
Notes 

New Zealand, the Australian 
Commonwealth and 

'Plain Nonsense' 

IN HIS R E C E N T DISCUSSION of the question, why New Zealand did not 
join the Australian Commonwealth in 1 9 0 0 - 1 9 0 1 , 1 Professor F . L. W . Wood 
was as pithy and thought-provoking as ever. But, in his repudiation of his 
own juvenilia, there are certain points in methodology and perspective that I 
would like to remark upon. 

On the 'Australian' side, Professor Wood seems rather difficult to satisfy. 
In the modern presidential election in the United States of America, a 7 0 % 
turnout at the polls is considered high, and a victory of over 5 5 % of those 
who actually voted would be considered a 'landslide' victory. In this context, 
therefore, a referendum in which 6 0 % of the electorate voted, as in the 1899 
referendum in Australia, and in which '43% of those entitled to express an 
opinion voted in favour of the new federal constitution', must be regarded 
as an overwhelming decision.2 That was a victory of over 7 0 % , while in 
Tasmania the 'yes' vote won by fifteen to one.3 Y e t this still does not satisfy 
Professor Wood. However, it is a minor point. 

What is at issue is the way one regards the attitudes in New Zealand 
towards federating with the Australian colonies. In discussing the Australian 
scene, Professor Wood rightly 'seeks evidence of some emotional drive' in 
the Australian colonies' march towards federation. He wants to find some-
thing more than 'the chronicle of events [that] can be recorded, votes counted, 
actions of groups described',4 indeed, something more than the coldly 
rational and logical. Yet , when looking at New Zealand, Professor Wood 
would condemn some of these emotional and irrational expressions as 'plain 
nonsense'.5 A case in point is Captain Russell's fear that the climatic and 
geographical differences between New Zealand and Australia would produce 
distinctive national types.8 'I think that anyone who knows anything about 
Australian social history,' contends Professor Wood, 'would agree that the 
contrast by Captain Russell is plain nonsense. Indeed, there would be no 
difficulty in demolishing every one of his points . . . or in showing that they 

1 F. L. W. Wood, 'Why did New Zealand not join the Australian Common-
wealth in 1900-1901?', New Zealand Journal of History, II, 2, 115-129. 

2 ibid., 116. 
3 A. G. L. Shaw, The Story of Australia, 2nd ed., London, 1962, p. 193. The 

same source that Wood used in his article cited above. 
4 Wood, 120. 
5 ibid., 123. 
8 ibid., and NZPD, L X I X (1890) , 586. 
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would equally justify some . . . of the other Australasian colonies holding 
back. M y point is that in a significant formulation of attitudes which pointed 
towards a colony's withdrawal from a joint enterprise there was a great deal 
of nonsense and very little that was solid.'7 

When the historian looks at the historical world, surely its meaning, 
value, and purpose should be viewed and be understood as being rooted 
in the experiences of the individual persons who lived in the particular time 
and in the particular circumstances. The historian m a y note that in different 
times men have held some values to be absolute and some beliefs to be even 
unconditionally true; but he is not really concerned with the validity of 
these claims. E v e n if he thinks himself to be in possession of some absolute 
standard by means o f which he could decide between the conflicting claims, 
this would not really help him as an historian. His task, it seems, is not to 
determine the intrinsic validity of these claims and beliefs but to show how 
points of view, whether valid or not, arose in particular historical c ircum-
stances and influenced the actions of those who accepted them. Viewed thus, 
historical relativity is not moral timidity but merely the liberation of the 
mind from dogmatic narrowness. Therefore, it really does not matter if the 
claims of Captain Russell were valid or not. They might well be plain 
nonsense. W h a t may be m o r e important is the influence of these claims 
and beliefs. 

In order to understand why the N e w Zealand politicians and people 
opted for their own form of political institutions when the Australian 
colonies chose to federate, it is not unprofitable to be reminded by M a r c 
Bloch that political institutions, though interesting in themselves, 'cannot 
be properly appreciated until the relationship between them and the pro-
found current of ideas and sentiments which underlie them has been 
established . . . . Illusions cherished in the past were quite as important 
to the historians as were realities.'8 In any study of the decision-making 
mechanism of a state, especially if it is a democracy , such illusions can 
hardly be neglected. W h a t then were these profound currents of ideas, 
underlying sentiments, and illusions of that time; and how did they influence 
political institutions? 

In looking for the answers, a good place to c o m m e n c e would be the 
Official Report of the N e w Zealand Royal Commission on Federat ion. 9 T h e 
Report listed ten reasons against federating with the Australian colonies. 
Many of the reasons were actually overlapping and some might well be 
imaginary and plain nonsense; but a study of them would reveal m u c h of 
the attitudes of the Commissioners as well as those o f the people of the time. 
Listed as the foremost amongst the objections against federating with the 
Australian colonies was Legislation, and the first item that the Commis-
sioners feared was Section 5 2 sub-section 27 of the Australian Constitution 
— the sub-section dealing with immigration and emigration, which were also 
listed as objection number ten. This sub-section was actually included in the 

7 Wood, 123. 
8 Marc Bloch, Annates, 1942, p. 63, cit. R. R. Davis, 'Marc Bloch', History, 

LII, No. 176, p. 276. 
9 AJHR, 1901, A-4. Subsequently to be cited as Report. The ten objections 

were: Legislative; Public Finance; Defence; Postal and Telegraphic; Administra-
tion of Justice; Imperial Relations; Federal Departmental Administration; Agricul-
tural, Commercial, and Industrial Interests; Social Conditions especially the 
Working Class; and the Coloured issue. 
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Federation Bill of 1 8 9 1 1 0 and was adopted verbatim and without debate 1 1 

by the Convention of 1 8 9 7 - 8 . It states that 'the Parliament shall, subject to 
this Constitution, have power to make laws for the peace, order, and good 
government of the Commonwealth, with respect to . . . immigration and 
emigration'. 

T h e Royal Commissioners thought that this sub-section would enable the 
Federal Parliament 'to pass laws which might seriously interfere with the 
powers of a State Parliament in respect of such matters ' . 1 2 This is puzzling 
especially when one realises that by 1 8 9 9 N e w Zealand had joined with 
the other Australasian colonies in adopting immigration acts that were 
almost identical to the Natal Act . It would be difficult to imagine that the 
Commissioners did not know the Australian attitudes to the immigration of 
coloured people. It was practically a national creed with the Australians of 
all political colours and, as Deakin had pointed out to his English readers, 
to maintain a White Australia was 'one article of national faith already 
accepted as the first principle in every political programme' . 1 3 Indeed, on 
another occasion Deakin told his readers that it was an 'issue felt to be 
vital to A u s t r a l i a . . . it means the dawn of national consciousness. There 
were, strictly speaking, no parties on the issue . . . that a White Australia 
must be attained, and that speedily, the whole Commonwealth is resolved' .1 4 

Biologically this blood-and-race nationalism may well be plain nonsense; 
nevertheless, its influence in Australian history was very significant. T o be 
sure, there was some economic overtone in this expression of xenophobia 
and some historians have not been slow to point out that 'the basis of this 
clap-trap was economic, the fear of the hard working foreigner, of sweated 
labour, and the undermining of the "Australian standard of l iving"! ' 1 5 T o 
argue this way, however, is to bypass the emotional issue that Professor 
W o o d seeks so earnestly. It really matters little what the basis of this clap-
trap was, but if the appeal was to racialism then that must be the issue 
historians should investigate. 

Racialism was one of the illusions of the time and it was more than a 
mere cloak for ulterior political objectives. It was the c r u x of the matter. 
'This is obvious', observes Professor Mansfield, 'in Radical discussions of 
the Chinese question B E F O R E the decade of the Great Strike' .1 6 In New 
Zealand, Professor Sinclair has reminded us that the local Radicals of that 
time were also racialists though they might be Fabians . 1 7 Indeed, Edward 
Tregear informed William Pember Reeves that because of the Chinese 
question it would be better 'if we remain "on our o w n " ' rather than in a 
possible federation with Austral ia . 1 8 Racialism in Australia helped to bring 

1 0 See Convention Debate, Sydney, 1891, p. 189. 
1 1 J . Quick & R. R. Garran, The Annotated Constitution of the Australian 

Commonwealth, Sydney, 1901, p. 623. 
12 Report, p.x. 
1 8 Alfred Deakin's letters to the Morning Post, London, 29 October 1901, cit. 

J. LaNauze, Federated Australia, Melbourne, 1968, p. 77. 
1 4 ibid., p. 79, lette published on 5 November 1901. 
1 5 Shaw, p. 198. Also C. Kellaway, 'White Australia — how a political reality 

became national myth', Australian Quarterly, X X V , 2, 7-17. 
115 B. E. Mansfield, 'The Origin of White Australia', Australian Quarterly, 

X X V I , 4, 61. See also speeches in NSWPD on a new Chinese Exclusion Bill, 1881, 
V, 100 ff. 

1 7 K. Sinclair, William Pember Reeeves, London, 1965, p. 339. Also J. B. 
Condliffe, New Zealand in the Making, London, 1942, p. 432. 

18 Letters from Men of Mark, 19 March 1901. Photo copy in Turnbull Library. 
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together political opponents in the cause of federation, 1 9 but in N e w 
Zealand it had the opposite effect — it helped in the decision not to join 
the Australian Commonwealth. T h e reason for this was not so m u c h the 
Chinese question feared by Tregear but rather it was the question of the 
future development of the N e w Zealand race as distinct f rom the Australian 
race. 

'After fullest consideration of the evidence . . . with their knowledge of the 
soil, climate, and productivity of N e w Z e a l a n d . . . the adaptability of the 
lands of the colony to close settlement, her vast resources . . . immense 
wealth in forest, in mine and natural scenery . . . the energy of the people 
. . . abundant rainfall and vast water power . . . her insularity and geo-
graphical position', the Royal Commissioners concluded that N e w Zealand 
'might at no distant date be worthily styled a nation'. Therefore they 
counselled against 'sacrificing her independence' .2 0 One m a y well disagree 
with the Commissioners' notion of geographical determinism, but there 
seems to be a considerable amount of evidence to show that this geo-
graphically determined racialism was m o r e than a cloak for ulterior political 
objectives. As early as 1 8 8 4 Governor Sir William D r u m m o n d Jervois had 
reported to L o r d Derby that the climates of Australia and N e w Zealand 
were 'too different to make any arrangement like that now existing in the 
Canadian Dominion desirable' .2 1 Officers in the Colonial Office concurred 
that difference in climate 'has quickened political jealousies to a degree 
that has no parallel north of the St. L a w r e n c e ' . 2 2 N e x t year, the New 
Zealanders were reminded by the New Zealand Herald of their distinctive-
ness, while Vogel informed the English people that the 'eminently service-
able' climate of N e w Zealand produced a lower mortality rate and a higher 
fertility rate than 'any other Australasian colonies, and considerably higher 
than in any country in E u r o p e ' . 2 3 Professor W o o d saw fit to make fun of 
Captain Russell's speech in the N e w Zealand Parliament in which the 
Captain thought that the C o o k Strait gales would m a k e N e w Zealand a 
unique nation. 2 4 Nevertheless, this speech warrants another reading by 
historians. Before telling his parliamentary colleagues of the baleful influ-
ences of the Cook Strait gales, Russell carefully discussed the various 
constitutional problems involved in the formation of a federal union with 
the Australian colonies, and he concluded the discussion thus: 'Our griev-
ances might be imaginary, but our people will become m o r e and m o r e 
dissimilar . . . in climate, we are distinctly different, thus in . . . [physical] 
constitution . . . in 1 0 0 years, absolutely different. I venture to say the 
characteristics and genius of the peoples will also be distinct and dissimilar.' 
T h e seriousness of his concern can hardly be doubted and his worries were 
compounded by his belief 'that f rom the difference in climate arose the 
real cause [of conflict] between the people of the South and North ' in the 
American Civil W a r . 

1 9 Shaw, p. 194. Shaw thought that 'greater security in a federal "White 
Australia" might have made many labour voters to vote "yes" in the 1899 referen-
dum, "despite the exhortations of the Workers".' 

20 Report, p. xxiv. 
2 1 AJHR, 1885, A - l , p. 5. Governor's Despatches. 
2 2 W. H. Mercer to Bramston, marginal notes on despatch from Jervois, No. 

123, 5 December 1885, received C.O. 16 January 1886, C.O. 2 0 9 / 2 4 5 / 8 3 4 . 
23 New Zealand Herald, 13 November 1885. Article by Vogel in The Times 

(London), 21 August 1891. 
2 4 Wood, 123. Speech recorded in NZPD, L X I X ( 1 8 9 0 ) , 586. 
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T h e Royal Commissioners did not only have the opinions of Russell, 
Vogel, and Jervois to guide them but also many other prominent witnesses 
with similar opinions. Rolleston told them that differences in climate would 
create different character in peoples, 2 5 while Sir John Hall was of the 
opinion that the superior climate of N e w Zealand would eventually produce 
superior c h a r a c t e r . 2 6 Scobie MacKenzie was even m o r e observant for he 
concluded that the Australians were already m o r e ignorant. 2 7 Though he 
was one of the Commissioners Harold Beauchamp was constrained to give 
evidence against federation on geographic-deterministic grounds. 2 8 Finally, 
the most persuasive witnesses were M a r k Cohen and the Rev. William 
Curzon-Siggers, both of Dunedin. A t that time the Ballarat-born Cohen was 
on the staff of the Otago Witness. While assuring the Commissioners that 
they 'will never see a statute book of Australia burdened with a statute 
giving equal rights to the coloured people', Cohen maintained that because 
of the climatic differences N e w Zealanders will be superior and, in due 
course, in two centuries' time, this difference 'will intensify' .2 9 T h e Rev. 
Curzon-Siggers, M . A . , Vicar of St Matthew's Church, had lived in the Gulf 
of Carpentaria and Victoria for eleven years and was opposed to federation 

for every reason . . . because . . . we are, under the destiny of God, an insular 
nation. Australia is continental. T h e history of all races shows that conti-
n e n t a l races and insular races diverge further and further apart. [Besides] 
the moral tone of the N e w Zealanders is superior to that of the Australians 
. . . the mental characteristics of the people of Otago are bound to be 
superior to those of the north of N e w Zealand, therefore tropical Australia 
will be worse . . . . 

Here , we have everything to our advantage as tending to develop a 
people essentially progressive, and essentially endowed with all the traits of 
insular people; and whom you might sum up, as I recently summed up in 
a sermon, as a people 'whom you can teach nothing, who know everything' 
. . . that is one of the traits of the British character which is certainly to 
become thoroughly one part of the N e w Zealand c h a r a c t e r . 3 0 

T h e reverend gentlemen might have confused the alleged characteristics of 
the Bourbons with those of the British. W h a t is of interest and importance 
to our discussion is that so many eminent people also held similar beliefs. 
With such witnesses, it is not difficult to appreciate the Commissioners' 
conclusion that the majority of the electors in the several states in Australia 
had accepted federation out of ignorance . 3 1 This was the age when a Chief 
Justice would counsel the 'ignorant' and the 'unbelievers' of N e w Zealand's 
uniqueness that 'a study of heredity would be a good corrective ' . 3 2 Today 
it would be plain nonsense for one to hold such strong faith in the concept 
of inheriting acquired characteristics o r in such an extreme form of social 

25 Report, p. 346. 
2« ibid., p. 211. 
2 7 ibid., p. 106. 
2 8 ibid., p. 117. 
2 9 ibid., pp. 97-105. 
so ibid., pp. 108-113. 
s i ibid., p. xi. 
3 2 Robert Stout, 'Heredity'. Typescript of speech. No date given, but internal 

evidence suggests that it was written when Stout was Chief Justice. MSS 4 0 / 9 D , 
p. 26, Stout Papers, Turnbull Library. 
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Darwinism but the historian still has to take these ideas into consideration 
if he attempts to understand the time when such ideas were prevalent. 

This is not to suggest that blood-and-race nationalism was the sole or 
even deciding factor in the federation of the Australian colonies, nor that 
geographically determined racialism was the only reason for N e w Zealand 
to stay out of the federation. A s far as N e w Zealand was concerned, 
however, looked at it from this light, the decision in not joining the 
Australian Commonwealth in 1 9 0 0 - 1 9 0 1 becomes a positive step. This might 
well have been the reason for the Royal Commissioners' wariness of the 
Immigration Clause in the Australian Constitution and their decision to 
make this clause their first objection. Historians seem to agree that 
Seddon was very good at gauging public opinion, and geographically 
determined racialism certainly seems to have been a commonly held opinion 
in Seddon's days. It may be true that 'when in 1 9 0 0 businessmen and 
politicians talked of the differences in characters between the two countries 
this was nine-tenths . . . nonsense' , 3 3 but the validity of their beliefs is not 
the point at issue, and historians would do well to remember that 'as a man 
thinketh in his heart, so is he ' . 3 4 

University of Otago ADRIAN CHAN 

3 3 Wood, 129. 
34 Proverbs 23 :7 . Authorized Version. 
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