress being made 
[towards federation] across the Tasman, but in the problem as to whether New 
Zealand should join'. It is a simple matter of logic that if (2) is true, then (1) and 
(3) are mutually inconsistent; alternatively, if (1) and (3) are true, then (2) 
just cannot be maintained. For the purposes of my own argument I have assumed 
that Wood is saying that New Zealanders were apathetic towards federation, or 
at least as apathetic as he says the Australians were. 

33 24 December 1883. 
3* New Zealand Herald. 11 April 1884. 
35 NZPD, L (1884), 532. 
36 12 November 1884. 
37 e.g. New Zealand Times, 25 March 1891. 
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the highest in Australia.38 Consequently, had it decided to stay out 
of a Commonwealth with that provision, New Zealand should, prima 
facie, have expected a drastic diminution of the profit margins on its 
trans-Tasman exports because its largest market in Australia, the free 
trade colony of New South Wales, would have been effectively fenced 
off by the high federal tariff.39 Furthermore, many influential Aus-
tralians had warned New Zealand that the future Commonwealth 
would not consider negotiating a reciprocal free trade treaty.40 But 
in spite of this threat to the country's trans-Tasman trade the com-
munity's interest in federation was more apparent than real. Ten of 
the letters published by the New Zealand Herald were written by 
only two people;4 1 and many of the correspondents were also prolific 
letter writers on a host of other matters and commented on the patent 
lack of concern towards federation displayed by their fellow citi-
zens.42 Both the Press and the Otago Daily Times belittled the im-
portance of the issue; it was in the 'debating society stage', they 
said.43 The New Zealand Times summed up the situation in terms 
almost identical to Wood's description of public opinion between 1899 
and 1900: 'the public mind cannot be described as anything but 
languid on the subject. . . . The Government is, as a whole, against 
it, there is no party in the State anxious (so far as any expression of 
opinion has been given) to take up the question and make it a leading 
principle of policy, the newspapers do not discuss the matter closely 
or with any approach to activity, the man in the street is not talking 
much about Federation.'44 That the 'public mind' regarded federation 
as a matter of little import was further demonstrated by the weary 
frequency with which its few disputants compared it, sometimes un-
favourably, with the phantasmagoria of Anglo-Saxon union and im-
perial federation. 

What were the consequences of the public's apathy? Parliament, 
faithfully and predictably following the mood of the electorate, mani-
fested undeviating indolence over federation. One third of the mem-
bers of the lower House had gone back to their constituencies by 
the time the work of the 1883 Convention was formally debated in 
November 1884;4 5 only eleven of those who attended the debate 
thought fit to air their views on the Federal Council proposals; and 
continuous attempts were made to adjourn what must have been an 
abject discussion. The next debate on the Federal Council Bill, Sep-

38 Onslow to Knutsford, 8 May 1891, AJHR, 1891, Session II, A.l. 
39 On the other side of the coin if New Zealand did join, then the potentially 

lucrative market of Victoria, hitherto protected by high tariffs, would have 
become open to it. 

40 e.g. see comments of the Sydney Morning Herald quoted in the New Zea-
land Times, 14 March 1891. 

4 1 They were Henry Percival and Mary Steadman Aldis, wife of Professor 
Aldis of Auckland University. 

« New Zealand Herald, 29 May 1891; Press, 15 April 1891. 
43 Press, 17 March 1891; Otago Daily Times, 20 March 1891. 
44 21 April 1891. 
is NZPD, L (1884), 536. 
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tember 1885, was in the words of the Otago Daily Times 'a very 
dreary fizzle. There was a bare quorum present, and little or no 
interest seemed to be taken by the majority of those present in the 
proceedings. . . , '46 Only nine members gave a verdict on federation 
and to crown their efforts at the end of the debate the House passed 
— without a division — three resolutions: one of which shelved 
making a decision on the Federal Council, while the other two 
favoured in principle the union of the English-speaking peoples and 
imperial federation.47 

Although the Maritime Strike in 1890 aroused hostility to federa-
tion, many members still treated the whole matter lightly. During 
the early part of the debate the proposal to send delegates to the 
forthcoming Convention was at first lost by twelve votes — not in-
tentionally, but through sheer carelessness. Apparently the House had 
been thinly attended all evening. When the division came, sixty mem-
bers 'trooped in', some of whom voted against the resolution by mis-
take,48 and it was necessary to decide the question anew. In the 
Legislative Council, R. Pharazyn said he felt impelled to contribute 
something to the debate for people might otherwise think that there 
'was really no interest taken by this colony, and especially in this 
Chamber, in the subject'.49 

Just as Seddon refused to commit himself when faced with public 
apathy towards federation, so too did Stout, Atkinson, and Ballance. 
True, Stout was swayed by many other considerations — Vogel's 
opposition in particular — but as he admitted to the House in Novem-
ber 1884, 'It may be that we [the community] are not ripe for federa-
tion. I do not think we are . . .'; and then he added: 'we [he and 
Vogel] propose something intermediate between Federal Councils 
and Conventions of Delegates consulting, because we recognise that 
no Parliament should pass any law which goes too far in advance of 
public opinion, and, if it be that public opinion in this colony is not 
ripe for federation, it would be unwise for this Parliament to pass 
any law which did not carry with it the sympathies of the 
people. . . , '50 Subsequently, in the November 1885 debate, the 
premier again revealed his sensitivity to the lack of public interest 
in federation by saying: ' W e do not find in any part of the colony 
any desire for federation. The question has not come home to us 
as one of practical politics . . . I think it would be unwise for this 
Parliament to press the people in the colony further than they can go 
with us with their sympathy and support.'51 So, rather than resolve 
the matter unequivocally — and find perhaps that he had embroiled 
the ministry in an embarrassing public controversy — Stout pre-
varicated. He vaguely supported the principle of federation on the 

« 8 September 1885. 
47 NZPD, LIII (1885), 545. 
« Press, 10 September 1890. 
« NZPD, LXIX (1890), 890. 
so NZPD, L (1884), 511-12. 
si NZPD, LIII (1885), 530-1. 
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one hand while he quashed the Federal Council Bill on the other.5-' 
At the same time he went out of his way to stress that federation was 
not a 'party question'.53 Such tactics were obviously designed to keep 
the ministry snugly uncommitted — and allowed the community to 
slumber on. 

Atkinson was also affected by public apathy. He paid lip-service to 
the Bill in 1884 and 1885 but would not press the point. In the 1884 
debate he moved the spiritless resolution which stated that the Bill 
should be re-negotiated and further discussion postponed until the 
next session of parliament.54 When that came, in September 1885, 
Atkinson merely requested parliament to pigeon-hole the Bill rather 
than totally reject it: the time was not 'ripe' for any other course of 
action, he confessed.55 As premier after 1887 Atkinson did nothing 
to recommit the Federal Council question nor to take New Zealand 
closer to federation: for again there was no popular demand for such 
a step. On 1 November 1887 he tacitly admitted this in his guarded 
reply to a parliamentary question about the steps the ministry were 
taking towards federation: 'the Government had no such intention. 
He did not know whether the honourable gentleman had any par-
ticular supposed action in his mind, or whether he thought the Gov-
ernment were going to initiate something fresh. He was sorry to say 
he did not see his way to take any steps on the question. . . . '5 6 Then 
in 1890 Atkinson sent, or at least does not appear to have prevented 
the sending of, Sir John Hall and Captain Russell, two staunch 
opponents of federation, to the Melbourne Conference. It must be 
admitted, however, that Atkinson's inertia over federation in 1890 
was quite understandable, since he was often ill and had exhausted 
himself attempting to deal almost single-handedly with the burdens 
of the depression and was in no position to promote such an issue 
as federation; the community was too engrossed in economic misery 
to become interested in the federal cause. 

Ballance's attitudes to federation were different. Before his premier-
ship he had never pretended to like the idea; in fact he had always 
been one of its most outspoken critics. Moreover, the energies of the 
government were absorbed during 1891 by the crisis over the Legis-
lative Council. Yet this does not account for the devious manner in 
which his ministry handled the matter. At first in 1891 the new 
government was circumspect and vague as to its treatment of the 
February Convention and the Constitution which had been drafted.57 

On 8 May, however, the Governor, in a dispatch on federation sent 
to the Colonial Office, wrote: 'I have not been able to find any indi-

52 NZPD, L (1884), 509-15; LIII (1885), 528-31. 
63 NZPD, L (1884), 539. 
5i NZPD, L (1884), 527. 
55 NZPD, LIII (1885), 537. 
so NZPD, LVIII (1887), 82. The questioner was W. P. Reeves. 
57 See the Governor's speech at the opening of parliament, 11 June, NZPD, 

LXXI (1891), 2. 
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cation of a desire to join in the proposals made by Sir Henry Parkes.'58 

Such a statement most probably meant that the ministry had advised 
him of their opposition to New Zealand's membership in the future 
Commonwealth. But whether or not that was the case, the govern-
ment's conduct had obviously perplexed one member of the House, 
G. Hutchinson of the Waitotara electorate. On 29 July he asked the 
ministry if it had already come to a decision on the Commonwealth's 
constitution; he had assumed that the Governor's dispatch, which 
had just been published, was sent with the knowledge and assent of 
the ministry. Quite avoiding the question, W . P. Reeves answered on 
behalf of the ministry that 'As regarded the question of the Governor's 
dispatch and any opinion of the Government on federation, he thought 
it would be premature to make any statement on these points, as the 
whole matter would be gone into on Monday.'59 But when Monday's 
debate took place the ministry had arranged a 'count-out', as Reeves 
revealed twelve years later, and the whole discussion on the Con-
vention's work was killed.60 Even during what little debate there 
was, Ballance had carefully arranged the agenda so as to get Sir 
George Grey, who was not a member of the ministry, to introduce 
the proceedings and table three fatuous resolutions.61 And although 
Ballance condemned the idea of New Zealand and Australian political 
integration when he spoke during the debate, he was obviously 
articulating his own thoughts and not presenting official policy.6" 
Thus, opposed to federation as he was, Ballance had been sufficiently 
disconcerted by the ambiguous trends in public opinion to leave the 
government's attitude towards the subject utterly obscure. 

It can be seen, then, that the key to New Zealand's aloofness from 
federation was apathy and not, as Wood argues, Seddon. It was public 
apathy and not Seddon because the same factor made Seddon and his 
three predecessors equally disinclined to resolve the issue clearly and 
firmly, though on specific occasions the disinclination was reinforced 
by a variety of hostile attitudes. But an implicit part of Wood's argu-
ment is that the Australian colonies were as indifferent to the prospect 
of federation as New Zealand was. If this were the case, then with 
the lack of any strong environmental factor peculiar to New Zealand, 
Seddon might still seem the best explanation for the colony's detach-
ment. However, New Zealand's politicians do seem to have faced a 
greater degree of public apathy. For instance, while a large number 
of public meetings concerning the activities of the 1883 Convention 
were held in the Australian colonies, the only public addresses on 
the same subject delivered in New Zealand were a few by Grey and 
one by Whitaker, and these had very little impact.63 Grey appears 

6S Onslow to Knutsford, 8 May 1891, AJHR, 1891, Session II, A.l. 
so NZPD, LXXII (1891), 592. 
60 Reeves, p. 154; also see the Press, 4 August 1891. 
61 NZPD, LXXIII (1891), 49-50. 
62 ibid., 67-71. 
63 New Zealand Herald, 26 December 1883; Press, 5 February 1884; New 

Zealand Mail, 24 November 1883; New Zealand Times. 31 January 1884. 
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to have given 'lectures' at which there was no discussion nor resolu-
tions; and the meeting at which Whitaker spoke (in Auckland, 8 
January 1884) was, according to a columnist for the New Zealand 
Herald, 'not crowded; neither was it particularly enthusiastic. Annexa-
tion and federation are not questions on which public feeling has been 
worked up to a fever heat. . . . '64 Subsequently there were no meet-
ings, nor for that matter any committees and organizations explicitly 
related to federation in New Zealand until the Federal Leagues were 
organized on the eve of the Commonwealth's creation. True, as Wood 
points out, the magnitude of non-voting in the federal referenda in 
Australia serves to show how lethargic the electorates across the 
Tasman were over federation. Yet there was nothing in New Zealand 
to equal such popular movements as the Australian Natives Associa-
tion, the 1893 Corowa Conference, and the 1895 Bathurst People's 
Federal Convention; and at least the pressure of the Eastern Gold-
fields area was sufficient to push Western Australia, which was the 
most hesitant of the Australian colonies, into the Commonwealth.65 

W h y was the public more apathetic towards federation in New 
Zealand than it was in other colonies? New Zealanders would have 
been more interested in federation had their public men been as 
prepared as their Australian counterparts to take the issue to the 
electorate66 and to become involved in the federation movements. 
But New Zealand's politicians would not commit themselves to the 
same degree as the politicians across the Tasman simply because the 
electorate was more apathetic towards federation in this colony than 
in the others. In short that politicians in this country were reluctant 
to commit themselves to a definite course of action on the matter was 
as much a cause as it was a consequence of the indifference of public 
opinion. This, however, completely begs the question of why such 
a state of affairs in the first place should have been more prevalent 
in New Zealand than in Australia. 

The first answer to this question will be revealed by an examination 
of the Federal Council issue from 1883 to 1885. Of importance here 

oi 12 January 1884, cf. the editorial 9 January 1884. 
65 See documents in Clark, pp. 518-30. Also L. F. Crisp, Australian National 

Government, Croydon, 1965, p. 9. The Eastern Goldfields area threatened to 
secede from Western Australia if that colony failed to federate. The population 
of the Eastern Goldfields consisted largely of people who, drawn from the 
economically depressed eastern colonies to the goldfields at Coolgardie and 
Kalgoorlie, had a strong sense of identification with the leading federating 
colonies of New South Wales and Victoria, and who were also highly dissatis-
fied with the government of Sir John Forrest which had, they claimed, neglected 
their area. The situations of Western Australia and New Zealand regarding 
federation were thus vastly different: cf. Wood's attempt to equate New Zealand 
with the marginal Australian colonies, of which Western Australia, because it 
was the last colony to agree to join the Commonwealth, was the most marginal. 

66 As Joseph Ward said: 'is it not a fact that, so far as the policy of this 
matter is concerned, there is scarcely a public man in any part of the Colony 
who has raised his voice in the discussion of it, and that a subject such as this 
cannot be expected to be taken up by the people of the Country until the public 
men have given expression to the views thev entertain, both for and against it?' 
NZPD, LXIX (1890), 596. See also New Zealand Times, 26 March 1891. 
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was the 1884 political crisis in New Zealand — a political crisis 
which had no parallel in the other colonies. During the months 
between the opening of parliament, June 1884, and the point at which 
the Federal Council Bill was at last tabled in parliament, November 
1884, a rapid turnover of ministries occurred. As the Governor wrote, 
it had the effect of drawing the attention of Parliament, the Press, 
and the public entirely to local affairs; and consequently the great 
importance of these subjects [the work of the 1883 Convention] was 
hardly realised in the colony.'67 But even before the crisis it seems 
as if New Zealand's politicians were less inclined to lead public 
opinion than their Australian counterparts.68 

The factor which did most to deaden New Zealand's, as opposed 
to Australia's, response to federation between 1883 and 1885 was the 
depression. According to Simkin this had afflicted New Zealand since 
1882, whereas conditions across the Tasman remained buoyant 
(though artificially so) throughout the eighties because of a continu-
ing inflow of both public and (especially) private capital.69 Hence 
from 1883 to 1885 the New Zealand community was too engrossed 
with internal economic problems to take notice of the Council scheme. 
Designed to have jurisdiction over external relations only, and ex-
pressly intended to have no power to intervene in the internal affairs 
of constituent members,70 the Council was quite irrelevant to the 
urgent economic problems existing in New Zealand. The Australian 
colonies were less indifferent, however, for they were largely un-
affected by the economic problems which affected New Zealand, and, 
moreover, they saw the proposed Council as a means by which they 
could attain their Pacific objectives.71 

There were two reasons for the comparative lack of interest on the 
part of New Zealanders when the subject of federation was con-
sidered in 1890 and 1891. As in the years from 1883 to 1885, the first 
reason was that the depression, which deepened during the late 

67 Jervois to Derby, 6 December 1884, AJHR, 1885, A.l. 
68 New Zealand Herald, 26 December 1883. 
69 Simkin, pp. 163-5, 195-6. The drop in primary produce prices combined 

with the contraction of internal credit did most to cause the depression in New 
Zealand. An alternative date for the onset of the depression in New Zealand 
is 1879. See K. Sinclair and W. F. Mandle, Open Account: a Hist on/ of the 
Bank of New South Wales in New Zealand 1861-1961, Wellington, 1961, pp. 
86-88. 

70 See above, fn. 8. 
7 1 The Australian colonies, more anxious about German activity in New 

Guinea and placing a greater value on the acquisition of that territory than 
New Zealand, were in consequence more disposed to look favourably upon the 
Federal Council proposals. See Jervois to Derby, 6 December 1884, AJHR, 1885, 
A.l , and particularly the memo, from Vogel therein. The few men in New 
Zealand interested in Pacific matters thought, firstly, that the existing system of 
representations through the Agent-General could be no less effective than the 
proposed Federal Council in resolving the recividist problem and, secondly, that 
Grey's Confederation and Annexation Act of 1883 (the ratification of which was 
considered imminent) would be equally if not more effective than the Council 
in acquiring control of Pacific territories. See, e.g., New Zealand Herald, 19 
January 1884; Press, 24 January, 5 February 1884. 
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eighties and did not lift until 1895, preoccupied the community with 
economic and related problems to the exclusion of every other matter. 
Conversely, the Australian colonies were not as severely affected by 
economic depression until 1892 or 1893, and were, therefore, less 
insular-minded about federation in 1890 and 1891. The second reason 
was related to the expressed intention of the federation consultations 
of 1890 and 1891 to establish a federal union that would practise 
internal free trade and impose a common external tariff. Such an in-
tention was of decisive significance in determining New Zealand's 
response to the federal idea in 1890 and 1891. For New Zealand and 
the other colonies the disadvantages and costs72 of joining the 
federation were primarily to be measured against the principal benefit 
of gaining admission, namely, die opportunity to export produce to 
an Australasian market freed from tariff duties. That their country 
stood to gain exceedingly few export advantages must have appeared 
obvious to New Zealanders in 1890 and 1891.73 Quite apart from the 
effect of the federation's tariff, the long-term prospects for New Zea-
land's export trade with Australia were not attractive, certainly not 
as attractive as that with Great Britain. The overall trends in the coun-
try's exports made this quite clear. Whereas approximately 46 per 
cent of the total value of the country's exports went to Australia in 
1870, the proportion had fallen to about 20 per cent in 1880, then to 
about 16 per cent in 18907 4 and, in the eyes of New Zealanders, can 
only have appeared likely to fall even further. These trends were 
partly the result of two long-term factors, rising wool exports to Great 
Britain and falling gold exports to Australia. After 1882, however, 
there were other causes which stemmed from the impact of refrigera-
tion on the economy.75 

On a very superficial level it might have appeared to New Zea-
landers that dairy produce, one of the four major items in New Zea-
land's export trade with Australia, would suffer if the country failed 
to federate: some of the Australian colonies were, after all, quickly 
establishing their own dairying industries and, with New Zealand's 
exclusion from the federal union, were bound to operate a severely 
protectionist tariff against New Zealand dairy produce.76 Yet just as 
refrigeration had stimulated the Australian dairying industry, so too 
it had given impetus to the industry in New Zealand and, whatever 
the prospect of the injurious effects of a federal tariff, it must have 
been clear to New Zealanders in the early nineties that the future of 

72 e.g. the loss of independence; the threat imposed by cheaper imports to 
industries protected by high tariffs; and, as it transpired at the 1891 Convention, 
the transfer of substantial portions of internal revenue to the federal centre. 

73 See, e.g., Press, 25 March 1891. 
74 Percentages calculated from Statistics of New Zealand, 1870, 1880, 1890. 

From 1870 to 1901 the yearly value of New Zealand's exports to the Australian 
colonies never exceeded the 1889 figure of £2,145,671. 

75 See Simkin, ch. xi. 
76 See B. Fitzpatrick, The British Empire in Australia, Melbourne, 1941. pp. 

240-2. 
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their dairy produce depended not on the Australian market but on 
the British one.77 

T A B L E I 
Agricultural production in New Zealand. 

1881 1895 
2,215 6,264 
3,104 142,913 
3,873 7,975 
1,772 215,619 

8,147,797 3,613,037 
1,221,276 1,000,612 

324,949 148,575 
46,878 36,519 
19,339 1,194,724 
(1882 (1891 

figure) figure) 
18,862 1,315,994 

1,805 8,732 
6,891,961 10,221,393 

215,030 351,852 
51,187 167,160 

12.31% 11.73% 

Cheese exports to Australia (£) 
Cheese exports to U.K. (£) 
Butter exports to Australia (£) 
Butter exports to U.K. (£) 
Total production of wheat (bushels) 
Total production of barley (bushels) 
Acres of wheat 
Acres of barley 
Total frozen meat exports (£) 

Meat exports to U.K. (£) 
Meat exports to Australia (£) 
Total production of oats (bushels) 
Acres of oats (for grain) 
Acres of oats as a green or fodder crop 
Proportion of agricultural land in 

grain crops 
Statistics of New Zealand, 1881, 1895. 

The second principal product sent to the Australian market was 
food grains,78 and here again on a very superficial level it may have 
seemed that an important source of export income would be 
threatened, since the Australian colonies were rapidly becoming self-
sufficient in these products79 and might consequently discriminate 
against New Zealand if that country stayed out of the federation. 
Largely owing to the development of the refrigerated meat industry,80 

however, New Zealand was growing less barley and wheat, most of 
the acreage of which was being diverted to meat production for 
export not to the Australian but to the British market.81 Admittedly 
the production of oats for the Australian market actually increased 
during the late 1880s and 1890s and was thus a striking exception to 
an otherwise uniform trend in food grains. But the land devoted to 
oats as a green or fodder crop also increased,82 which perhaps demon-
strates that the production for the British market of mutton and beef 
fattened on green oats was as profitable as the production of oat grain 

77 See figures in Table I. 
78 In 1889 exports of wheat across the Tasman were £274,951; of oat grain, 

£358,450; and barley grain, £72,894. Added together they totalled £706,295. 
Statistics of New Zealand, 1889. 

79 See Fitzpatrick, pp. 206-08. 
80 And to failing productivity where 'Bonanza' farming was practised. 
81 See figures in Table I; also J. B. Condliffe, New Zealand in the Making: 

a Study of Economic and Social Development, 2nd ed., London, 1959, p. 39. 
82 See figures in Table I. 
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for the Australian market. Consequently, in 1890 and 1891 it cannot 
have escaped the few New Zealanders with vested interests in the 
trans-Tasman trade in food grains that oats could be converted into 
meat products, for which a strong demand existed in Britain if the 
Australian market contracted; and there was some comfort further-
more in the fact that the Australian colonies would be forced to take 
New Zealand's oats, protective duty and all, in times of drought.83 

The other two principal items in New Zealand's export trade with 
Australia were gold and timber (all four items constituting approxi-
mately three quarters of the trade by value in the last two decades 
of the century).84 Because gold (perhaps the most important product 
in the trade) had a world market and was not generally a dutiable 
commodity, this export would have been unaffected whether or not 
New Zealand joined a federal union. Timber was subject to duty, 
and it may have appeared to contemporaries in the early nineties 
that exports of this item would appreciably increase throughout the 
nineties as it had during the eighties. The imposition of a wood 
export tax shortly after the turn of the century and the initiation of 
a government re-afforestation programme in 1896,85 demonstrate, 
however, that the country's native forests were becoming severely 
depleted, making exports of native timber a short-term prospect and 
certainly insufficient justification for federation.86 

Of course it might be argued that some or all of the other colonies 
also had alternative outlets for the principal items in their Austral-
asian export trade, and should have been just as disinclined to 
federate to benefit from the projected federation's tariff policies. 
Although there is no space to examine that argument in this paper, 
one thing cannot be overemphasised, namely, that in quantitive terms 
New Zealand was much less dependent upon the Australasian market 
for its exports than were the other six colonies. In 1890 New Zealand 
sent only 16.7% of the value of its total exports to its sister colonies: 
by comparison Western Australia sent 28 .4%, Victoria 35 .1%, South 
Australia 40 .2%, New South Wales 52 .8%, Queensland 71.7%, and 
Tasmania 82.5%. From this situation it follows that compared with 
the other colonies New Zealand would have had fewer — and less 
highly motivated — pressure groups with vested interests in the 
Australasian market capable of driving its public men to resolve the 
federation question. But even without such pressure group activity, 

83 This was a very common sentiment. See, e.g., Press, 25 March 1891. 
84 In 1889 exports of timber to the Australian colonies were worth about 

£154,000. Statistics of New Zealand, 1889. In 1895 exports of gold to the 
Australian colonies were worth £543,852. Statistics of New Zealand, 1895. 

85 New Zealand Official Yearbook, 1912, pp. 844-6. 
86 The only other item of major significance exported to the Australian market 

was potatoes, of which £89,560 worth were sent in 1889. Statistics of New 
Zealand, 1889. Although the area in potatoes increased between 1881 and 1895 
(from 22,553 acres to 25,339 acres, Statistics of New Zealand, 1881, 1895), this, 

together with the upward trend in oat production, was still insufficient cause 
for joining the federation. 
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T A B L E II 

Value of exports from each colony to the other six colonies 
expressed as a percentage of its value of total exports, 1883-1901. 

N.Z. W. Aust. Victoria S. Aust. N.S.W. Queensland Tasmar 
1883 15.6 19.2 35.0 37.5 46.3 61.9 75.6 
1884 22.9 16.2 44.3 35.3 47.7 62.5 76.8 
1885 19.8 14.6 36.2 n.a. 41.9 54.0 85.4 
1886 25.5 12.0 34.9 n.a. 49.6 57.4 81.4 
1887 21.2 15.3 39.5 n.a. 48.6 67.3 75.8 
1888 20.1 18.0 36.3 37.1 47.8 66.9 86.5 
1889 23.0 27.0 35.9 45.5 48.2 67.0 85.6 
1890 16.7 28.4 35.1 40.2 52.8 71.7 82.5 
1891 17.8 30.8 33.8 47.0 46.5 59.8 75.9 
1892 14.3 35.7 27.9 46.1 41.0 54.3 76.5 
1893 14.2 52.2 27.1 42.1 43.1 60.5 78.7 
1894 9.4 66.3 24.7 44.6 40.0 64.0 85.0 
1895 12.1 70.0 30.7 43.5 34.5 60.9 85.0 
1896 13.8 58.3 37.8 47.0 36.4 59.9 88.0 
1897 13.2 50.3 29.7 42.7 34.4 62.3 83.5 
1898 14.0 49.6 41.8 49.8 31.3 57.6 74.9 
1899 14.3 42.0 28.1 44.0 33.4 59.1 46.5 
1900 14.0 16.4 32.8 49.3 38.6 57.3 42.0 
1901 15.5 6.9 32.4 46.1 36.7 53.5 44.4 

Calculated from values of exports in Statistics of New Zealand, 1885-1901; 
Statistics of the Colony of Tasmania, 1887; Statistical Register of the Colony 
of Victoria, 1889; Western Australia — Blue Book, 1883-1887; Statistics of the 
Colony of Queensland, 1888; T. A. Coghlan, The Wealth and Progress of New 
South Wales, Sydney, 1890, p. 186; H. H. Hayter, Victorian Yearbook for 1884-5. 
Melbourne, n.d. I am indebted to Mr. P. T. Callaghan for helping me compute 
these figures. 

New Zealand's public men, knowing intuitively that federation was 
more tangential to the future welfare of their country's commerce, 
would have had less cause than their Australian counterparts to in-
volve themselves in the issue. Intuitively-conceived national self-
interest as well as political expediency made this colony's decision-
makers more reluctant to lead public opinion. 

Later in the nineties Seddon was equally influenced by the irrelev-
ance of federation to his country's commercial welfare, for New Zea-
land continued to be more independent of Australasia as an export 
outlet than its trans-Tasman sisters, as Table III clearly shows. What 
inhibited Seddon from supporting federation in 1899-1900, therefore, 
was not only the apathy of public opinion, but its cause, which was, 
it must be stressed, clearly discernible before 1892. 



156 MILES FAIKBURN 

T A B L E III 

Mean value of exports from each colony to the other six colonies 
expressed as a percentage of its value of total exports. 

N.Z. W. Aust. Vic. S. Aust. N.S.W. Q'lanc! Tasmania 
For the 
three years 
1889-1891 19.1 28.8 34.8 44.4 49.0 66.2 79.6 

For the 
three years 
1898-1900 14.1 26.3 33.9 47.5 34.5 58.0 52.2 

Calculated from Statistics of New Zealand, 1889-1891, 1898-1900. 

This is not, however, to claim that all the factors that prevented 
New Zealand from federating remained unchanged after 1891. Men-
tion must be made of the influence of the Anglo-Boer War in develop-
ing a national consciousness in New Zealand and driving it further 
apart from Australia. It is probable, too, that labour costs in the other 
colonies decreased in relation to those in this country as the result 
of their depression during the nineties, giving rise to considerable 
opposition to federation from sections of the New Zealand labour 
movement and from manufacturers during the later nineties. Yet some 
of this opposition can be traced back to 1890,87 and, as Wood says, 
the state of New Zealand public opinion after 1898 was at best 
ambiguous, as ambiguous as it was before 1892. Apathy was always 
the dominant sentiment. It is also important that the two geographic 
areas of New Zealand in which Arnold finds the most interest in the 
prospect of federation between 1899 and 1900, Southland and Auck-
land, were just as concerned about federation from 1890 to 1891.88 

The depression was one major factor which did not remain con-
stant after 1891. As has been previously stated, it lifted in New 
Zealand after 1895, but by that time it had struck Australia and was 
to remain until about 1903.89 It is perhaps paradoxical that in the 

87 Especially from some manufacturers. See Report of Proceedings of a Con-
ference of Chambers of Commerce, Australasian Commercial Conference, Dun-
edin, 1890. 

88 See the letters and editorials in the New Zealand Herald, March and June 
1891; editorial in the Southland Times, 18 April 1891; and views on federation 
by the parliamentarians from southern Otago, NZPD, LXIX (1890), 597-9, 788, 
790; LXX (1891), 15-16. The comparative attentiveness displayed in these 
areas towards federation is not surprising when it is considered that in 18S9 
about £281,000 of the Port of Auckland's exports went to Australia compared 
with £341,000 to the U.K., and £232,000 of the exports from the Port of Inver-
cargill/Bluff went to Australia compared with £244,000 to the U.K. A consider-
able portion of the output of dairy produce, oats, and potatoes in southern 
Otago went across the Tasman. Auckland's exports to Australia consisted mainlv 
of timber. Statistics of New Zealand, 1889. 

89 Simkin, pp. 195-6. Because of the development of the goldfields at Cool-
gardie and Kalgoorlie from 1892/3, Western Australia was probably less affected 
by the depression than the other Australian colonies. 
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Australian colonies economic crisis after 1891 strengthened the move-
ment towards federation,90 while similar economic crises in New 
Zealand had an opposite effect both between 1883 and 1885 and 
between 1890 to 1891. It appears equally strange that New Zealand, 
with the rapid improvement in its economic situation after 1895, 
failed to join the federation movement of the later nineties when it 
was no longer distracted by problems associated with financial hard-
ship. 

In order to reconcile these apparent inconsistencies, it is first 
necessary to relate the financial provisions proposed for the federal 
union at the 1891 Convention with the relative states of economic 
buoyancy and depression on both sides of the Tasman from 1883 to 
1901. One of the major innovations of the 1891 Convention was to 
insert provisions by which member-states of the federal union were 
to provide finance for federal administration and action. Although 
the Bill resulting from the Convention was never ratified, these pro-
visions were, in essence, retained in the federation envisaged through-
out the later nineties.91 Secondly it is necessary to have regard to 
L. F. Crisp's observation that in the Australian colonies: 

The financial crisis of 1893 and the ensuing depression . . . stimulated 
thinking . . . about the stabilising influence on general economic conditions, 
and not least on the all-important matter of Australian credit overseas, 
which might be exercised by a suitably empowered central government. 
That great crash stressed, as perhaps never before, the growing economic 
interdependence o f the Colonies. It suggested forcibly the possible value 
of a single power in the fields of banking and insurance, bills of exchange 
and promissory notes, bankruptcy, and other matters of consequence to 
the commercial community.9 2 

From these two factors it would follow that the financial attractions 
of federation which Crisp outlines were completely irrelevant to New 
Zealand's circumstances during the late nineties, for by that time, 
unlike the other colonies, the country was prospering. Admittedly, 
when New Zealand was suffering from depression in the early nine-
ties, the financial provisions in the Commonwealth's Bill should, 
prima facie, have attracted it to the prospect of federation. This 
attraction during the early nineties, however, would have been 
negated by the knowledge that at the 1891 Convention it had been 
agreed that each Commonwealth state would transfer a substantial 
portion of its internal revenue to the federal centre, and also that 
New Zealand's public debt (in absolute terms), though smaller than 
the public debts of the leading federating colonies of New South 
Wales and Victoria, was larger than the liabilities of the marginal 

90 Crisp, p. 15; Clark, pp. 97-98. 
91 The actual basis on which contributions were to be made to the federal 

centre, although agreed upon at the 1891 Convention, failed to obtain agreement 
from the various colonies in the later 1890s. and even when the Commonwealth 
was established in 1901 this matter was still undecided. 

»2 Crisp, p. 15. 



158 MILES FAIKBURN 

Australian colonies.93 Hence New Zealand needed its hypothetical 
contribution to the federal centre for the servicing of its public debt 
much more desperately than did the so-called marginal colonies in 
Australia. Later in the nineties, it is true that the public debts of the 
Australian colonies increased relatively to New Zealand's,94 and 
therefore in comparison with its trans-Tasman neighbours, marginal 
or otherwise, it became less financially disadvantageous for New Zea-
land to federate. But that consideration was outweighed by the fact 
that all the Australian colonies were eminently more dependent on 
the Australasian market than was New Zealand. It was ironic that 
during the eight years preceding the 1891 Convention, when New 
Zealand was as much in need of financial stability as its sister colonies 
were in the later nineties, none of the federal impulses led the country 
to believe that the formation of a federal union possessing extensive 
fiscal powers was close at hand — powers capable of tackling such 
fundamental depression problems as the lack of overseas reserves and 
the collapse of financial confidence. 

Only one factor might ultimately have impelled New Zealand to 
take a greater interest in federation: a guarantee by the federating 
Australian colonies to take over its colossal burden of public debt.95 

Atkinson broached the subject when he attended the 1891 Conven-
tion but, like all the public men who succeeded him, he failed to 
pursue the matter. It was an unreasonable expectation that the larger 
Australian colonies, Victoria and New South Wales, should be pre-
pared to burden themselves with the financial obligations of the lesser 
colonies. Even had it been decided during the later nineties to 
federalise each colony's public debt, federation would have still failed 
to appeal to New Zealand. Since the liabilities of the Australian 
colonies increased relative to New Zealand's after 1891, federalising 
the debts would have meant providing the depressed Australian 
colonies with financial assistance at the expense of New Zealand's 
prosperity. 

Contrary, then, to the whole tenor of Wood's thesis, it was not 
Seddon but a set of circumstances unique to New Zealand that made 
the country more disinclined than the Australian colonies to partici-
pate in the various movements towards federation. This set of cir-
cumstances was clearly in evidence before Seddon became premier. 
Between 1889 and 1891 it transpired that the apathy which charac-
terised public opinion accurately reflected the fact that, because it 
was less tightly woven into the fabric of Australasian trade, New 
Zealand would obtain fewer commercial advantages from federation 
than the Australian colonies. Throughout the entire period 1883-1901 

93 See figures in Fitzpatrick, p. 226. 
9 4 See figures in Report of the Royal Commission on Federation, AJHR, 1901, 

A.4, p. 723. 
95 See New Zealand Times, 21 April 1891. Russell in the July 1891 debate in 

parliament (NZPD, LXXIII, 66) also implied that if New Zealand's public debt 
were federalised an Australasian federal union would be acceptable. See, too, 
interview with Atkinson, New Zealand Times, 21 March 1891. Cf. Tapp, p. 250. 
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the depression too had helped produce the comparative indifference 
to federation in New Zealand. The country had less reason than its 
neighbours across the Tasman to take notice of the Federal Council 
scheme since the latter offered nothing that would solve the distract-
ing problems of the depression — a crisis which did not fully affect 
the other colonies until after 1891. Even in 1890 and 1891 when the 
federation movement did conceive of a federal union with economic 
functions, New Zealand still remained more aloof, not only because 
it realised it had less to gain from intra-Australasian free trade, but 
also because of the insuperable difficulties the financial provisions of 
1891 posed to the servicing of its public debt. Then after 1895, when 
the federation movement in Australia was rejuvenated, New Zealand, 
more economically buoyant than the other colonies, remained less 
interested in federation than they were since it had less need for the 
financial provisions that were still conceived for the future federal 
union. In short, not Seddon but both the timing of its economic 
fluctuations and the restructuring of its economy since the early 
eighties, had at every turn made New Zealand the most improbable 
prospective partner in a federation of the seven colonies. 
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