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The Contamination of Arcadia? 

CLASS, TRANS-NATIONAL INTERACTIONS AND THE 
CONSTRUCTION OF IDENTITY, 1890-1913 

Shearers' troubles are not likely to assume a very serious aspect at any time in New 
Zealand, for the reason that a very large number of those who attend the shearing sheds 
are composed of small farmers and men who have some hold in the country, who look 
forward to shearing time as a means of getting together a few pounds to carry them on 
till harvest time. As a rule, they are a thrifty set of men, not given to the nomadic kind 
of life which characterizes the great bulk of Australian shearers, who, like gold 
diggers, don' t like to settle down at any time to steady employment, preferring 'the 
glorious privilege of being independent' even if it be occasionally interspersed with 
hunger and ease.1 

THE WRITING of Australasian labour history has traditionally proceeded from 
the premise that the existence of two separate national historiographies — the 
one emphasizing class, the other race — can lend itself to useful comparative 
history but not a truly integrative approach that establishes a trans-national 
framework for analysis. The few comparative examples that do exist, of which 
Eric Fry's edited collection of essays, Common Cause (1986), is the most 
notable example, invite the unifying of Australian and New Zealand labour 
history from isolated fragments into a coherent whole.2 The historicization of 
intersections between the two movements in the late nineteenth century and 
early twentieth century would give recognition to a phenomenon Donald 
Denoon has referred to as 'proto-Australians' and 'proto-New Zealanders'.3 Of 
the variety of levels at which an Australian-New Zealand relationship can be 
said to have operated, there is considerable evidence to suggest that trans-
Tasman labour bonds, notably between the militant wings, were among the 
most vital forces for a cohesive Australasian community. 

The epigraph above, from a contemporary source, the Australasian 
Pastoralists' Review, is noteworthy for its construction of dichotomous 
identities around Australian and New Zealand shearers, one of the large itinerant 
occupational groups whose membership moved in both directions across the 
Tasman. It also goes to the heart of New Zealand conservative ideology that 
asserted the 'Maorilander' to be a worker with superior mettle to his Australian 

1 Australasian Pastoralists ' Review, 1 (16 July 1891-1892), p.167. The author extends his 
thanks to Stuart Macintyre for criticism and advice in the preparation of this article and to John 
Martin, Patricia Grimshaw and John Leckie for valuable suggestions. 

2 A rare example of the unified approach can be found in R.P. Davis, 'New Zealand Liberalism 
and Tasmanian Labor, 1891-1916', Labour History, 21 (1971), pp.24-35. 

3 Donald Denoon, 'The Isolation of Australian History', Historical Studies, 22, 87 (1986), p.258. 
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counterpart: more reliable, independent, and less disposed to collectivism with 
all the 'malign' influences that this brought to bear on the culture of work. The 
contact that flowed from exchange of personnel and transmission of ideology to 
New Zealand via Australia forms the principal focus of this article, for herein 
lay the major significance of these trans-national interactions. To that extent, the 
article has as its central concern the implications of these interactions for New 
Zealand labour history. Discussion of the trans-Tasman interface, however, 
needs to be prefaced by consideration of the historiography, especially on the 
New Zealand side, where there is a strong link with contemporary opinion 
which posited such sharply divergent characteristics. 

The Australian conception of class, which has traditionally been seen as a 
central dynamic propelling Australian society, has been much more emphatic 
than the approach of New Zealand historians. Erik Olssen observes a 
noticeable reluctance on the part of most labour historians to apply class 
analysis to their subject.4 In his latest published research, Building the New 
World, an intensely localized study of the Dunedin suburb of Caversham, 
Olssen explores social class identity in a largely pre-industrial community.5 

The conceptualization of class has generally been taken up by practitioners 
working in other academic disciplines, notably in sociology. One such 
example is Vivienne Porzsolt 's historical materialist study of the 
consciousness of the New Zealand Waterside Workers' Union; she analyses 
her subject by constructing a typology described as a bi-polar continuum, with 
a revolutionary Marxist pole and a bourgeois collaborationist pole.6 

Much of the debate in New Zealand has centred on conflicting theories of 
class hegemony and the process of 'social osmosis' . Prominent New Zealand 
historian, W.H. Oliver, denies the validity of assigning a role to class in 
explaining social and political change, an argument explicitly rejected by 
most historians of capitalist economies.7 It must be conceded that at least one 
Australian labour historian, Bede Nairn, also rejects explicitly the relevance 
of class to the history of his own country, although his is definitely a minority 
viewpoint.8 Miles Fairburn has mounted a significant challenge to traditional 
models advanced to explain the nature of colonial New Zealand society; this 
culminated in the publication of his 1989 study, The Ideal Society and its 

4 Erik Olssen, 'The Origins of the Labour Party: A Reconsideration', New Zealand Journal of 
History (NZJH), 21 ,1 (1987), p.81. 

5 Erik Olssen, Building the New World: Work, Politics and Society in Caversham 
1880s-1920s, Auckland, 1995. 

6 Vivienne Porzsolt, 'Rhetorical Smoke Without Revolutionary Fire: A Study of the 
Consciousness of the New Zealand Waterside Workers' Federation 1915-1937', MA Thesis, 
Massey University, 1985. 

7 Erik Olssen, 'The "Working Class" in New Zealand', NZJH, 8, 1 (1974), pp.44-45. Oliver sees 
the turbulent industrial events of 1912 and 1913 as a brief expression of class warfare but downplays 
the significance of the radical left's challenge in the context of broad trends in national development. 
See W.H. Oliver, The Story of New Zealand, London, 1960. especially pp. 164-7. His dismissal of 
class is more explicit in the essay, W.H. Oliver, 'Reeves, Sinclair and the Social Pattern' in Peter 
Munz, ed., The Feel of Truth: Essays in Afew Zealand and Pacific History, Wellington, 1969. 

8 See Bede Nairn, The Big Fella': Jack Lang and the Australian Labor Party 1891-1949, 
Melbourne, 1986, especially p.xiii. 
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Enemies. While Fairburn's primary concern is with the nineteenth century, his 
conclusions nevertheless have core relevance for twentieth-century debates. 
His thesis debunks major elements of the colonists' visualization of their 
society (which he prefers to describe as the 'insider's view') and then 
proceeds to invalidate the three primary historiographical streams which have 
highlighted flaws in the received image of the colonists: the hierarchically 
organized society, the class-based society, and the society of 'cohesive local 
communities' . The core assumption common to all three perspectives is the 
highly organized character of colonial New Zealand society. Fairburn argues 
precisely the opposite case: that it was a highly atomized society, or one with 
very loose social organization.9 While he accepts as plausible the argument 
that a large proportion of the great estate owners constituted a class, Fairburn 
denies that manual workers, comprising 60-70% of the population, could be 
classified as a class.10 The weak class consciousness of New Zealand workers 
is brought into relief through contrast with their neighbours in the eastern 
Australian colonies, where a strongly developed sense of class consciousness 
laid the foundations for the rise of independent Labor parties through the 
vehicle of trade unionism. 

The comparative vantage point is employed to considerable effect in the 
Fairburn thesis, particularly the counter-example of Australia. While 
considerable empirical data is presented in support of his contentions, some 
of the-findings are rather impressionistic. Central to the argument he marshals 
to refute the class model is the high incidence of transience among the 
colonial work-force; this was a strategy employed for individual advancement 
that undermined the collective consciousness necessary for class solidarity." 
The pervasive myth of natural abundance among the colonists reinforced the 
transient lifestyle. He develops the Australian contrast further by highlighting 
its greater 'spatial concentration' of population and economic activity; this, he 
contends, obviated the need for mobility on New Zealand's scale. He also 
points to frequent contemporary characterization of the labour force not on 
the basis of class distinction but by its 'footloose' or itinerant nature.12 

An obvious objection to this approach is its inadequate recognition of 
structural features of the colonial economy and labour market. Recent 
research has revealed that chronic structural unemployment and 
underemployment were inherent features of New Zealand's nineteenth-
century labour market. A dual labour market operated in effect in industry and 
agriculture; casual labour would be taken on and then shed according to 
seasonal patterns and fluctuating economic conditions, causing great 
instability in employment especially for the less skilled.13 The structural 

9 Miles Fairburn, The IdeaI Society and its Enemies. Auckland, 1989, pp.77-79. 
10 ibid., pp.116-17. 
11 ibid., pp. 123-6. 
12 ibid., pp.126, 134-6. 
13 John E. Martin, 'One Hundred Years of the Labour Market in New Zealand: Public Works, 

Industry and Unemployment, 1840s-1930s', paper presented at New Zealand Historical 
Association Conference, Auckland, 19-22 August 1994. 
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analysis invites comparison with Australia. That economic conditions in 
colonial Australia from 1860 to 1890 were akin to a workingman's paradise 
was long an axiom of economic historians. This orthodoxy was challenged by 
an article that investigated the nature of the labour movement in the Long 
Boom from 1870 to 1891. Lee and Fahey presented substantial archival 
evidence to support the view that the Australian labour market, too, had strong 
seasonal characteristics, a highly mobile work-force and was essentially 
dualistic in the sense that there was a significant pool of casual workers in the 
cities and in the pastoral sector exposed to the insecurity of 
underemployment. Winter was the lean season for employment and would 
commonly be marked in both Australia and New Zealand by staged 
demonstrations of unemployed workers.14 This picture, although not 
conclusive, would seem to invalidate claims of significant trans-Tasman 
structural differences and casts doubt upon Fairburn's thesis that transience 
undermined class consciousness.15 

Moreover, Fairburn's differentiation of New Zealand and Australia by 
spatial concentration of population and his attempt to draw significant 
implications from this fact seems a somewhat shaky proposition. In essence 
he argues that the organization of urban Australia into 'large conurbations' 
assisted attempts to radicalize workers through close contact; New Zealand's 
small and widely dispersed population weakened social organization and 
consequently made it difficult to harness the energy of the labour movement 
for mass agitation.16 This analysis does not take account of the true nature of 
Australia's urban labour force. The small scale of industry in Australian cities 
precluded the existence of an industrial proletariat as in the English model; 
furthermore, this approach ignores the fact that much of the labour movement 
in late nineteenth-century Australia was still located outside of the cities.17 

As the preceding discussion has indicated, there are considerable grounds 
for vigorously critiquing the Fairburn thesis, not the least of these being a 
resilient Arcadian myth of classless identity which has fed pervasively into 
historiographical constructions of the national self. Fairburn's argument that 
weaker bonds existed between New Zealand workers does, however, provide 
us with important clues to the rationale of historians in adopting a cautious 

14 See Jenny Lee and Charles Fahey, 'A Boom for Whom? Some Developments in the 
Australian Labour Market, 1870-1891', Labour History, 50 (1986). 

15 Curiously. Fairburn's theory of transience is in diametric opposition to the way in which the 
phenomenon was imagined by the Australian intellectual, Vere Gordon Childe. Childe wrote: 'the 
nomadic life fosters a spirit of hardihood and self-reliance which would not be found in a mere 
slum proletariat. To this class the so-called benefits of modern civilization, which might be 
impaired by a catastrophic change, are of small moment, beyond their reach, while the loosening 
of the bonds of customary morality in wanderings exposes them to permeation by revolutionary 
propaganda. Moreover, comradeship in the hardships of life in camp or mine engenders a 
realisation of the solidarity of the proletariat.' See V.G. Childe, How Labour Governs, London, 
1923. p. 133. 

16 Fairburn, The Ideal Society and its Enemies, pp.125, 239. 
17 See John Hirst. 'Australia, Argentina and Atomisation', NZJH, 25, 2 (1991), p.96. For a 

lively debate on the Fairburn thesis including comparative perspectives from other settler 
societies and a rebuttal by Fairburn to these critiques, see the above issue of NZJH. 
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approach to the class-divided model. Observable class conflict between the 
ruling-class alliance and mass unions in the 1890s removes the 
contentiousness of this approach from the Australian context, although there 
the timing of the emergence of a working class is contested.18 New Zealand's 
weak and fleeting expression of class division during the watershed 1890 
Maritime strike and subsequent industrial harmony for much of the Liberals' 
20-year stewardship, does not invalidate the existence of class. If we discard 
the vulgar Marxist approach, which defines the working class as 'a static 
category derived from some underlying economic reality', and draw on E.P. 
Thompson's influential definition (at least for British and Australian 
historians), then class is an historical phenomenon not an objective reality.19 

The acute contemporary French observer, Albert Metin, attached limited 
weight to the separate path followed by New Zealand in the 1890s; in reference 
to the Australasian working people, he commented: 'they seem committed to 
the formation of labour parties distinct from those of the middle class. If they 
have not built a Labor [sic] party in New Zealand it is because they saw no 
need to, since the government was granting them what they wanted.'20 Metin 
was articulating the (successful) Liberal strategy of cementing class unity 
through a programme of radical industrial and social legislation designed to 
favour the worker. Denoon takes up the point; while not dismissing the role 
of social mobility, he argues that to deny the existence of social classes is to 
ignore the strategy of contemporary governments to minimize tension 
between social classes by lending weight to the proposition of individual 
advancement — an approach skilfully exploited by the Liberal government in 
New Zealand, the Uruguayan colorados and the Argentine 'Generation of 
'80'.21 Olssen, quite rightly, makes detailed reference to the construction of 
egalitarianism in New Zealand society, and points to the use of this important 
tool in moulding the Liberal-Labour movement 's ideology; an under-
exploited theme in New Zealand historiography.22 It is not contended that the 
majority of New Zealand workers identified as a class; even in the industrial 
turmoil of 1912 and 1913, the radical socialist leadership was successful in 
mobilizing only a fraction of the labour movement. However, to dismiss the 
role of class in treating the labour movement, particularly mass unskilled 
unions such as the miners, seems an untenable proposition. 

Russel Ward's seminal work, The Australian Legend, offers a useful 
starting point from which to proceed along the lines indicated above. Ward's 
work locates the source of a developing national ethos among bushworkers 
whose influence permeated subtly every strata of Australian society; more 
particularly, he points to the profound impact of the bushworker ethos on the 

18 See Stuart Macintyre, "The Making of the Australian Working Class: An Historiographical 
Survey', Historical Studies, 18, 70 (1978), pp.233-53. 

19 ibid., p.233. 
20 Albert Metin, Socialism Without Doctrine, (translated by Russel Ward), Chippendale, NSW, 

1977, p.72. 
21 Donald Denoon, Settler Capitalism: The Dynamics of Dependent Development in the 

Southern Hemisphere, Oxford, 1983, pp. 225-8, passim. 
22 Olssen, Building the New World, especially p.251. 
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evolving trade union movement. In explaining the move towards collective 
action, Ward draws on Turner's 'frontier theory' of American history, and 
argues that while both frontiers shared certain characteristics, the American 
model was based on individual achievement and success of the small man 
through independence. The peculiar nature of the Australian pastoral unit — 
size, isolation and the frequent itinerant nature of work — lay behind the 
formation of close bonds between workers (coterminous with a more distant 
relationship to employers) in the struggle for economic survival.23 Thus 
Australia was stirred by a collectivist impulse while the American frontier 's 
freedom from the bonds of the wage relationship encouraged an individualist 
ethos. Moreover, Ward advances an important distinction between the new 
unionism of Australia and the form it took in the United States, Great Britain 
and New Zealand. While simultaneous economic and social changes were 
evident in all these countries, it was transport workers and miners who were 
at the vanguard of militancy in Britain and the United States. While both these 
occupational groups were prominent in the conflicts of the 1890s, it was rural 
workers, especially shearers, who were the most visible unionists engaged in 
Australian industrial conflicts between the years 1890 and 1894. Their trans-
Tasman counterparts were more conservative in character and slower to 
organize industrially. The existence of these conditions in Australia gave trade 
unionism a more potent edge. Ward also suggested that the preconditions for 
the bushworker's acceptance of the principles of industrial organization were 
already firmly laid through the tradition of mateship, a concept that had its 
lineage in the convict and bushranger tradition, neither of which made any 
significant impact on New Zealand colonial life.24 

The period from 1890 to the First World War is a crucial phase in 
understanding the impact of different outcomes for labour in Australia and 
New Zealand and consequently how historians have imagined the labour 
movement as a force in their respective societies. A good deal of the 
interaction between the two labour movements was rooted in the politics of 
dissent, a point that will be amplified in the illumination of particular 
moments or episodes. While the movement of people operated in both 
directions, it will be seen that the most significant flow was in New Zealand's 
direction, making it the primary site of contestation for these ideologies in the 
period concerned. A generally understated feature of the trans-Tasman nexus, 
and a point well made by Erik Olssen, is the extent to which New Zealand 
expectations and values were shaped by the history of the older New World 
society across the water.25 The portrayal of Australian workers in the 
historiography will be seen to reflect back the stereotyped contemporary 
constructions by New Zealanders, who sought to locate industrial problems in 
an external militant virus. 

The analysis begins in 1890, the year of the great Maritime strike, for this 

23 Russel Ward, The Australian Legend, 2nd ed., Melbourne, 1965, p.227. 
24 ibid., pp. 197-8. 
25 See Erik Olssen, 'Lands of Sheep and Gold: The Australian Dimension to the New Zealand 

Past, 1840-1900' in Keith Sinclair, ed., Tasman Relations, Auckland, 1987, pp. 34-51. 
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was a decisive test of new unionism's freshly laid foundations for the 
federation of labour across the Tasman sea. These foundations were badly 
shaken by the convulsions of the first large-scale inter-colonial industrial 
conflict. Inter-colonial federations of semi- and unskilled workers had 
emerged in the two previous decades: the Amalgamated Miners' Association 
(1874); the Federated Seamen's Union (1876); and the Amalgamated 
Shearers' Union or ASU (1886).26 The ease of worker mobility within the 
inter-colonial labour market (an uncomfortably convenient recruitment source 
of potential blacklegs) provided compelling motivation for Australian labour 
organizers to inculcate New Zealand workers with the practice of new 
unionism.27 The first product of this trans-Tasman endeavour was George 
Sangster's successful organization in 1880 of New Zealand seamen at Port 
Chalmers, Auckland and Wellington as branches of the federated Australian 
body.28 Considerable effort was expended by William Guthrie Spence in 
organizing New Zealand shearing sheds. A (short-lived) New Zealand branch 
of the ASU was organized and one of the key Australian figures, James 
Slattery, remained to become the first General Secretary at Oamaru.29 

Denniston and Brunnerton miners on the West Coast also formed a bridge 
across the Tasman by affiliating in 1886 with the Victorian-based 
Amalgamated Miners' Association of Australasia, the professed aim of which 
was a wholesale fusion of all antipodean coal and metal miners.30 

Considerable financial support was also forthcoming from Australian unions 
in the early days to stimulate unionism across the divide.31 

While new unionism was the driving force behind organization of 
Australasian working combinations, the presence of imperial unions with 
branches in the colonies, and which had as their aim Australasian autonomy, 
merits a brief note. Important examples of these organizations were the 
Amalgamated Society of Engineers (ASE) and the Amalgamated Society of 
Carpenters and Joiners (ASC&J). Established as a benefit society in London 
in 1851, branches of the ASE were established in the colonies broadly along 
English lines and answerable to the home union. The ASC&J was created in 
London in 1860 and branches similarly spread to the colonies, although the 
first Australasian branch was not officially established until 1875 and was 
located in Christchurch. This branch functioned as the Australasian 
headquarters of the union until 1880 when Sydney took over this function. 
From 1889-1890 and then after 1900, Australasian branches campaigned for 
greater independence from the head office in Manchester; indeed, the 

26 James Bennett, 'The 1890 Maritime Strike and the Triangular Relationship Between 
Britain, Australia and New Zealand', MA (Hons) Extended Essay, University of Canterbury. 
1986, p.7. 

27 Eric Fry, ed., Common Cause: Essays in Australian and New Zealand Labour History, 
Sydney, 1986, p.3. 

28 J.D. Salmond, New Zealand Labour's Pioneering Days, Auckland, 1950, p.4l. 
29 John E. Martin, Tatau Tatau One Big Union Altogether: The Shearers and the Early Years 

of the New Zealand Workers' Union. Wellington, 1987. 
\ 30 Len Richardson, Coal, Class and Community. Auckland. 1995, p.34. 

31 Salmond, New Zealand Labour's Pioneering Days, p.38. 
I i ' 
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branches 'spent more energy fighting head office than in fighting employers'. 
In 1890 an Australasian Council was established, but it did not go far enough 
in meeting local demands for autonomy; this was circumscribed by ongoing 
accountability to the executive of the imperial union.32 

An Australasian seasonal labour migration pattern was clearly in operation 
among shearers, a phenomenon dating back to the emergence of a 'regular 
and reliable steamship service across the Tasman' in the late 1860s. The 
shearing season would begin early in Queensland and finish in the eastern 
pastoral division of New South Wales, Tasmania and New Zealand. Shearers 
from New Zealand would leave to take advantage of work opportunities 
during the Australian season between June and November in the eastern 
seaboard colonies, then return with Australian shearers (mainly Victorians) 
for the domestic season.33 In 1891, runholders, confronted with the big strikes 
in Queensland that radiated out to the other colonies, responded to the 
challenge by recruiting some 500 to 600 New Zealand blacklegs. This 
situation arose again in 1894 when Australian pastoralists placed 
advertisements in the Christchurch press and offered to transport New 
Zealand strikebreakers across the Tasman free of charge.34 About 150 shearers 
embarked on the Hauroto at Port Lyttelton accompanied by the feisty union 
delegate, Aileen Garmson, who succeeded in dissuading many of them from 
their venture through a combination of 'persuasion and sarcasm'.35 Naturally 
there was great perturbation in the ranks of the ASU; at the 1892 conference 
the warning was issued that 'if New Zealand shearers remain disorganized 
they form a standing menace and danger to the ASU'.3 6 That year Australian 
organizers were again sent across, including James McDonald, who played a 
significant role in consolidating the basis of the New Zealand union.37 It is 
noteworthy that precisely the same threat operated in the contrary direction. 
In its struggle for £1 per 100 sheep, the fledgling indigenous-based New 
Zealand union of the 1870s had fought an uphill battle against runholders, 
who arranged for Victorian shearers to be brought over to crush the outbreak 

32 ibid., pp. 19-20. 24-26 and Olssen, Building a New World, p.l 17. 
33 See John Merritt. The Making of the AWU, Melbourne, 1986, pp. 37-38, 42. 
34 John Martin, The Forgotten Worker, Wellington, 1990, pp. 35, 48, 187. 
35 Garmson was Irish-born and came to New Zealand from New South Wales in the 1890s 

with her Australian husband, Frederick Garmson, a carpenter. Undoubtedly affected by her 
Australian experiences and probably still associated with the ASU in New Zealand, Garmson 
joined the Christchurch branch of the New Zealand union, holding office as secretary, then 
treasurer until 1896. She attended NZWU conferences as the Christchurch delegate in 1894 and 
1895. Although there were conflicting reports, the union maintained that of the original 150 
strikebreakers, 75 disembarked from the ship in Wellington and only 33 eventually worked as 
blacklegs after arrival in Sydney. See entry on Garmson in Dictionary of New Zealand Biography 
(DNZB), Vol. Two, 1870-1900, 1993. pp. 162-3 and in Charlotte Macdonald et al„ eds. The Book 
of New Zealand Women. Wellington, 1991, pp.227-30. 

36 Annual Conference of ASU. 1892, quoted in Arnold, 'Yeomen and Nomads' , p. 132. 
Conversely, the Secretary of the New South Wales Pastoralists' Association, Whiteley King, saw 
the need for 'counteracting the organising efforts of the ASU' by establishing a presence across 
the Tasman. See Circular to District Secretaries, 24 November 1891, Graziers' Association of 
New South Wales, E256/14I5, NBAC/Australian National University (ANU). 

37 Martin, The Forgotten Worker, p. 187. 
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of strikes in the Canterbury-Otago regions in 1876.38 Proceedings of the New 
Zealand Workers' Union (NZWU) annual conferences reveal an acute 
concern attached by the union's executive to the issue of shearer trans-
migration; not only did non-unionized labour pose the real danger of forcing 
down wages, but the perception of shared fortunes in the struggle against 
capital lent urgency to the call for solidarity.39 

It is pertinent at this point of the argument to refer back to the 
historiographical approaches introduced earlier. A common feature of the 
work of both Fairburn and Rollo Arnold is the dichotomous construction of 
workers in the trans-Tasman world: namely, their approach is linked to 
contemporary images of the kind painted by the Australasian Pastoralists' 
Review, which saw New Zealand as an ideal recruitment ground for shearers 
uncontaminated by unionism. Arnold sees New Zealand shearers as decidedly 
individualistic in outlook in contrast to the working-class Australian shearers 
inculcated with union principles; in so doing, the New Zealander is 
constructed as a natural ally of the Australian pastoralist and important 
counter-weapon in the battle against strikes. 'The New Zealand free labourers 
took back to their rural homes a deepened antipathy to unionism and good 
cheques to help them up the ladder of their yeomen ambitions. Between them 
and the Australian professional shearer there had been no meeting of minds. 
What to the nomadic Australian professional shearers were grievances 
darkening their futures had been to these New Zealanders merely the passing 
inconveniences of an episode on the way to the achievement of their petty 
capitalist ambitions.'40 In the light of John Martin's more recent evidence on 
the subject, Arnold's argument seems too reductionist. Martin gives overdue 
recognition to the importance of class conflict in rural areas in his study of the 
much-neglected rural worker in New Zealand. He critically assesses the 
widespread perception of a classless New Zealand society that has emerged in 
such histories as Arnold's The Farthest Promised Land (1981), in which great 
weight is placed on the upward mobility of English farmworkers in New 
Zealand.41 

38 For further details see John Martin, 'The Struggle for £1: The Emergence of the Shearers' 
Union in the 1870s'. NZJH, 24, 1 (1990), pp.56-73. 

39 This point emerges very clearly in commentary on the Australian pastoral industry of the 
1890s contained in the report of the NZWU General Secretary, John O'Brien. See Report of 
Proceedings of the Annual Conference of the NZWU. Christchurch, 25-27 April 1894 and Report 
of Proceedings of the Annual Conference of the NZWU at Temuka, 24-26 April 1895. E154/30/2, 
NBAC/ANU. 

40 Rollo Arnold, 'The Australasian Peoples and their World, 1888-1915' in Tasman Relations, 
pp.59-60. 

41 See Martin, The Forgotten Worker, especially pp.2-3. Also compare Arnold, 'Yeomen and 
Nomads: New Zealand and the Australasian Shearing Scene, 1886-1896', NZJH, 18, 2 (1984), 
pp.117—42 with Martin, 'The Struggle for £1' , pp.56-73. Martin gives a revision of the dubious 
dichotomy drawn by Arnold in respect to Australian and New Zealand shearers. Arnold sees New 
Zealand shearers as decidedly petty bourgeois and individualistic in outlook (making them so 
desirable to Australian pastoralists as a counter-weapon to strikes) in sharp contrast to the 
working-class Australian shearers inculcated with union principles. As Martin points out. New 
Zealand pastoralists had used Australian shearers to break strikes two decades earlier. 
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Conversely, some of the portrayals of the nineteenth-century Australian 
rural work-force are also misleading for the ubiquitous representation of the 
nomadic bushworker, as a work such as Russel Ward's might suggest. John 
Merritt offers a useful corrective in his history of the foundations of the ASU. 
Far from being a universal type, a good proportion of these workers were 
urban-based and from the 1870s and 1880s a growing number were small-
holders and their sons. There existed a widespread belief in nineteenth-
century rural Australia that the acquisition of property was a means to security 
and independence; many shearers were therefore actuated by ambitions of 
acquiring their own run. This thinking 'reinforced an ideology of self-help 
which transcended class divisions with little modification'.42 Small-holders 
perceived themselves as straddling the divide between proletariat and 
bourgeoisie and, accordingly, were ambivalent in their outlook.43 

The involvement of New Zealand unions in the 1890 Maritime strike was 
an important early moment in the history of trans-Tasman solidarity; the 
strike's significance on either side, however, was different, and prefigured a 
separate evolution for the two labour movements in the crucial formative 
phase of their development. We need, first, to establish the political context of 
the Maritime strike in New Zealand and its effect on disengagement from 
Australasian union structures. 

The Maritime strike was a politically sensitive issue at a time when New 
Zealand's on-going participation in the Australian federation movement .was 
being debated in the House of Representatives. Conservatives attempted to 
argue a cause-and-effect relationship between the upheaval and deteriorating 
economic circumstances; this was a convenient means of absolving capital of 
the crisis of profitability and of shifting guilt to labour. The conservative press 
laid the blame squarely at the door of the 'reckless' Maritime Council and 
accused it of entangling New Zealand in a 'purely Australian dispute'.44 

For the Otago Daily Times it was an episode that underscored the hazards 
of melding New Zealand into an Australasian political community. 'The 
experience which we are now undergoing as the results of industrial 
federation can hardly fail to strengthen the feeling that a political federation 
with Australia would work to the disadvantage of New Zealand . . . . The 
present experience shows that in an important department of the industrial 
world the circumstances of New Zealand and Australia are so different as to 
make the result of federation terribly oppressive to New Zealand.'45 A Royal 
Commission, led by geologist Sir James Hector, examined the role played by 
miners in the conflict and inveighed against the strikers as 'irresponsible 
wastrels prepared to lay waste an entire industry for their own selfish ends' ,46 

New Zealand entanglement in the strike was an additional but powerful 

42 Merritt, The Making of the AWU, pp.42^13, 57. 
43 ibid., pp.90-91. 
44 Bennett, 'The 1890 Maritime Strike and the Triangular Relationship'. p.32. 
45 Otago Daily Times on the 1890 Maritime strike, quoted in Salmond. Labour's Pioneering 
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argument in the hands of politicians who opposed political federation with 
Australia. The contribution of Sir George Grey, the former governor and 
premier and at this point a backbencher in his twilight years, is particularly 
noteworthy. Grey, an anti-federationist and essentially a liberal, maintained 
forcefully that the original destiny of New Zealand was to govern itself 
separately in order that it would fulfil its glorious birthright and avoid 
becoming enmeshed in the affairs of other colonies or countries.47 Some of the 
more conservative members of the House separated out the role of New 
Zealand strikers in the fray in order to highlight the part played by Australian 
unionism and what they imagined to be its malignant influence. W.B. 
Perceval argued: 'Sir, the bad side of socialism does not exist in this colony; 
the men here are a law-abiding and industrious race: they are merely trying to 
get a fair share of the joint profits of labour and capital', while E.J. O'Connor 
opined: 'it is quite certain the men are not struggling for power and money — 
the men in New Zealand will stand far above the men of the other colonies in 
the attitude they have taken u p ' 4 8 

The aftermath of the Maritime strike was marked by a massive drop in 
trade union membership and the collapse of many unions. Australian labour 
weathered the storm better; in fact, for some of the mass unskilled and semi-
skilled unions, 1890 was merely the first in a long succession of large-scale 
defensive battles before the turn of the century; shearers went out in 1891 and 
1894'; metal miners in 1892; seamen in 1893; and coalminers in 1894, 1895 
and 1896.49 Other work groups, admittedly, were too weak to resist the rising 
tide of capital. Their New Zealand brethren retreated before the dominance of 
capital and 'active unionism' was only revived four years later (hesitantly at 
first) by legislative intervention designed to stimulate trade union formation 
and growth.50 By then the strike was buried and forgotten about. Even the 
most prominent labour sympathizer in New Zealand, William Pember Reeves, 
dismissed the strike as a 'useless and mischievous conflict' for the colony's 
inhabitants.51 Reeves was reflecting a widely felt public resentment of New 
Zealand's involvement; it was the desire to uphold collective freedom from 
industrial strife that was later advanced as a principal rationale for his 
sponsorship and vigorous defence of arbitration.52 

In Australia, 1890 led to the close engagement of industrial labour with 
labour's political wing, and, in consequence, a progressive subordination of 
the former to political labour. The tempo and direction of New Zealand 

47 See Grey's speech in the debate on the strike in New Zealand Parliamentary Debates 
(NZPD), 1890, 69, p.399. 

48 ibid., pp.892, 906. 
49 Ray Markey. 'Trade Unions, the Labor Party and the Introduction of Arbitration in New 
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50 H.O. Roth, Trade Unions in New Zealand, Wellington, 1973, pp.20-21. For an account of 
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51 W.P. Reeves. State Experiments in Australia and New Zealand, London, 1902. II, p.88. 
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labour's development was contained by a peculiar set of circumstances: a 
Liberal government (in effect, a Liberal-Labour alliance), which showed early 
signs of enthusiasm for radical legislative experimentation; a populist 
premier, Richard Seddon, who successfully papered over growing rifts in 
party unity; and a shifting balance of power in the two decades following the 
Maritime strike. The latter point requires some elaboration: between 1891 and 
1912, a continuous period of office for the Liberals, the national total of rural 
properties rose dramatically from 43,777 to 73,876. The breaking up of these 
large rural holdings for the small-farmer swung the balance in favour of the 
conservative rural constituency whose value system would collide head-on 
with radical labour.51 

The hegemonic struggle within the Australian labour movement of the 
1890s was to have profound implications for its future course. W.M. Hughes, 
W.A. Holman and G.M. Black were all prominent members of the Australian 
Socialist League (ASL); a party characterized by Ray Markey as an 'urban 
petit-bourgeois intelligentsia'. In essence their strategy was to use the state 
and industrial arbitration to encourage the growth of unions. Labor in New 
South Wales gradually came under the control of this group, allied to the 
Australian Workers' Union (AWU). The AWU's influence in the Political 
Labor League (PLL) was in the ascendant in the 1890s, and by 1900 its 
dominance was comprehensive.54 Thus the moderates grabbed the reins of 
power, and so came to control the 'labourist' strategy and vision, while the 
industrial wing of labour experienced repeated defeat. The moderates' 
'socialist' credentials were exposed progressively for their falseness and, in 
the eyes of the radical wing of the labour movement, ultimately came to 
represent a betrayal of the working class. George Black's celebrated statement 
in 1891 that, 'We have come into this House to make and unmake social 
conditions' gave way to the far more modest aim of piecemeal change to 
'civilize capitalism'. In explaining this phenomenon. Verity Burgmann has 
drawn richly on the metaphor of misconception. She argues persuasively that 
the Australian labour movement became a victim of its own precocity; that is, 
political progress outstripped the industrial organization of the labour 
movement, facilitating the emergence of a Labor party earlier than any 
counterpart Labor or Social Democratic parties abroad. The consequence of 
this was to weaken socialism as a foil within the labour movement through its 
embrace of parliamentarianism. Burgmann likens this process to 
'deformations born of prematurity', the result of precipitous action in the 
wake of the Maritime strike.55 

53 Denoon, Settler Capitalism, pp.106. 183. 
54 Markey, 'Trade Unions, the Labor Party and the Introduction of Arbitration', p. 165. 
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Therein lies a crucial distinction between the mainstream of Australian and 
New Zealand trade unionism. Australian syndicalism was inspired by the 
predominance and corrupting influence of political labour. That is to say, 
mainstream unionism was contaminated in a number of significant ways 
(notably by support for arbitration, as this article argues), by its links with, 
and subordination to, the political wing. In contrast, the relative absence of a 
corrupting association with political labour across the Tasman accounts for 
the considerable enthusiasm shown by part of the labour movement for a 
moderate syndicalist model typified by the Red Feds. It should be understood 
that the Red Federation acted as a vehicle for the increasing expression of 
dissatisfaction with the operation of the arbitration system, but this was not, 
in most cases, an affirmation of the revolutionary aims of the Red Fed 
executive.56 

New Zealand labour's longer gestation period in the womb of the Liberal 
government enabled it to avoid the Australian initial deformed phase. Until 
about 1908, arbitration, the cornerstone of the Lib-Lab alliance, demobilized 
the working class by seducing them into an act of blind faith. When cracks in 
the edifice began to appear, unionism would be rebuilt in a different mould 
and its direction would be influenced considerably by Australian labour 
activists imbued with syndicalist ideas, who would seize the opportunity to 
grip the reins of a movement which had not already been hijacked by a 
traitorous parliamentary Labor Party. That New Zealand had circumvented an 
early Australian phase of class conflict gave it an irresistibly enticing fa?ade; 
indeed, with the passage of time it was seen to offer considerable promise as 
the battleground for the first revolution. This, then, is an important juncture in 
the development of the argument. A central purpose of this article is to 
demonstrate the extent to which the worlds of the two labour movements 
intersected with each other. As the introduction suggested, much of the 
interaction was stimulated by protest movements inspired by international 
doctrines such as the syndicalist model enunciated by the Red Feds. Much of 
the remaining argument therefore turns on developments in New Zealand, the 
primary site for these intersections. 

Arbitration was at the core of the polemic between ideologues in the labour 
movement, and as such merits discussion on the background to its 
introduction and operation. This discussion is then tied to an analysis of class 
(as well as its denial) and the exercise of historical imagining. William 
Pember Reeves' Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration (IC&A) Act of 1894 
became the icon of progressive state experimentation in late nineteenth-
century Australasia. Reeves' Act was not without its precursors, but the 
compulsory powers enshrined in the statute were without precedent anywhere 
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in the world. Arbitration was envisioned by Reeves as an ameliorating 
influence on the evils of class warfare that characterized the capitalist mode 
of production, and would represent a stage in the evolutionary development 
of socialism. The role of Reeves in the Liberal administration was crucial to 
cementing the Liberal-Labour alliance. 

The dialectic on the arbitration apparatus and its operation on both sides of 
the Tasman reflected the growing cleavage between reformist socialists, who 
saw Australasia as a progressive model for the western world, and 
revolutionary socialists, who insisted that the flawed model merely 
strengthened 'the material and ideological bases' of the capitalist state.57 The 
pioneering state socialism of the New World was acclaimed as a social 
laboratory from which the Old World could derive many lessons; Australia's 
moderate socialism received much admiring attention from afar, but it was the 
New Zealand example that the reformists held up as the definitive 
laboratory.58 Numerous examples from the Australian liberal and socialist 
press portrayed the image of a beneficent New Zealand state that dedicated 
itself to the contentment of its citizens; an arcadia in which the excesses of 
modern industrial society were permanently expunged through a stream of 
enlightened legislation. The following press sample is illustrative of effusive 
expressions of moral support for New Zealand's pioneering state socialism: 
the Tasmanian Democrat proclaimed its easterly island neighbour to be 'The 
Devil in Dissolution'; the Queensland Worker lauded the colony as 'the most 
advanced country in the world'; while the New Eagle predicted that 'wage 
slavery, the pallid browed and consumptive factory girl, the starving wife and 
children, will soon be swept away from New Zealand as devilish images of 
the past.'59 Labourites,60 or the political wing of the labour movement, not 
only endorsed the theory of compulsory conciliation and arbitration but found 
ideological legitimation for their own schemes in its birth and initial 
successful operation across the Tasman. Thus, W.A. Holman, the Labor 
Premier of New South Wales, lauded the bold experiment on a visit to New 
Zealand in 1914 as 'a permanent gift to the advancement of humanity'. By 
that time, his claim that faith in arbitration was growing clearly exceeded the 
bounds of credibility.61 
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As union confidence in the Arbitration Court was increasingly undermined 
in the early twentieth century, so the attacks on its legitimacy assumed a 
sharper edge.62 The 'racialist' and anarchist, Dr T. F. McDonald, drew 
attention to the illusory economic freedom of the New Zealand worker; the 
rapid evolution in New Zealand of the worker to owner through the 
landholding revolution, he argued, had altered consciousness but not the stark 
reality of the wages system.63 The counterpoint to the moderate line of 
argument may also be seen in the verdict on the 'truth' of New Zealand-style 
reform offered by the radical Australian socialist activist and influential 
public speaker, Harry Scott Bennett. 'It shone out', he argued, 'as a beacon 
light to warn off those who go in for reactionary reform.'64 Frustrated with 
uncritical enthusiasm shown by rank and file for arbitration, the Maoriland 
Worker highlighted the conversion of prominent and well-respected British 
union leader, Tom Mann, to the view that arbitration was 'unmistakably 
ruinous to working class thought and action' following his taste of the New 
Zealand experience.65 

Evidence of an ideological discourse between radicals and reformists was 
occasionally evident in the socialist press. One particularly interesting 
example was a reply by Elsie Mann in the Melbourne Socialist to an article 
on 'London Civilisation' in the Nineteenth Century by the New Zealand 
nationalist, Edith Searle Grossman. The latter professed shock and a disdain 
for division of a supposedly democratic British society along rigid class lines: 
Mann challenged the implicit assumption behind this argument that New 
Zealand was already run along socialistic lines and hence was largely self-
contented. In so doing, Mann was critiquing a complacent and widely held 
New Zealand self-perception that theirs was a society characterized by social 
mobility and economic freedom, devoid of class division. Just such an 
outlook is discernible in the reaction of the Lyttelton Times to the conference 
convened at Oamaru in 1887 at which ASU rules were adopted to the chagrin 
of New Zealand employers. Concerned at the excessive power conferred upon 
employees by these rules, the Times opined that the union represented 'an 
imported product, and not a natural outcome of the relations existing between 
labour and capital within the colony'.66 There was also a strong feeling 
harboured in some quarters that New Zealanders naturally made better, more 
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productive workers than their Australian counterparts; the natural corollary to 
this reasoning was a limited need for recourse to collective representation and 
industrial disputation. This view was made clear by Joseph Ward in a 
parliamentary debate on the Federation Convention of 1890 in Melbourne: 
T h e experience of most of those who have gone to the other colonies and 
enquired of the people as to their opinions of the New Zealanders is that many 
persons there prefer employing those who are brought up in this country [sic] 
to those brought up in Australia. Our people are more vigorous and are better 
workers. One good labourer brought up here is, in my opinion, equal to at 
least one and a half of those brought up in Australia.'67 A connection can be 
established between the historiography and this mode of self-perception. 
Fairburn describes this as the 'insider's view': an arcadian image of colonial 
New Zealand society which had widespread currency, especially before the 
1880s.68 Classical arcadianism postulated that the evils of the Old World were 
circumvented by very weak social organization and natural abundance. These 
conditions provided the basis for the economic independence of the working 
class and a middle class free of affliction from 'status anxiety'. Thus New 
Zealand was variously imagined as a 'land of milk and honey' , 'an earthly 
paradise' and 'the labourer's paradise'; this represented merely a sample of 
the idealized contemporary descriptions. Implicit in the insider's view was 
that class consciousness arose from 'personal discontents'; New Zealand's 
arcadian sources of personal contentment denied the possibility of any. link 
between class consciousness and class issues.69 

Fairburn notes the early divergence of Australia and New Zealand in 
respect to the mythology they invented about themselves. Although 
Australians originally imagined their society in a similar arcadian way to New 
Zealand, the harsh effects exacted by the Australian climate and landscape 
coupled with economic depression following 1892 led them to embrace a 
different tradition of mythology.70 New Zealand's strong sense of mission, a 
central driving force behind the social experiments of the Liberal government 
in the late nineteenth century, had a lineage that can be traced back to the 
theory of planned colonization enunciated by Wakefield in the 1830s. While 
the Wakefieldian vision was later largely submerged in the crucible of a 
frontier society, what remained was 'an influential legacy — the idea that 

67 NZPD, 1890, 69, pp.599-600. For evidence of an unrestrained outburst against the 
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colonial life could be ordered in such a way that the grinding poverty of 
industrial England or the chronic anarchy of rural affairs could be forever 
ended'.71 

It is surely significant that the appeal of unionism to many Australian 
workers grew as the reality of economic independence faded; clearly the 
small man's demands were contained more successfully in New Zealand.72 

The strong arcadian ideology exhibited by William Lane, a giant among the 
contemporary Australian labour movement, was expunged forever by the 
experience of 1890 and labour's subsequent defeats in the large-scale battles 
of that decade. Lane's labour novel of 1892, The Workingman's Paradise, a 
phrase he employed with 'bitter irony' at the loss of an idealized imagining of 
Australia, was set during the great strikes; a reality that determined the 
political consciousness of the novel's characters. Lane's purpose was didactic; 
he aimed to disseminate his socialist analysis of the 1891 shearers' strike to 
raise worker consciousness in the continuing class struggle. His role as leader 
of the New Australia colony, a communist settlement in Paraguay, reflected a 
conviction that the Garden of Eden had been corrupted beyond redemption. 
The transplanted community of New Australia was to represent 'not a Utopian 
retreat, but an attempt to produce a vanguard for the revolution'.73 

The early years of the twentieth century were notable for harmonious 
industrial relations in the island colony, but this changed in 1906-1907 when 
the limitations of compulsory arbitration were progressively revealed. The 
impact of international influences on worker consciousness, some of which 
was derived from or mediated by Australia, merits attention, particularly the 
syndicalist critique. 

The populist leadership of Seddon and the broad electoral appeal of his 
Liberal government's reforms reduced the attraction of a radical counter-
programme in New Zealand. But the sudden death of Seddon in 1906 and 
increasingly tenuous class harmony superimposed by the 'palliative' of 
arbitration marked an upsurge in militant socialist agitation. The Socialist 
observed that New Zealand had reached a critical moment in its history, as a 
clear choice was now presented between continuation of the bourgeois 
democratic state and ' the growth of class-conscious clearly-avowed 
Socialism, international in scope, aim and character'.74 Reactivated in 1908, 
after its faltering start six years earlier under the direction of Tom Mann, the 
strident radicalism of the Socialist Party75 could now tap into a new mood of 
disaffection brought about by the perception of an increasing identification of 
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industrial regulation with the interests of the employing class.76 Calculations 
made by T.A. Coghlan, the New South Wales statistician, provided empirical 
confirmation of this trend. Coghlan found that while wages in New Zealand 
had increased by 8.5% between the years 1890 and 1904, in the equivalent 
period meat had soared in price by 100%, rent had increased by 30-50%, and 
'other items' in the range 10-50%.77 What evidence there is available on the 
issue is conflicting. Holt suggested that the unions were unable to convince 
the Arbitration Court that the cost of living was in fact increasing in the period 
1901 to 1906, accounting for the limited movement in award wages. 
Furthermore, he noted that 'most of the Court's critics were careful to 
distinguish between the arbitration system, which they supported, and the 
particular policies of the incumbent judge'.7 8 

A range of contemporary international socialist philosophies, including 
syndicalism and the principles of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW 
or 'Wobblies'), were transmitted to the New Zealand environment through the 
medium of imported literature and individuals, particularly miners, who had 
been exposed to these bodies of thought in North America, Britain and 
Australia. The central distinction between syndicalists and Wobblies was in 
their contrasting methods of organization. The Wobblies sought to elevate 
unionism to a higher plane in the form of a highly centralized One Big Union 
(OBU) which would unite all workers 'at the point of production' and, in 
effect, realize the revolution. Although militant, syndicalism was firmly 
entrenched within the craft tradition of unionism, and the syndicalist objective 
would be achieved through the general strike.79 

Prominent British labour leaders, Tom Mann and Ben Tillett, visited New 
Zealand in 1902-1908 and 1907 respectively; indeed socialism in the colony 
was given considerable impetus by British and especially English-born 
socialists such as Mann, Tom Barker, Ted Howard and Fred Cooke. Notable 
North American figures to influence New Zealand radicalism were H.M. 
Fitzgerald, a Canadian who worked as a Socialist Party organizer but became 
an adherent to the De Leon school of the IWW; John Benjamin King, also a 
Canadian, who became the 'dominant ideologue of the revolution' and led 
moves toward a One Big Union in 1912; and Robert Rives La Monte, an 
American revolutionary socialist and (briefly) organizer for the Socialist 
Party of New Zealand.80 

Australia too was an important source of ideological ferment for elements 
of the labour movement. An awareness of European socialist doctrines was 
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revealed in the content of International Socialist Review under the editorship 
of Harry Holland, whose life, as Patrick O'Farrell observes, mirrored the 
course of socialism in Australia and New Zealand.81 Harry Scott Bennett, 
remade into a revolutionary socialist by Tom Mann, was engaged by the 
Auckland Socialist Party as an organizer in 1909 and as a speaker for the 
Federation of Labour; both he and Bob Ross, editor of the Melbourne 
Socialist (official organ of the Victorian Socialist Party) then for a short time 
the Maoriland Worker, were also well versed in socialist literature and thus 
primed ideologically for their entry onto the New Zealand stage. While the 
Australian-born miner and future Labour Cabinet minister, Bob Semple, was 
less doctrinal than some of his peers, it was he who most widely symbolized 
the new militancy.82 

Trans-Tasman currents were also in evidence at the bottom of the labour 
movement. Australians constituted significant proportions of the rank and file 
in mining communities: by 1909-1910 they represented about 10% in the 
Buller and Grey areas of the West Coast, 17.6% in Waihi and 21% in 
Inangahua.83 The numbers were inflated early in the twentieth century when 
the victimization of miners in the Outtrim-Korumburra mining district of 
Victoria led to an exodus to New South Wales, Western Australia and New 
Zealand.84 In no other occupational group did the bonds of solidarity in the 
Australasian labour movement rival those of the miners. The tradition of 
reciprocal moral and financial support dated back to a strike in southern New 
South Wales in 1887.85 

One of the most celebrated industrial conflicts in this period was the 1909 
Broken Hill strike, marked by the ruthless suppression of the strikers under 
the 1908 Industrial Disputes Act. The conflict aroused great interest in New 
Zealand and generous financial contributions flowed from many unionists. 
The strong solidarity also suggests a perception among miners in New 
Zealand that their fate was linked to that of their Australian brethren; an idea 
that was certainly consistent with international socialist philosophies.86 The 
ever-present rugged and dangerous working conditions of miners, as well as 
the high immigrant component of this occupational group, made them ripe for 
the syndicalist message preached by the radical left. The profile of the typical 
Miners' Federation member was young, Australian and an adherent of 
socialist teachings.87 Where overseas influences were more limited, so the 
radicalism of the mining communities was less observable; thus Olssen notes 
that among the many factors that can be attributed to the more conservative 
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character of Kaitangata, the largest coal mine in the Otago/Southland region, 
was a smaller proportion of immigrants and Australians.88 

A watershed in the development of syndicalist activism occurred in 1908 
at the spiritual centre of New Zealand radicalism —- the Blackball mine on the 
West Coast. The miners' leadership mantle was assumed by Pat Hickey, a 
New Zealander whose revolutionary consciousness had been shaped 
substantially by American experiences, and Paddy Webb, who had been 
blacklisted at Rutherglen in Victoria and had come to New Zealand in 1906.89 

Hickey and six other socialists were sacked by the Blackball mine manager in 
1908, precipitating the first large-scale strike since the late nineteenth 
century.90 The miners struck at the very core of the Arbitration Court's 
authority — a system designed expressly by Reeves to preserve industrial 
harmony by prohibiting strikes, the breaking of awards or supporting other 
unions on strike.91 Although the Court fined the workers, the company 
negotiated a settlement and conceded union requests. More importantly, the 
result represented a tremendous moral victory for unionists. 

Blackball also provided the impetus for a conference in Wellington the 
following year under the direction of Hickey and Webb, which led to creation 
of the Federation of Labour 92 It is noteworthy that the Red Fed constitution 
was based almost completely on the syndicalist objectives of the US Western 
Federation of Miners.93 In 1908 the Denniston Miners' Union withdrew from 
the purview of the arbitration system; another 28 unions affiliated to the 
Federation, and some others not directly affiliated, progressively cancelled 
their registration under the Arbitration Act between 1909 and 1912 and either 
re-registered under the 1878 Trade Union Act, under which strike action was 
possible, or stayed outside the scope of both Acts.94 The Federation, or 'Red 
Federation' as it was later dubbed, while initially composed solely of miners, 
subsequently broadened its membership base among the mass, unskilled 
unions by attracting watersiders and labourers.95 An attempt to usurp the 
prevailing hegemony of the moderate, craft-based Trades and Labour 
Councils for leadership of the labour movement was thereby set in motion; an 
assault which focused on class as the rallying point for mobilization.96 

Developments in Australia gave a sharper edge to the revolutionary 
industrial consciousness of New Zealand socialists. One of the important 
lessons observed was the danger of neglecting industrial organization. Bob 
Semple, whose role as organizer for the Federation of Labour saw him 
campaign tirelessly on both sides of the Tasman, revealed a keen awareness 
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of this pitfall: 'The industrial is the pivotal — the parliamentary the adjunct 
. . . attention to the accessory alone — as in Australia — carries with it the 
roots of failure.' At the same time the moral was not to disengage from 
political action. The Federation's ideal, then, based on lessons learnt from 
Australia's mistakes, was adequate attention to industrial education of 
workers before turning to the political apparatus.97 Indeed, Hickey preached 
the moral to an audience in Melbourne by insisting that Australian labour's 
greatest weakness was its lack of industrial unity; the reverse situation, he 
noted, applied internationally in the sense that labour spoke through its 
industrial rather than political apparatus.98 

A portent of what might happen in New Zealand should Labourites control 
the agenda was the 'ratting' of the State Labor Party of New South Wales 
when it endorsed the state's invocation of 'the Industrial Disputes Act to crush 
the Newcastle miners' strike'.99 In the radical view, New Zealand was 
advantaged considerably by the absence of a strong Labour Party; its 
existence in Australia had served only to divide and debase the labour 
movement. Harry Holland cautioned against a Labour Party like 'the 
caricature in Australia', while Hickey was inspired to write: 'Personally the 
Labor Party of Australia is far from being my ideal and I should be very sorry 
indeed to see a similar movement opening up here.'100 Even after resounding 
defeat at Waihi in 1912, Holland was still able to proclaim with conviction: 
'There'is no country under the sun where the working class could so easily 
secure control, both of industrial and political affairs, as in New Zealand, 
because there is so little of it.'101 The point had been recognized by the 
Maoriland Worker when it proclaimed the unparalleled possibilities for 
advancement: 'What would the separatist socialists of Australia not give for 
the opening and opportunity wide gaping to New Zealand socialists!'102Thus 
the dashed hopes for progress along revolutionary lines in Australia led to the 
projection of these aspirations onto the New Zealand movement. 

The events of 1912 and 1913 are beyond the scope of this article and are 
described elsewhere.103 Holland had believed firmly that socialism in New 
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Zealand would proceed through industrial unity where it had failed in 
Australia. O'Farrell suggests that Holland's confidence betrayed a lack of 
insight into Australian events. The industrial upheavals of 1912 and 1913 
gave an illusory militant fa?ade to an essentially conservative labour 
movement.104 Keith Sinclair noted that the industrial infrastructure of New 
Zealand was too small to sustain powerful mass-based unions. It must also be 
stressed that workers, on the whole, were not radicalized by alienation from 
the system of government or impoverishment: the majority in fact aspired to 
'bourgeois respectability'.'05 Moreover, the seemingly simple equation was 
complicated by the coincidence of the mobilization of labour and a shift in the 
political values of New Zealand's small-farmers. The Waikato Independent 
gave this dichotomy succinct expression: 'The Waikato has nothing in 
common with the Semple-Holland type . . . extremist Labour is an imitation 
of Bolshevism and does not appeal to the farming community in the slightest 
degree.'106 The denunciation of coalminers in the long decade before World 
War I flowed freely from both the liberal/conservative press and from 
coalowners. A common characterization of miners was 'puppets manipulated 
by newcomers, mostly Australian, who neither appreciated the problems 
which confronted the New Zealand coal industry nor grasped the nature of the 
society they now lived in'.107 

Massey set up the conflict in simplistic terms by reducing the strike to a 
dispute between a foreign subversive organization and the producers and 
employers of New Zealand. His claim received the following reaction from 
the Melbourne Socialist: 'The "foreigners" referred to are chiefly 
Australians. When the editor of the Socialist was in New Zealand, Semple, 
Webb, Parry, Ross and others were frequently stigmatized as "foreigners" by 
their foes in the meanest appeal to insularity.'108 Just as Australian 
conservatives suggested their socialism was a foreign virus, it seems apparent 
that Massey was distancing New Zealand f rom its larger neighbour 
psychologically by indulging the mythology of a yeoman arcadia whose pure 
spirit had been in danger of violation from an alien, class-conscious, militant 
source of contamination.109 As noted earlier, this reductionist argument is 
mirrored in some of the historiography that has imagined a rather sharp 
disjunction in identity between the two labour movements. 
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The apparatus of arbitration played a critical role in the pre-war history of 
the New Zealand labour movement. Australia too experienced a wave of anti-
arbitration strikes in the period from 1908 to 1912. In this sense there was a 
similar feeling of disaffection as radicals progressively broke free from the 
shackles of a system that they had come to identify as 'labour's leg iron' ."0 

The absence of a Labour Party on the New Zealand political stage offered the 
illusory opportunity for an unfettered application of the syndicalist model, a 
promise held out to New Zealand unionism in a moderate form by the Red 
Feds. Essentially the same package of social reform had been brought to the 
two communities, but in Australia the political wing of labour had made all 
the running and in the process corrupted the purist socialist vision. The 
industrial wing of labour in New Zealand was clearly dominant and thus came 
to represent a revolutionary lodestar: an illusion that was finally laid to rest by 
the events of 1912-1913. 
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