
New Zealand's Vote for Prohibition 
in 1911 

M A N Y societies have tried to reform themselves by restricting the use of 
alcoholic liquor. Something can be said for true temperance — or modera-
tion — in any age, but a popular movement for the complete prohibition 
of alcohol is a response to particular circumstances. Industrialization has 
often produced a climate of opinion favourable to prohibition. Frugality 
and self-improvement have seemed a necessary part of the defence of 
individualism against the collective values of urban labour and the exces-
sive power of complex bureaucracies, monopoly capitalism or an effete 
aristocracy.1 For many years New Zealanders believed that prohibition 
would help to prevent some of these evils from taking root in their own 
society. However, their campaign against alcohol did not depend solely 
upon the urging of enthusiasts and the decisions of parliament. Every 
three years, at the same time as each parliamentary election, the electorate 
was asked to vote for or against the sale of liquor and the results of these 
referenda determined the spread of prohibition. The results can also 
provide the historian with an outline of the distribution of prohibitionist 
sympathies within New Zealand society. 

For seventeen years, from 1894 to 1911, the voters were given only a 
local option: the continuance, reduction or cancellation of licenses to 
hotels and bottle shops in their electorates. Under this system the sale of 
alcohol was stopped in some districts. In 1911 a second ballot paper was 
introduced. This gave the voters a choice between prohibition and con-
tinuance in the country as a whole and made it possible for the prohibition-
ists to over-ride a vote for continuance at the local level. That year 55.8 
per cent of the valid votes were cast for national prohibition and the liquor 
trade survived only because the law required a three-fifths majority for 
change. In 1919, when a simple majority was required, the brewers and 
publicans had an even narrower escape; 49.8 per cent of the votes were 
cast for prohibition, 2,230 short of the necessary majority. Thereafter 
public interest in prohibition waned until, by 1935, it was of little conse-
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quence.2 The referendum of 1911 was therefore the first and last time that 
national prohibition won a simple majority at the polls. It was the climax 
of the prohibition movement in New Zealand. 

The licensing polls owed their inception to the New Zealand Alliance, 
which was founded in 1886 to work for 'the suppression and prohibition of 
the liquor traffic'. 'It seeks to unite in this effort', said an official announce-
ment of its aims, 'those who are not abstainers as well as those who are, 
there being many who, though they themselves are moderate drinkers of 
alcoholic liquors, deplore the waste and misery caused by the legalized 
sale'. The Alliance demanded that the people themselves, through a 
referendum, should be given 'absolute power over the liquor traffic'. 
'. . . it is neither right nor politic', said the first plank of the Alliance's 
platform, 'for the State to afford legal protection to any traffic or system 
that tends to increase crime or waste the national resources, to corrupt 
the social habits, to destroy the health and lives of the people'.3 From the 
outset, therefore, the temperance movement betrayed its inherent contra-
dictions. The sweeping condemnation of its manifesto shows that its 
adversary was not merely the brewer or the publican, but alcohol itself; 
the cause was temperance, but the aim was prohibition. Yet the Alliance 
hoped to attain the aims of dedicated teetotallers with the votes of moder-
ate drinkers. Inevitably the tactics of the Alliance were determined by the 
need to unite two differing groups of supporters, both in parliament and 
at the polls. 

The temperance movement was soon strong enough to force amend-
ments to the Licensing Act. The new law, which was passed in 1893, 
conceded one of the Alliance's main demands and established the pattern 
of its agitation for the next fifteen years. The Act divided the country into 
licensing districts corresponding to the parliamentary electorates and 
authorized licensing polls to be held with each general election. The voter 
had three options: continuance of the status quo, reduction of the number 
of liquor licenses by 25 per cent and local no-license, which would have 
prevented all public sale of alcohol within the electorate. A voter could 
choose any two of these propositions, but since no two of them were 
wholly compatible, the government expected the reformers to be divided 
between reduction and no-license, whereas the rest of the electorate would 
vote for continuance alone. Furthermore, continuance and reduction 
could be carried by a simple majority of the valid voting papers, whereas 
no-license required a three-fifths majority.4 The system was weighted 
against change and the chances of carrying local no-license seemed to be 
remote. 

The first referenda were held in March 1894. To everyone's surprise, 
and the Alliance's joy, the southern country district of Clutha elected to 
go 'dry'. But for the next eight years it remained a lonely Ararat in a beery 
flood. It was not until 1902 that more electorates were captured, two for 
no-license and nine for reduction. The 1905 polls brought no-license to 
another three, including the large provincial town of Invercargill and the 
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Auckland suburb of Grey Lynn. At the end of 1908 the number of 'dry' 
districts rose again to twelve.5 

By this time the Alliance's concern had become focussed on three main 
grievances. In the first place the success of local no-licence depended very 
largely on honest observance of the law. The liquor trade took full 
advantage of the fact that only the sale of alcohol was forbidden and that 
a person could drink legally at home as long as his supplies were not 
purchased openly in the neighbourhood. Breweries were set up on the 
perimeter of 'dry' areas and sly-grog shops within them and the govern-
ment itself sometimes granted charters to licensed clubs to operate in 
no-license areas. There were frequent allegations of electoral malpractices 
during local option polls and few districts were able to change their 
licensing system without an aftermath of litigation. Energetic prohibition-
ists had to divide their time between public campaigning and a careful 
scrutiny of government administration from within parliament. 

Secondly, the system did not allow for a referendum on the survival of 
the liquor trade in the country as a whole. This was the goal of every 
dedicated prohibitionist and was the logical outcome of the separate 
campaigns for local no-license. Yet on this point a certain uneasiness 
could be detected in the temperance ranks. It was generally assumed that 
moderate drinkers were voting for no-license to keep bars at a distance 
and drunkards out of the local gutters. If the moderates were confronted 
with the full consequences of prohibition and asked to forego alcohol 
entirely, it seemed very likely that they would be shocked out of their 
association with the Alliance and that local no-licence votes would fall. 
So although the Alliance never relaxed its insistence on a national poll, 
in private many prohibitionists were inclined to think that a combination 
of 'moral education' and a steady multiplication of no-license districts was 
more likely to achieve their aims. 

The Alliance's major grievance was the 'vexatious handicap' of the 
three-fifths majority required to banish the liquor trade. The majority 
question brought together those who were seriously interested in making 
it easier to carry no-license and those who merely thought the existing 
situation was undemocratic and unfair. The three-fifths majority was a 
vital bulwark for the brewers; without it, the twelve no-license districts 
of 1908 would have been increased to fifty.6 It was argued that a specially 
high vote was needed to override a deeply-engrained social habit and to 
prevent a district from swinging backwards and forwards between no-
license and restoration, as it might have done if only a bare majority had 
been required. The prohibitionists replied that the issues had been 
thoroughly discussed, the voters were well aware of what they were doing 
and no district was likely to opt for the return of the liquor trade once 
it had tasted the benefits of no-license.7 

The Alliance had these matters raised in parliament from time to time 
in the form of a private member's bill, which always gained a little support 
but never had any chance of passing. The prohibitionists in parliament 
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were a disparate assortment, little more than a dozen members in a House 
of seventysix, scattered thinly across the political spectrum from urban 
radicals to country conservatives. Most other MPs, when asked about 
liquor licensing, took refuge in a pledge to 'uphold the law', which implied 
disapproval of the brewers' chicanery in the no-license districts without 
making any commitment to the Alliance. No initiative was expected from 
the Liberal government. Liberal back-benchers had become too deeply 
divided on other issues to provide a reliable bloc of votes for government 
legislation and brewers were prominent in Liberal party councils. The 
alcoholic content of the cabinet was even higher; only George Fowlds 
spoke for the prohibitionists, while several of his colleagues were frankly 
unsympathetic and rumoured to be either heavy drinkers or brewery 
shareholders. It was therefore nothing less than a sensation when the Prime 
Minister, Sir Joseph Ward, announced on 10 November 1909 that one 
of his ministers had arranged an agreement between the Alliance and the 
Licensed Victuallers' Association.8 

The progenitor of the agreement was undoubtedly Sir Joseph Ward — 
'suave, intricate, confusing with his subtlety',9 a politician who relished 
manoeuvre for its own sake. Finding that his first discreet overtures were 
welcomed by both the Alliance and the L.V.A., Ward had a compromise 
worked out in the utmost secrecy. The Alliance's leaders not only acted 
on their own initiative but did not even keep their executive committee 
informed — a serious mistake, as it turned out. Moreover, the representa-
tives of both sides never actually met, so that the key figure was J. G. 
Findlay, the Minister of Justice, who carried proposals backwards and 
forwards and introduced some modifications of his own.10 Ward's aim 
was to find a compromise acceptable to both pressure groups which would 
obviate the need for divisive parliamentary debate and win the government 
general applause. 

Encouraged by the success of the 1908 poll, the negotiators from the 
Alliance decided to ask for a referendum on national prohibition, to be 
decided by a simple majority of votes. The brewers obviously wished to 
reinforce their position against the growing power of the temperance 
movement. They believed that the principle of total prohibition could be 
turned against the moderate voter so effectively that it would be safe to 
compromise on the majority question. The key to this strategy was to 
devise a ballot paper which would detach the moderates from the doctri-
naire prohibitionists and so divide the anti-liquor vote. 

The first step in this process was an agreement to substitute national 
prohibition for the existing third choice, the reduction of licenses, always 
the least popular of the local options. The L.V.A. then suggested that the 
voter should be presented with three propositions: continuance, local 
no-license and national prohibition. So confident were the brewers that 
this would separate the moderates from the genuine prohibitionists that 
they were prepared to agree to the verdict of a 55 per cent majority. The 
Alliance's negotiators agreed to this compromise on the majority issue, 
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but they rejected the other proposal, apparently seeing the trap in the 
L.V.A.'s ballot paper. Yet their counter-proposal was just as damaging 
to their own cause. They asked for a ballot paper which contained the 
alternatives of continuance and local no-license, the local no-license votes 
then being accumulated to provide a verdict on national prohibition. Such 
an arrangement would have accentuated still further the extreme points of 
view on the liquor problem and made the moderate's position even more 
difficult than the brewers had intended it to be. Presumably the Alliance's 
negotiators thought that the voters would, at least, repeat the results of 
1908 when the accumulated no-license votes would have come close to a 
55 per cent majority. But in 1908 those votes had been cast in the know-
ledge that they did not have consequences outside each licensing area. 

It was hardly surprising that the final terms of the compact, superficially 
so damaging to the L.V.A. in its concessions on the national poll and the 
majority, should have been accepted by the brewers with equanimity. 
Their spokesmen described the compact as 'fair' and thought that it would 
place them 'in a better position to obtain a more genuine vote on the 
question than hitherto'.11 Parliamentary opinion mixed doubt and mis-
trust with pique at the way the government had avoided debate.12 Many 
members, however, soon began to echo Ward's desire to move the whole 

. issue out of parliament and away from the hustings by sponsoring an 
agreement between the pressure groups concerned. 'I, for my part', said 
one MP, 'will be only too willing to wash my hands of the whole business. 
It has been an endless source of worry in the past'.13 

Unfortunately, opinion in the Alliance was beginning to move in the 
opposite direction. Local branches denounced the compact as 'cowardly 
and immoral' and held unruly meetings to protest.14 Before long even the 
Alliance's negotiators seem to have felt that a mistake might have been 
made. They admitted that the combination of issues was confusing but 
they felt that the public might still be educated to an acceptance of total 
prohibition before the 1911 poll. They also reaffirmed their desire to have 
the issues settled by a bare majority of votes but they hoped, a little faintly, 
that their cause could be won by 55 per cent. On 24 November a national 
convention of the Alliance met in Wellington.15 A considerable number 
of delegates opposed all bargaining with the brewers and rejected the 
compact on principle. This section had to be mollified before the leaders 
could go on to persuade the convention to accept the compromise on the 
majority. But on the crucial issue, the cumulative vote, the delegates in-
sisted that they were more practical than their leaders. Old campaigners 
like Leonard Isitt, who knew the difficulty of raising a three-fifths majority 
in a local poll, had grave doubts about the wider scope of the Alliance's 
aims. Isitt wrote that local option had proved itself to be a practical 
method of extending temperance sentiments and to discard it in favour 
of a national option would be 'forsaking the substance for the shadow'.16 

In the face of so much hostility the executive backed down and led the 
convention in resolving that the local and national options should be 
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presented on different voting papers. A deputation later communicated 
this decision to Ward and Findlay. 

The death of the compact created as much sensation as its birth. The 
licensing bill was still-born, for the brewers would not abandon the 
cumulative vote without withdrawing the concessions they had made on 
other points. Further amendments, said one brewer, were 'too obviously 
impossible for discussion'.17 Findlay had no comment to make but nobody 
thought he had any chance of patching up a new agreement. Nevertheless, 
the government had probably gained from the episode. Even if it had 
failed to reconcile the interested parties and win credit by passing a law 
based on that reconciliation, it had thoroughly informed itself about 
everybody's views and reactions. Ward and Findlay were now well placed 
to concoct a compromise of their own. 

New legislation was promised for 1910 but the parliamentary session 
dragged on without an announcement. Sir Joseph was at his most inscrut-
able. The Alliance was not consulted and even Fowlds, from inside the 
cabinet, was never able to discover how some clauses of the new bill 
were framed.18 

The bill eventually made its debut on 7 October. Its main features closely 
resembled those of the ill-fated compact: a referendum on national 
prohibition was to be instituted and decided by a 55 per cent majority, 
but that majority was to be calculated by accumulating the votes for local 
no-license, the proposal on which the compact had fallen apart. Ward 
apparently hoped that the Alliance would drop its objections to the 
cumulative vote for the sake of fresh concessions on minor points. The 
brewers would be allowed less time than they wanted to wind up their 
business after prohibition had been passed at the polls, the employment 
of bar-maids would be forbidden and stronger measures would be taken 
to protect 'dry' areas from a clandestine liquor traffic.19 But the Alliance 
was still doubtful, fearing that the cumulative vote would lose 'both the 
lesser good and the major hope'.20 Eventually the Alliance's executive 
decided that the local and national issues must be presented on different 
voting papers and two prohibitionist members of parliament were asked 
to table amendments to the bill.21 

Lobby opinion gave the bill little chance of survival. If the Alliance were 
going to cavil at the cumulative vote, the other elements of the compromise 
would have to be rearranged to satisfy the L.V.A. Covert pressures and 
negotiations began again; the Alliance entered its 'emphatic protest' and 
one cannot doubt that the brewers took care to protect their interests.22 

A week after the beginning of the parliamentary debate, Ward suddenly 
reversed his policies. Amendments to the ballot papers, which separated 
the local and national issues, were carried on a voice vote. Ward himself 
introduced an amendment to reinstate the three-fifths majority, though he 
had earlier promised to vote for 55 per cent, and this was easily passed. 
The bill went through its committee stages in a few hours.23 Everyone in 
parliament, even the prohibitionist members, realised that this was the 
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possible compromise between the pressure groups outside. 
It was not, however, a satisfactory compromise. The brewers referred 

to it as 'an equitable bill generally favourable to the other side' and their 
sarcasm was not surprising.24 The Alliance had been allowed to snap up 
most of the concessions that the brewers had originally used as a bait 
without falling into the trap of the cumulative vote. The right to hold a 
national referendum had been won and legal protection for the no-license 
districts had been strengthened; now only the three-fifths majority stood 
between the brewers and extinction. Moreover, the Alliance made it plain 
that 'nothing short of justice to electors on the majority question' would 
end its interference in party politics.25 Ward had failed; prohibition was 
to continue as a parliamentary and electoral embarrassment. 

During 1911 the Alliance increased its agitation. As candidates came 
forward for the general election they were asked to declare their attitude 
to the three-fifths majority. The Alliance compiled a list of their replies 
and sent it to the newspapers shortly before polling day.26 Those candidates 
who did not favour a reduction of the majority to 55 or 50 per cent were 
heckled and questioned throughout the campaign. 

Most of the prohibitionists' energies were spent upon the spread of their 
message amongst the public. As the licensing poll approached, an army 

•of canvassers went from house to house collecting pledges of support. 
Processions wound through city streets. Popular lecturers, some of them 
specially commissioned from abroad, visited every province in the country. 
Street-corner orators urged their case with statistics, quotations from 
medical experts and lurid diagrams of damaged human organs. Hoardings 
and newspaper advertisements called upon the voter to stand up for 'the 
principles of equity and righteousness' against 'liquordom and mammon-
ism'. 

The prohibitionists' arguments were the familiar ones from previous 
campaigns. No man, they said, could limit the effects of his indulgence 
entirely to himself; through hunger, poverty and domestic strife the real 
pressure of the liquor evil was felt by wives and families. Intemperance 
was also regarded as the mother of related vices, like gambling, prostitution 
and petty crime, which centred upon the bars and sly-grog shops. Prisons, 
hospitals and asylums were filled with victims of the liquor trade. It was 
argued that much of this individual wretchedness and public expense could 
be saved if prohibition was allowed to cure social evils at their source. 
If the whole of New Zealand's annual drink bill had been saved by 
prohibition it would have been sufficient to have paid for the railway 
system, or 10,000 working men's homes, or enough new industry to offset 
any unemployment and loss of taxes caused by prohibition. The Alliance 
confidently concluded that 'the general good of the nation and the real 
liberty of the individual demand the suppression of the Trade'.27 

The campaign produced the usual claims and counter-claims about the 
no-license districts, where some of these benefits were said to have 
appeared. The Alliance claimed that in Invercargill, for example, the 
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incidence of drunkenness and crime had fallen, the value of building 
contracts and property had increased, commerce was more vigorous and 
the town's moral tone had improved: 'We don't now see drunks on the 
side walks, street loafers, muddled men and idle loungers'.28 Protagonists 
of the Trade replied that this was because Invercargill exported its vices or 
indulged them secretly. They pointed to the liquor that could be produced 
by a knowing wink, to the crowded trains that ran every evening to pubs 
across the licensing boundary and to the 'unholy orgies' that occurred in 
shanties on the outskirts of the town.29 But if these accusations were true, 
they gave less support to the brewers than to the extremists in the Alliance 
who argued that national prohibition, not local temperance, was the 
only remedy. 

A significant feature of the 1911 campaign was the lively participation 
of the churches. The support of the Salvation Army and the Baptists could 
be taken for granted but the Methodists and Presbyterians threw them-
selves into the struggle with equal vigour. The latter two churches instructed 
their ministers to exchange pulpits, preach temperance sermons and 
organize parish committees to help the local no-license leagues.30 Mani-
festos extolling prohibition were drawn up and signed by clergy in all 
the protestant denominations.31 The Church of England, however, was 
seriously divided in its attitude towards the campaign. At least one synod 
refused to give its endorsement and some prominent Anglicans, such as 
Archdeacon Harper, roused the anger of their co-religionists by criticizing 
the Alliance for its vituperative campaigning. Most of the Roman Catholic 
hierarchy preserved a frosty silence, repelled by an unmistakeable element 
of anti-Catholicism in the temperance movement. A few days before the 
poll, a protestant minister who was campaigning for the Alliance suggested 
that the churches might give up the sacramental use of fermented wine 
during a period of prohibition — voluntarily, he hastened to add. But the 
damage was done. Archbishop Redwood, the Catholic Metropolitan of 
New Zealand, denounced this as a threat to religious liberty and a portent 
of what might happen if prohibition came into force under a mainly 
protestant government. The Alliance's denials were in vain. Catholics went 
to the polls with a strong recommendation from their clergy to vote for 
continuance.32 

The votes were cast on 7 December. The results were astounding. Over 
the country as a whole 55.8 per cent of the valid votes were in favour of 
national prohibition -— enough to have reached the target set by the 
rejected compact and only 16,000 votes short of a three-fifths majority. 
On the other hand, support for local no-license had generally declined and 
only two electorates (Eden and Bruce) preferred it to national prohibition. 
The Alliance had won a glorious moral victory but not a single bar had 
heen closed. 

There could not have been a more ironic result. For years the Alliance 
had held back from national prohibition for fear of antagonizing the 
moderate voter. In 1909 it had accepted, and then rejected, a plan for 
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prohibition which it could have fulfilled. The cumulative vote was thought 
to have been a hindrance to the gradual advance of local no-license but 
in 1911, if the cumulative vote had been in operation, it might well have 
transferred some of the enthusiasm for national prohibition into further 
reforms at the local level. 'There has never been a licensing poll', remarked 
one observer, '. . . which more completely baffled all conscientious 
calculation'.33 The moderate voter had apparently been a myth. 

And yet there had been some pointers to this result. In previous polls 
the third of the local options, the reduction of licenses, had often been 
neglected, the voters preferring to make a definite choice one way or the 
other. In 1911 it was local no-license that was the indecisive option. This 
was an entirely logical development, given the Alliance's propaganda 
against alcohol per se and the situation in and around the districts where 
no-license had been introduced. Indeed, by ridiculing the limitations of 
piecemeal prohibition, the brewers may have helped the Alliance to per-
suade the voters of the need for a more radical reform. But the main 
reasons for the unexpected success of prohibition lay in long-term move-
ments of opinion. Between 1902 and 1908 the total vote for local no-license 
had risen by about 2.5 per cent at each poll; the vote for national pro-
hibition in 1911 showed an increase of 3.3 points over the no-license vote 
of 1908.34 Support had therefore grown steadily, irrespective of the choice 
of reforms on the ballot paper. 

By 1908 the main support for local no-license lay in the prosperous and 
closely-settled Rural electorates and on the outskirts of the four large 
cities.35 Rural electorates in the south had shown this support earlier; 
dairy-farming constituencies in Otago and Southland, for example, had 
averaged 61 per cent of their votes for no-license in 1902, compared 
with only 38.1 per cent in Waikato.36 In 1905 the Rural electorates of 
the North Island began to equal the enthusiasm of the south. The no-
license vote in Waikato rose by more than 16 per cent. There was a 
considerable rise in the Manawatu and Wairarapa regions and there were 
lesser increases in almost all the other electorates in this class, raising their 
average vote for no-license to 55.3 per cent. Some of these gains were lost 
in 1908 and never recovered. National prohibition did, however, revive 
the interest of Rural voters and 56.5 per cent of their votes were cast for it 
in 1911. On this occasion the regional pattern of 1902 was reversed, with 
prohibition being more popular in Taranaki and the Waikato than in the 
Rural areas of Otago and Southland. 

Electorates in the back-country (Farmer) and those with substantial 
numbers of miners and sawmillers (Special Country) were converted to 
temperance more slowly. In 1902, for example, local no-license won less 
than 40 per cent of the votes in the remoter parts of Northland and the 
West Coast. Already, however, the back-country Farmer electorates of 
South Canterbury and Otago were beginning to imitate their more popu-
lous Rural neighbours; increases of ten per cent in the no-license vote were 
recorded in 1902 in most of the Farmer electorates south of Ashburton. 
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In 1905 the largest increases were in the North Island. At this point Farmer 
electorates throughout the country averaged 51.0 per cent of their votes 
for no-license. After a slight decline in 1908 (shown in the falling proportion 
of registered electors who voted for no-license) there was fresh support 
for national prohibition in 1911. In the Farmer constituencies of the 
Waikato, Taranaki and Southland the prohibitionists were now as numerous 
as they were in the neighbouring Rural electorates. 

However, both Farmer and Rural constituencies included some towns-
people as well as established farmers and pioneers in varying proportions. 
For an accurate picture of rural voting it is therefore necessary to examine 
the polling booth returns.37 Back-country booths commonly produced a 
lower percentage of prohibition votes than booths in well-established 
farming areas. In 1911 the back-country pioneers of Taranaki cast 55.8 
per cent of their votes for national prohibition, compared with the dairy 
farmers' 62.1 per cent; in the Waikato the respective proportions were 
53.1 per cent and 65.6 per cent; and in Masterton-Pahiatua they were 
51.5 per cent and 58.0 per cent.38 Somewhere between these extremes lay 
other types of farming; for example, the market-gardeners of South 
Auckland (57.1 per cent), the graziers of Wanganui-Patea (61.6 per cent), 
and the sheep-farmers and grain-growers of South Canterbury (just above 
54.0 per cent). It would probably be an exaggeration to make much of all 
these differences; the most important distinction seems to have been 
between the back-country and the areas of long settlement and intensive 
farming, especially dairy farming. In the South Canterbury plains, for 
example, it makes no difference whether the booths are divided between 
the wheat-farmers and the sheep-farmers or treated as a single category; 
the vote for prohibition remains a little over 54.0 per cent. But southwards, 
in the dairy farms around Oamaru, the prohibition vote stood at 56.2 
per cent, while in the high valleys of the interior it sank to 46.8 per cent. 
The same difference can be seen in North Canterbury, where the heaviest 
voting for prohibition occurred in the more settled areas along the railway 
lines from Amberley to Culverden and Domett. 

The country towns, as market centres for their locality, tended to 
reproduce the voting patterns of the neighbouring farmers. Towns like 
Hamilton, Eltham and Temuka, in prosperous countryside, produced a 
much higher vote for prohibition than places like Rotorua, Taumaranui 
or Motueka, which served the back-country. But the townspeople con-
tinued to increase their support for no-license after 1905 when some of the 
established farmers began to abandon it. The towns were therefore of 
particular importance in bolstering the temperance vote in 1908 and 1911, 
especially in the south where the decline among the established farmers 
was most noticeable. The average prohibition vote in Taranaki towns in 
1911 was 61.8 per cent and in Otago towns like Mosgiel and Balclutha it 
was 62.4 per cent. Even the mining settlements made a substantial con-
tribution to the temperance vote. Runanga, Dunollie and Blackball, three 
of the largest mining camps in the Grey electorate, voted strongly for 
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no-license and prohibition between 1905 and 1911. Ohinemuri owed its 
experiment with no-license after 1908 to the gold-mining towns of Waihi 
and Waikino rather than to the outlying dairy farmers. 

The large provincial centres also reflected regional trends and, like the 
smaller towns, later overtook the prohibitionist vote in the surrounding 
countryside.39 There does not seem to have been any relationship between 
the proportion of temperance votes and the size of a provincial centre or 
the presence of industrial workers, such as railwaymen. New Plymouth 
and Wanganui were strong supporters of prohibition in 1911 while Nelson 
and Greymouth were significantly 'wetter'. 

The northward movement of temperance was more rapid in the farming, 
market-gardening and suburban areas which made up part of the Mainly 
Urban and City electorates. In 1902 the highest proportions of no-license 
votes in these areas were to be found on the outskirts of Dunedin and in 
the electorates of Lyttelton and Newtown. At the next poll, however, the 
five electorates around Auckland increased their no-license votes by an 
average of nine percentage points and overtook comparable districts in the 
South Island. There were gains for no-license in every electorate in this 
class in 1908, giving it a higher average no-license vote than any other class 
of electorates — a position that was substantially maintained in 1911. 

On the other hand, the poorer districts in the centres of the big cities 
were the least receptive to the prohibitionists' message. Auckland's highest 
vote against the liquor trade was 54.9 per cent (in 1908) and Wellington's 
was 54.4 per cent (also in 1908). Christchurch and Dunedin reached 
53.5 per cent and 57.3 per cent respectively in 1911, but the average for 
all four cities in that year was still only 53.4 per cent. Here also the pattern 
of voting is made clearer by polling booth analysis. Although Grey Lynn 
and Eden in Auckland, and two Wellington electorates succeeded in 
carrying no-license, equally strong support can be found at booths in other 
parts of the cities. Temperance was usually associated with adequate 
housing and comfortable circumstances. The highest votes for no-license 
and prohibition were at booths in Heme Bay, Grey Lynn and Mt Eden 
in Auckland; Roseneath, Hataitai and the hillsides overlooking the city 
in Wellington; the northern, southern and south-western periphery of 
Christchurch; and Maori Hill, Roslyn, Mornington and Caversham in 
Dunedin. The big business and professional men and the wealthiest 
property owners were not the most ardent voters for prohibition; indeed, 
in some areas their support barely increased, and even occasionally waned, 
between 1905 and 1911 — for example, in the Park Terrace area of Christ-
church and the Roslyn area of Dunedin. It was the areas of modest 
respectability, peopled by artisans, clerks and shopkeepers, which favoured 
no-license and opted most strongly for national prohibition. At these 
levels of urban society, opinions hardened against the liquor trade at each 
poll. Most of the city booths with the highest proportion of no-license 
votes in 1908 showed a further increase for national prohibition in 1911. 
Meanwhile the city centres and their labouring populations were unable 
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to raise even a bare majority for no-license or prohibition. Compared with 
booths like Roseneath or those in Mornington, where votes of more than 
65.0 per cent for national prohibition were common in 1911, there was a 
vote of less than 45 per cent in Quay St. and Wellesley St. (Auckland), 
Brandon St. and Ghuznee St. (Wellington), Moorhouse Avenue 
(Christchurch) and Crawford St. (Dunedin). In the southern cities even 
these results were due to steady increases that had occurred since 1905 
whereas in the central booths of Auckland and Wellington the prohibition-
ist vote fell back in 1911 from the levels of 1908. 

The voting figures show that the Alliance owed its early successes to the 
established farmers and the residents of city suburbs; the sparsely-
populated back-country and the city centres initially provided far less 
support. The Alliance's most important later converts were the country 
towns, which carried the temperance vote upwards when the farmers' 
support began to slacken. The unexpectedly high vote for national 
prohibition in 1911 came from all parts of society: the prosperous farmers' 
interest revived, more of the back-country settlers adopted the same 
attitudes, country town votes continued to rise, suburban support remained 
firm and two of the city centres produced a substantial vote for prohibition. 

Three other factors may have contributed to the growth of the temper-
ance vote but none of them can be held responsible for all its variations in 
time and place. There is, in the first place, some evidence to connect 
temperance voting with protestant nonconformity. Several southern 
electorates which carried no-license early, like Clutha, Oamaru and 
Invercargill, contained an unusually high proportion of Presbyterians.40 

In respectable city suburbs, where the prohibition vote was also heavy, 
there was often a relatively high proportion of Methodists, Congregation-
alists and Baptists and a low proportion of Roman Catholics. On the other 
hand, the proportion of Catholics in Westland and neighbouring counties 
was twice the national average, yet prohibition was as popular in those 
areas as in many other districts. Archbishop Redwood's denunciation does 
not seem to have done the Alliance any harm. The benefits of protestant 
support were probably organizational rather than electoral, since the minor 
protestant churches were too small to swell the prohibition vote signifi-
cantly. But they may have provided the Alliance with a body of devoted 
workers and lay propagandists whose elforts accelerated the spread of 
temperance ideals in some electorates. Without detailed studies of the 
Alliance's local organizations it is impossible to be certain. 

A second factor may have been the reaction of the New Zealand-born 
to the alien customs of immigrants. But the proportion of immigrants in 
the population had fallen steadily and by 1911 was only 30.3 per cent.41 

Moreover, the great majority of recent arrivals were of British stock and 
most had been born in England. That notoriously bibulous people, the 
Irish, actually declined in immigrant numbers during the decade before 
1911. It is possible that nativism contributed to the high prohibition vote 
in the Buller electorate, where migrants had recently arrived to work in the 
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mines, but there is no evidence of such a reaction elsewhere in New 
Zealand. 

The Alliance naturally attributed its success to a popular revulsion 
against alcohol. By modern standards, the consumption of alcohol was 
low, but drunkenness was common and increasing and prohibition must 
have seemed a more appropriate remedy than it does today.42 Nevertheless, 
the visibility of bars and drunkards varied considerably from place to place 
and did not correspond with the rise and fall of the temperance vote in 
different parts of the community. In particular, there is no evidence that 
women voted disproportionately for prohibition. Turnout at the liquor 
polls was high among both sexes, fluctuating around 80 per cent, but the 
turnout among male electors usually exceeded the turnout among females 
by about 4 per cent.43 Although this does not rule out the possibility that 
most women voted for prohibition, it is unlikely that their turnout would 
have been relatively lower if they had felt so strongly about the issue. 

The most satisfactory way of explaining the variations in the temperance 
vote is to relate prohibition to its general political context. The ruling 
Liberal party had been founded on an electoral coalition of urban workers, 
back-country pioneers and townspeople who profited from the spread of 
settlement. Thanks to loose party organization, country Liberal candidates 
were able to adopt a very conservative stance on rural issues and attract 
the support of some farmers. But rural conservatism became more and 
more difficult to accommodate within the Liberal programme. As pioneer 
farmers became established and prosperous, they were less attracted by the 
traditional Liberal promises of roads, bridges, cheap credit and state land 
on long lease. Instead, they were anxious to obtain freer trade, the freehold 
tenure of their farms and freedom from government interference. The 
Liberal party lost votes in rural constituencies, especially when settlement 
tailed off and the country towns began to incline towards the conservatism 
of the farmers around them. Amongst the miners and the urban workers, 
the Liberals also lost popularity because of the government's failure to 
curb rising prices and the failure of the Arbitration Court, which settled 
wage disputes, to spread prosperity more equally. The first strikes for more 
than a decade occurred in 1906, labour organizations grew in size and 
militancy and the first Labour member was elected to parliament in 1908. 
Labour unrest increased middleclass disquiet. The parliamentary elections 
of 1908 and 1911 saw the loss of Liberal votes to the conservative Reform 
party on the right and the Labour and Socialist parties on the left. 

These developments were not mirrored exactly in the licensing polls but 
there are some obvious similarities between the growth of the temperance 
vote and the movement of votes to the right and left of the Liberals. There 
is also a considerable amount of evidence to suggest that different sections 
of society saw temperance as an integral part of their attitudes to the 
problems of the time. It was natural for farmers, businessmen and 
independent artisans to support a reform which reinforced self-help and 
individualism. The established farmers did not, however, show their 
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strongest interest in temperance until 1902 and 1905 — after the formation 
of the Farmers' Union and concurrently with the mounting demand for 
freehold tenures. To vote for local no-license was another way of asserting 
the farmers' conservative values. The back-country pioneer, on the other 
hand, did not subscribe to these values until later, for state assistance was 
still helpful in opening up virgin land. But in 1911, with the Liberal develop-
ment policy discredited by broken promises and the pioneers more willing 
to associate themselves with the views of the established farmers, the 
prohibition vote in the back-country rose while the vote for the govern-
ment's candidates fell. Prohibition and conservatism both gained in 
popularity in the country towns. 

The licensing polls also reflect some of the political concerns of city 
dwellers. The rising temperance vote in middleclass booths paralleled the 
growth of middleclass anxiety about labour militancy and independent 
working-class politics. Prohibition would, it was hoped, lead organized 
labour back to a more acceptable philosophy. Some elements in the 
Alliance were prepared to join in criticism of the 'magnified Individualism' 
which created extremes of wealth and poverty, but even the most radical 
prohibitionists were not prepared to substitute socialism for their pious 
humanitarianism.44 They urged the workers to accept a moderate pro-
gramme of reforms, of which temperance was a necessary part. 'Person-
ally', wrote the editor of the Alliance's Vanguard, 'we think all sorts of 
reforms that conservatives think evil are bound to come; but we are 
persuaded that if the working men of this land are sober, thrifty, and of 
high moral tone, there will be no violent and disastrous dislocation of 
existing conditions'.45 In cultivating working-class support for these ideals, 
the prohibitionists could also be ruthlessly practical, interfering more or 
less openly in the editorial policy of labour newspapers and the organiza-
tion of Labour party branches.45 

Labour leaders were embarrassingly disunited over the liquor problem, 
but their disunity was only another symptom of existing differences. Older 
workers, skilled artisans and leaders of the craft unions were attracted by 
appeals to efficiency, frugality and self-improvement and were willing to 
adopt middleclass methods and ideals. Militants and socialists, whose 
support lay among the mass of unskilled workers, believed that prohibition 
would have only a limited usefulness. They agreed, for the sake of 
democratic principle, that the issue should be settled by a simple majority 
of votes; they agreed that prohibition would assist the individual worker 
to save and leave him more alert for trade union work and political action; 
they also looked upon the liquor trade as an undesirable monopoly, a 
particularly odious example of the capitalism they were pledged to 
destroy.47 But they derided the notion that prohibition could accomplish 
fundamental reforms and they mistrusted the prohibitionist sympathies of 
the moderate labour leaders, 'small-minded, suburban men', who were 
suspiciously close to the middleclass reformers of the Liberal party.48 

The militants insisted that the political labour movement should be 
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primarily concerned with socialist economic objectives; prohibition, in 
their view, was no more than a temporary palliative. These differences in 
the labour movement were reflected in the 1911 poll. Socialist voters were 
distributed evenly across the whole range of city booths from the 'wettest' 
to the most strongly prohibitionist whereas Labour party supporters were 
proportionately more numerous in the prohibitionist booths. 

In dissecting the temperance vote it is easy to overlook the obvious: 
prohibition was popular with many people in all walks of life. Even in 
places where the prohibitionists were a minority, that minority was a 
substantial one. Farmers, merchants and labourers could join together in 
temperance rallies, forget for a moment the issues that divided them and 
count themselves moderates because their attitude to prohibition was 
widely approved. But moderation is a relative quality and among the other 
remedies proposed for the tensions and conflicts in New Zealand society 
prohibition was a moderate reform. The Alliance was wrong in thinking 
that there was one group of 'moderate voters' which had to be won over by 
rational argument and moral suasion. There were, in fact, several groups 
of voters which supported prohibition for differing reasons. Whether these 
groups are defined in terms of economic interest or status, their support 
for temperance was largely symbolic. There was no actual need for 
no-license or prohibition which corresponded with the rise and fall of 
the temperance vote; neither was the renunciation of alcohol the most 
significant element in economic success or social standing. Prohibition 
was a symbol of attitudes to more important issues and, as such, it could 
profit from the divisions in New Zealand society and draw support from 
differing groups of voters. The near-success of the prohibitionists in 1911 
therefore stemmed from the same factors that led to political polarization 
and the collapse of the Liberals' electoral coalition. 
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Table I 
Votes for local no-license and national prohibition, expressed as a proportion of the 
valid votes and, in brackets, as a proportion of the registered electors in each con-
stituency: 

1902 1905 1908 1911 

Farmer (NP) 
Bay of Islands 30.9(21.2) 40.8(33.0) 46.9(35.4) 58.9(45.5) 
Kaipara 38.0(28.6) 47.5(34.3) 51.4(41.2) 58.9 (45.4) 
Franklin 51.7(35.8) 51.5(42.9) 56.6 (43.6) 57.0(44.2) 
Raglan 

51.7(35.8) 
63.0(49.8) 

Bay of Plenty 43.5(32.1) 52.8 (42.6) 43.0 (33.5) 58.1(41.7) 
Egmont 41.1 (28.0) 50.3(38.4) see Taumaranui 
Hawera-Egmont 50.0 (36.6) 56.7 (46.4) 57.2 (46.3) 64.5(52.7) 
Pahiatua 52.0 (39.0) 57.2 (46.3) 54.9(41.7) 58.9 (47.0) 
Motueka 30.1(17.9) 37.4(26.5) 46.8 (32.3) 49.2(34.5) 
Hurunui 47.0(36.1) 43.1(30.5) 42.2 (30.9) 46.9 (35.1) 
Ellesmere 46.2 (34.3) 48.2 (40.6) 47.8(32.9) 51.2 (39.6) 
Selwyn 58.6(41.6) 50.5(41.4) 44.7(36.5) 49.6 (39.8) 
Geraldine-Temuka 50.2(41.7) 46.9(39.3) 55.7(44.5) 55.8(43.9) 
Waitaki 55.6 (42.7) 53.1 (42.9) 55.6(44.6) 55.5(46.7) 
Tuapeka-Otago Cent. 51.3(39.2) 45.2 (36.7) 52.7(40.1) 55.3 (44.2) 
Courtenay 54.1 (38.9) 51.2(40.7) 
Mt Ida 48.3(36.5) 50.5 (40.8) 
Waikouaiti 56.3 (39.2) 59.9 (50.9) 
Taieri 55.0(43.0) 57.1 (48.6) 59.5 (46.8) 
Clutha 62.1 (45.1) 63.5(50.1) 65.2(36.2) 57.6(44.0) 
Wakatipu 43.1 (33.4) 43.8(37.1) 43.8(32.1) 48.8 (40.6) 
Wallace 55.3(45.1) 56.7 (46.6) 50.0(40.6) 55.2(44.3) 
Awarua 59.5 (45.7) 57.7 (47.4) 52.2(41.9) 57.7 (47.4) 
Averages: 49.1(36.4) 51.0(41.1) 51.4 (39.5) 55.7(43.7) 
Rural 
Marsden 52.9(41.6) 55.1 (45.1) 56.6 (42.6) 61.4(48.7) 
Waikato 38.1 (30.3) 54.5 (45.0) 51.7(42.9) 61.5(50.9) 
Tauranga 

54.5 (45.0) 
54.8 (44.3) 58.2(44.2) 

Taumaranui 42.1 (27.4) 50.3 (38.6) 
Taranaki 45.9(36.5) 52.0 (42.6) 54.5 (43.5) 60.8 (50.8) 
Stratford 

45.9(36.5) 52.0 (42.6) 
52.3 (40.2) 60.8(50.1) 

Patea 49.1(35.5) 57.1 (43.1) 52.7 (42.0) 62.4(48.9) 
Waiapu-Gisborne 52.5 (40.8) 59.6 (50.1) 53.3 (43.0) 56.8(41.5) 
Hawkes Bay 45.2 (25.4) 51.7(40.2) 42.4(31.7) 55.6(41.3) 
Waipawa 46.3(31.7) 56.1 (47.7) 55.5 (43.3) 59.4(46.5) 
Masterton 48.5(35.8) 58.5(46.4) 60.6 (46.6) 52.6(42.0) 
Wairarapa 43.5(36.4) 51.2(42.9) 54.5 (42.6) 49.1 (40.9) 
Manawatu-Rangitikei 45.0(31.3) 55.6(41.8) 52.2 (39.4) 55.1 (40.9) 
Oroua 48.5(31.9) 57.9 (46.0) 50.1 (38.0) 60.4(44.5) 
Otaki 43.1 (28.4) 52.2(41.3) 49.8 (36.5) 56.1 (43.4) 
Wairau 43.2 (34.9) 46.2 (39.0) 50.0(41.3) 49.3(39.1) 
Kaiapoi 60.5(49.1) 57.4 (49.3) 55.5 (46.5) 56.4 (46.9) 
Ashburton 62.1 (48.8) 48.0(39.7) 46.1 (38.2) 48.3 (39.5) 
Oamaru 56.9(47.1) 63.0(53.4) 59.4(43.9) 54.9 (46.8) 
Chalmers 60.8 (46.0) 55.4(48.1) 57.5 (45.7) 61.6(51.1) 
Bruce 61.3(48.7) 59.9(49.1) 61.0(49.9) 55.9 (46.3) 
Mataura 60.9 (48.5) 59.4(45.9) 55.8 (43.9) 55.5 (43.6) 
Averages: 50.8(38.3) 55.3(45.1) 53.1(41.5) 56.5 (44.8) 
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1902 

Special Country 
Thames 50.0(43.2) 
Ohinemuri 47.6(34.2) 
Rangitikei-Waimarino 39.8 (26.3) 
Buller 38.8 (29.3) 
Grey 44.9 (27.7) 
Westland 27.6(19.0) 
Averages: 41.5(30.0) 

Mainly Urban 
Provincial centres: 
Napier 52.0(36.6) 
Wanganui 47.8 (34.9) 
Palmerston 42.6 (32.2) 
Nelson 31.3(24.1) 
Timaru 54.3 (45.0) 
Invercargill 59.8 (48.6) 
Averages: 48.0 (36.9) 

Suburbs: 
Waitemata 40.8(28.5) 
Grey Lynn 53.0(40.1) 
Parnell 37.3 (23.2) 
Eden 46.3 (32.1) 
Manukau 43.0(32.9) 
Hutt 51.6 (37.9) 
Wellington Suburbs 
Newtown 60.1 (44.9) 
Riccarton 42.2(31.5) 
Avon 52.5 (38.6) 
Lyttelton 52.2(41.5) 
Averages: 47.9(35.1) 

1905 1908 1911 

(NP) 

51.4(43.6) 52.7 (43.2) 56.6(45.8) 
48.6 (37.8) 61.6(48.1) 54.9(44.1) 
52.6(37.5) 42.3(28.2) 49.1 (33.2) 
47.4(37.9) 54.7 (45.6) 61.1 (48.7) 
43.9 (35.6) 43.0(33.9) 53.6(42.5) 
40.6 (32.2) 37.2(31.5) 48.8(42.1) 
47.4(37.4) 48.6(38.4) 54.0(42.7) 

39.0 (31.6) 46.2(35.7) 54.5 (43.0) 
49.2(38.8) 54.2(41.8) 58.8 (47.4) 
50.7(39.4) 46.9 (35.4) 56.6(46.7) 
43.5 (37.9) 49.6(40.0) 50.9(38.7) 
53.5(44.7) 53.5(43.5) 59.1 (48.3) 
60.1 (52.7) 56.0(43.2) 55.0(45.6) 
49.3 (40.8) 51.1 (39.9) 55.8 (45.0) 

49.1 (40.6) 56.7(43.6) 57.8 (46.2) 
see City 
see City 
54.4(42.6) 63.1 (49.6) 67.9 (53.8) 
54.2(45.1) 59.5(49.1) 58.4(44.9) 
55.5 (44.8) 59.9(46.5) 54.8(44.4) 

63.0(50.2) 57.8 (45.4) 
see City 
43.4 (35.2) 49.8 (39.2) 53.2(43.0) 
see City 
45.4(38.5) 51.0(42.0) 52.6(42.5) 
50.3(41.1) 57.6 (45.7) 57.5 (45.7) 

City 
Auckland 
Grey Lynn 
Parnell 
Wellington 
Newtown-Wellington Sth 
Christchurch 
Avon 
Dunedin 
Caversham-Dunedin Sth 
Averages: 

44.7(32.7) 49.6(39.5) 54.9(40.4) 52.3(39.5) 
63.4(49.7) 71.2(56.5) 70.7(56.0) 
44.9(36.1) 56.0(42.1) 52.9(41.6) 

49.4(35.3) 48.2(37.6) 54.4(37.0) 50.4(35.5) 
56.4(46.4) 63.5(48.8) 60.2(46.2) 

48.4(39.9) 44.5(37.7) 50.0(39.4) 53.5(44.2) 
49.3(42.2) 53.8(42.9) 56.2(48.0) 

49.4(36.8) 49.1(42.7) 56.6(43.6) 57.3(46.6) 
54.4(46.3) 49.2(43.3) 55.4(46.0) 56.0(47.7) 
49.3(36.2) 50.5(39.4) 57.3(40.1) 56.6(41.4) 

Electorates are listed from north to south. The table shows changes of name, the 
abolition of some electorates and the creation of others and the movement of electorates 
between classes in accordance with the growth of population and urban development. 
The proportions of registered electors give a more accurate indication of support for 
no-license and prohibition, since these allow for electors who abstained from voting 
altogether. But for the sake of consistency with the polling booth returns and the 
provisions of the Licensing Act, proportions of the valid votes have been used in the text. 
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Table II 
Votes for national prohibition in 1911, distributed among various categories of polling 
booths in selected rural areas: 

under 40- 45- 50- 55- 60- 65- over 
40% 44% 49% 54% 59% 64% 69% 70% 

South Auckland 
Towns (1) 
Small towns (2) 
Villages (3) 
Market gardening (6) 
Dairying (28) 
Flax milling (2) 
Grazing (5) 

Waikato 
Towns (3) 
Small towns (4) 
Villages (4) 
Mining (3) 
Dairying (45) 
Agricultural (2) 
Sheep (1) 
Backcountry (5) 

Taranaki 
Towns (2) 
Small towns (7) 
Villages (10) 
Dairying (69) 
Grazing (32) 
Backcountry (37) 

South Canterbury 
Small towns (4) 
Villages (3) 
Dairying (12) 
Grain & sheep (63) 
Backcountry (8) 

1 1 
1 1 1 
1 1 4 
4 2 1 3 2 4 4 8 

1 1 
1 2 2 

1 2 
1 3 

2 1 1 
1 1 1 

2 1 2 6 6 5 6 17 
1 1 1 

2 1 1 
1 

1 

1 1 
2 2 2 1 

1 3 2 3 1 
3 2 8 7 10 12 15 12 

2 4 5 8 5 8 
3 2 3 8 4 3 8 6 

2 2 
3 

1 1 2 5 3 
7 4 10 10 11 8 5 8 


