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An Antipodean Phenomenon: Comparing the Labo(u)r 
Party in New Zealand and Australia

Ray Markey*

The New Zealand Labour Party (NZLP) and the Australian Labor Party (ALP) share many 
similarities in terms of their ideology, support base and electoral performance. Labour and 
ideas travelled regularly between New Zealand and Australia. Australian infl uence was 
evident in the early NZLP leadership, and New Zealand infl uenced ALP policy regarding 
arbitration and age pensions. Subsequently, the NZLP and ALP have enjoyed similar 
national electoral records and followed broadly similar policies. However, there were always 
important divergences, particularly in terms of the timing of consolidation and formation 
of government, the impact of different state structures, the degree of support from farmers, 
and racial policy. This article surveys the parameters of the shared experience through 
examining the two parties’ political and social environments, their support bases and their 
ideology and policy.

The political trajectory of the Australian Labour Party (ALP) and the New Zealand 
Labour Party (NZLP) has been remarkably concurrent, with substantial convergence 
in their class nature, ideology and support base over time. Both parties have 
been the main working-class political organisations in their respective countries, 
notwithstanding challenges from the left. Unions played a key role in their formation, 
and continue to exert a major infl uence as affi liated bodies in their extra-parliamentary 
party apparatus.1 Both parties’ political praxis has been dominated by parliamentary-
oriented pragmatism, without ever adopting the Marxist platforms of European-
style Social Democratic Parties in the late nineteenth century. In the 1980s, when in 
government, both parties also adopted market-oriented economic reform agendas. 
Even the parties’ record of achieving national government has been remarkably 
similar. Of course, in many of these respects a similar congruence has been observed 
for both the ALP and NZLP with the British Labour Party (BLP).2 The shared British 
legacies of ethnicity and legal, political and trade union structures clearly infl uenced 
the manifestation of working-class political organisation in particular shared ways.
 However, the convergence between the ALP and NZLP has arguably been greater 
than for either party with the BLP. The formative periods of the antipodean parties 
in particular were characterised by a substantial trans-Tasman community of labour. 
At an organisational level this was expressed in the leadership of the early parties. 
For example, the fi rst ALP Prime Minster of Australia, John Christian Watson, was 
born in Chile but brought up in New Zealand before migrating to Australia in 1888 
at the age of 21. He became an active labour leader soon afterwards.3 Harry Holland, 
the fi rebrand socialist in the Sydney labour movement during the 1890s, emigrated 
to New Zealand and led the NZLP from 1919 until his death in 1933.4 The fi rst NZLP 
Prime Minister, Michael Savage, was Australian-born, as were four others in his 
Cabinet.5 The leaders of the early Tasmanian ALP were also strongly infl uenced by 
their New Zealand political experience.6 To this day the ALP and NZLP exchange 
expertise, particularly during elections.
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Trade unions in each country arguably enjoy closer ties than the parties, based on a 
longstanding community of labour. Organisers from the Australian Seamen’s Union 
formed a New Zealand seamen’s union in 1880, and the Amalgamated Shearers 
Union (ASU) organised New Zealand shearers in the 1880s. In the late 1880s a New 
Zealand Maritime Council of unions affi liated to the Maritime Council in Australia, 
and subsequently New Zealand unions were drawn into the great Maritime Strike 
which affl icted the Australian colonies in 1890. At the leadership level, Arthur Rae 
was born in New Zealand before becoming a leader of the ASU and Australian 
Workers Union in the 1880s to 1890s, and subsequently an ALP Senator. Much of 
the militant leadership of the New Zealand Federation of Labour (NZFOL), the ‘Red 
Feds’, formed in 1909, was Australian, including Bob Semple, Michael Savage and 
Harry Holland.7 Most of these unionists became political leaders. 
 The organisational community of labour brought a cross fertilisation of ideas. 
At the policy level the notion of compulsory state arbitration moved backwards 
and forwards across the Tasman, gathering a little in momentum each time before 
being enacted in both countries, in 1894 in New Zealand and 1901-04 in Australia.8 
More generally, Edward Bellamy’s utopian Looking Backward was the most infl uential 
socialist tract in both countries in the 1880s and 1890s, as well as in the United States. 
Similarly, Henry George’s Progress and Poverty, revealing the ‘unearned increment’ 
accruing to landowners as the cause of social inequality, was infl uential in the 
labour movement on both sides of the Tasman, especially after his visit to Australia 
in 1890, and the Knights of Labour also spread from the USA to Australia and New 
Zealand. These shared infl uences indicated the wider diffusion of ideas throughout 
the Pacifi c Rim between the great new settler society cities of San Francisco, Los 
Angeles, Sydney, Melbourne and Auckland. The labour press in eastern Australia 
and New Zealand manifested and embraced this wider community of labour, notably 
in the Boomerang, the Worker and the Australian Workman, where William Lane the 
socialist journalist popularised Bellamy, George and other radical authors for the 
Queensland and New South Wales (NSW) labour movements during 1887-93.9  
 The mutual infl uence of the Australian and New Zealand labour movements 
is hardly surprising given the socio-economic context from which they emerged. 
A trans-Tasman labour market characterised many occupations, notably seafaring, 
shearing and mining. In many respects it was a wider transnational labour market, 
with workers moving between the settler societies of the Pacifi c Rim, South Africa 
and Britain.10 The leadership of the labour movement in both countries clearly 
indicated these wider infl uences.11 Secondly, Australia and New Zealand shared 
close proximity to each other at the end of the earth, the antipodes, equally isolated 
from the civilised world of Europe from which most of their population came. They 
shared British colonial histories and economic bases exporting primary commodities, 
especially wool, to Mother England. Both developed entrepreneurial, economically 
interventionist states which played key roles in rapidly developing infrastructure.12 
Only at the last moment did New Zealand fi nally decide not to join the federation 
that created the Commonwealth of Australia in 1901, as Western Australia eventually 
decided to join. Auckland is closer to Sydney and Melbourne than Perth is to either, 
although joining the Commonwealth lacked popular support.13 
 More importantly for labour’s political organisation, Australia and New Zealand 
shared democratic political environments at the end of the nineteenth century, which 
nurtured working-class political and industrial organisation. New Zealand enacted 
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universal suffrage in 1893, the fi rst country in the world. Australia introduced full 
European suffrage nationally in 1902 and in the states between 1894 and 1908, 
although not all Aboriginals received the vote until 1962.14 For their advanced 
political and social legislation Australia and New Zealand earned reputations as 
the ‘social laboratories of the world’ at the beginning of the twentieth century.15 
 The remainder of this article examines the nature of the ALP and NZLP in 
more detail. It considers the impact of different structures of the state and political 
environment, and compares the timing and process of party formation, the ALP and 
NZLP’s changing electoral base over time, and the parties’ ideology and policy. It 
concludes with a basis of explanation for the convergences and divergences between 
the parties.

Structure of the State and Political Environment

A major difference in the environment in which the parties operated was the 
structure of the state. Australian federalism contrasts with the centralist New Zealand 
structure. The federal Australian structure has signifi cantly reduced opportunities 
for development of national economic policy because of national government’s 
limited constitutional powers in this sphere. Yet, by constituting an extra political 
layer between the national and the local, state governments and public institutions 
have provided the ALP with an expanded range of opportunities for government, 
political experience, funds, infl uence and appointments to public institutions such 
as arbitration tribunals. The ALP has formed governments for over 50 years of its 
history in NSW, Tasmania and Queensland, partially compensating for a weaker 
national electoral performance, especially since the Australian Constitution gave an 
important role to the state level of government in issues of primary concern for the 
ALP: industrial relations, welfare provision, education and health. The states have 
also traditionally provided extensive employment in various public authorities and 
corporations, such as the railways. As with many other Australian institutions such 
as unions, the ALP itself mirrors the state in its federal structure, with a major role 
for the state branches of the party.16

 Other differences in the structure of the political environment may have impacted 
on both parties. First, Australia’s system of compulsory voting, introduced in 1925 
at the national level, has frequently been considered to offer an advantage to the 
ALP, because its supporters generally have lower socio-economic status and a 
reduced probability of voting in a voluntary system according to surveys.17 Second, 
Australia’s system of preferential or alternative voting has also had an impact on 
the ALP’s electoral record at times. Generally, the system has allowed candidates 
from both conservative parties, Liberal and Country/National to contest the same 
seats and maximise the total conservative vote, without splitting the vote because 
of an exchange of preferences between them. During the 1950s and 1960s the ALP 
was disadvantaged by the distribution of Democratic Labor Party preferences to the 
conservative coalition of the Liberal and Country Parties, and in 1961 and 1969 this 
lost the national elections for the ALP. During the 1990s the ALP was advantaged 
by distribution to it of preferences from minor centre-left parties, notably the Greens 
and Democrats, enabling the ALP to win the 1990 election.18 
 Third, New Zealand abolished its upper house of parliament, the Legislative 
Council, in 1950 on the initiative of a National government.19 This contrasted with 
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Australia, where governments have rarely controlled the proportionally elected 
national Senate, which created great diffi culties in achieving the ALP’s reform 
agenda during its government of 1972-75.20 In addition, abolition of the state upper 
houses was a longstanding ALP policy until they became democratically elected, 
beginning with South Australia in the early 1970s, and elsewhere in the 1980s. Only 
in Queensland did the ALP succeed in abolition in 1922. The motive for ALP policy 
had been that the upper houses had been conservative bastions against reform.21 
The New Zealand upper house behaved less consistently in this manner, but in the 
1980s and 1990s its absence possibly facilitated radical economic deregulation by 
the NZLP and the Nationals. Finally, New Zealand’s subsequent implementation of 
a Mixed Member Proportional voting system in 1996 created a seemingly perpetual 
need for coalition governments between one of the major parties and minor parties 
advantaged by proportional representation. This has probably acted as a constraint 
for NZLP governments since 1999.22

Formation of the ALP and NZLP

The ALP and NZLP are each the oldest political party in their respective countries. 
The relatively early growth of trade unions provided leadership and an organisational 
base amongst workers. By 1913 the membership of Australian and New Zealand 
unions represented 34 and 15 per cent of their respective workforces, respectively 
the most and third most unionised societies in the world.23

 Union defeat in major strikes which spread widely from the maritime industry 
and involved widespread use of police, special constables and the military, also 
played a key role in the formation of both parties. In Australia the Trades and 
Labour Councils (TLCs) of Sydney, Brisbane, and Adelaide, the Melbourne Trades 
Hall Council and the Australian Labour Federation (ALF) in Queensland took 
preliminary steps towards formation of a workers’ political party from the late 1880s. 
But it was the defeat of the unions in the great 1890 Maritime Strike that provided 
the fi nal momentum for widespread union and mass electoral support, with the aim 
of preventing the state apparatus of the law and military being used again on the 
side of employers, and achieving by political ends the industrial reforms, such as 
an eight-hour day, which the unions had failed to generalise with industrial action. 
From late 1890 to 1891 Labor parties under various names were formed to contest 
elections in the colonies of NSW, Queensland, South Australia and Victoria.24 
 Similarly, the great 1913 strike in New Zealand, which also began in the maritime 
industry, played a pivotal role in fi nally overcoming divisions between moderates 
and militants to form the united NZLP in 1916. The orthodox interpretation of 
the 1913 strike’s role in the formation of the NZLP is remarkably similar to that in 
Australia in relation to 1890. In both cases the major strikes formed part of a series of 
major industrial confrontations which have been commonly depicted as expressions 
of broadly based and growing class confl ict. In each case, the industrial defeat of the 
labour movement encouraged political organisation to overcome its weaknesses and 
neutralise the state apparatus in industrial disputes.25 Patrick O’Farrell challenged 
this interpretation to suggest that the new NZLP of 1916 represented an attempt 
to implement militant socialism in a democratic political context, on the grounds 
principally that the new NZLP leadership came from the militants.26 Nevertheless 
the militant leadership acted consistently with the orthodox interpretation.
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 A key difference between the two parties, however, was the timing of their 
formation and consolidation. The early colonial labour parties in Australia were 
remarkably successful in rapidly establishing an electoral presence. Labor returned 
members in 1891 in the fi rst elections it contested in South Australia and NSW, in 
suffi cient numbers to hold the balance of power in NSW. In 1893 in the fi rst general 
elections contested in Queensland, Labor emerged as the second largest party 
in parliament, and in 1899 formed a brief minority government, the fi rst Labor 
government in the world. With the federation of the Australian colonies into states 
of the Commonwealth of Australia in 1901, the ALP immediately emerged as a major 
national force, briefl y forming a minority national government in 1904. By 1910 the 
ALP formed majority governments nationally and in NSW and South Australia. It 
was largely in response to the ALP threat that anti-Labor political forces developed 
a fully-fl edged party structure, commencing with the ‘fusion’ of Free Traders and 
Protectionists into the Liberal Party in 1909.27 
 The later emergence of the NZLP begs the question ‘why?’, especially since the 
New Zealand unions also experienced the shock of defeat in the 1890 Maritime 
Strike when it spread across the Tasman Sea. One answer lies in the socially reformist 
nature of the ruling Liberal Party from 1891 to 1912, which effectively operated as a 
Lib-Lab alliance with organised labour’s support after the 1890 strike. In 1891 fi ve 
of the government’s members claimed to be Labour representatives. Liberal policies 
for economic infrastructure development, graduated income taxes, breaking-up 
large rural estates, recognition of unions, and welfare provision, notably the old age 
pension, attracted a broad electoral alliance of small traders, urban professionals, 
small and especially leasehold farmers, employers, unionists, and skilled and 
unskilled workers generally. Organised labour was particularly attracted by 
industrial legislation under the Minister for Labour from 1893-95, William Pember 
Reeves, including the Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act 1894, which recognised 
unions and provided for arbitration of disputes, and the Factories Act 1894, which 
regulated working conditions.28 
 In Australia Lib-Labism also was the dominant parliamentary modus operandi 
for the Labor Parties in Victoria and South Australia during the 1890s, for reasons 
similar to New Zealand, since Liberal governments in Victoria and South Australia 
were amenable to reform. This was especially the case in Victoria, because of the 
dominance of the labour movement there by two groups. The fi rst group consisted 
of conservative craft unions politically allied with liberal protectionist employers 
with whom they shared an interest in protecting local manufacturing through 
tariffs. These employers thus provided employment and could afford a fair wage 
because they did not need to compete so strongly on the basis of labour costs. The 
second signifi cant group consisted of the Amalgamated Miners Association, whose 
membership consisted of many independent gold miners.29 In NSW and Queensland 
the economy was more export-oriented and free trade was consequently a signifi cant 
issue dividing non-Labor political forces, and liberalism was less entrenched. The 
labour movements themselves were divided over free trade versus protectionist 
policies, and less dominated by conservative craft unions as a result of greater 
organisation amongst wage-earning miners, and the unskilled generally, particularly 
rural workers. Consequently, the Labor Parties in NSW and Queensland developed 
more independently than in other colonies, and after 1901 provided the model for 
the ALP at a national level.30 
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 The second factor delaying the emergence of the NZLP lay in divisions within 
the labour movement. These emerged as a result of a growing rift between the 
labour movement and the Liberal government from the late 1890s, fuelled by the 
growing dissatisfaction of the labour movement with the arbitration system and the 
decline in real wages.31 Liberal government amendments to the Arbitration Act also 
eroded union power, in 1905 making it illegal for unions to strike while an award 
was still operative,32 and in 1908 increasing penalties for strikes and lockouts. At the 
same time, rapid union growth encouraged the rise of an increasingly independent 
labour movement, as it had in Australia in the 1880s. Most of the growth during this 
time was driven by the unionisation of unskilled workers especially in the cities of 
Auckland and Wellington.33 
 As the labour movement began to assert its independence it became divided 
into two camps: TLC moderates, based predominantly on craft unions, and militant 
‘Red Feds’, based on miners and unskilled workers. The fi rst camp emerged from 
the 1904 conference of TLCs, which supported the formation of the Independent 
Political Labour League (IPLL), and was succeeded by the fi rst national NZLP in 
1910, and by the United Labour Party (ULP) in 1912. The IPLL and NZLP each 
gained one member of parliament, but there was a handful of independent labour 
members from this era as well.34 
 The second camp manifested itself politically through the Socialist Party 
and industrially through the NZFOL. The Socialist Party was a loose alliance of 
autonomous groups from 1901 in Wellington, Auckland, Petone and Christchurch.35 
It did not contest elections on a united national front until 1908. In that year miners 
in the west coast town of Blackball successfully struck for an extension of lunchtime 
from 15 to 30 minutes, although the Arbitration Court fi ned them.36 Immediately 
following the Blackball strike the New Zealand Federation of Miners was established 
at a conference in Greymouth. At its second conference in 1909, the organisation was 
renamed the New Zealand Federation of Labour (nicknamed the ‘Red Federation’) 
to broaden support by attracting those unions disgruntled with the TLCs. The ‘Red 
Feds’ membership overlapped with the Socialist Party. They favoured industrial 
action over political, as they were strongly infl uenced by the syndicalism of the 
Industrial Workers of the World (IWW), but mainly by the De Leonite variety which 
did countenance political organisation. IWW infl uences were due to an infl ux of ideas 
and leadership personnel from the United States and Australia. Their main aim was 
supplanting the arbitration system with direct bargaining with employers.37 These 
divisions in the New Zealand labour movement split substantial total labour votes 
in urban centres, which was particularly damaging in a two ballot system,38 until 
the unity achieved in 1916.
 In its formative years the ALP also experienced divisions, particularly in NSW. 
These occurred between parliamentarians and the extra parliamentary party in NSW 
in the mid-1890s; between the rural Australian Workers Union (AWU) and the TLCs 
and parliamentary party on a number of occasions from the 1890s onwards; and 
between parliamentary moderates and more militant socialists in the mid-1890s, 
during World War I and in the 1920s.39 However, during the seminal years such 
divisions were contained within the party except for a brief period in NSW in 1894-
95. The split over conscription during World War I which led to the downfall of ALP 
governments nationally and in NSW, was more signifi cant.40 In contrast, whilst there 
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were also splits in the New Zealand labour movement over conscription in World 
War I, the NZLP did not have the responsibility of government and consolidated 
its position as a result of its anti-conscription stance, which linked militants with 
moderate anti-conscriptionists.41

 A third critical factor which explains the later consolidation of the NZLP as an 
electoral force lies in the role of class structure and consciousness. A key explanation 
for the emergence of labour parties in both countries has been the development of a 
substantial working-class and a rising-class consciousness in the period prior to the 
formation of parties. This resonates with the argument of Hobsbawm and others for 
the British Labour Party, although recent British scholarship has also stressed the role 
of the party in creating class consciousness to provide an electoral base for itself.42 Both 
arguments can be demonstrated simultaneously for the Australian and New Zealand 
parties. However, the timing of class formation and consciousness differed.
 Australia experienced a structural shift during the second half of the nineteenth 
century towards an industrial-commercial society with the working class 
representing about 75 per cent of the population by 1914. Although the pastoral 
industry and mining remained important, manufacturing grew substantially, 
particularly in NSW and Victoria. Between 1871 and 1914 the proportion of the 
workforce employed in the primary industry sector (including mining) fell from 
over 40 per cent of breadwinners to about 30 per cent, whilst those employed in 
secondary industry (including building) rose from about 25 to 30 per cent, and those 
in commerce, transport and communications from 12 to 23 per cent. Manufacturing 
lacked a heavy industrial base, craft organisation in much manufacturing remained 
important and outwork was the major source of growth in the clothing industry. 
However, the size of factories almost doubled from 1881 to 1901 in NSW and Victoria, 
and some large establishments operated in metals, machinery and engineering, 
together with woollen mills, sugar refi neries and gas works. The structural shift also 
involved a closing of opportunity for working men’s independence on the land or 
as independent miners, and in urban crafts the opportunity for independence as 
a small master also receded by the end of the century. These trends provided the 
numerical basis for political organisation, but the rising class consciousness which 
occurred at the end of the century was also required. This was evident partly in the 
rapid excited growth and articulation of unionisation from the 1880s, involving 
unskilled workers in mines, the maritime industry, road and rail transport and the 
pastoral industry as well as the traditional craft unions. The language of industrial 
relations in the press was increasingly couched as ‘capital versus labour’, radical and 
socialist ideas were prominent amongst workers, promulgated through a vigorous 
radical press, and embryonic workers’ political organisations appeared.43 
 New Zealand followed a similar trajectory, but on a smaller scale and later than 
Australia. Union membership grew dramatically in the late 1880s, but dissipated 
quickly under the pressures of the depression and defeat in the 1890 Maritime 
Strike. New Zealand unions actually began recovery quicker than their Australian 
counterparts because the New Zealand arbitration system assisted them from 1894. 
However, New Zealand society was more fl uid for a longer period than in Australia, 
offering greater opportunity for social mobility. In part this refl ected the smaller 
scale of industry.44 Olssen observes for 1914 that despite the growth in industry 
in large towns, ‘self employment remained a viable goal for artisans in many 
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trades’,45 at a time when these opportunities had receded substantially in Australia. 
Furthermore, Fairburn argued that spatial fragmentation in New Zealand hindered 
the development of political class consciousness amongst workers.46 Although space 
was even greater in Australia, there was a greater concentration of the working class 
in the capital cities of each colony. When class consciousness was demonstrated 
substantially in New Zealand, it was associated with the mass unionisation of the 
unskilled from 1905 to 1911 for the fi rst time since 1889-90, and the emergence of 
the militant Red Feds. However, the syndicalism of the Red Feds to some extent 
hindered political organisation by labour, particularly in 1911-13 during the period 
of greatest infl uence of the anti-political Chicago-style IWW (the ‘bummery’) within 
the Red Feds.47

 Fourthly, the role of the Irish should not be underestimated. In Australia the 
Irish provided an important mass base for the labour movement. They accounted 
for over a quarter of the immigrant population in 1891 when the Labor Party was 
formed, concentrated in unskilled labouring occupations. Irish distinctiveness was 
accentuated by religious difference, with up to 90 per cent being Roman Catholic, 
accounting for the bulk of the 26 per cent of the population of this persuasion in 
NSW in 1901.48 Irish separateness contributed to class consciousness because of their 
working-class concentration, and they played a disproportionately signifi cant role 
in Labor Party affairs, especially in NSW.49 The anti-conscription stance of the ALP 
during World War I was bolstered by this infl uence after the brutal repression of 
the 1916 Easter uprising in Ireland.50 In contrast, the New Zealand Irish were less 
numerous, accounting for only 14 per cent of the electorate in the early 1920s, and 
a higher proportion were Protestant, and inclined to conservative politics, than in 
Australia.51 They were also less socially separate than in Australia at the formative 
stages of labour’s political organisation.52 

Electoral Success, Class Structure and Party Membership

At the beginning of 2008 the ALP and NZLP had held offi ce for almost identical 
total periods since their formation: 35.58 and 34.25 years respectively. Table 1 shows 
the periods of national offi ce for both parties. The main points of departure were 
the later electoral success for the NZLP, and the greater experience of offi ce gained 
at state level by the ALP.
 Both the ALP and the NZLP attained parliamentary offi ce when they emerged 
with mass working-class electoral support, in 1910 and 1935 respectively. In both 
cases this base was built up in a relatively short time, over about 20 years from their 
inception: 1890-1910 for the ALP, and 1916-35 for the NZLP. The process of this 
development, however, was uneven. At a national (or state) level the percentage of 
the vote gained increased very rapidly at the end of these developmental periods. 
What national percentages hide, however, is the importance of the development 
of party and union networks at a local level. Although both parties always gained 
strong support from urban and mining working-class electorates, there were many 
working-class areas where they did not initially gain support. Both parties had to 
contend with popular locally embedded members of parliament (MPs) who had 
reputations as ‘workingmen’s friends’ or were former union leaders.53 Arguably for 
the NZLP this was a longer term process, which began in 1904 with the formation 
of the IPLL.
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Table 1: Periods of NZLP Governments and 
ALP State and Commonwealth Governments, 1901-2007

C’wealth
Australia

New
South
Wales

Victoria Queens-
land

South 
Australia

Western 
Australia

Tasmania New 
Zealand

1904 
3.5 mths

1913
2 wks

1905-09
3 yrs/10 

mths

1904-05
1yr/5 mths

1909
1 wk

1908-09 
5.5 mths

1910-16
6yrs/2 
mths

1924
5 mths

1915-29
14 yrs

1910-12
1 yr/8.5 

mths

1911-16
4 yrs/10 

mths

1914-16
2 yrs

1910-13
3 yrs/2 
mths

1920-22
2 yrs

1927-28
1 yr/6 mths

1915-17
2 yrs/3.5 

mths

1923-28
4 yrs/8.5 

mths

1914-16 
2 yrs/2 
mths

1925-27
2 yrs/4 
mths

1929-32
2 yrs/6 
mths

1924-27
3 yrs

1924-30
6 yrs

1929-32 
2 yrs/2 
mths 

1930-32
1 yr/6 mths

1943
4 days

1932-57
25 yrs/2 

mths

1930-33
3 yrs

1933-47
14 yrs/1 

mth

1934-69
35 yrs

1935-49
14 yrs

1941-49
8 yrs/3 
mths

1941-65
24 yrs

1945-47
2 yrs

1965-68
3 yrs/1 mth

1953-59
6 yrs/1 mth

1957-60
3yrs

1972-75
2 yrs/11 

mths

1976-88
12 yrs/10 

mths

1952-55
2 yrs/6 
mths

1970-79
9 yrs/4.5 

mths

1971-74
3 yrs/1 mth

1972-82
10 yrs

1972-75
3yrs

1983-96
13 yrs

1982-90
10 yrs/6 

mths

1989-96
6 yrs/1 mth

1982-93
11 yrs/1 

mth

1983-92
10 yrs

1989-92
3 yrs

1984-90
6 yrs, 3 
mths

2007-
1 mth

1995-2007
12 yrs/10 

mths

1999-2007
5yrs/3 
mths

1998-2007 
7 yrs/6 
mths

2001-07
5 yrs

2001-07
4 yrs/10 

mths

1998-2007
6 yrs/6 
mths

1999-2007
8 yrs

TOTAL: 
35.58 yrs. 61.67 yrs. 26.71 yrs. 54.75 yrs. 44.38 yrs. 52.33 yrs. 63.23 yrs. 34.25 yrs.

Sources: Pre-1991 Australian fi gures based on data in C. Macintyre, Political Australia: A Handbook of 
Facts, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1991; pre-1996 New Zealand fi gures based on Francis Castles, 
Rolf Gerritsen, and Jack Vowles (eds), The Great Experiment: Labour Parties and Public Transformation 
in Australia and New Zealand Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1996, p. 5; subsequent fi gures from 
various public sources. 

 Considerable historical debate has surrounded why it took the NZLP until 1935 
to win offi ce. However, this debate has been confi ned to New Zealand historians, 
and their gaze has been similarly confi ned to New Zealand. Comparison with 
Australia allows us to ask a different question: why was the ALP able to achieve 
electoral success so much earlier than the NZLP? The answer in large part derives 
from the explanations for the earlier formation of the ALP, principally the earlier 
development of industry and an industrial working class in Australia. However, 
two other trends stand out as assisting the ALP develop an electoral base. First, the 
union movement which provided a major part of the support base for both parties 
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enjoyed a signifi cantly larger membership density in Australia after the fi rst decade 
of the twentieth century. Furthermore, this union base had developed earlier in 
Australia, in the 1880s such that by 1890 membership density exceeded 20 per cent 
in the most populous and industrialised colonies of NSW and Victoria. These unions 
were largely decimated in the 1890s depression and employers’ assaults which led 
to major strikes in that decade, but when unionism began to recover in the 1900s, it 
built on the habits and communities of association which had produced the earlier 
membership surge, and which contributed to labour’s political base.54 When New 
Zealand unions recovered from defeat in 1890, their initial growth was based much 
more on the institutional support of the arbitration system; not until the Red Feds 
was a substantial part of the union movement fi rmly rooted in community.55 
 Secondly, the ALP was more successful than the NZLP in attracting a mixed 
social base in its early years. Labour MPs and prominent party members in both 
parties included a signifi cant mixture of social backgrounds, including journalists, 
lawyers, and clergymen as well as manual workers and unionists.56 More importantly, 
however, the ALP tapped a major source of rural support through the AWU, which 
initially represented many small landholders as well as pastoral workers and 
delivered a substantial number of rural electorates in NSW and Queensland until 
the 1930s.57 It was also the AWU’s adoption of American spelling forms which 
infl uenced the adoption of ‘Labor’ in the title of the ALP. Even afterwards, as late 
as the 1970s and 1980s, the ALP gained a signifi cant number of rural seats, if not 
through the AWU.58 The NZLP, however, received less rural support in its formative 
years because the farmers already enjoyed a political base in the Liberal Party, early 
NZLP land policies for leasehold repelled farmers, and rural unionism gained less 
traction than in Australia. Rural workers were inclined to vote alongside farmers, 
since they were ‘peculiarly deferential and right-wing’, and the early New Zealand 
Shearers Union was also tied to the Liberals.59 
 For several decades the accepted view originating with Robert Chapman in 
1948 was that the NZLP fi nally won government in 1935 by gaining the support 
of small farmers and the urban middle class.60 Bruce Brown added that until the 
NZLP gained farmers’ support it was disadvantaged by the country quota which 
gave rural electorates 28 per cent greater representation than they were entitled 
to on the basis of population..61 Chapman also argued that the three party system 
held back the NZLP from gaining offi ce, on the grounds that middle-class protest 
votes regularly went to the opposing conservative party (either Reform or Liberal/
United62 depending on who was in power) rather than to the NZLP.63 
 Miles Fairburn challenged this orthodoxy in 1985. He argued that the NZLP’s 
diffi culties over the 1920s can be attributed to the high incidence of blue-collar 
workers who either failed to vote or voted for the conservative parties, although 
he further acknowledged that had the NZLP won more middle-class support it 
would have secured more votes and seats.64. Brown also recognised the importance 
of ‘working class Toryism’,65 for which Fairburn identifi ed three reasons. Firstly, he 
noted the relatively high degree of geographic mobility, which peaked during and 
after World War I, the formative period of the NZLP. Fairburn argued that high 
rates of geographic mobility reduced workers’ capacity for collective organisation. 
Secondly, Fairburn observed the spatial fragmentation of the working class 
produced by the relatively small scale of industry and urbanisation. Finally, Fairburn 
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argued that the general desire of the working class to own property predisposed 
them towards non-Labour.66 Erik Olssen supported this claim stating that ‘male 
workers in the handicraft sector … were probably more likely to stay committed 
to the Liberals or even to vote for Reform’ because of continued opportunities for 
becoming self-employed.67 Fairburn and Haslett’s study of New Zealand working-
class conservatism in the ten largest provincial towns at 11 general elections, 1911-51 
confi rmed that the skilled working class initially had a much lower propensity to 
vote for the NZLP than the unskilled/semiskilled working class.68 With data from the 
same study Steve McLeod also disputes Chapman’s labelling of ‘farmer’ or ‘rural’ 
seats, maintaining that they were in fact dominated by manual workers, and that 
the NZLP’s eventual victory in these electorates was a result of demographic change 
and urbanisation which increased their numerical importance in ‘rural’ seats. 69 
 The NZLP, therefore, was predominantly an unskilled/semiskilled working-class 
party until the 1930s, based in the major urban areas and in a couple of exceptional 
rural seats such as the West Coast (with large populations of unionised miners and 
timber workers).70 By the 1930s the NZLP was able to gain the support of skilled 
workers in rural electorates and even some of the middle class.71 The change in 
fortunes for the NZLP was assisted by the ravages of the Great Depression, the 
collapse of the three party system (with unifi cation of the United Liberal and Reform 
Parties in the 1930s), and Labour’s alliance with the Ratana Maori candidates.72 
 After they became the mass working-class party in Australia and New Zealand 
respectively, the ALP and NZLP support base was remarkably similar for much of 
the twentieth century. Even the proportion of votes gained by each party was very 
similar in elections from 1945 to 1996,73 when New Zealand adopted a different voting 
system: Mixed Member Proportional (MMP). However during the second half of the 
twentieth century the membership base of both parties declined signifi cantly and 
changed in social composition. At its peak in 1954 ALP membership was 75,000, with 
affi liated unions representing 75 per cent of unionists, and 40 per cent of workers. 
At the end of the decade, after the 1955 split, the ALP had only 45,000 members, 
and this base continued to decline afterwards.74 A similar pattern occurred for the 
NZLP, with a major loss of members in the 1980s during the period of ‘Rogernomics’, 
although in 2007 the NZLP claimed that membership was growing again.75

 In particular, blue-collar working-class membership and electoral support for 
both parties declined after the 1950s, and they increasingly attracted white-collar 
workers and professionals, particularly engaged in public sector services. Gustafson 
noted that manual workers declined from 84 per cent of NZLP membership in 1949 
to 49 per cent in 1970, as white-collar workers increased from 16 to 51 per cent of 
the NZLP membership base.76 Similarly the percentage of Labour MPs who were 
employed in professional and semi-professional work increased from 18 per cent in 
1935 to 73 per cent in 1984.77 In his study of occupations during party conferences in 
1983 and 1988, Jack Vowles noted that 55 and 53 per cent respectively were employed 
in the public sector, whereas only 19 and 14 per cent respectively were manual 
workers.78 In addition those Labour MPs previously employed as manual workers 
decreased from 27 per cent in 1935 to 5 per cent in 1984.79 This decline in manual 
working-class involvement in the NZLP exceeded the overall decline in blue-collar 
employment; the proportion of households with manual workers declined from 43 
to 35 per cent from in 1967 to 1993.80 In Australia the proportion of professional and 
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white-collar membership virtually tripled between 1961 and 1981, to reach about a 
quarter, exceeding their proportion of the general workforce.81 
 Generally, changes in electoral support have followed the same trends identifi ed 
for party membership, although not as drastically. Although such classifi cations 
are fraught with diffi culties, it does seem that from the late 1980s the blue-collar 
working-class vote for the ALP declined, while the ‘middle class’ vote increased.82 
For some commentators these trends represented a ‘middle-classing’ of the parties,83 
although it could also be argued that the composition of the working class itself had 
changed. Vowles also noted that class voting in New Zealand has declined.84

 The change in composition and decline in membership for the ALP and NZLP was 
associated with broader social change and party-political diffi culties. Social change 
included the decline in heavy industry, the growth in tertiary sector employment 
and the breakdown of traditional working-class communities.85 Falling trade union 
membership contributed to the decline in the support base for both parties, as well 
as indicating social change. In Australia union membership as a proportion of the 
workforce declined from a peak of 61 per cent in 1954 to 20 per cent in 2007, and in 
New Zealand union membership density declined from 60 per cent in 1945 to 17 
per cent in 1999 (after which it began to increase very gradually).86 
 Transformation of the parties’ membership base has increased the role of women, 
who are strongly represented in the white-collar workforce. Both parties enrolled 
female members from an early stage. The NSW Labor Party decided to do so at its 
fi rst, all-male conference in 1892 prior to women gaining the suffrage in that or other 
Australian colonies, although it was a somewhat divisive issue at the time and female 
suffrage did not enter the platform until 1896.87 Women’s groups such as the Auckland 
Women’s Political League affi liated with the NZLP from the outset,88 refl ecting the 
fact that the party’s formation occurred 23 years after female suffrage was gained 
in New Zealand. In some Australian states the ALP established special structures 
for women’s representation, such as the Women’s Central Organising Committee 
from 1904 in NSW, and women’s conferences; in 1929 Inter-state Labour Women’s 
Conferences were organised and in 1930 a Labor Women’s Interstate Executive 
was established.89 The NZLP had a Women’s Representative elected to the central 
executive by conference, and women’s conferences from 1927, but more importantly 
the radical women’s groups incorporated into the party formed specifi c women’s 
branches which sometimes had their representatives elected to the central executive.90 
Nevertheless, both parties were male dominated for much of the twentieth century. 
Women rarely gained leadership positions in either party, or parliamentary seats. The 
parties were also infl uenced by the attitudes of male trade unionists, who often saw 
women as posing a threat to male jobs and organised to prevent it in the context of 
state arbitration systems which maintained lower wages for women.91 
 From the late 1970s new wave feminism, the campaign for equal pay and a 
Working Women’s Charter exerted strong infl uence in the labour movements of both 
countries. From the 1980s women began to enter leadership positions in growing 
white-collar unions and in both parties. Senator Susan Ryan became the fi rst ALP 
federal cabinet member in 1983-87. The number of female ALP caucus members grew, 
aided by the 1994 conference adoption of affi rmative action, which committed the 
party to the endorsement of female candidates in at least 35 per cent of winnable 
seats at federal level from 2002, and similar measures at state level. In 1990 two 
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female ALP state premiers emerged, Joan Kirner in Victoria and Carmen Lawrence in 
Western Australia, although both were appointed as caretakers for ALP governments 
seriously disabled by perceptions of economic mismanagement.92 Since 2001 the 
ALP deputy parliamentary leader also has been a woman. The NZLP established a 
Women’s Advisory Council in 1970, succeeded by the Labour Women’s Council in 
1975, to promote women members’ view in the policy making process, and in 1978 a 
Women’s Coordinator was appointed. Margaret Wilson was president of the NZLP in 
the mid-1980s. The New Zealand Labour government of 1984 included ten women, 
amongst them Ann Hercus, the fi rst Minister of Women’s Affairs, and Helen Clark, 
who became the fi rst New Zealand party leader in 1993, and Prime Minister in 1999.93 
Under a Clark-led government, all of the top jobs in New Zealand were occupied 
by women in 2005, including Speaker of Parliament, Governor-General and Chief 
Justice, and six were government ministers (of 25 from the NZLP in the coalition). 
 The change in party membership and electoral support for the ALP and NZLP 
has been paralleled by changes in party ideology and policy. It has been argued 
that the ‘middle-classing’ of ALP membership has led to changed policy priorities, 
including the dismantling of the traditional tenets of Labourism, which has further 
alienated traditional blue-collar voters and potential members. Similar tendencies 
have been noted in the NZLP from the 1970s and particularly the 1980s.

Ideology and Policy

Ideologically the ALP and the NZLP were principally infl uenced by a combination 
of socialism and liberalism with a strong connection to trade unionism.94 Both parties 
inherited traditions of liberal reform.95 For example, the system of compulsory state 
arbitration, to which the labour movement in both countries became committed, 
was initiated by liberals: William Pember Reeves in New Zealand in 1894, and 
Charles Kingston, Bernard Wise and Alfred Deacon in Australia between 1901 and 
1904.96 It was a similar story with the beginnings of state welfare in the old age 
pension, introduced in New Zealand in 1898, and in NSW and Victoria in 1900 
and the Commonwealth of Australia in 1908,97 and with factory legislation, which 
during the 1890s was improved in New Zealand and Victoria and introduced in 
NSW, South Australia and Queensland.98 Macintyre and Burgmann argued that 
the mobilisation of a pre-industrial working class in unions and the ALP inevitably 
resulted in its acceptance of liberal ideology,99 as Saville had argued for Britain100, 
and the situation was similar for New Zealand. However, there is also no doubt 
of the early infl uence of socialism in the ALP in the 1890s (particularly NSW and 
Queensland),101 and in the NZLP and its various predecessors which came together 
in 1916. The ALP was predominantly infl uenced by state socialism, whereas the 
NZLP was more infl uenced by Red Fed militant socialists who set syndicalism 
aside to form the party.102 The early NZLP’s industrial policy, which combined state 
ownership with union membership also has been characterised as akin to British 
guild socialism.103 Furthermore, as parties of the left, at least initially, the ALP and 
NZLP attracted various other forms of radicalism. The followers of Henry George 
exerted some infl uence in the Australian and New Zealand labour movements in 
the 1890s, especially in NSW, in the form of the ‘single tax’ or land nationalisation 
policies.104 In the 1930s, Douglas Credit was infl uential on the left of the NZLP, 
although its impact in the ALP was more short-lived.105 
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 The combination of elements of socialism and liberalism with trade unionism 
produced Labourism, the dominant ideological infl uence within the ALP and NZLP, 
shared also with the British Labour Party. The term ‘Labourism’ is employed here 
to denote this particular ideological combination, rather than in the sense criticised 
by Terry Irving and others as implying a less authentic non-Marxist socialism.106 
Writing in the New Zealand context, Gustafson claimed that Labourism involves 
‘the acceptance of capitalism but on conditions which recognise trade unions as the 
corporate pressure group representing the workers in a state-controlled, tripartite 
system of collective bargaining’.107 Jim Hagan echoed this defi nition for the ALP 
when he claimed that Labourism assumed that ‘the capitalist state could be managed 
to the advantage of the working class by a combination of a strong trade union 
movement with a parliamentary Labor Party’.108 John A. Lee summed up the NZLP’s 
position claiming that it ‘was gathering momentum on a new road, not towards 
social revolution, but towards a tamed humane state capitalism’.109. In Australia, 
the ALP’s task has been described similarly, as ‘civilising capitalism’.110 This was the 
Socialism Without Doctrine described by Albert Métin in 1901111 after his visit to the 
antipodes to investigate the ‘social laboratories of the world’ (although in the New 
Zealand case he was mainly referring to the Lib-Labism of the Liberal Party). Both 
parties have emphasised a moderate parliamentary strategy for incremental reform 
working through the state apparatus that was assumed to be neutral. However 
as noted by Irving, this did not deny the working-class-based nature of Labo(u)r 
politics as claimed by the New Left.112 Notwithstanding their Marxist ideologies, 
the European social democratic parties of the Second International did not differ 
signifi cantly in political practice from the early ALP and NZLP.
 The programmatic expression of Labourism for the ALP and NZLP, however, 
was unique. Each focused on defence of workers as wage earners, as a result of the 
infl uence of trade unions and the emphasis on minimum wages and prevention of 
‘sweating’ in the political culture of colonial liberalism at the end of the nineteenth 
century and beginning of the twentieth, a formative period for the labour movement in 
each country. In policy terms this led to protection of domestic manufacturing industry 
and the defence and extension of compulsory arbitration along with other industrial 
legislation. Protection of domestic manufacturing, with high tariff walls in Australia 
and subsidies and import restrictions in New Zealand, ensured employment in this 
strongly unionised sector, whilst more capital intensive, productive primary sectors 
successfully competed in international markets to earn overseas income. Protection 
of domestic industry enabled employers also to pay a ‘living wage’, a link made 
politically explicit in the ‘new protection’ of the early Commonwealth of Australia. 
Arbitration structures implemented the ‘living wage’ through centralised wage 
determination systems which uniquely adopted policies that profi tability was not to be 
the sole determinant of wages, although this had not been the original intention of the 
liberal instigators of these structures. At the same time, state arbitration systems forced 
union recognition by employers who had denied this in the major strikes leading to 
the formation of the labour parties. The systems privileged unions as representatives 
of workers in their deliberations, and in New Zealand with compulsory unionism 
from 1936. In turn, a strong union movement helped to sustain labour parties which, 
through legislation and expansion of state employment, helped maintain industrial 
frameworks favourable to unions and working conditions.113 
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 The strategy typifi ed Labourism, although, as we have seen, much of it had been 
initiated by liberals. In Australia, this ‘new protection’ policy which brought the 
support of domestic manufacturers and liberals to labour, has been called a ‘national 
settlement’ at the beginning of the twentieth century. It attracted a similar consensus 
in New Zealand, which has been called a ‘settler contract’.114 This consensus persisted 
in both countries for much of the twentieth century, within a Keynesian policy 
framework for maintaining full employment after the 1930s depression.115 
 Frank Castles has characterised the Labourist public policy consensus adopted 
in Australia and New Zealand as a strategy of ‘domestic defence’ based on ‘wage 
earners’ welfare states’.116 Social justice within this strategy was based on wage-
earning status rather than citizenship, thus retarding the development of a broader 
universal welfarism, and privileging male trade unionists because the defi nition of a 
‘living wage’ excluded women from its ambit by taking a male family breadwinner 
as its basis. Castles’ argument is strongest in the case of the ALP, although even here 
it may be exaggerated. The ALP did exhibit an early interest in broader welfare, 
including strong support for invalid and old age pensions, and when in power 
nationally introduced a maternity allowance in 1912, in the context of fears of being 
overrun by Asians unless the population was increased.117 In 1897 the NSW party 
also adopted a plank for a free state health scheme,118 but little else appeared in early 
ALP platforms or legislative priorities when in power. Welfare became more of an 
issue after World War II, in Australia and all developed countries, within a broader 
context of the ascendancy of Keynesian approaches to public policy. Furthermore, the 
ALP was constrained in practice by limited periods of national offi ce, the budgetary 
constraints of the depression in 1929-32 when the Scullin ALP government was in 
national offi ce and welfare was needed most, and by the constraints of the federal 
system, which limited the powers of the national government in social policy until 
the referendum of 1946, but also limited the resources of the state governments.119

 Castles’ characterisation of the wage earners’ welfare strategy is much weaker 
in the case of the NZLP. When elected to government in 1935 the NZLP created 
what was arguably the capitalist world’s fi rst universal welfare state. The timing 
of achievement of government largely explains the NZLP’s greater emphasis on 
universal welfare policies, given the recent experience of the hardships of the 
1930s depression. Under the leadership of Michael Joseph Savage the fi rst Labour 
government implemented polices for a largely free national health scheme, and 
income support through universal pensions and family benefi ts, in addition to more 
wage earner oriented industrial measures which characterised state ALP government 
policies: a minimum hourly wage, a 40-hour working week and compulsory 
unionism.120 The third NZLP government of 1972-75 also implemented a raft of 
social legislation, including comprehensive accident compensation and a benefi t 
scheme for single-parent families.121 By that time the ALP, under Gough Whitlam, 
also enacted a similar expansion of social legislation. 
 A major distinction between the parties was over racial policy, particularly in 
relation to indigenous people whom each of the settler dominated societies had 
dispossessed. For the ALP a ‘white Australia’ policy was a critical third pillar for 
the national settlement of new protection. Just as domestic manufacturers were 
to be protected from cheap overseas competition, so too were workers protected 
from cheap wage competition in the form of Asian immigrant labour, by restrictive 
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immigration policy. ‘White Australia’ was based on a fear of cheap Asian labour, 
but also on an overt racism that was shared generally throughout colonial European 
society in the antipodes, and therefore, increased the ALP’s appeal to a broader 
electorate than just workers. ‘The cultivation of an Australian sentiment based upon 
the maintenance of racial purity’ became the fi rst federal objective of the ALP in 
1905, before any mention of social justice.122 
 The New Zealand labour movement, and wider European society, were equally as 
committed to a ‘white New Zealand’. In 1899 the Liberals effectively restricted non-
white immigration through poll taxes and tonnage ratios on ships, and subsequently 
the arbitration court banned Asian workers from membership of unions whilst 
also giving unionists preferential access to jobs. The IPLL, the fi rst NZLP and the 
ULP all demanded white New Zealand in their platforms. However, because of 
the success of the 1899 legislation, and the lack of a large scale non-white and non-
indigenous workforce such as the Melanesian ‘Kanakas’ in Queensland, the issue 
was less defi ning for the post 1916 NZLP than it was for the ALP, even if rank and 
fi le hostility to Asian immigration was similar. A more important distinction lay 
in the implication for indigenous peoples. ‘White Australia’ also disenfranchised 
many Aborigines as citizens, whereas ‘white New Zealand’ was outwardly directed 
against Asians only. The Treaty of Waitangi conferred a different status upon the 
New Zealand Maori, as British subjects. In the process of Maori dispossession and 
the wars of 1845-47, 1860-61 and 1863-76, the British considered the Maori as ‘worthy 
foes’, and theoretically they gained equal status with the white settlers, the Pakeha, 
effectively as ‘honorary whites’. This proved to be one of the major stumbling blocks 
for New Zealand joining the Australian federation in 1901.123

 Alongside domestic defence through the wage earner welfare state, Labourism 
as an ideology also found a cogent expression in shared policies to extend public 
ownership and the social and economic role of the state.124 This attracted and was 
infl uenced by the various socialist groups that existed in both parties from the outset. 
However, the state socialism of the ALP and NZLP never became a wholehearted 
program for the complete displacement of capitalism. The boundaries of state 
socialism were regularly contested in both parties, especially the ALP, but always 
contained within the pragmatic reformism that characterised Labourist political 
practice. 
 In Australia the original platform drawn up by the Queensland party in 1890 
called for the complete nationalisation of industry, but this was rejected by affi liated 
unions in favour of a more moderate program of political and industrial reform. 
In 1897 the NSW party adopted ‘nationalisation of the land and the whole means 
of production, distribution and exchange’ as a plank, but this was diluted to the 
‘collective ownership of monopolies’ in 1905, which was also adopted federally.125 
In 1921 the federal ALP’s objective became ‘the socialisation of industry, production 
and exchange’.126 The methods by which this would be achieved included not only 
‘nationalisation of banking and all principal industries’, but also ‘the municipalisation 
of such services as can best be operated in limited areas’. However, in 1921 the 
Blackburn Declaration was adopted to qualify this objective: collective ownership 
would only be ‘to whatever extent may be necessary’ for ‘preventing exploitation’. 
By 1957, after the gradual consolidation of the objective, it became: ‘The democratic 
socialisation of Industry, Production, Distribution and Exchange – to the extent 
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necessary to eliminate exploitation and other anti-social features in those fi elds…’. 
In 1916 the NZLP adopted the SDP objective for ‘the socialization of the means of 
production, distribution and exchange’. This objective remained until its deletion 
in 1951, although in 1927 land nationalisation was deleted from NZLP policy in an 
attempt to woo farmers.127

 For both parties the commitment to public ownership often represented more of 
a symbolic rallying point than a concrete proposal for social reform. Nonetheless, 
early ALP governments did create state enterprises, mainly at the state level, for 
example, abattoirs, brickworks, timber yards, quarries, and insurance companies, 
and they expanded the largest enterprises of all, the state railway corporations.128 At 
the national level the Commonwealth Bank was formed in 1912.129 Both parties were 
particularly concerned with the banking system as the citadel of capitalism. This 
was confi rmed by the experiences of the 1930s depression when banks supported 
orthodox fi nancial policies which made it impossible for the Scullin national ALP 
government and the Lang NSW ALP government to fi nance traditional wage earner 
welfarism.130 Soon after it came to power the NZLP nationalised the Reserve Bank 
in 1936, and the main trading bank, the Bank of New Zealand, in 1945.131 The ALP 
attempted to nationalise all banks in 1947-54, although the High Court and Privy 
Council ultimately ruled this unconstitutional.132 The 1940s marked the highpoint 
of Labourism as public ownership in both countries. The NZLP established state 
monopolies in broadcasting, domestic airways, the linen fl ax industry, coal mines 
gradually came under state ownership, and the state became a major provider of 
housing.133 Similarly, in Australia state government housing expanded and a national 
ALP government nationalised the international airline Qantas Empire Airways by 
buying up all shares. It also created a domestic airline, Trans-Australian Airlines 
(TAA), although the High Court rejected its attempt to nationalise Australian 
National Airways (ANA).134 This and the ruling over banks seemingly prevented 
further efforts for nationalisation, at least by the federal government, and the issue 
never arose again in ALP policy. None of these measures was intrinsically part of a 
wider strategy of radical social change, although many Labo(u)r supporters would 
have thought they were. Conservative governments accepted most of these measures 
in the post-war Keynesian consensus prevailing in New Zealand and Australia until 
the 1980s.135 
 Labourism had opponents on the Left. In Australia the syndicalist One Big Union 
Movement (OBU) after World War I and Communist Party of Australia (CPA) in 
the 1930s to 1940s mounted substantial challenges to the Labourist hegemony in 
the labour movement.136 In New Zealand, as we have noted, syndicalist infl uence in 
the labour movement peaked in the Red Feds immediately prior to the formation of 
the NZLP. The New Zealand Communist Party was never in the position to surpass 
the NZLP. Communist Party members were expelled from the ALP in 1924 and the 
NZLP in 1926.137 In neither country did Communists effectively challenge the Labo(u)
r parties’ electoral strategy, but instead worked principally through infl uence in the 
unions. We may, therefore, speak of a Labourist hegemony for much of the twentieth 
century in both countries.
 Nevertheless, Labourism has been a contested concept especially in the ALP. 
During the early 1930s, for example, the NSW branch of the ALP split from the federal 
ALP over policy responses to the depression, with the NSW ALP state government 
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adopting a more radical Labourist response than the federal ALP government’s 
adoption of the principles of ‘sound fi nance’, which involved major reductions in 
government expenditure.138 Across the Tasman, the NZLP observed the weakness 
of the federal government with alarm, and was repelled by what it considered the 
‘Tammany Hall’ tactics of the NSW ALP; the NZLP’s relations with the British Labour 
Party were closer as a result.139 
 The ALP split of 1955 threatened its institutional and electoral viability.140 Its 
origins lay in the formation of Industrial Groups within the ALP and unions from 
1945 to fi ght the infl uence of communism. The Groups became dominated by the 
Catholic Social Studies Movement, whose implacable opposition to communism 
increasingly meant a total alignment with US foreign policy, and opposition to 
ALP leftists who allied with Communists in the unions. From the late 1940s to 1952 
the Groupers succeeded in completely replacing CPA or left leaderships in some 
key unions, but a number of ALP politicians and union offi cials, including some 
from the right, felt threatened by the ambition of the Groups. In October 1954 the 
ALP’s federal leader, H.V. Evatt, called for the Groups’ dissolution. The subsequent 
convulsions led to the split of 1955, when the Groups were offi cially disbanded, 
major ‘Groupers’ were expelled from the ALP, and the rightist Democratic Labor 
Party (DLP) was formed. The impact of the split had a debilitating effect on the ALP 
particularly in Victoria, where the ALP lost state government in Victoria in 1955 as a 
result of expulsions of Parliamentary Labor Party members. The Groupers were also 
involved in a split in the Queensland parliamentary party and loss of government 
in 1957.141 At the federal level, and in the state of Victoria, the existence of the DLP 
was a major factor preventing the election of ALP governments for 23 and 27 years 
respectively. The NZLP, however, avoided such major convulsions during the Cold 
War, especially due to the smaller Irish Catholic infl uence.
 The 1950s convulsions created the basis of the ALP’s main factions, left, centre and 
right, although there had always been factional divisions in the party with various 
names depending on the state. By the 1990s ‘Centre Unity’ denoted the right, which 
has a stronghold in NSW, ‘Centre Left’ denoted a small centre group, and ‘Socialist 
Left’ denoted the left, with a particular stronghold in Victoria, although the older 
term ‘Steering Committee’ was still used in NSW. From the 1980s they became 
increasingly formalised and most members of the Parliamentary Labor Parties are 
now members of a faction. Negotiations between faction leaders have increasingly 
provided the basis for decision-making processes over distribution of cabinet and 
party offi cers’ positions, and determination of policy, thus avoiding the damaging 
confl ict previously seen by the public in caucus and conferences.142 However, the 
factions have become less involved with ideology as greater consensus develops in 
the ALP. A former Cabinet Minister in the 1980s and 1990s, Neal Blewett, described 
the caucus factions as ‘clans or tribes, grouped around factional leaders, with long 
histories of internal political cooperation, rather than ideological groupings’. Their 
leaders ‘had to pay obeisance to certain shibboleths … But provided the leaders 
could secure offi ces and perks for members of the tribe, the tribe would acquiesce 
in most ideological accommodations reached by the leaders of the factions’.143 The 
NZLP’s left and right factions have not become as formalised as the ALP versions.
 During the last quarter of the twentieth century the traditional policy basis of 
Labourist thinking in both countries came under attack and both parties effectively 
abandoned the commitment to public ownership.144 In the early 1970s the Whitlam 
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ALP government abandoned the ‘white Australia’ policy, one of the key planks of 
the Labourist consensus of the early 1900s. By the late 1970s many from the right 
of the ALP questioned the continuing relevance of a socialist objective, seeing it 
as an electoral liability, but a 1981 special national conference retained it intact.145 
Nevertheless, from 1983 to 1996 ALP governments adopted the mantras of economic 
rationalism in engineering economic restructuring, within a corporatist framework 
of the Prices and Incomes Accord with the Australian Council of Trade Unions. 
ALP governments deregulated much of the economy and at federal and state levels 
privatised a number of statutory corporations and authorities. Ironically, the ALP 
itself took the major role in dismantling the Labourist consensus of the beginning 
of the century by abandoning protection for Australian industry and weakening the 
system of compulsory state arbitration in favour of enterprise bargaining.146 
 In government, the NZLP dramatically abandoned Labourism in the 1980s. In 
response to rising oil prices, economic stagfl ation, growing unemployment and a 
balance of payments defi cit the fourth Labour government under the leadership 
of David Lange implemented measures, which resembled the ‘New Right’ agenda 
of Thatcher’s Conservative government in Britain.147 These policies, which became 
known as ‘Rogernomics’, after their architect, Minister of Finance Roger Douglas, 
included economic deregulation, the corporatisation and privatisation of state-owned 
assets and the removal of subsidies and tariffs. However, as with the ALP, although 
the NZLP reformed the arbitration system to encourage enterprise bargaining, the 
structure itself remained intact until a conservative government abolished it. These 
neo-liberal policies severely divided the NZLP in the late 1980s, leading to the 
resignation of Prime Minister David Lange and the NZLP’s eventual electoral defeat 
in 1990. In reaction to Labour’s neo-liberalism, a New Labour Party was created in 
1990, which espoused more traditional Labourist ideology. After the humiliating 
defeat of the 1990 election, the NZLP under the leadership of Helen Clark claimed it 
had returned to the centre-left of the political spectrum. During the late 1990s Labour 
leaders have espoused the politics of the ‘Third Way’, a vague set of ideas attracting 
the interest of labour and social democratic parties in Europe and elsewhere, and 
most prominently advocated by former British Prime Minister Tony Blair. The 
Third Way accepts free market capitalism, but tempers it with social justice aspects 
of Labourist and social democracy ideology. Since being elected in 1999 the fi fth 
Labour government has implemented the Third Way model by delicately balancing 
the goals of limited state intervention and the retention of essential features of free 
market reform: social liberalism.148 However, the extensive growth of public sector 
employment, increased expenditure in welfare areas such as health and education, 
and attempts to recollectivise industrial relations with the Employment Relations 
Act 2000, are remarkably like traditional Labourist strategies.149 After more than a 
decade in opposition at the national level, the ALP has also embraced Third Way 
style policies, although where the NZLP tends to look towards the social democratic 
traditions of Scandinavia for inspiration, the ALP is more likely to look towards the 
United States Democrats.

Conclusions and Comparative Perspectives

The ALP and NZLP have been suffi ciently similar in their political trajectories, 
support base and Labourist ideology to be seen as a characteristically antipodean 
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phenomenon, although they share many of these aspects with the BLP too. The main 
distinction between the antipodean parties and the BLP has been in the programmatic 
expression of Labourist ideology in a ‘wage earner welfare’ strategy. In this and 
other ways the direct infl uence between the ALP and the NZLP  is also notable, 
particularly in commitment to state arbitration systems. 
 Notwithstanding these similarities, the differences between the parties are 
signifi cant in terms of political trajectory, structure and policy. The timing of the 
NZLP’s consolidation was signifi cantly later than the ALP. The ALP’s federal 
structure and activities also differ from the more unitary NZLP structure, and 
have provided greater scope for the more frequent divisive splits and factionalism 
experienced in the ALP. In terms of policy, the attitude towards indigenous people has 
been remarkably dissimilar, and the NZLP led the way internationally in adopting 
an extensive state welfare policy. 
 How do we explain these intersections? The similarities between the parties in 
terms of ideology, strategy, support base and electoral record, can be accounted for 
principally by structure rather than agency. The commonalities derive from shared 
cultural heritage from Britain, their shared origins as globally isolated but proximate 
settler societies, and similar small, resource and agriculturally based economies. 
 The differences are more complex to account for. The structure of the state in 
itself explains the different structures of the parties, federal versus unitary, as well 
as a good deal of differing political experience. Structure again is important in 
explaining the different timing of party consolidation. The larger scale of industry 
and its faster development in Australia provided an earlier working-class support 
base for the ALP. Absence of serious political rivals for attracting small farmers’ 
support also assisted the ALP originally, in ways not possible for the NZLP. The 
timing of party consolidation itself, and particularly the achievement of government, 
also explain important policy differences. When the ALP was established in the 
1890s, race was a far more important issue in all of the antipodean colonies as they 
faced independence, than later when the NZLP was consolidated. To some extent 
this explains the greater emphasis on race in the early ALP. We also have noted the 
impact of the 1930s depression on the NZLP’s greater emphasis on universal welfare 
policies when it came to power in 1935. Even within the broad shared commitment 
to a labourist strategy, there was substantial scope for different policy emphases.
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