
Liberal Democracy 
PAKEHA POLITICAL IDEOLOGY* 

WHETHER it be liberal democratic, or derived from any other tradition, 
the precise relation of political theory to political praciice remains a source 
of perplexity to political scientists. With respect to New Zealand, the pro-
blem is multiplied. Whatever is said about the subject is met by profound 
scepticism. New Zealanders with few exceptions tend to believe that theory 
or 'ideas' have no significant impact at all on political practice in 'God's 
Own Country'. According to Austin Mitchell, 'most New Zealanders 
wouldn't recognise an ideology if it accosted them in the TAB'.' And there 
is a long record of similar, albeit less vividly portrayed, claims made by 
others such as Albert Mêtin, Oliver Duff, and J. B. Condliffe.2 

The more sophisticated exponents of the 'pragmatic' theory of New 
Zealand politics tend to acknowledge that 'principles' and 'philosophies' 
have not been absent; however, the influence of ideas has been slight, they 
claim, and politicians of an ideological or theoretical bent have rarely been 
successful. Yet in searching for obvious policy effects of the principles of 
politicians, they tend to ignore more important, if less precise, subliminal 
and subterranean theoretical influences.3 'Practical men, who believe 
themselves to be quite exempt from intellectual influences, are usually the 
slaves of some defunct economist', Keynes wrote.4 In 1904 Andre Siegfried 

* This article was first delivered as a lecture in the 1986 Winter Lecture Series at the University 
of Auckland. Acknowledgements are due to John Hannan, simply because without his request 
for a lecture on the subject, it would not have been written. 

1 A.V. Mitchell, 'Democratic Socialism in One Country', in P. Davis, ed., New Zealand 
Labour Perspectives I: The Challenge of the Third Depression, Auckland, 1981, p. 141. 

2 For discussion and documentation of this tradition see R. Lyon, 'The Principles of New 
Zealand Liberal Political Thinking in the Late Nineteenth Century', PhD thesis, University of 
Auckland, 1982, pp.2-3. 

3 Even in the case of specific and direct influence 'ideas' have had important practical im-
plications: for example, with Reeves as Minister of Labour under the Liberals, and the 
establishment of certain basic principles of the welfare state under the first Labour govern-
ment. On this see E. Hanson, The Politics of Social Security, Auckland, 1980, pp.108-16. 

4 J.M. Keynes, The General Theory of Employment, Interest, and Money, London, 1936, 
p.383. While repeated citation of this remark has made its use increasingly hackneyed, Bruce 
Jesson has used its major thrust to good effect in a brief analysis of New Zealand politics in the 
mid-1980s: see h i s ' "Madmen in Authority, Who Hear Voices in the Air" ', Republican, 56 
(October 1985), pp.2-3. 
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had applied a similar insight to New Zealanders: 'Like almost all men of 
action', the settlers had 'a contempt for theories; yet they are often cap-
tured by the first theory that turns up, if it is demonstrated to them with an 
appearance of logic sufficient to impose upon them'.3 

Ideas and theories are not therefore irrelevant in New Zealand; indeed, 
the belief that they are is an idea itself worthy of examination and explana-
tion. However one aspect of the traditional scepticism about ideas in New 
Zealand may be justified. As Keith Sinclair asked in the second series of the 
University of Auckland's Winter Lectures in 1961: 'Has anyone ever heard 
of an original New Zealand political idea?' There is no record of any reply.' 
New Zealand's isolation, the subject of that series of lectures, has never 
been so great as to prevent the importation of ideas. Indeed, the common 
heritage of the English language New Zealand has shared with the two suc-
cessive dominant powers of the last century or so makes intellectual and 
cultural isolation even more unthinkable. Teaching a course on political 
ideas in New Zealand over four years, I failed to find evidence of original 
New Zealand political ideas, certainly not Pakeha ones.71 suspect the lack 
of originality in basic concepts and ideas is not due to isolation, nor even to 
the oft-claimed 'pragmatism' and anti-intellectualism of the Pakeha New 
Zealanders. Rather it is because New Zealand has never yet faced in its 
short history any sort of national crisis, without precedent elsewhere, which 
might require original thinking. However, there are mixtures of ideas, 
derivative each in isolation, but put together in ways distinctive to New 
Zealand. If the ingredients of a recipe are all familiar, they may be subtly 
changed in a different context. And the recipe itself may alter, producing a 
new variant of a dish which, although recognizable in its taste, is not quite 
the same. Such mixtures of ideas are often known as traditions; and thus 
the liberal democratic tradition in Pakeha New Zealand, in certain prin-
ciples and in their emphasis, is significantly different from its counterparts 
elsewhere. 

Having noted the derivative nature of political thought in most settler 
societies, the American scholar Louis Hartz erected a magnificent Hegelian 
edifice to explain its world-historical importance. He contended that 'New 
Societies' splitting off from the European home receive only 'fragments' of 
the full range of ideologies available. Each 'fragment' contains only those 
ideologies in strongest contention prior to its particular moment of 'con-
gealment'. Thus the United States is doomed to a dominant Lockean 
Liberalism, Latin America and Quebec to their pre-Enlightenment 
Catholicisms, while Australia and New Zealand are 'radical fragments', 

5 A. Siegfried, Democracy in New Zealand, Wellington, 1982, p.53. (First published in 
French in 1904, and translated into English in 1914.) 

6 K. Sinclair, 'Life in the Provinces: the European Settlement', in K. Sinclair, ed., Distance 
Looks Our Way, Auckland, 1961, p.36. 

7 An examination of Maori political thought would take up too much space for attention 
here. 
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formed in the aftermath of British Chartism, in the context of the struggle 
for mass democracy and the rise of the working class to political con-
sciousness and a degree of power.8 Jim Holt skilfully criticized this stupen-
dous exercise in grand theory a few years ago with some reference to New 
Zealand.' While Hartz's claim to account for the later ideological evolution 
of new societies is a hollow one, 'fragment theory' nevertheless provides a 
useful starting-point for examination of liberal democracy in New Zealand. 

Indeed Bob Chapman adopted such a starting-point even before Hartz 
published his book The Founding of New Societies. Chapman noted that 
the peak years of European immigration into New Zealand were between 
1860 and 1880, when the Pakeha population increased fivefold. Rather 
than Chartism, he suggested that the deepest imprint on New Zealand 
culture was the influence of the evangelical religious movement, and its 
concomitant Calvinist puritanism, on the British working class and lower 
middle-class immigrants to New Zealand. Emphasizing grace, sin, and the 
rewards of work, the tradition repressed the joyful aspects of life, 
encouraged social conformity and respectability, and tended to discourage 
individual freedoms of thought and speech. This was not a cultural in-
heritance likely to encourage liberal values in the broadest sense.10 

Yet distinct forms of liberalism and of the liberal democratic tradition 
nevertheless emerged from the ideological and institutional inheritance of 
the New Zealand settlers. Pakeha New Zealanders inherited their liberal 
democracy at a time when the two concepts of liberalism and democracy, 
hitherto separate, were embarking upon a marriage which, although subse-
quently stable, has not been without occasional problems of compatibility. 
Until at least the middle of the nineteenth century, democracy was a radical 
if not a revolutionary concept," and liberalism in Britain at least was an 
ideology of propertied elites.12 Seeing which way the wind was blowing, not 
long after mid-century J.S. Mill had articulated a notion of 'representative 
democracy', which married liberal concerns of civil rights, free speech, and 
the rule of law with democratic provision for open election of represen-
tatives. But meanwhile the radical strand of democracy, rooted in notions 
of popular power opposed to class rule, was developing independently. It 
was taken up by socialists and later by communists, and began to appear as 
well in various forms of populism, notably in North America. Radical 
democrats favour a direct or 'participatory' democracy of active citizens, 

8 L. Hartz, The Founding of New Societies, New York, 1964. 
9 J. Holt, 'Louis Hartz's Fragment Thesis', New Zealand Journal of History (NZJH) VII, 1 

(1973), pp.3-11. 
10 R.M. Chapman, 'Fiction and the Social Pattern', Landfall, 25 (March 1953), pp.33-37. 
11 For a concise account of the etymology of the term 'democracy' in the nineteenth century 

see R. Williams, Keywords, London, 1976, p.85. 
12 This is a judgement not just of critics of liberalism but also of mainstream economic 

historians: see T.W. Hutchinson, The Politics and Philosophy of Economics, Oxford, 1981, 
p.28. 
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and find the indirect representative institutions of liberal democracy both 
inadequate, and prone to continued control by elites.13 

Liberal democracy in Mill's terms of 'representative government' was 
set up in New Zealand between 1852 and 1856, but on the basis of a restric-
tive franchise. Universal male suffrage came in 1879, multiple voting on a 
property basis for central government elections was abolished in 1889, and 
female suffrage and payment of MPs established in 1893, making New 
Zealand one of the most advanced democracies of the time.14 However, an 
additional principle demanded by the Chartists, that of equal electoral 
districts, was compromised between 1881 and 1945 by the 'country quota', 
which gave an extra weighting to rural electorates; and the apportionment 
of four seats to the Maori, regardless of their numbers, also sinned against 
the principle. Neither was the Chartist demand of annual parliamentary 
elections met, although in 1879, at the crest of a minor wave of political 
reform, the term of New Zealand's Parliament was reduced from five years 
to three.15 The consequent very tight electoral cycle thus established, with 
only brief interruptions, has made most subsequent New Zealand govern-
ments considerably more responsive to electoral pressure than those of 
most other liberal democracies. 

The Liberal government which came to power in 1891 represented the 
victory of New Zealand popular democracy over the hitherto dominant 
landed and mercantile oligarchy. It was displaced by a more broadly based 
coalition of urban workers, professionals, and aspiring small farmers. The 
cultural pattern established by the immigration of the previous decades was 
thus consummated politically. There are two distinctive features of New 
Zealand liberalism relevant here; first, that its 'point of congealment' coin-
cided with the development of the 'new Liberalism' in Britain; and second-
ly, that it was more heavily influenced by radical democratic aspirations 
than the British liberalism of which it was nominally an offshoot. To sum-
marize its distinctiveness, containing a dose of radical populism, it can be 
labelled 'popular liberalism'. 

New liberalism arose in Britain in the 1890s." It represents the twentieth 
century version of liberalism, distinct from the classical version of the 
ideology established in the seventeenth century. Classical liberalism stood 
for the enhancement of life, liberly, and property, in the words of Locke. 
This meant limited government, a free economy, and greater emphasis on 
control over, rather than on state assistance for, the unpropertied and poor. 

13 For the clearest, strongest, and most well-known recent assertion of this position see 
Carole Pateman, Participation and Democratic Theory, Cambridge, 1970. 

14 For a useful comparative account see G. Therborn, 'The Rule of Capital and the Rise of 
Democracy', New Left Review, 103 (May-June 1977), pp.3-41. 

15 Sidney and Beatrice Webb saw this as the result of 'doctrinaire radicalism'. D.A. Hamer, 
ed., The Webbs in New Zealand, Wellington, 1974, p.47. 

16 For a useful brief account, see R. Barker, Political Ideas in Modern Britain, London, 
1978, pp. 17-26. 
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Classical liberalism therefore had no necessary or contingent connection 
ivith democracy, which it preceded historically in western Europe by two 
centuries. But with the progressive advance of democracy, liberals follow-
ing in the steps of J.S. Mill found themselves obliged to offer effective lib-
;rty to a wider constituency than that of propertied elites. Thus new 
liberalism broke with classical liberalism in accepting an extension of state 
activity involving progressive taxation, the beginnings of a welfare system, 
and some public ownership." 

Rodney Lyon's recent detailed analysis of New Zealand liberalism iden-
tifies its main idea as that of the active state.'8 This New Zealand Liberals 
confidently defended in a way which would have disturbed most English 
new liberals who promoted the same strategy, but more modestly. Here the 
colonial experience of a need for state investment was central, and one 
shared with other settler societies." The goals to be pursued by the active 
state were, however, fundamentally liberal, despite the collectivist means 
employed: the promotion of individualism and self-reliance through wide 
property ownership, and, more specifically, this in the context of 'a rural 
arcadia peopled by small landholders living close to the soil'. This was seen 
as the basis of a harmonious, law-abiding, and ethical society. The active 
state could interfere with property, but only so as to create a more perfect 
property-owning democracy. Industrial capitalists, large land-holders, and 
usurious financiers were disliked and distrusted; the small rural property-
owner was the main foundation of a healthy society.20 

The New Zealand Liberals tapped and brought to the fore the aspira-
tions of the English, Scottish, and Irish immigrants who formed the larger 
part of the settler population. Escaping rural poverty, rigid class and status 
barriers, and landlessness, they wanted material security, social and 
political rights, and opportunities for economic independence: the New 
Zealand dream of 'security in equality', as Bill Pearson summed it up.21 As 

17 For some of the most recent work on new liberalism see M. Freeden, The New 
Liberalism: an Ideology of Social Reform, Oxford, 1978, and P. Clarke, Liberals and Social 
Democrats, Cambridge, 1978. 

18 Lyon, p.349. 
19 According to W.P. Morrell, 'given the circumstances of New Zealand, the opponents of 

state enterprise appeared to be the real doctrinaires and its supporters the practical men' (cit. 
R.C. Mascarenhas, Public Enterprise in New Zealand, Wellington, 1982, p.38). Yet the most 
interesting issue for an intellectual historian concerns precisely the assumptions and arguments 
used which define 'the practical' in any given period. The notion that 'ideas' are somehow ir-
relevant if doctrines cannot be identified as the direct inspiration of policy rests on a somewhat 
abstract and disembodied notion of 'ideas' and their relation to society. For a useful brief 
discussion of 'colonial socialism' in Australia in the same period see N.G. Butlin, 'Trends in 
Public/Private Relations, 1901-75', in B.W. Head, ed., State and Economy in Australia, 
Melbourne, 1983, pp.82-84. 

20 Lyon, pp.351-5. 
21 Bill Pearson, Fretful Sleepers and Other Essays, Auckland, 1973; also R. Shuker, 

'Security in Equality: the Utopian Impulse and New Zealand Society', New Zealand Cultural 
Studies Working Group, VII (Spring 1983), pp.17-27. 
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Rollo Arnold has shown, the English villagers who were a major part of the 
immigration flood-tide of the 1870s had experienced the failure of rural 
unions to improve their situation, and had hopes for a better life in New 
Zealand.22 The radical agrarian reformers Joseph Arch and Thorold Rogers 
perhaps provided ideological ammunition for such hopes in England, 
transferred to New Zealand; and the proposals of the American radical 
Henry George for a land tax to recover the unearned increment from rising 
land values were championed by influential Liberals, many of whom went 
further to advocate land nationalization, a plank of the Knights of Labour, 
to which many Liberal leaders also belonged.23 Thus early New Zealand 
liberalism was not just new liberalism: it was also strongly influenced by 
radicalism. It was democratic, but in the more radical sense of emphasizing 
popular power rather than mere representative government. The Liberal 
political style was observed by Sidney and Beatrice Webb on their visit to 
New Zealand in 1898. Being prone to elitism and somewhat sceptical about 
democracy, the Webbs were struck by the vulgarity of New Zealand 
politics. Seddon's tactics and his political 'feel' for public opinion in-
augurated a form of populist majoritarian politics often intolerant of the 
wishes of minorities.24 

New Zealand liberalism was also more radical than new liberalism, on 
the surface at least, in two other senses: in its greater interventionism, and 
its aspirations toward the creation of a political economy based on agrarian 
small producers. Ultimately, of course, the radical aspirations benefited 
mainly those able to take advantage of the land policies, and the structure 
of the political economy was slowly modified, not so much radically 
transformed. The Maori, whose prior and to some extent continued separa-
tion from their land was a precondition for closer Pakeha settlement, 
reaped little or no benefit, and the creation of a new class of small fanners 
still left many wage-earners far short of the opportunity to join perm-
anently the ranks of the independent producers. 

The Liberals fell from power in 1912 in part because they were caught 
between the claims of a new rural middle class emphasizing property rights 
they had acquired or hoped to secure completely, and an emerging Labour 
movement based on those whose hopes for advancement had not been met. 
The Reform government, which succeeded the Liberals, asserted firmly the 
notion of individual property as a fundamental right, while in many ways 
continuing past interventionist traditions. But appropriating the popular 
liberal tradition, and reinforcing its property-centred ethos, Reform added 
to it a gloss of conservatism. 

22 R. Arnold, The Farthest Promised Land, Wellington, 1981. 
23 T. Simpson, A Vision Betrayed: the Decline of Democracy in New Zealand, Auckland, 

1984, pp.35-37; K. Sinclair, 'The Legislation of the Liberal Party 1891-1898', in R.M. Chap-
man, ed., Ends and Means in New Zealand Politics, Auckland, 1961. 

24 For a provocative argument in this vein see Tony Simpson, 'Huey Long's Other Island: 
Style in New Zealand Politics', in S. Levine, ed., New Zealand Politics: A Reader, Melbourne, 
1975, pp. 149-62. 
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This mainstream tradition of popular liberalism has also been frequently 
identified as egalitarian. As the American scholar Leslie Lipson wrote in the 
1940s, if any sculptured allegory were to be placed at the approaches of a 
major New Zealand harbour, it would not be a statue of liberty but instead 
a statue of equality. Lipson went so far as to claim that the stress on equal-
ity had modified the interpretation of liberty in New Zealand, to the point 
that 

if liberty be defined in an individualistic manner as an absence of restraints, then 
there is little of it in New Zealand. If, however, it be interpreted as a social concept, 
and means doing what one pleases with neither more nor less advantages than others, 
then liberty in that sense exists in New Zealand — but governed always by 
equalitarian limitations." 

But one must note the voices dissenting from the orthodoxy which posits 
New Zealand as a uniquely egalitarian society with an egalitarian ideology. 
It has been argued that New Zealand's central ethos is acquisitive in-
dividualism rather than a concern for equality in general.26 Certainly, a call 
for equality provides a good weapon for those who would stand to gain 
from a more egalitarian society. Thus egalitarian rhetoric need not reflect 
egalitarian principles, but rather acquisitiveness on the part of the dis-
advantaged, and will to power on the part of less deprived leaders of those 
who are disadvantaged. It is helpful to resort to the distinction between 
equality of condition and equality of opportunity, and to turn as well to a 
further dimension, that of equality of regard. The New Zealand ethos is 
clearly sympathetic to equality of opportunity and equality of regard, but 
possibly more equivocal about equality of condition. 

It may be that it is on the dimension of equality of regard that New 
Zealand egalitarianism had its soundest basis: in other words, in a relative 
lack of status barriers to social mixing, a relative lack of social snobbery, 
and a lack of deference to elites. It is highly likely that the degree of equality 
of opportunity in New Zealand has varied over time: it is probable that 
reduction in opportunities led to the election of both the Liberal and the 
first Labour governments.27 It is those governments under which memories 
of an egalitarian New Zealand are strongest. But it also seems possible that 
throughout much of the twentieth century, relatively high living standards 
of New Zealand workers with respect to their counterparts elsewhere were 

25 L. Lipson, The Politics of Equality: New Zealand's Adventures in Democracy, Chicago, 
1948. p 8 

26 See W.J. Gardner, 'The Pelican New Zealand', Comment, I, 1 (1959), p.28. For a scep-
tical view of debates about egalitarianism in New Zealand see J.D. Prince, 'A Study of the 
Relationships Between Housing Patterns, Social Class, and Political Attitudes in Three 
Auckland Electorates', PhD thesis, University of Auckland, 1985, pp.1-10. 

27 Strong evidence exists to support the contention that income inequality grew markedly 
between 1925-26 and 1935: see B. Easton, Income Distribution in New Zealand, Wellington, 
1983, p.247. 
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more reflective of a general relative prosperity than of a greatly egalitarian 
distribution of wealth. Certainly, examination of comparative income 
distributions in the late 1960s and early 1970s show that New Zealand society 
in broad outline at least was little if at all more equal in this respect than Bri-
tain or the United States.28 

No societies live up fully to the ethos to which their members may aspire. 
New Zealand's democratic theory is one tending toward radical democracy, 
based on the notion of popular power. Clearly it does not realize that prin-
ciple in full.2' New Zealand's democratic theory is also one of majori-
tarianism. Society's general will should prevail. Despite awareness that 
such a principle should be central to a liberal democracy, New Zealand's 
political experience tends to indicate that the rights of minorities are not 
given a high priority.30 One suspects that this lack of tolerance can be 
accounted for in part by cultural patterns perhaps originating from the 
evangelical tradition, and in part also by the smallness and intimacy of New 
Zealand society. In New Zealand, minority rights appear to be accepted 
only if the majority assents: thus in 1985 a significant number of New 
Zealand MPs with a 'conscience vote' on the issue of homosexual law 
reform sought to divine their conscience, not out of their individual beliefs 
on the proper extent of human rights, but rather in the majority opinion of 
their electorates. As Lipson indicated, elements of classical liberalism 
which passed into new liberalism in Britain have been less apparent in New 
Zealand; in particular, the idea of using the law as a means of curbing and 
limiting executive power gained little currency until the excesses of the 
regulations of 1951 under the Public Safety Conservation Act led to the for-
mation of the New Zealand Council for Civil Liberties. Despite the efforts 
of civil libertarians and that of the somewhat different arguments of the 
Constitutional Society, it was probably not until 1979 and the publication 
of Geoffrey Palmer's book Unbridled Power31 that such concerns were 
brought to wide public attention. 

28 See J. Gould, The Rake's Progress: The New Zealand Economy Since 1945, Auckland, 
1982, pp.33-36. Gould reviews three international comparative studies, two out of three of 
which indicate New Zealand's income distribution to be no more egalitarian than those of other 
democratic capitalist societies. The more widely-held conventional view of an egalitarian New 
Zealand is defended by Brian Easton in his Social Policy and the Welfare State in New Zealand, 
Sydney, 1980, pp.25-26. For his more recent and more qualified views, see Income Distribu-
tion, pp.242-50. Here Easton indicates that distribution of wealth in New Zealand is more 
equal, a high rate of home ownership being one contributory factor. But he also acknowledges 
that the evidence with respect to income is quite ambiguous. 

29 New Zealand's continued special preoccupation with 'democracy' as its major criterion 
for political evaluation is illustrated by the publication of various books on the subject in recent 
years: see Simpson, Vision Betrayed-, R. Mulgan, Democracy and Power in New Zealand, 
Auckland, 1984; and an earlier work, J.S. Hoadley, ed., Improving New Zealand's 
Democracy, Auckland, 1979. 

30 For an examination of usage of the word 'democracy' in political language in New 
Zealand, see Mulgan, pp. 10-14. 

31 Auckland, 1979. 
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Reinforced by other related imported ideas, New Zealand's popular 
liberalism has also provided a framework for the ideological evolution of 
the labour and socialist movements which rose to prominence in the early 
decades of the twentieth century. Labour's 1918 platform, under which it 
fought its first general election, contained planks promising not only pro-
portional representation, but also radical democratic proposals for the 
more extensive use of referenda, initiatives, and provision for the recall of 
representatives, all designed to promote direct democracy.32 American 
socialism and industrial unionism gave further shape to the demands of 
those who regarded 'the economic independence of the average individual' 
and 'equality of opportunity' as goals achievable through class struggle and 
the collectivist mechanism of the socialization of the means of production, 
distribution, and exchange. Under these and other British influences, the 
1918 platform contained the provision that nationalized industries would 
be managed jointly by the state and the unions involved.33 Such aspirations 
for participatory economic democracy survived within one or two New 
Zealand unions until the late 1940s, but by the time of the first Labour 
government, the centre of gravity within the Labour Party had moved back 
toward the mainstream of the New Zealand popular liberal tradition, with 
the important addition of the socialist concept of a welfare state justified on 
the grounds of promoting greater freedom for self-realization among 
ordinary people. This went some steps beyond the social policy of early 
New Zealand Liberalism which, as W.H. Oliver has shown, had a good 
deal to do with social control of the poor as well as giving them some 
minimal effective assistance.34 

The philosophy and policies of the Labour Party up to the 1930s and 
1940s intensified another tendency within New Zealand's popular liberal-
ism: its moralism, humanitarianism, and potential radicalism, based upon 
a Christian social conscience and a notion of reward for work, both rooted 
in the evangelical tradition. Under Labour, this drew further upon Christ-
ian Socialist doctrines, mainly imported from Britain. Here Walter Nash 
was a key early figure, whose early thought at least was radical, not merely 
humanitarian in its implications.35 All who worked to service the needs of 
society were entitled to the full fruits of their labour, and to collective provi-
sion in time of need, such as sickness or old age. In Labour Party principles 

32 Initiatives or 'the initiative' involve provision for referenda on public demand. Similarly, 
recall of representatives would require them to stand for re-election before completion of a 
term on the basis of public demand. Greater use of referenda and provision for initiatives are 
still advocated in New Zealand: see the discussion in Report of the Royal Commission on the 
Electoral System: Towards a Better Democracy, Wellington, 1986, pp.167-81. 

33 On the early ideology of the Labour Party see J. Vowles, 'The Fourth Labour Govern-
ment: Ends, Means, and For Whom', in J. Boston and M. Holland, eds, The Fourth Labour 
Government: Radical Politics in New Zealand, Auckland, 1987, pp. 16-20. 

34 W.H. Oliver, 'Social Policy in the Liberal Period', NZJH, XIII, 1 (1979). 
35 See Keith Sinclair, Walter Nash, Auckland, 1976, p.65. 
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at least up until the 1940s a form of 'labour-value' theory derived from 
Marxism was mixed with strong elements of Christian socialism. Here was 
an alternative notion of reward for labour opposed to that which empha-
sized individual property rights. By the late 1930s even a formerly secular 
socialist like Michael Joseph Savage was describing social security as 
'applied Christianity'.36 And Christian social concern also provided a 
bridge over which the New Zealand National Party could cross, and thus 
come to accept the welfare state.37 

Pakeha New Zealand's conservatives, like its radicals and socialists, 
have been unable to escape the dominant popular liberal tradition. It is 
often claimed that conservatism is the dominant New Zealand outlook. 
This may be so, in the non-political sense that most people prefer what they 
know works to alternatives of which they have no experience. I am uncon-
vinced that Pakeha New Zealanders are any different from the citizens of 
other relatively prosperous liberal democracies in the prevalence among 
them of this generally quite sensible attitude. But when turning to search for 
conservatism of a more self-conscious political variety among Pakeha New 
Zealanders, one has some difficulty in finding it. 

Only one scholar has attempted a general analysis of New Zealand con-
servatism. Some years ago W.H. Oliver argued that conservatism in New 
Zealand, as in other pioneer societies, faced great initial difficulties.3' In 
such fluid and unstructured societies it could find at first little or nothing to 
conserve. Conservatism in New Zealand, Oliver argued, exists on a 'sub-
theoretical level' and lacks many of the institutional and traditional sup-
ports, and thus the self-consciousness of its counterparts elsewhere, 
although the basic human needs upon which conservatism is founded are 
still present. In the very different atmosphere of twenty years ago, Oliver 
speculated that New Zealand conservatism might, at some future time, 
become reflective and thus self-conscious. Yet present New Zealand conser-
vatism still remains unselfconscious, and it does so because what it is bound 
to conserve is of course the product of a dominant popular liberal tradition. 
And that tradition is alien to much of what is often understood to be part of 
conservatism: in particular, conservative tendencies toward paternalistic 
elitism and preferences for limited government. 

The essence of conservatism is, however, a commitment to conserve 
what is known. Reform is not excluded, but it is accepted only if incremen-
tal in character and practical in its justification, and interventionism can 
and has been justified by conservatives in the British and European tradi-
tions. Thus New Zealand conservatism in the 1980s is obliged to defend the 
broad outlines of the welfare-interventionist state established in the 1930s, 

36 Barry Gustafson, From the Cradle to the Grave, Auckland, 1986, p.216. 
37 This despite initially criticizing it as 'applied lunacy': see Gustafson, p.222. 
38 W.H. Oliver, 'Problems and Prospects of Conservatism in New Zealand', Impact, 1,1 

(1965), pp. 13-20. While declaring New Zealand 'very conservative', he later acknowledged 
serious difficulties for conservatism in New Zealand: see pp.14, 17. 
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and its principal representative is Sir Robert Muldoon. And there is no bet-
ter illustration of Sir Robert's claim to fame as Pakeha New Zealand's most 
distinguished conservative politician than a famous statement he made in 
1975. Asked how he would like to leave the country at the end of his term as 
Prime Minister, he replied simply 'no worse than when I took it over'.39 Of 
course many would say he failed, but that is not the point. And while in his 
younger days Muldoon identified himself as a liberal, by the 1970s and 
1980s his rhetoric and policies were authentically conservative in a 
characteristic Pakeha New Zealand mould, even if they were not specif-
ically identified as such; but this proves the point, for he is the essence of 
Oliver's 'sub-theoretical' conservative.40 

The two major parties in contemporary New Zealand are both 
ideological coalitions; Labour is one of liberals and socialists, with liberals 
now in clear ascendance. As recently as the early 1970s, Labour could be 
described as having 'largely socialist ethics' albeit with a 'nonsocialist pro-
gramme';41 ten years later, the party's socialist ethics are much less 
apparent, and its principles adopted in 1976 amount to no more than a 
modest liberalism. 

Meanwhile the National Party is both conservative and liberal, its 
liberalism containing both elements of classical and new liberalism, the im-
plications of the latter also overlapping with elements of conservatism. 
Within the National Party, it is the liberals rather than the conservatives 
who are most self-conscious and vocal, although the conservatives most 
frequently seem to prevail. Among National Party politicians Sir John 
Marshall stands out as an individual who, from the 1940s, argued for and 
presented the National Party philosophy with most intellectual coherence.42 

According to his much-cited speech to Parliament in 1947, Marshall's 
three main beliefs have been in liberty, property, and security. Thus he 
accepted in qualified form the welfare state established by Labour, by the 
addition of the word 'security' to the Lockean trinity. But Marshall's 
beliefs in liberty were also qualified by his notion of human nature, which is 
more conservative than liberal. Marshall's Presbyterianism instilled in him 

39 cit. S. Zavos, The Real Muldoon, Wellington, 1978, p. 147. 
40 For a more detailed exposition of Muldoon's conservatism, see Colin James, The Quiet 

Revolution: Turbulence and Transition in Contemporary New Zealand, Wellington, 1986, 
pp.79-110. 

41 C.B. Shorter, 'Political Thought in New Zealand: The Ideologies and Beliefs of the New 
Zealand National and Labour Parliamentary Parties', MA thesis, University of Auckland, 
1974, p. 160. 

42 George Chapman, a former Party President, noted in his autobiography that the early 
objects of the party in 1936 did not highlight the principles, which were to become fundamen-
tals in later years, and identified a revision of the principles in 1968 as implicitly marking their 
mature exposition: see his The Years of Lightning, Wellington, 1980, pp.7, 40-41. But see 
Barry Gustafson, The First Fifty Years: A History of the New Zealand National Party, 
Auckland, 1986, pp.182-6, which indicates the early emphasis of the party's rhetoric and pro-
paganda around such classical liberal fundamentals as liberty and property ownership, and a 
conservative and new liberal acceptance of moderate humanitarian and progressive reform. 
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a belief in original sin or, as he preferred more delicately to put it, 'a want of 
original righteousness'.43 

In his maiden speech, Marshall's commitment to defence of private pro-
perty and a strong rejection of class conflict were central themes. They help 
to explain his support for the regulations issued under the Public Safety 
Conservation Act during the 1951 Waterfront lock-out, and his similar sup-
port for the illiberal amendments made to the Industrial Conciliation and 
Arbitration and Police Offences Acts after the 1951 election. In later years, 
Marshall acknowledged that it was unfortunate that he had supported 
'some of the more extreme provisions', and that moreover he had in addi-
tion failed to move later to modify or repeal these laws.44 Here Marshall 
illustrates perhaps a central characteristic of one side of the popular liberal 
tradition in New Zealand. It seems prone to the assertion of fundamental 
rights in property, and against certain forms of compulsion, yet equally 
prone to deny some basic rights and liberties, especially to minorities. In ex-
treme situations at least, it appears to have a stronger commitment to a 
property-centred notion of law and order and, in particular, to the defence 
of employers against unions, than to central principles of civil liberties. 
Liberals in other comparable societies tend to have similar proclivities, but 
few have gone as far as did Sidney Holland's National government in 1951. 

If National's liberal credentials have been compromised from time to 
time, the record of Labour governments, and particularly the first, has not 
been much superior. Denial of civil liberties has in most cases been episodic, 
as the result of a determination to pursue other goals such as law and order, 
conformity to majority opinion, equal opportunities, wartime unity, or re-
election of a government. Further, as Marshall's views suggest, even self-
declared New Zealand liberals of his generation at least retained elements of 
the moral conservatism rooted in the evangelical tradition which has also 
been a strong element of New Zealand's popular liberal ethos. Such conser-
vatism, much of which now goes over the border into reaction, has recently 
become more self-conscious in the form of the 'Coalition of Concerned 
Citizens' and in political activity associated with a renewal of evangelical 
and fundamentalist Christianity. 

The 1980s thus present a crisis for the popular liberal tradition in New 
Zealand, for it is in some danger of absorption into a backward-looking 
conservatism increasingly unwilling to accept change. And increasingly, 
political discourse in New Zealand has become internationalized. Under 
attack from the left by liberal social values promoting tolerance and in-
dividual moral choice, and from the right by born-again economic 
liberalism, popular liberalism now gathers its forces for a counter-attack. •) 
Meanwhile, there seems little room for manoeuvre for radicals, whether 
they are liberal or socialist in disposition. Largely unaware of their roots in 

43 John Marshall, Memoirs: Volume One 1912 to 1960, Auckland, 1983, pp.304-5. 
44 ibid., pp.177-8. 
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New Zealand culture, many seemingly more interested in the abstractions 
of structuralist sociology than in their own history, and others simply con-
tent to repeat ancient slogans, they are in disarray. 

Still, 20 years ago, who would have predicted such a revival in New 
Zealand of economic liberalism of the right? In 1964 W.H. Oliver declared 
the prospects nonexistent in New Zealand for such a movement.45 Who 
would have imagined that the Labour Party would one day champion a Bill 
of Rights? Perhaps it is in the continued fulfilment of the unexpected, 
rather than in the discredited predictions of deterministic historicism, that 
radical and reformist hopes can be still entertained. It is not implausible 
that aspirations toward individual fulfilment through economic in-
dependence, so dear to the heart of Pakeha New Zealanders, may be chan-
nelled again, as they have been in the past, into collective and co-operative 
channels. And as the Maori people reassert their mana and make their 
claims for justice, recognition, and power, it may be that they will provide 
some of the foundations for a new and more distinctive ethos. New 
Zealand's historians are prone to describe New Zealand's 'pre-history' as 
that before 1840, and the decade of the 1890s as formative of twentieth-
century developments; yet in the future it is likely to be the 1980s which will 
loom largest in historical explanation of the shape and direction of 
Aotearoa into the twenty-first century and beyond. Who knows? Before 
too long the stresses and strains in our emerging Pacific culture might even 
help generate an original political idea. 
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