
The Origins of the Labour Party: 
A RECONSIDERATION* 

HISTORIANS have long recognized the significance of the New Zealand 
Labour Party's formation in July 1916. The reasons are not hard to find. 
First, the rise and fall of the Liberal Party is a major theme in New 
Zealand's history and labour's role in both processes has been widely 
recognized. Second, the creation of the welfare state in the late 1930s seemed 
to represent the consummation of our political history (an idea attractive in 
the 1950s and 1960s because both major political parties accepted the 
welfare state). One could go further. The welfare state and related policies, 
notably full-employment and the absence of poverty, seemed to define 
essential parts of our identity.1 There would have been no welfare state if 
Labour had not won the 1935 elections; consequently the formation and 
rise of that party assumed a large significance. 

Three important theses have shaped the most widely accepted explana-
tion for the emergence of the second New Zealand Labour Party in 1916. In 
1937 Jean Irvine wrote 'The Revolt of the Militant Unions', a careful study 
of the rise of the so-called 'Red' Federation of Labour (1909-12) and its 
defeat in 1912-13. She portrayed the industrial unrest of these years as a 
revolt against the arbitration system, a revolt which, in failing, persuaded 
the Red Feds to seek political power. In 1946 G. R. Crowley extended 
Irvine's argument by demonstrating that almost all the unions became 
alienated not only from the arbitration system but from the Liberal 
Government as well. He was neither the first nor the last to become pre-

* I would like to thank Miles Fairburn and James McAloon for critically reading an earlier 
version of this paper. 

1 These themes first emerged in the Liberal era and have remained a focus for scholarly in-
vestigation: W. P. Reeves, The Long White Cloud, 2nd ed., London, 1899; J . B. Condliffe, 
New Zealand in the Making: a study of economic and social development, 2nded . , London, 
1959; Leslie Lipson, The Politics of Equality: New Zealand's Adventures in Democracy, 
Chicago, 1948. Keith Sinclair, A History of New Zealand, London, 1959 and revised ed., 
London, 1980, made the quest for equality a major focus. By comparison W. B. Sutch, The 
Quest for Security in New Zealand 1840 to 1966, Wellington, 1966, portrayed our history as a 
quest for security. The other major one-volume history of New Zealand, W. H. Oliver's The 
Story of New Zealand, London, 1960, accepted 'material security' as the main object of Euro-
pean migration. 

79 



80 ERIK OLSSEN 

occupied with the Red Feds. Crowley argued that the industrial defeats of 
1912-13 persuaded (or forced) these men to turn from industrial revolt to 
political union. By his account the defeat of the 1913 waterfront strike com-
pleted the education of the Red Feds; after that it was simply a matter of 
time before labour's warring factions united in search of political power. 
He took for granted labour's alienation from the Liberal Party.2 In 1953, in 
a thesis which has proved more influential than most books, Richard Shan-
non traced the Liberal Government's unsuccessful efforts to retain labour's 
loyalty.3 

Most subsequent accounts of Labour's rise have followed Irvine, 
Crowley and Shannon in making three assumptions: first, the central 
significance of the ideological debate between the Red Feds and their 
opponents — usually described as 'moderates'; second, the importance of 
the Liberal Government's increasing conservatism in alienating labour; and 
third, the role of an increasingly conservative Arbitration Court in driving 
the unions to revolt not only against arbitration but against the Liberals. In 
The Rise of New Zealand Labour, Bruce Brown followed Crowley, stress-
ing the conflict between 'moderate' and 'militant', especially over the ques-
tion of arbitration, and argued that the 'ultimate resolution of this conflict 
after the 1913 strike not only set the temper and pattern of the New Zealand 
Lab,our Party, but also made its formation possible'.4 The party's forma-
tion thus had come to be defined as the natural, if not inevitable, result of 
factional peace (alienation from the Liberals providing the assumed 
background). P. J. O'Farrell and Len Richardson, both of whom wrote 
theses about the rise of Labour on the West Coast, revealed the complex-
ities of the process but confirmed the prevailing interpretation. Later, in an 
influential article, O'Farrell modified Crowley's conclusion that the defeat 
of the 1913 strike converted the leading Red Feds to the need for political 
action, by arguing that 'militants' were not converted to unity by the 
defeats of 1912-13 but by their conviction, born of the wartime crisis, that 
capitalism would soon collapse. He assumed, one should note, that H. E. 

2 F. M. Jean Irvine, 'The Revolt of the Militant Unions: a survey of the Trade Union Revolt 
against the Arbitration System in New Zealand, between 1906 and 1913, with particular 
reference to the role played by the Federation of Labour' , M.A. thesis, University of New 
Zealand [Auckland], 1937; G. R.Crowley, 'The New Zealand Labour Movement, 1894-1913', 
M.A. thesis, University of Otago, 1946, and his compressed summary, 'An Outline History of 
the New Zealand Labour Movement 1894-1913', Historical Studies: Australia and New 
Zealand (HSANZ), IV, 16(1951), pp. 367-72. G. D. H. Cole, 'New Zealand', in A History of 
Socialist Thought, III, Pt. 2, The Second International, 1889-1914, London, 1956, pp. 
885-908, borrowed heavily from Crowley's thesis. 

3 'The Decline and Fall of the Liberal Government; a study of an aspect of New Zealand 
political development', M.A. thesis, University of Auckland, 1953. Although he disagreed with 
Shannon on some issues and adopted a different focus, R. K. Newman came to broadly the 
same conclusion: 'Liberal Policy and the Left Wing, 1908-1911; a study of Middle-Class 
Radicalism in New Zealand', M.A. thesis, University of Auckland, 1965. 

4 The Rise of New Zealand Labour: A History of the New Zealand Labour Party from 1916 
to 1940, Wellington, 1962, p. 9. 
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Holland, later leader of the Parliamentary Labour Party, typified all 
militants.5 Historians were not unanimous on all matters. Some stressed the 
importance of the 'craft' unionists and their Trades and Labour Councils. 
Others argued that 'militants' and members of the Socialist Party had 
played important roles.6 

O'Farrell's article on 'The Formation of the New Zealand Labour Party' 
shifted attention from the turbulent events of 1908-13 to the war years. In 
an important thesis B. S. Gustafson came to the same conclusion (and 
stressed the role of middle-class and mainly Christian activists). In 
Labour's Path to Political Independence, a revised version of his thesis, 
Gustafson argued that 'the Labour Party evolved in response to the 
transformation of the Liberal Party and Government after 1900 into a con-
servative, status-quo party unwilling to satisfy the radical demands and 
aspirations of urban and rural wage-workers'. He no longer highlighted the 
role of middle-class Christians but still argued that the war years had been 
vital. Not only did the Liberals enter a coalition National Government with 
the Reform Government, leaving the six Labour members as the only 
opposition, but the war generated issues that Labour's leaders could effec-
tively use and issues which enabled most of the factions to unite. Labour 
won three by-elections in 1918 and polled 33.1 ®/o of the vote in the 54 seats it 
contested in the 1919 elections. Gustafson proved that the war period was 
undoubtedly vital in forging unity between the various factions and in 
mobilizing urban workers behind the idea of an independent Labour Party 
committed to socialism. Others have refined Gustafson's account of the 
motives of the various factions, but have not questioned the explanatory 
paradigm devised by Crowley and Shannon.7 

The existing historiography treats the formation of the Labour Party as 
a result of political processes and fails to relate it to broader social changes. 
It fails particularly to relate Labour's rise to changes within the working-
class, perhaps because many of this country's labour historians have been 
wary of using the vocabulary of class. It is hard to understand, however, 
why the preoccupation with ideology and politics has prevented any of the 
historians who have tackled this question from looking at the minute books 

5 P. J. O'Farrell, 'The Workers in Grey District Politics, 1865-1913: A Study in New 
Zealand Liberalism and Socialism', M.A. thesis, University of Canterbury, 1955; L. E. 
Richardson, 'The Workers and Grey Valley Politics During Wartime, 1914-1918', M.A. thesis, 
University of Canterbury, 1968. For O'Farrell's later view see 'The Formation of the New 
Zealand Labour Party', HSANZ, X, 38 (1962), pp. 190-202; Harry Holland: Militant 
Socialist, Canberra, 1965, ch. iv. 

6 See Stephen Mills, 'The Trades and Labour Councils (1891-1911): The Myth of Moder-
ation', research essay, Massey University, 1977; H. O. Roth, 'The New Zealand Socialist Party', 
Political Science, IX, 1 (1957), pp. 51-60. 

7 B. S. Gustafson, 'The Advent of the New Zealand Labour Party 1900-1919', M.A. thesis. 
University of Auckland, 1961; Labour's Path to Political Independence: The Origins and 
Establishment of the New Zealand Labour Party 1900-19, Auckland, 1980, pp. 5, 147-8. See 
also Jack Vowles, 'Ideology and the Formation of the New Zealand Labour Party', New 
Zealand Journal of History (NZJH), XVI, 1 (1982), pp. 39-55. 



82 ERIK OLSSEN 

of a solitary trade union. Even more surprisingly, following Crowley and 
Shannon, all historians have assumed that the formation of the Labour 
Party in 1916 ended a uniform national development which could be 
illustrated as easily by incidents in Dunedin or Auckland. Gustafson noted 
some marked regional variations in support for Labour candidates in 1919 
but did not try to explain them.8 Keith Sinclair deftly articulated the con-
sensus in his classic A History of New Zealand, but recognized the need to 
probe beyond the jousting factions and the tensions within the Liberal 
Party's electoral coalition. 'The number of industrial employees rose by 
two-thirds, while the arbitration system, which offered its benefits only to 
registered unions, encouraged the multiplication of trade unions. . . . The 
workers once again began to feel their strength and some of them to 
overestimate it'.' In some respects the last comment goes to the heart of the 
matter, but more still needs to be said. 

The 'workers' were central to the complicated process which started with 
the Liberal-Labour governments of the 1890s and culminated in the success 
of the second New Zealand Labour Party in establishing a secure electoral 
base between 1918 and 1922. Yet by 1911, in Dunedin, Christchurch, and 
Wellington, this electoral base had been established and in Auckland the 
process was well advanced. Thus the conventional explanation is deeply 
flawed. The ideological debates that raged between 1910 and 1913, and 
even the industrial defeats of 1912-13, had little significance in explaining 
the creation of an electoral base for a socialist and independent Labour 
Party. Nor, I suggest, did the activities of the Liberal Government and the 
Arbitration Court. It is indisputable, of course, that workers became 
stridently critical of both the government and the court, but while the inten-
sity and extent of the criticism usefully measures the degree of alienation it 
distracts from a proper explanation. The 'revolt against arbitration', the 
defection from the Liberals, and the upsurge of militancy are not simply (or 
mainly) to be explained in terms of ideology or politics; rather they were all 
symptoms of deeper social processes. The decisive one was unionization. 
By 1913 New Zealand was the third most unionized society in the world. 
Only Australia and Great Britain had more trade union members as a pro-
portion of the labour force, the respective percentages being 25%, 22%, 
and 15% for New Zealand.10 

Union growth alone does not explain the formation of a Labour Party, 
but without that growth the party's formation would be inconceivable. In a 

8 Gustafson, Labour's Path, p. 148. 
9 Sinclair, History, pp. 200-1. 

10 John D. Stephens, The Transition from Capitalism to Socialism, London, 1979, pp. 
115-16, provides comparative statistics. Miles Fairburn, 'Why Did the New Zealand Labour 
Party Fail to Win Office until 1935?', Political Science, XXXVII, 2 (1985), pp. 108-10, has 
pointed to the relative weakness of unionism in New Zealand compared with Britain or 
Australia in the inter-war period when, according to Stephens, New Zealand had slipped. Fair-
burn and I are looking at different stages of the same process and, to some extent, are reaching 
similar conclusions. 
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seminal article Frank Parkin argued 'that electoral support for Socialism 
will occur predominantly where individuals are involved in normative sub-
systems which serve as "barriers" to the dominant values of the society'. 
He isolated two decisive sub-systems, the working-class communities 
(about which almost nothing is known in New Zealand for this period ex-
cept that, if any existed in the main towns, they had existed since the 1880s), 
and 'the value system created by . . . workers in response to the organiz-
ation of production and their collective experiences at the workplace'." 
Evidence from other societies suggests that support for left-wing parties 
among manual workers increases with the size of the workplace in which 
they are employed. Male workers in the handicraft sector, for instance, 
where men worked in small shops alongside their employers and enjoyed 
good prospects of becoming self-employed, were probably more likely to 
stay committed to the Liberals or even to vote for Reform.12 Male workers 
involved in both sub-systems — working-class community and union — 
were more likely to vote Labour. Miners, for instance, in New Zealand and 
in almost all other societies, have been exposed to community and in-
dustrial sub-cultures which have provided maximum structural support for 
industrial militancy and left-voting.13 It is not surprising, then, that the first 
independent labour party, the Labour League, enjoyed considerable sup-
port in mining towns on the West Coast in the 1905 and 1908 elections.14 

Less easily anticipated, however, is the success of candidates standing for 
the League or its successor, the first New Zealand Labour Party, in the 
working-class areas of the main towns in the 1908 and 1911 elections.15 

Although little is known about the value systems within these urban areas 

11 'Working-class Conservatives: a theory of political deviance', British Journal of 
Sociology, XVIII, 3 (1967), p. 282. Thus manual workers likely to vote conservative were those 
not living in working-class communities or not belonging to unions (which in New Zealand in-
cluded a high proportion of workers in smaller towns), the old and women. It should be noted, 
however, that Miles Fairburn's work on Wellington and preliminary analysis of Caversham, a 
suburb in Dunedin, suggests that there were few, if any, communities of manual workers in this 
period. For evidence that only in towns larger than 8000 do manual workers vote Labour, see 
John R. Barnett, 'The Evolution of the Urban Political Structure of the North Island, 
1945-1966', M.A. thesis, University of Otago. 1968. 

12 For a review see S. M. Lipset, Political Man: The Social Bases of Politics, New York, 
1963, pp. 249-52. For evidence that small-town manual workers voted for Reform in 1911 see 
John McLeod, 'Palmerston Politics: a Study of a Single Electorate', research essay, Massey 
University, 1977. On the general importance of large work-sites, large cities, and mature 
working-class communities see Charles Tilly and Edward Shorter, Strikes in France, 
1830-1968, Cambridge, 1974. 

13 Lipset, Political Man, pp. 192, 224, 242, 245-6. 
14 O'Farrell, 'Workers in Grey District Polities', pp. 106-7. Labour candidates continued to 

poll a higher proportion of the vote in the two West Coast seats, with their high concentration 
of coal miners, than they did in urban regions: see Gustafson, Labour's Path, p. 147. 

15 ibid., pp. 19, 38-46. I think Gustafson has underestimated the importance of the first 
Labour Party in creating a platform, organization, and in mobilizing support. For a brief 
account see Erik Olssen and Len Richardson, 'New Zealand 1880-1920', in Eric Fry, ed., Com-
mon Cause: Essavs in Australian and New Zealand Labour History, Wellington and Sydney, 
1986, pp. 9-11. ' 
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— except that most of the evidence suggests that working-class political 
traditions differed considerably even among the four main towns — it is 
known that unions grew most spectacularly in urban New Zealand between 
1905 and 1915. Unlike Australia, however, rural unionism was weak in 
New Zealand. The reasons for this need not detain us, although the conse-
quences bedevilled the second Labour Party until 1935." 

Careful analysis of the statistics on union membership helps to identify 
the broad trends. In 1895, after the rout of the 1890 maritime strike and 
before the Arbitration Court first met to hear a dispute, there were at most 
8000 union members. In 1900 there were almost 18,000 union members and 
175 unions registered under the Arbitration Act, with an average member-
ship of just under 103 each. By 1913 some 372 unions with 71,587 members, 
the average size being 192, were registered under the Arbitration Act. This 
figure understates the growth, however, for in that year approximately 
15,000 unionists were registered under the Trade Union Act, which allowed 
unions to strike.17 The industrial defeat of 1913 may have caused union 
membership to slip, although the war probably had a greater impact. By 
1920 there were 406 unions with 96,350 members (the average size now 
being 237). Most of the growth, therefore, occurred between 1905 and 1911 
when the unskilled, especially in the cities, began pouring into unions for 
the first time since 1889-90. This broad national trend developed particular 
momentum in Auckland and Wellington. Auckland, with some 1500 union 
members, was the least unionized of the four main towns in 1901, but by 
1910 there were almost 11,000 members in the city and almost 5000 more in 
the provincial towns. By 1915 union membership in the city had risen to 
13,522. In Wellington, which included Petone and Lower Hutt, the growth 
continued longer, rising from 3080 union members in 1901, to almost 
11,500 by 1910, and 16,555 by 1914. Indeed, by 1914, Wellington boasted 
almost as many union members as Christchurch and Dunedin combined. 
Growth occurred more slowly in the southern cities. Dunedin, the most 

16 The high level of organization among Australian rural workers, especially in the politically 
weighty state of New South Wales, helps explain the comparatively rapid success of Australian 
labour parties: see Bede Nairn, Civilizing Capitalism: The Labor Movement in New South 
Wales, 1870-1900, Canberra, 1973; Ian Turner, Industrial Labour and Politics, Canberra, 
1961; D. J. Murphy, ed., Labor in Politics: The State Labor Parties in Australia, 1880-1920, 
St. Lucia, Queensland, 1975. In New Zealand shearers organized but the Arbitration Court 
refused to recognize any union for farm workers: see B. J. G. Thompson, 'The Canterbury 
Farm Labourers' Dispute, 1907-8: a study of the first attempt by a union of farm labourers to 
come under the New Zealand arbitration system', M.A. thesis, University of Canterbury, 1967. 
According to James Holt, Compulsory Arbitration in New Zealand: The First Forty Years, 
Auckland, 1987, pp. 87-88, this decision saved the entire system from abolition. In 1916 the 
court again destroyed an attempt to organize farm workers within the arbitration system: D. T. 
McNaughton, 'The New Zealand Shearers' Union and the Crisis in the Shearing Industry, 
1910-16', Auckland University Historical Society Annual, Auckland, 1971. 

17 Registrations under this Act can be found in the files of the Registrar of Trade Unions, 
Wellington. For a complete listing see Erik Olssen, The Red Feds: Revolutionary Industrial 
Unionism and the 'Red' Federation of Labour in New Zealand, 1908-15, Oxford University 
Press, forthcoming, Appendix A. 
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unionized city in 1901 with almost 4000 union members, had only 7900 in 
1915." 

Two further points need to be made. First, the per capita density of 
unionists varied considerably. In 1901 union members constituted only 
2.2% of Auckland's population; by 1910 unionists constituted 10.7%. The 
comparable densities for Wellington were 6.2% in 1901 and 16.17% in 
1910; for Dunedin 8.2% and 12.25%; and for Christchurch 4.84% and 
12.35%. The second point concerns the role of the unskilled in union 
growth. In Wellington between 1900 and 1910 most of the growth occurred 
within the skilled trades and the factories whereas in Auckland the great ex-
pansion came among the unskilled. In 1910 and 1914 half of Auckland's 
union members belonged to four unskilled unions (watersiders, general 
labourers, hotel and restaurant workers, and drivers) none of which had ex-
isted in Auckland in 1901. Although fewer people were involved, a similar 
process occurred in Christchurch. In Dunedin, by comparison, the unskilled 
were relatively well unionized in 1901 and only doubled their numbers over 
the next decade. The national figures reveal the extent of the change. The 
number of unskilled unionists rose from about 6800 in 1901 to more than 
41,000 in 1911." Although it would be difficult to prove, the evidence sug-
gests that not only did membership increase but so did participation. 

The rapid unionization of the unskilled taught them that they had more 
power than they had previously suspected and led many to exaggerate their 
power. Radical ideologies and aggressive strategies appealed to the unskilled 
in this period, and their unionization, especially in the north, provided a 
basis for the aggressive strategies of the Red Federation. This process, flam-
boyantly articulated by Red Fed leaders, helped to destroy the Liberals as a 
labour party. In the southern towns, however, where the unskilled were 
more highly unionized in 1901, the surge in confidence and power created a 
powerful impetus towards the creation of the first New Zealand Labour 
Party.20 

The factional fighting which so often dominates accounts of Labour's 
rise, while not confined to Auckland, was more intense there than in the 
southern cities (in part because 'moderates' supported prohibition whereas 
Red Feds hated 'wowsers'). In Dunedin, and to a lesser degree in 
Christchurch and Wellington, the Red Feds had much less support; the 
skilled remained much more dominant within the local labour movements; 

18 Figures in (he previous paragraph have been taken from 'Return of all Unions', Appen-
dices to the Journals of the House of Representatives (AJHR), 1901, H-11A; 1906, H-11A; 
1912, H-11A; 1915, H-11A; 1921-2, H - l l . 
19 New Zealand Census of Population, 1901, 1911, 1916, 1921. 
20 There are three excellent theses about Christchurch: E. W. Plumridge, 'Labour in 

Christchurch: Community and Consciousness, 1914-1919', M.A. thesis, University of Canter-
bury, 1979; Melanie Nolan, 'Jack McCullough: Workers' Representative on the Arbitration 
Court', M.A. thesis, University of Canterbury, 1985; and James McAloon, 'Working Class 
Politics in Christchurch, 1905-1914', M.A. thesis, University of Canterbury, 1986. For 
Dunedin, see Erik Olssen, A History of Otago, Dunedin, 1984, ch. viii. 
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and the growing ranks of the unions became more committed to indepen-
dent and socialist political action. The reasons varied. Some unionists 
wanted to retain their political power; others became more assertive in 
politics for fear that the Red Feds would capture their unions; but most 
unionized workers were acquiring a stronger sense of collective identity and 
purpose.2' 

The relative strength of the unions in 1901 and 1911 is reflected in the 
performance of labour and socialist candidates in the 1911 general elec-
tions. It has long been recognized that labour-socialist candidates did better 
in 1911 than they had previously, but in Wellington, Christchurch, and 
Dunedin candidates for the first New Zealand Labour Party established a 
secure electoral base which the second Labour Party inherited.22 The in-
crease in the labour vote in the cities between 1908 and 1911 far exceeded 
the increase between 1911 and 1919. Indeed Labour had established its elec-
toral base in the three southern cities and some secondary towns by 1911, 
although historians have concentrated their attention on the following 
decade. The two-ballot system complicates the analysis. But taking the 
Labour Party vote in the four cities on the first ballot, where that ballot 
proved decisive, and on the second ballot in the eight electorates where a 
run-off was required, in Dunedin Labour won over 33% of the vote, in 
Christchurch slightly more than 20%, and in Wellington 26%.23 If the vote 
for James McCombs, who contested Avon as an independent Labour 
candidate because the party would not support prohibition, is added to the 
Christchurch total, Labour took 33% of the Christchurch vote. Labour 
candidates did worst in Auckland, winning only 14.6% of the vote, 
although an independent Labour candidate won Grey Lynn and the 
Socialist Party's candidate for Auckland Central, M. J. Savage, also polled 
well.24 

The Labour Party won only one seat in the cities although, as Gustafson 
has shown, had the Socialist Party not fought Labour two Christchurch 
seats might have been won.25 However, the result was more impressive than 
it seems. Not only did Labour Party candidates (and McCombs) discover 

21 These ideas are developed more fully in 'Some Reflections about the Origins of the "Red" 
Federation of Labour, 1909-13', in Common Cause, pp. 27-41; and Red Feds, Part II and ch. 
ix. 

22 Gustafson, Labour's Path, ch. iii, accurately records the achievement but describes the 
labour-socialist performance as 'The Thin End of the Wedge', the orthodox interpretation, and 
argues that the achievement was a result of the second ballot system. I am sceptical about the 
latter claim, although it is difficult to prove or disprove. 
23 See 'Results of First Ballot' and 'Return of Polling Places', AJHR, 1912, H-12A. 
24 These are averages and, like all averages, disguise important variations between electorates 

in particular cities. Eight years later the second New Zealand Labour Party improved on the 
1911 result but the same regional variations survived. In 1919 Labour won 35.8% of the vote in 
the six Wellington seats; 44.2% in the six Christchurch seats; 44.6% in the four Dunedin seats; 
and 31.3% in the eight Auckland seats: Gustafson, Labour's Path, p. 147. 
25 William Veitch also won Wanganui, although after the election he claimed that he had not 

signed the pledge to abide by decisions of caucus. For Christchurch see Gustafson, Labour's 
Path, p. 40; McAloon, pp. 198-201. 
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widespread support among working-class voters, but in Dunedin and 
Christchurch they had to fight strong Liberal incumbents. Liberalism had a 
different face in the two cities. In Dunedin, with the exception of T. K. 
Sidey in Dunedin South, the Liberal incumbents were ex-union leaders, J. A. 
Millar and James Arnold, who still commanded considerable support 
among workers generally and in the unions they once had led, the Seamen 
and Bootmakers.26 In the six Christchurch seats (including Lyttelton) all the 
incumbents were 'left-wing' Liberals and two of them, T. H. Davey and 
Harry Ell, had been unionists. All of them commanded considerable 
working-class support for their distinctive non-conformist radicalism, a 
radicalism which made some of them formidable critics of the government 
they ostensibly supported.27 Although proof is impossible, it seems likely 
that many union members followed their leaders into Labour's camp while 
the Liberals retained the support of many Catholics and the non-unionized 
working-class, notably women workers, and men in the small-scale 
workshops of the handicraft sector. Over a wide range of issues 'left' 
Liberals and Labour candidates agreed, but the Labour Party required that 
all candidates sign a pledge to abide by decisions of caucus and demanded 
repeal of compulsory military training. The 'left' Liberals of Christchurch 
broke with Labour on these two issues but retained all seats. With the ex-
ception of the Lyttelton seat, which James McCombs won for the Social 
Democratic Party in a by-election during the 1913 waterfront strike, the 
'left' Liberals retained all the Christchurch seats until 1919.28 But the basis 
for the Labour vote had been created in 1911. In Dunedin Labour had done, 
the same and was the most popular party. 

The Socialist Party nominated candidates in the southern cities in 1911 
but they did not do well. In Auckland, by comparison, the situation was 
confused and the Labour Party was much weaker. By the end of 1911 most 
of Auckland's recently unionized unskilled workers had affiliated with the 
Red Federation of Labour, the large Auckland division of the 
Amalgamated Society of Carpenters and Joiners had resolved to affiliate 
but had been prevented by its national executive, and the General 
Labourers' Union had left the arbitration system. Not only was the Red 
Federation stronger in Auckland than in any other New Zealand city, but 
the anti-political ideas of the anarcho-syndicalists enjoyed considerable 
support. As a result the factional conflict was bitterly conducted and the 
Socialist Party's Social Democrat and the right-wing Voice of Labour 

26 Olssen, Otago, pp. 118-19. 
27 See W. H. Scotter, A History of Canterbury, III, 1876-1950, Christchurch, 1965, ch. ix; 

R. M. Burdon, Scholar Errant: A Biography of Professor A. W. Bickerton, Christchurch, 
1956, ch. vi; Newman, pp. 317-20; McAloon, chs. iv-v. 
28 For McCombs in 1913 see Gustafson, Labour's Path, pp. 79-80. Fairburn, 'Why Did the 

New Zealand Labour Party Fail?', has pointed to various factors which weakened Labour's 
ability to win manual workers (including the uneven spread of unionization). I suspect that 
factors peculiar to each city also played an important part but it seems that the old, women, 
non-unionized workers (whether in the handicraft sector or white-collar occupations), and 
Catholics were least responsive to labour-socialist appeals. 
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sought firm ideological ground for their animosities." Indeed after the 
Socialist Party nominated its secretary, M. J. Savage, and he began cam-
paigning for the socialist revolution, many in the branch and within the Red 
Fed unions began to have grave doubts about the wisdom of contesting 
seats at all. The appeal of revolutionary socialism in Auckland reflected 
and shaped the militancy of the city's unskilled, most of them concentrated 
in the inner city. In 1912-13 the anti-political Industrial Workers of the 
World grew here and discontent with the Red Federation became 
widespread. In some respects the extreme socialist ideology of the Social 
Democratic Party, formed in 1913, was designed to appeal to the northern 
revolutionaries. As they came to accept the need for a revolutionary 
political party they strengthened its ideological commitment and completed 
the unification of New Zealand's unionized working-class behind one 
political strategy and programme. This process occurred mainly between 
1913 and 1916.30 

The social roots of extremism in Auckland are too complex to be 
discussed here, except to note that they were strongest in the inner city and 
weakest in the suburbs. Compared to Christchurch and Dunedin, 
Auckland had a demographic surplus of men, a higher proportion of im-
migrants and single young men, a lower proportion of home-owners, and a 
vital inner-city sub-culture.31 Although too little is known of Wellington's 
working-class, it seems possible that in the inner city a similar process 
occurred somewhat later. In 1908-13 only the Wellington watersiders joined 
the Red Federation, although the Wellington branch of the Federated 
Seamen's Union, the largest branch in the country by 1911, followed suit in 
1913-14. In the next five years, however, many unskilled unions in Well-
ington adopted the ideologies and tactics of industrial warfare. In the South 
Island cities, by contrast, the unskilled remained less significant, proved 
sceptical (if not scared) of direct action, and followed the skilled workers 
and journeymen in pursuit of suburban ideals and industrial protection. In 
both southern cities most of the watersiders and the seamen were 
geographically isolated in Lyttelton and Port Chalmers. Although unskilled 
unions — the drivers in Christchurch and the labourers in Dunedin — were 
important in making labour an independent political force, the skilled in-
dustrial workers of the two cities had independently come to accept the 
same strategy. In both cities, unlike Auckland and Wellington, the skilled 
workers had enjoyed considerable political power since 1890. In 1908-10 

29 Olssen, Red Feds, chs. ix-x. 
30 The vote for SDP candidates in Auckland in 1914 was much the same as the Labour-

Socialist vote of 1911, indicating that many unionized workers remained apathetic to politics. 
There is no good analysis of the city's labour movement during the war years but see B. S. 
Gustafson, From the Cradle to the Grave: A Biography of Michael Joseph Savage, Auckland, 
1986, ch. vi. The continuing indifference of ideological extremists to Labour worried the 
party's leaders throughout the 1920s: E. J. B. Allen, Labour and Politics, Wellington, n.d. 
[1920], 
31 Olssen, 'Reflections', p. 35. 
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they became disillusioned with the government of Sir Joseph Ward. Had it 
not been for the rapid rise of the Red Federation and the growth of class 
consciousness among unionized workers, however, this disillusionment 
might not have led to schism.32 

Although the process of class formation gathered momentum between 
1908 and 1913 that process seems to have differed between the industrial 
cities of the South Island and the fast-growing cities of the North Island. 
Moreover, the strength of unionism in the four cities in 1901, the rate of 
growth in the next decade, and the political influence obtained in the 1890s 
also seem to have been decisive in shaping the form of the mobilization bet-
ween 1908 and 1913 and the character of each city's working-class. By 1913 
(ignoring secondary towns such as Invercargill and Wanganui), there were 
four urban working-classes in New Zealand. Their unification in support of 
one political party and strategy was not inevitable. It could be argued that 
unification was only ever achieved politically. The formation of the second 
New Zealand Labour Party in 1916, and the consolidation of its authority 
in the next seven years, were decisive in creating a working-class in New 
Zealand. Gustafson is undoubtedly correct in seeing the war years as central 
to this process, but given how far that process had proceeded by 1911 it is 
necessary to probe further into what went on within the fast-growing union 
movement between 1901 and 1911.33 

Although unionization was decisive in creating a social base for an in-
dependent labour party there was nothing automatic in the process. The 
first New Zealand Labour Party, which contested 19 seats in the 1911 elec-
tions, and to a lesser extent the Political Labour League, successfully won 
the adherence of a large proportion of their potential supporters. The first 
Labour Party, however, was created by unions, led by union leaders (17 of 
the 19 candidates were union leaders), and at this stage allowed only 
unionists to belong.34 Its platform called for 'the gradual Public Ownership 
of all the Means of Production, Distribution, and Exchange', the im-
mediate nationalization of all monopolies, enactment of a 'right to work' 
law and a 'living wage', reform of the arbitration system, abolition of con-
scription, and various items from the agenda of the 'left' Liberals. These 
were, according to all historians, 'moderates'. It should be said, however, 
that New Zealand's 'moderate' Labour Party stood well to the left of any 
other labour party in the English-speaking world. With the high proportion 

32 Shannon, 'The Decline and Fall of the Liberal Government', chs. ii-iv, remains the best 
treatment. 

33 Giovanni Sartori, 'From the Politics of Sociology to Political Sociology', in Seymour 
Martin Lipset, ed., Politics and the Social Sciences, New York, 1969; Walter Korpi and 
Michael Sharlev, 'Strikes, Industrial Relations, and Class Conflict in Capitalist Societies', 
British Journal of Sociology, XXX, 2 (1979), pp. 164-87. 

34 After much debate, the party's 1910 conference adopted a clause allowing sitting members 
of the House to become party candidates without facing a selection ballot. This change was 
master-minded by J. A. McCullough, who hoped that T. E. Taylor would throw in his lot with 
the Labour Party, and led to some resignations. However, Taylor died early in 1911. 
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of unionization, it is not surprising that unionists in New Zealand thought 
in terms of winning political power; indeed it would have been surprising 
had they not. They believed that they had once enjoyed such power and, 
through the Liberals, had made New Zealand the world's 'social 
laboratory'. Although some unionists in 1911 still believed in the Lib-Lab 
strategy, most no longer did so (the Red Feds did much to discredit com-
pletely the Lib-Lab tradition). Also, for what it was worth, the Australians 
had a powerful Labor Party and, in 1909, a Labor Government. In Britain 
a similar process was under way. New Zealand workers and their leaders 
undoubtedly responded to political developments abroad but other social 
processes were more important.35 

Changes in the world of work contributed to the unionization of key 
sectors of the economy and helped to make unionization politically signifi-
cant in this period.36 All historians who have tried to explain industrial 
unrest or the formation of an independent labour party have agreed as to 
the central significance of 'the revolt against arbitration'. Usually the revolt 
has been defined in terms of the Red Federation of Labour's strategy of 
seceding from the arbitration system and the denunciation of the court as 
'labour's leg-iron'. At one level this is an accurate enough interpretation, 
but there are some important complexities. First, not all Red Fed affiliates 
seceded and the leaders invariably opposed any amendment to the constitu-
tion which would make secession a precondition for affiliation.37 Also the 
court's policies were not as hostile as unionists believed. The attack on the 
court was a symptom of labour's mobilization, but the court's policies (or 
lack of them) did not cause the mobilization. At another level, however, the 
attack on arbitration was symbolic, and the language of denunciation and 
repudiation does not reveal the main issues involved.38 There were two, 
wages and control of work, and both involved power. The language used in 
this period — rhetoric which historians treat as ideology or simply ignore — 

35 The Australian Labor Government only confirmed the Red Feds in their cynicism about 
reformist labour parties. Many of the Australians active in the Red Federation believed that the 
weakness of a reformist labour party and the bankruptcy of the Liberals made revolution more 
likely in New Zealand; see Harry Scott Bennett, 'A Maoriland Tour', International Socialist 
Review, 19 March 1910, pp. 5-6; 26 March 1910, pp. 13-14. 

36 It is beyond the scope of this paper to investigate the reasons for the rapid unionization of 
certain sectors df the New Zealand work-force, but I suspect that historians have exaggerated 
the role of arbitration. For a comparative analysis, see Stephens, Transition, pp. 40-46,53-55, 
109-17. 
37 Olssen, Red Feds, Appendices A and B, provides full lists of affiliates and whether or not 

they deregistered. For the refusal of leading Red Feds to make deregistration a requirement of 
affiliation see New Zealand Federation of Labour, Report of Proceedings of Fourth Con-
ference Held in . . . Wellington, Wellington, 1912, pp. 29-33. 

38 The tendency of labour historians to take the rhetoric at face value has, among other 
things, resulted in a complete misinterpretation of the 1908 Arbitration Amendment Act; see 
Noel S. Woods, 'Industrial Relations Legislation in the Private Sector', in John M. Howells, 
Noel S. Woods, and F. L. J. Young, eds.. Labour and Industrial Relations in New Zealand, 
Carlton, Victoria, 1974; and Holt, pp. 84-87. 
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directly addressed the question of power. Socialism, like industrial 
unionism, offered the workers power. 

Contemporary unionists often complained about wages, and historians 
have often assumed that this was an important issue. Unionists increasingly 
held that real wages were falling and blamed the court. As James Holt's 
analysis of the Arbitration Court's policies shows, however, this indictment 
does less than justice to the court's wage policy. That policy was certainly 
erratic, the employers became increasingly effective in resisting rises, and 
some unions could legitimately complain that their real wages had fallen.39 

Similarly, John A. Millar's attempt to reform the arbitration system in 1908 
has been widely heralded as a fiasco, which fed the fires of unrest. Again 
Holt shows that while the 1908 Arbitration Amendment Act did nothing to 
appease union critics or slow the mounting tide of denunciation, it 
nonetheless constituted a successful and enduring reform. Not only were 
many of the accusations against the court unfounded, but an analysis of the 
Red Feds demonstrates that the wave of industrial unrest in these years can-
not be explained simply as a revolt against arbitration. Unrest spread 
around the world, regardless of whether arbitration systems existed.40 The 
court undoubtedly became a symbol of class oppression, but the real issue 
was less wages than justice and power. Unionized workers came to believe 
that they deserved a wage that would enable them to live in decency, dignity, 
and comfort. The Arbitration Court had no legal authority for considering 
these criteria but, in response to unrest, moved to accept the idea of a 'liv-
ing' or 'minimum' wage. Unionization fed on success. 

Power also became important because of changes in the world of work. 
Much more detailed study will need to be done, but there seem to have been 
two profound transformations occurring on work-sites around the country. 
One involved the definition of work; the other, who would control work. 
The struggle over these issues — a struggle only to be resolved by power — 
provided part of the symbolic content of the debate over arbitration and did 
much to unify the working-class within each city and to create the possibili-
ty of national unity. On the work-site, as in politics, the most important 
developments had occurred by 1911.41 

Between 1900 and 1911 the workers' definition of work began to change. 
In the 1890s, as Holt noted, a 'remarkable consensus' existed and 
employers generally agreed with their employees about conditions and 

39 Holt, pp. 99-106. The best discussion of the complex issue of real wages in this period is to 
be found in Margaret Gait, 'Consumer Prices 1870-1919', WW Discussion Paper No. 12, 
1982; 'Wage Rates 1873-1911', VUW Discussion Paper No. 11, 1982; 'Wealth and Income in 
New Zealand 1870 to 1939', Ph.D. thesis, Victoria University, 1985, chs. xv-xvi. 
40 Holt, pp. 96-107, chs. iii-iv; Olssen, 'Reflections', pp. 27-41; Red Feds, Part II. For the 

international unrest, widely recognized by contemporaries, see Larry Petersen, 'The One Big 
Union in International Perspective: Revolutionary Industrial Unionism', Labor/Le 
Travailleur, No. 7 (1981), pp. 41-66. 
41 Harry Braverman's classic, Labor and Monopoly Capitalism: The Degradation of Work 

in the Twentieth Century. New York and London, 1974, has shaped the following argument. 
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wages. They also agreed about the meaning of the word 'work'.42 Its mean-
ing had been shaped by the custom in the handicraft trades of paying 
workers for what they produced. Trades undergoing transformation from 
handicraft to factory methods of production often developed elaborate logs 
of piece rates, which measured the value of each task in monetary terms.43 

In most occupations, however, workers received no payment for time spent 
travelling to and from work, preparing for work, or cleaning-up after 
work. Engine-drivers, for instance, had to get up steam before work 
started, and this could take a couple of hours.44 Drivers were not paid for 
feeding and grooming their horses.45 In the building trades, where men had 
long been paid by time rather than tasks, the idea of payment for travelling 
to and from work first emerged, and the idea spread.46 

It is not clear why the idea of payment for time rather than tasks proved 
popular with workers. The emergence of management and a new belief that 
time was money may have been influential. The tendency to shorter hours, 
which reduced the average working-week from 54 to 48 hours in this 
decade, may also have sharpened the sensitivities of workers (and 
strengthened their conviction that real wages were falling). Others objected 
because piece-rates encouraged 'sweating' and forced workers to compete 
against each other.47 Nor is it clear why the issue emerged around 1905. 
Miners began to demand a 'bank-to-bank' clause — to be paid for the time 
it took to travel from the mine entrance to the coal or gold face (in larger 
mines at least 30 minutes each day). The Arbitration Court rejected the 
demand but the miners' unions, a powerful phalanx within the Liberal Party, 
put pressure on the government which in turn put pressure on the court. In 
1907 gold miners obtained the 'bank-to-bank' clause and in 1908 it was ex-
tended to coal miners.48 Engine-drivers and ordinary drivers increasingly 
complained of the way in which their hours were inflated by preparatory 

42 Holt, 'Compulsory Arbitration in New Zealand, 1894-1901: The Evolution of an 
Industrial Relations System', NZJH, XIV, 2 (1980), pp. 184-5. For a perceptive contemporary 
analysis see Victor S. Clark. The Labour Movement in Australasia: A Study in Social 
Democracy, London, 1907. 
43 For further discussion see T. R. Tholfsen, Working Class Radicalism in Mid-Victorian 

Britain, London, 1976. 
44 Department of Labour, Awards, Recommendations, Agreements &c. Made Under the 

Conciliation and Arbitration Act, I-XX (1896-1920), provide the fullest source on changes 
although they often need to be supplemented by newspaper reports of the proceedings. See 
Awards, IX (1908), pp. 331-2 where Auckland engine-drivers were awarded a 48-hour week 
'exclusive of the time . . . of getting up steam'. 
45 Awards, IX (1908), p. 130, where the court awarded Wellington drivers a 47.5-hour week 

'exclusive of time occupied in necessary attendance on horses'. 
46 David Brody, 'Payment by Time in the Building Trades', paper delivered to the Australia-

New Zealand Association for American Studies, Sydney, 1981. Piece-work was allowed by 
mutual consent in joinery factories: Awards, VIII (1907), pp. 850-5. 
47 Gait, 'Wealth and Income', pp. 233-4, discusses the working-week; McAloon, ch. ii, 

discusses the struggle to control the work-site in Christchurch. 
48 The most complete discussion of this issue remains Henry Broadhead, State Regulation of 

Labour and Labour Disputes in New Zealand, Christchurch, 1908, pp. 165-71. 
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tasks, and the court began to add limiting clauses to awards.49 It is not en-
tirely coincidental that the shipwrights' demand that they be paid for 
travelling time sparked off the 1913 waterfront strike in Wellington.50 

The redefinition of work did not always involve the simple issue of pay-
ment for travel, preparation, or cleaning-up. Watersiders, for instance, 
began to redefine work in terms of its nature. The court moved slowly here, 
although the first award for the Wellington watersiders granted special 
rates for some tasks and compensation for travelling time when men were 
hired to work in outports or the stream. In their 1912 agreement, negotiated 
for them by the Red Federation of Labour's executive, this principle was 
greatly extended. The new rates of pay varied from one port to another, but 
each agreement distinguished different types of work and established diff-
erent rates of payment. These rates also varied considerably according to 
the exact task. For example, the agreement for handling frozen meat in the 
port of Wellington — a new cargo which had upset older working customs 
— provided an hourly rate of 2 /3 for 'stowing work in freezing chambers' 
(which went up to 3/3 for overtime); on wharf or deck the hourly rates were 
1/8 and 2/3. There were also variations of each rate of pay for men ordered 
to work during meal times and a special clause covered 'fractional time'. 
The agreement also specified how certain particularly dirty cargoes, 
especially cement and fertilizers, should be packed. The defeat of the 1913 
strike changed none of this. Indeed the 'scab' watersiders' union, which 
secured recognition in Auckland in 1913, obtained exactly the same 
conditions in its 1914 award.5' 

The second issue which involved power — an issue with implications for 
the redefinition of work — concerned the role of management in control-
ling the work process. In the nineteenth century large employers hired men 
either in teams or individually to undertake certain tasks.52 The men 
themselves usually decided the membership of their team and the speed at 
which they worked. The competitive contract was often used in hiring un-
skilled men and ensured — or so employers believed — maximum effort.53 

49 Awards, X (1909), p. 38 saw the Arbitration Court qualify the customary clause — 'ex-
clusive of the time' — by adding 'not exceeding fifteen minutes each day'. The qualification 
varied considerably in different awards but by 1912 the court usually also added that work, 
other than attendance on horses, carried out between 7 p.m. and 7 a.m. had to be paid at over-
time rates and that stables with more than 14 horses had to hire a stable hand. 
50 Their work-site had been moved from central Wellington to Evans Bay: Gavin McLean, 

'The Southern Octopus: The Rise of the Union Steam Ship Company, 1876-1917', Ph.D. 
thesis, University of Otago, 1983, pp. 359-61. 
51 Awards, I (1894-1900), pp. 162-5 has the first award for watersiders. See also 'Agreement 

made this 17th day of January [1912] . . . by and between the NEW ZEAI AND FEDERATION OF 

I ABOUR. . . and the undersigned Firms and Companies . . . in respect of wages and conditions 
of employment for wharf labour', James Roberts MSS. Victoria University Library; Agree-
ment between the Auckland Waterside Workers' Industrial Union of Workers, and Nearing & 
Co.. Union Steam Ship Co. ofN.Z., and others, Auckland, 1914. 
52 Braverman, Labor and Monopoly Capitalism, pp. 87-112. 
53 It became a major issue for the Auckland General Labourers' Union and the Waihi 

Miners' Union in 1911-12; union attempts to abolish the system led to industrial conflict. It is 
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It is not clear why management emerged as a concept and an occupation, 
although it was an international phenomenon (as was industrial unrest in 
this period). The sharp fall in the cost of sea freight, by increasing competi-
tion from abroad, also put pressure on manufacturing employers to max-
imize productivity and profitability.54 One way of achieving both objectives 
was to usurp from labour the control of the work process. With the form-
ation of the New Zealand Employers' Federation in 1902 the campaign 
began. 

The attack on the traditional prerogatives of labour was less vigorous in 
New Zealand than in nations like the United States, where Frederick 
Taylor's time and motion studies became very popular with employers. 
Although more research needs to be done — and when done will doubtless 
qualify this account — the evidence available indicates that the managerial 
offensive was aimed at both skilled and unskilled workers. In the metal-
working shops and foundries, which employed such a large proportion of 
the male workforce in Christchurch and Dunedin, employers successfully 
resisted attempts to introduce payment for time, while fighting to incor-
porate productivity bonuses and new disciplinary procedures.55 In the boot-
making and clothing industries payment by time replaced piece-work but 
employers fought to introduce various measures to ensure that productivity 
increased.56 Accountants were often the strategists; foremen and shop 
superintendents the enforcers. The speed of work, the introduction of new 
technologies and the subsequent dilution of skill, control of task allocation, 
and manning levels all became contentious issues as management emerged 
in pursuit of efficiency. The most difficult new issue was the bonus or 
premium for speed.57 Conflict also focussed on the ratio of apprentices to 
skilled men, an issue which went back to the 1880s.58 

not clear, however, how old or widespread competitive contracts were. 
54 See Frank B. Copley, Frederick W. Taylor, Father ofScientific Management, 2 vols., New 

York, 1923, for a biography of 'scientific management's' most important prophet. Although 
the evidence is contradictory, the Arbitration Court seems to have developed a preference for 
payment by time rather than results (it imposed time-payments on the clothing industry, for in-
stance, but piece-rates in the metal trades). The imposition of payment by time would have 
given local employers a strong reason for managing workers more efficiently. 

55 McAloon, pp. 63-67 discusses the Canterbury metal trades. 
56 ibid., pp. 67-77 for the boot, clothing, and building trades. Nolan, 'McCullough', has a 

useful discussion of the struggle to control work. I am also indebted to Carol Brown, 'The 
Clothing Industry', class essay, 1985; and Megan Adams, 'The Printing Industry', class essay, 
1985. 
57 McAloon, pp. 63-67; Brown, 'Clothing Industry'. The court arrived at different formulae 

for different industries. For linotype operators the court specified minimum speeds in 1909: 
A wards, X (1909), pp. 612-13. In 1912 the court specified a minimum wage, dropped the clause 
of speed, but gave employers full control over the introduction of new technology and how 
many machines each journeyman could operate: ibid., XIII, (1912), pp. 789-90. In 1912, 
however, minimum speeds were required of typographers: ibid., p. 721. The 'team system', 
which employers in the clothing industry favoured as a method of increasing production, was 
outlawed. 

58 The subject deserves fuller examination, as does the neglected issue of apprenticeship. The 
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The same struggle occurred between employers and unskilled workers. 
Again detailed studies of specific occupations and industries are needed, 
but the broad outlines are clear enough. Armed with concepts of 'scientific' 
management, employers increasingly tried to wrest control of the work-site 
from their workers and sometimes tried to resist unionization.59 Some of 
the issues were the same: control of who worked; who did what task; and 
how quickly it was done. Foremen and superintendents were again the 
agents of management and their powers (and often their behaviour) became 
a source of conflict. The right to smoke or consume alcohol on the job rarely 
aroused union leaders to battle, but attempts to punish workers for both 
practices feature largely in the disciplinary procedures of most companies 
operating expensive equipment.60 So too did attempts to stamp out theft, 
whether it was the wharfy 'pinching' coal or tramway conductors allowing 
friends and relatives to travel free.61 In the gold mines and among navvies 
one of the more explosive issues was the competitive contract. Employers 
and some workers liked it; union officials and an increasing number of their 
members disliked it on the grounds that it caused 'sweating'. This was a 
major issue among Auckland's labourers and the Waihi miners.62 Such 
issues, especially in the highly-centralized export sector, may have con-
tributed to unionization. 

The Arbitration Court had to deal with these issues; how it did so 
remains to be investigated. It became a symbol, however, of the workers' 
subordinate position. The Red Federation became a symbol of the workers' 
power. So too did the labour parties of the period, and the appeal of politics 
undoubtedly grew when the Red Feds went down to a series of defeats 
(although most workers cheerfully used any tactic that might get them what 
they wanted). These defeats did not affect the workers in the South Island 
cities, because the Red Feds had little appeal to them. Here, as among most 
of the skilled workers in Auckland and Wellington, rapid unionization and 
the new confrontations with employers tempted workers only to leave the 
Liberal Party, not the arbitration system, and to attempt to create their own 
political party. In Wellington, where the unskilled only opted for non-
political direct action during the war, the same process had been completed 

former emerged as a major preoccupation of organized labour in 1889; see 'Report of the 
Sweating Commission', AJHR, 1890, H-5. 

59 Olssen, Red Feds, chs. v, x, discusses the refusal of the Christchurch and Auckland City 
Councils to recognize their General Labourers' Unions; Thompson, 'The Canterbury Farm 
Labourers' Dispute', discusses the Arbitration Court's refusal to recognize a farm workers' 
union. 
60 Olssen, 'Reflections', pp. 36-37; McLean, 'Southern Octopus', pp. 227-8. 
61 The Arbitration Court created a furore among unionists in 1909 when it tied the grant of 

concessions to the Auckland watersiders to a pledge from the union to stamp out theft: 
Awards, X (1909), pp. 626-7. In 1911 the country's most revolutionary weekly paper, Social 
Democrat, 29 September 1911, reported that the Auckland watersiders had resolved that they 
would not condemn theft as the 'Capitalist system is based on the appropriation of other 
people's property'. 
62 Both disputes are covered in Olssen, Red Feds. 
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by 1911. In Auckland, by comparison, the skilled were less important than 
the unskilled. Though virtually non-unionized in 1905, they mobilized with 
remarkable speed in the next seven years. It is not surprising that these men, 
having suddenly acquired more power than they had ever possessed, over-
estimated their strength. The managerial offensive to control the labour 
process and the work-site, spearheaded by the increasingly powerful 
Employers' Federation, had provided the catalyst for the wave of unioniz-
ation and unrest which, in turn, led to the formation of an independent 
Labour Party. The explosive factional fights of 1911-13 only disguise the 
fact that the decisive changes had already taken place, as demonstrated by 
the results of the 1911 elections. 

The significance of the war years lay not in factional reconciliation so 
much as in the decision of the fast-growing legions of unskilled in Auckland 
and (to a lesser extent) Wellington to support a socialist Labour Party. 
Apart from small but significant cadres of the Industrial Workers of the 
World, the newly organized unskilled workers of the north had learned the 
limits to their power in 1912-13. It was no coincidence that in executing this 
change of strategy they followed their old Red Fed leaders. The workers of 
the South Island cities learned the importance of organization, whether on 
the job or in politics. These northern developments were decisive in creating 
a nation-wide Labour Party. But the foundations for the Labour Party had 
been laid in New Zealand's cities by 1911, and the crucial social process had 
been unionization. In all but Auckland, the biggest city, the unions had suf-
ficient numbers in 1901 to remain prudent despite the heady sense of power 
that came with growth in the next decade. And in all the cities the organized 
working-class began to seek common strategies to meet common problems. 
In three of those cities the unions enjoyed their most spectacular increase, 
and created the electoral base for independent labour politics by the end of 
1911. The attack on arbitration, the break with the Liberals, and even the 
ideological debates of the period were more symptoms than causes of the 
rise of organized labour. 
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