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Radicalism and Patrician Conservatism in Aotearoa New Zealand: 

The Case of William Downie Stewart Jr. 

Martin George Holmes1 

Introduction 

In this article, I propose a new interpretation of the political philosophy of William 

Downie Stewart Jr. (1878–1949), a leading Aotearoa New Zealand conservative. I 

argue that his support for radical social reform has long been misunderstood, to the 

extent that his conservatism has been doubted. I contend that this misunderstanding 

stems from a much broader lack of analysis of radical tendencies within the Aotearoa 

New Zealand patrician conservative tradition. The latter, which David Orwin defined 

in a 1999 study, refers to conservatives who favoured paternalistic government by a 

genteel elite and who were suspicious of mass democracy.2  

Although by no means homogenous, patrician conservatives were a close-knit 

clique. Many displayed radical tendencies. They were the dominant conservative 

tradition in Aotearoa New Zealand until the Liberal Party’s election victory of 1890 

and retained some support into the twentieth century. Stewart was the last patrician 

conservative in Aotearoa New Zealand to hold cabinet office;3 he was also an 

influential historian of the patrician tradition. Thus, by exploring Stewart’s views in 

detail, I hope to contribute to the study of Aotearoa New Zealand patrician 

conservatism more generally. 

 
1 I am grateful to the editor of the journal as well as the two anonymous peer reviewers for their 
comments and suggestions. 
2 David Orwin, “Conservatism in New Zealand” (PhD diss., University of Auckland, 1999), 33–38. 
3 Ibid., 132, 83. 



 JACANZS, vol. 2 

 
 

7 

To gain a deeper understanding of patrician conservative radicalism in 

Aotearoa New Zealand, I briefly refer to Canadian Red Toryism, an Anglophone 

conservative tradition famed for advocating state intervention. I contend that both 

traditions were radical because, to use the phrase popularised by historians such as 

James Belich, they desired to create a ‘Better Britain’ overseas, free from the 

injustices of the Mother Country.4 However, they were still conservative because 

they sought to protect their budding societies from forces that risked undermining 

them.  

I argue that this dichotomy explains Stewart’s radicalism. I highlight how it 

influenced his entry into parliamentary politics in 1914, his support for radical 

measures while in office, and his infamous resignation from cabinet in 1933. 

Because Stewart’s portfolios revolved around finance, his political career did not 

always reflect the extent of his radicalism. For this reason, in addition to discussing 

his parliamentary career, I draw heavily on Stewart’s historical and political writings, 

which provide a consistent and eloquent justification of the patrician conservative 

tradition. Four figures were particularly important to him: William Rolleston, the 

cabinet minister and former provincial superintendent of Canterbury; Sir Harry 

Atkinson, who served repeatedly as premier from the late 1870s to 1891; Sir F. H. D. 

Bell, a long-term member in the Reform government of 1912 to 1928; and Stewart’s 

father, William Downie Stewart Sr.  

Because the article focuses on settler politics in Aotearoa New Zealand, I 

have been unable to discuss Māori politics in this period. Likewise, because my brief 

reference to Canada focuses on Anglophone Canadian politics, I have been unable 

 
4 See James Belich, Making Peoples: A History of the New Zealanders from Polynesian Settlement to 
the End of the Nineteenth Century (Wellington: Allen Lane, 1996), 303–312. 
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to discuss the Indigenous and Francophone contexts in Canada. However, this is not 

to deny the independence, dignity, and dynamism of these groups. 

 

Historiographical Overview 

A biographical sketch may be helpful at this point to orientate readers who do not 

know Stewart.5 He was the wealthy son of William Downie Stewart Sr., a politician 

whom Stewart Jr. described as a conservative opponent of the Aotearoa New 

Zealand Liberals.6 Stewart Jr. trained as a barrister and gained an international 

reputation shortly before the First World War, when he co-authored a pioneer study 

of state socialism in Aotearoa New Zealand and wrote the introduction to the English 

edition of André Siegfried’s esteemed Democracy in New Zealand.7 

Stewart entered parliament in late 1914. He described himself as a radical 

interested in working-class concerns.8 However, he affiliated with the Reform Party, 

which had governed the country since 1912, and was a conservative response to the 

Liberal and Labour Parties. He did so because he feared that the Liberals, who had 

governed from 1891 to 1912, had become too autocratic and that the up-and-coming 

Labour Party was encouraging class warfare and labour unrest.9 He became the MP 

for Dunedin West. In 1915, he left the country to serve in the First World War but 

returned in 1916 after a bout of rheumatoid arthritis disabled him for life. From his 

 
5 The standard biography of Stewart is Stephanie M. Dale, “Gentleman of Politics: A Life of William 
Downie Stewart, 1878–1949” (MA diss., University of Otago, 1981).  
6 William Downie Stewart, “Typescript of ‘Three Generations in New Zealand Politics,’” 1941, MS–
0985–030/013, Stewart, William Downie: Personal, Political and Family Papers, Hocken Library, 
Dunedin (Stewart papers), 32. 
7 W. D. Stewart and J. D. Le Rossignol, State Socialism in New Zealand (New York: Crowell, 1910); 
W. Downie Stewart, “Introduction,” in André Siegfried, Democracy in New Zealand, trans. E. V. Burns 
(London: G. Bell and Sons, 1914), vii–xxiii. 
8 Stewart, “Three Generations,” 47. 
9 Ibid., 47–48, 51. 
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entry into parliament until around 1920, Stewart affiliated himself with the 

Progressive Reform League, a group of young urban Reform MPs who wished to 

make the Reform Party – which, while dynamic, tended to prioritise rural concerns – 

more attentive to the urban working- and middle-classes.10  

Prime Minister William Ferguson Massey, conscious of Stewart’s abilities, 

encouraged him to enter cabinet, promising him in 1920 that Reform would take his 

views seriously.11 Apparently convinced, Stewart entered cabinet and soon became 

a major figure. He served as minister of internal affairs from 1921 to 1923, minister of 

customs from 1921 to 1928, minister of finance from 1926 to 1928, and the attorney-

general and the acting prime minister for a time in 1926.  

Although less extreme than the Liberals and Labourites, the Reform 

government of 1912 to 1928 was remarkably interventionist. In the 1920s, when the 

economy was flagging, it strained itself to maintain comprehensive pensions for 

returned servicemen; subsidise small business and home ownership schemes; 

support state-owned hydro-electrification and telecommunications; fund what would 

later become known as ‘state highways’; and try to keep afloat increasingly 

unprofitable state industries, such as the railways and mines, as a means of 

employment and economic development.12 Because of the portfolios he held, 

Stewart’s name is not closely associated with any of these initiatives. However, as a 

senior government figure who obtained customs revenue and balanced the budget, 

 
10 Dale, “Stewart,” 39–43. 
11 William Ferguson Massey to William Downie Stewart, 8 January 1920, Letters from and papers 
relating to William Ferguson Massey, MS–0985–002/158, Stewart papers. 
12 Erik Olssen, “Towards a Reassessment of W. F. Massey: One of New Zealand’s Greatest Prime 
Ministers (Arguably),” in A Great New Zealand Prime Minister? Reappraising William Ferguson 
Massey, eds. James Watson and Lachy Paterson (Dunedin: Otago University Press, 2011), 17; 
Michael Bassett, The State in New Zealand 1840–1984: Socialism Without Doctrines? (Auckland: 
Auckland University Press, 1998), 151–160. 
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he helped make them possible. Furthermore, owing to his willingness to resign when 

he disagreed with government policy (see below), his long-term membership in the 

Reform Party and in cabinet demonstrates that he agreed with this reformist 

direction. 

When Reform and the decaying Liberal Party (now renamed the United Party) 

formed a coalition government in 1931 to challenge the burgeoning Labour Party, 

Stewart once again served as minister of finance, minister of customs, and attorney-

general. He played a key role at the Ottawa Conference in 1932, where 

representatives from the British Empire co-ordinated their response to the Great 

Depression.  

During these years in cabinet, Stewart became a leading imperial 

statesman.13 However, in 1933 Stewart resigned from cabinet to protest the 

government’s decision, in light of the depression, to devalue the nation’s currency. 

After failing to hold his seat in the 1935 election as an independent Reform 

candidate, he retired and became a historian. His works memorialise the 

achievements of the ‘Conservative Party’,14 by which he meant the patrician radical 

conservative ministries that governed the country several times from the 1870s to 

early 1891. To this day, Stewart’s biographies of Rolleston and Bell have not been 

superseded and remain standard texts of Aotearoa New Zealand political history.15  

Despite Stewart’s significance, there have been only two in-depth studies of 

him, and these sharply disagree about his political philosophy. Stephanie M. Dale’s 

 
13 Dale, “Stewart,” 19.  
14 Stewart, “Three Generations,” 2; William Downie Stewart, William Rolleston: A New Zealand 
Statesman (London: Whitcombe and Tombs, 1940), x. 
15 Stewart, Rolleston; William Downie Stewart, The Right Honourable Sir Francis H. D. Bell, P.C., 
G.C.M.G., K.C., His Life and Times (Wellington: Butterworth and Co., 1937). 
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1981 master’s thesis provided a broad overview of Stewart’s life and work. Dale 

suggested that Stewart’s support for social reform and fiscal orthodoxy reveal him to 

have been a nineteenth-century Gladstonian liberal, not a conservative.16  

David Orwin’s 1999 doctoral thesis on Aotearoa New Zealand conservatism 

devoted two chapters to Stewart.17 More than Dale, Orwin analysed Stewart in light 

of broader political trends in Aotearoa New Zealand and overseas, most notably in 

Britain. Orwin argued that, as in Britain, there were two major conservative traditions 

in the country during Stewart’s lifetime. First, there was a patrician tradition, which 

reached its apex during the Continuous and Scarecrow ministries. The 1890 Liberal 

victory, which helped pave the way for mass democracy, dealt the patrician tradition 

a death blow, since its proponents, while by no means hostile to social reform (see 

next section), were paternalistic and often lacked popularity with the electorate.   

Consequently, there arose a popular conservative tradition, led by figures 

such as William Ferguson Massey, who better reconciled themselves to mass 

democracy and who could rally the electorate.18 The populists were not wholly 

opposed to the reforms of the Liberal government; they tended to endorse the notion 

of Aotearoa New Zealand as a land of fairness (see next section). However, the 

populists adopted a somewhat more libertarian tone that appealed to farmers and 

the urban middle class. While the Reform Party contained some patricians, Orwin 

highlighted that it was essentially populist, and that the patricians were increasingly 

marginalised. He identified Stewart as the last patrician conservative to hold 

significant office.19  

 
16 Dale, “Stewart,” vii. 
17 Orwin, “Conservatism,” 132–184. 
18 Ibid., 93–99. 
19 Ibid., 132, 83. 
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Dale and Orwin both make good points. However, their arguments are 

somewhat problematic. Dale’s narrative approach hinders a cogent analysis of 

Stewart’s political worldview. In addition, by doubting Stewart’s conservatism, she 

leaves unexplained Stewart’s respect for what he called the pre-1890 ‘Conservative 

Party’ and for patricians such as Bell, who identified with the British Conservative 

Party when living in England.20 Orwin’s thesis is far more detailed. However, he 

neither cited Dale nor engaged substantially with the argument that Stewart was a 

liberal, even though Stewart did voice support for Gladstonian economic principles.21 

In addition, Orwin neglected to mention that Rolleston, one of Stewart’s greatest 

political heroes, identified as a liberal, and that Stewart acknowledged this fact.22 

Some more modern studies have referenced Stewart. However, they do so in 

a fleeting manner that perpetuates the historiographical ambiguity. The American 

historian David Hackett Fischer’s 2012 comparative study of Aotearoa New Zealand 

and the United States of America (USA) is a case in point. Fischer briefly identified 

Stewart as an Aotearoa New Zealand conservative whose profound concern for the 

‘common good’ and the ‘suffering poor’ during the Great Depression was indicative 

of a radical streak lacking in American conservatism.23 However, another recent 

publication, Malcolm McKinnon’s 2016 history of the depression, briefly questioned 

Stewart’s radicalism. McKinnon conceded Stewart’s interest in left-wing politics.24 

However, he emphasised that Stewart was a dogmatic proponent of ‘limited 

 
20 Stewart, “Three Generations,” 2; Stewart, Bell, 48–49. 
21 “Empire Matters,” New Zealand Herald, 23 September 1933, 11. 
22 Stewart, Rolleston, xvi. 
23 David Hackett Fischer, Fairness and Freedom: A History of Two Open Societies, New Zealand and 
the United States (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 405. 
24 Malcolm McKinnon, The Broken Decade: Prosperity, depression and recovery in New Zealand, 
1928–39 (Dunedin: Otago University Press, 2016), 90. 
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government’ whose unbending fiscal orthodoxy hindered innovative ways of 

overcoming the problems facing the country.25  

In other words, there is still no consensus regarding the political programme 

of this noteworthy Aotearoa New Zealand statesman. Dale has argued that Stewart’s 

interest in social reform suggests that he was not a conservative; Orwin and Hackett 

consider him to have been a conservative with radical tendencies; and McKinnon 

portrays him as a conservative whose radical reputation is overrated.  

 

The Neglect of Aotearoa New Zealand Conservatism 

I regard the confusion over Stewart’s political philosophy as symptomatic of the 

sparseness and ambiguity of existing research on radical tendencies within the 

Aotearoa New Zealand patrician conservative tradition more generally. Research on 

this subject is sparse principally because of the country’s reputation for being a 

social laboratory in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In this period, 

many disaffected Britons emigrated to the white settler societies of the British Empire 

in the hope of building a better life. A large number yearned to make their new 

country a ‘Better Britain’,26 a British society purged of the injustices of the Old World 

and open to social reform.  

Memories of these past injustices were often so raw, and concerns to prevent 

them emerging in the New World so urgent, that their conception of a ‘Better Britain’ 

could become utopian. For example, many immigrants upset by landlordism and the 

agrarian dislocations of the Industrial Revolution developed a rosy nostalgia for 

 
25 McKinnon, The Broken Decade, 90. 
26 Belich, Making Peoples, 303–312; Cecilia Morgan, Building Better Britains? Settler Societies Within 
the British Empire, 1783–1920 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2017), 40, 100. 
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yeoman farming and fought to establish it in the New World even when it proved 

economically problematic.27 

This influence was especially prevalent in Aotearoa New Zealand, which had 

been established as an independent Crown colony in 1841. Many immigrants from 

Victorian and Edwardian Britain had been exposed to the most harrowing injustices 

and hardships of the Old World, such as those of the Scottish Highland Clearances, 

the English Industrial Revolution, and the Irish Potato Famine. The struggles and 

ideals of these immigrants influenced their Aotearoa New Zealand-born 

descendants. Together, they transformed Aotearoa New Zealand into one of the 

most socially advanced settler societies by the early 1900s. Appeals to ‘fairness’ 

electrified Aotearoa New Zealand politics in the same way that ‘freedom’ animated 

American politics,28 and the state took a very active role in protecting citizens from 

exploitation and hardship.29 

Since the time of William Pember Reeves, the Liberal politician who authored 

the country’s first popular history, scholars have understandably tended to 

emphasise the most audacious of what he termed its ‘state experiments’.30 These 

most advanced reforms were almost invariably associated with the Liberal and 

Labour Parties.31 Although doctrinaire theorists were few in Aotearoa New Zealand, 

 
27 See, for example, D. A. Hamer, The New Zealand Liberals: The Years of Power, 1891–1912 
(Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1988), 69–71; Tom Brooking, Lands for the People? The 
Highland Clearances and the Colonisation of New Zealand: A Biography of John McKenzie (Dunedin: 
Otago University Press, 1996), 85. 
28 On this comparative distinction, see Fischer, Fairness and Freedom, 6; Tom Brooking, Richard 
Seddon: King of God’s Own: The Life and Times of New Zealand’s Longest-serving Prime Minister 
(Auckland: Penguin Books, 2014), 421. 
29 On the enormous influence of the state in Aotearoa New Zealand history, see Bassett, The State.  
30 William Pember Reeves, The Long White Cloud (Ao Tea Roa), 3rd ed. (London: George Allen and 
Unwin, 1924), 36–43. For a comprehensive overview of these state experiments, see William Pember 
Reeves, State Experiments in Australia and New Zealand (London: G. Richards, 1902). 
31 For a broad overview of Liberal policy, see Hamer, The New Zealand Liberals. For a broad 
overview of the origins of the Labour Party’s programme, see Barry Gustafson, Labour’s Path to 
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many Liberals and Labourites took inspiration from utopian works such as Edward 

Bellamy’s Looking Backwards and from grandiose solutions to economic ills by 

pundits such as Henry George.32 

The Liberal Party, which governed from 1891 to 1912, identified with popular 

Liberalism. It sought to defend the interests of the common people against privileged 

minorities and build a better country for poor immigrants and their descendants.33 

The Labour Party, which first governed from 1935 to 1949, fought for a full-blown 

welfare state that would protect the lower classes in particular.  

Examples of advanced legislation pertinent to an understanding of Stewart 

are Sir John McKenzie’s attempts to make land more easily available to poor farmers 

by means of his infamous 999-year lease of Crown land;34 Richard John Seddon’s 

dogged support for old-age pensions and state housing;35 and Reeves’ labour 

legislation that improved working conditions and established an Arbitration Court to 

mediate disputes between capital and labour.36 

This focus on left-wing achievements has contributed to a neglect of radical 

tendencies among Aotearoa New Zealand conservatives. Several recent studies 

have done justice to the radicalism of twentieth-century popular conservatives such 

 
Political Independence: The Origins and Establishment of the New Zealand Labour Party, 1900–19 
(Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1980). 
32 Miles Fairburn, “Is there a Good Case for New Zealand Exceptionalism?” in Disputed Histories: 
Imagining New Zealand’s Pasts, eds. Tony Ballantyne and Brian Moloughney (Dunedin: Otago 
University Press, 2006), 148; Jim McAloon, “Radical Christchurch,” in Southern Capital: Christchurch: 
Towards a City Biography, 1850–2000, eds. John Cookson and Graeme Dunstall (Christchurch: 
Canterbury University Press, 2000), 168; Brooking, Lands for the People, 90; Gustafson, Labour’s 
Path, 26. 
33 For further discussion, see Brooking, Seddon, 23, 83. 
34 For further discussion, see Brooking, Lands for the People. 
35 Brooking, Seddon, 168–175, 383–386. 
36 Bassett, The State, 87–91. 
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as Massey, Gordon Coates, and Sir Robert Muldoon.37 They conclude that these 

figures agreed that Aotearoa New Zealand should be a land of fairness. Popular 

conservatives disagreed with Liberals and Labourites about specific areas of policy, 

but nevertheless made significant contributions to social reform. For example, in 

2011 Erik Olssen – a prominent historian of the Aotearoa New Zealand left – pointed 

out that the Reform government of 1912 to 1928 helped lay the foundations of the 

Labour Party welfare state of the 1930s and 1940s.38 

However, patrician conservatism remains woefully understudied despite 

having cultivated a pantheon of noteworthy reformers. Recent scholarship on the 

Reform government has tended to neglect Stewart’s radicalism in favour of his fiscal 

policies and 1933 resignation. Earlier generations of patricians have likewise been 

neglected despite their impressive reformist credentials. For example, concerned 

that private charity was insufficient to alleviate poverty, Atkinson advocated a state-

supervised national insurance scheme in the 1880s that was so radical that 

parliament did not accept it.39 A second example is Rolleston who, like McKenzie, 

believed that the state should break up landed estates to allow more poor farmers to 

settle the countryside.40 A third example is Stewart Sr., who, eager to minimise class 

conflict, proposed a system of industrial arbitration in 1890 that heavily influenced 

Reeves’s Liberal legislation.41 

 
37 B. H. Farland, Farmer Bill: William Ferguson Massey and the Reform Party (Wellington: B. Farland, 
2008); Michael Bassett, Coates of Kaipara (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 1995); Barry 
Gustafson, His Way: A Biography of Robert Muldoon (Auckland: Auckland University Press, 2000). 
38 Olssen, “Massey,” 29. 
39 Judith Bassett, Sir Harry Atkinson, 1831–1892 (Auckland: Auckland University Press/Oxford 
University Press, 1975), 108–113. 
40 Stewart, Rolleston, 43. 
41 Dale, “Stewart,” 6. 
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Of course, scholars are aware of patrician conservative radicalism. For 

example, Stewart highlighted in his 1914 introduction to Democracy in New Zealand 

that Siegfried had recognised that most Aotearoa New Zealand conservatives were 

not untrammelled reactionaries, that ‘If the chance offered they would indulge in 

State experiments as freely as did the then [Liberal] Government.’42 More 

contemporary historians, such as Tom Brooking and Jim McAloon, have also 

highlighted the dearth of outright reactionaries in Aotearoa New Zealand’s history.43  

However, although it is common for scholars briefly to mention patrician 

conservative radicalism, there has been little in-depth analysis. Consequently, the 

historiography contains several insights that, while often valuable, have yet to be 

elucidated fully and integrated into a coherent whole. 

The first explanation for the phenomenon avows that many Aotearoa New 

Zealand ‘conservatives’ in this period were in fact classical liberals. Scholars 

emphasise that Aotearoa New Zealand had no conservative tradition comparable to 

that of Britain, and that the chief division lay between popular and classical 

liberalism.44 Because proponents of the latter were more cautious about social and, 

especially, fiscal reform, they became known as conservatives. This is a good point 

that concurs with Dale’s interpretation of Stewart and helps explain his and other 

patricians’ concern with balancing the budget. However, because most scholars do 

not explore this point in detail, one is left wondering why, if many patrician 

conservative radicals were classical liberals, they could be so enthusiastic about 

 
42 Stewart, “Introduction,” ix. 
43 Brooking, Seddon, 55; Jim McAloon, No Idle Rich: The Wealthy in Canterbury and Otago 1840–
1914 (Dunedin: Otago University Press, 2002), 106. 
44 See, for example, R. B Lyon, “The Principles of New Zealand Liberal Political Thinking in the Late 
Nineteenth Century” (PhD diss., University of Auckland, 1982), 26–27; Keith Sinclair, A History of 
New Zealand, rev. ed. (Auckland: Penguin Books, 2000), 172. 



 JACANZS, vol. 2 

 
 

18 

interventionist state experiments. One of the few scholars to venture an explanation, 

R. B. Lyon, rather provocatively concluded that they did so ‘in the deepest bad faith’ 

– an explanation that contradicts evidence that Stewart and others were quite 

serious about both fiscal conservatism and social reform.45 Another scholar, Judith 

Bassett, focusing on Atkinson specifically, suggested that there was a ‘basic 

inconsistency’ between his free-trade rhetoric and his interventionist policies as 

premier.46 

Self-preservation is another interesting explanation. James Belich has argued 

that the settlers’ desire for a better life in Aotearoa New Zealand was so strong that 

even in the pre-1890s era of patrician politics, they pressured conservatives into 

supporting some level of reform. He calls this phenomenon a ‘populist compact’ or 

‘Pakeha treaty’,47 and argues that the Liberal landslide of 1890 occurred because the 

general public believed that conservatives had broken the populist compact by failing 

to prevent the appearance of unemployment and sweated labour in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. Leslie Lipson is another scholar who has suggested that some patricians 

tried to ‘dish’ their Liberal opponents by enacting strategic reforms.48 I think that this 

analysis helps explain the reformism of more restrained conservatives, such as Sir 

John Hall, who supported women’s suffrage only because he believed that the issue 

would not go away and that women would tend to vote conservative.49 However, I 

also think that the radicalism of Stewart and his heroes – notably Atkinson and 

Rolleston – went beyond mere self-preservation.  

 
45 Lyon, “Principles,” 50. 
46 Bassett, Sir Harry Atkinson, 171. 
47 James Belich, Paradise Reforged: A History of the New Zealanders from the 1880s to the Year 
2000 (Auckland: Allen Lane, 2001), 22. 
48 See, for example, Leslie Lipson, The Politics of Equality: New Zealand’s Adventures in Democracy 
(Wellington: Victoria University Press, 2011), 22. 
49 Orwin, “Conservatism,” 74–75. 
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In my view, the most fruitful analyses so far have been those that integrate 

their discussion of Aotearoa New Zealand conservatism into a wider discussion of 

conservatism in the Anglosphere. Scholars such as Orwin and Jean Garner have 

highlighted similarities and links between patrician conservatism in Aotearoa New 

Zealand and conservatism in the United Kingdom.50 Under the leadership of 

Benjamin Disraeli (later Lord Beaconsfield), who acted out opportunism, 

humanitarianism, or a combination of the two,51 the British Conservative Party began 

to advocate social reforms. In doing so, it gained substantial working-class support. 

These scholars have noted that several Aotearoa New Zealand conservatives who 

travelled to Britain, such as Bell and Hall, enthusiastically supported the British 

Conservative Party during this period.52 Even when in Aotearoa New Zealand, 

conservatives were cognisant of their British counterparts, and often affiliated with 

British party factions, though many were reluctant to apply such labels to politics in 

the Antipodes.53 Although I cannot discuss Stewart’s views on Empire in detail here, 

it is worth noting that as an imperial statesman, he formed close bonds with Leo 

Amery and Lord Altrincham, two eminent British Conservative politicians.54 

These links between British and Aotearoa New Zealand conservatism are 

crucial. However, I think that these scholars often overemphasise the British 

connection. It is an understandable shortcoming given the strong British influence on 

Aotearoa New Zealand culture during the imperial period55 – an influence that 

 
50 Orwin, “Conservatism,” 1–60; Jean Garner, By His Own Merits: Sir John Hall – Pioneer, Pastoralist 
and Premier (Hororata: Dryden Press, 1995), 294–304. 
51 Recent research seems to favour a Machiavellian view of Disraeli. See, for example, Douglas Hurd 
and Edward Young, Disraeli; or The Two Lives (London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 2013). 
52 For example, Garner, Hall, 301; Stewart, Bell, 48–49. 
53 Orwin, “Conservatism,” 33–34. 
54 For further information, consult Correspondence with and relating to Leopold Stennet Amery (1913–
1949), MS–0985–002/006, Stewart papers; Correspondence with Sir Edward William McLeay Grigg 
(1914, 1932–1933, 1941, 1944), MS–0985–002/097, Stewart papers. 
55 Lipson, The Politics of Equality, 449. 
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patrician conservatives arguably supported more than any of their opponents. 

Nevertheless, as Orwin himself remarked, conditions for conservatives in the British 

settler societies differed dramatically from those in the Old Country.56 In England 

especially, conservatives could draw support from well-established institutions of 

power such as the House of Lords and from the habitual deference of many lower-

class persons to the landed aristocracy. Such support enabled them to withstand 

calls for radical social reform by liberals and other opponents of the status quo. 

Indeed, under the leadership of audacious leaders such as Disraeli, it allowed 

conservatives to adopt radical policies that defused discontent while alleviating the 

plight of the poor. There was no equivalent to these time-honoured institutions in the 

settler societies which, owing to the aspirations of disaffected immigrants, became 

far more egalitarian than Britain.57 Thus, while the British context should be 

considered, those of other British settler societies are even more important, for they 

can illustrate common means by which colonial conservatives conceived of 

themselves and operated. 

Some historians have recognised this fact. However, they have tended to 

focus on the USA. Most notably, in 1964, the historian W. H. Oliver gave a lecture on 

Aotearoa New Zealand conservatism.58 He remarked that because Aotearoa New 

Zealand was a settler society, the nation’s conservative tradition, though influenced 

by British conservatism, could not imitate it. Consequently, he sought parallels 

between Aotearoa New Zealand conservatism and that of another settler society, the 

 
56 Orwin, “Conservatism,” 1–6. 
57 James Belich, Replenishing the Earth: The Settler Revolution and the Rise of the Anglo-World, 
1783–1939 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 157; Ged Martin, Bunyip Aristocracy: The New 
South Wales constitution debate of 1853 and hereditary institutions in the British colonies (Sydney: 
Croom Helm, 1986), 197. 
58 W. H. Oliver, The Problems and Prospects of Conservatism in New Zealand (Whitcombe and 
Tombs, 1964). 
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USA. He concluded that in the absence of the great institutions and traditions of the 

Old World, patrician conservatism in both countries became untenable.59 

Consequently, a more populist tradition emerged in both countries that emphasised 

libertarianism. Because of Aotearoa New Zealand’s radical heritage, its libertarian 

conservative turn was less extreme than the USA’s. Thus, while the Reform Party 

championed individual freedom, it also acknowledged that a strong and active state 

was a reality of Aotearoa New Zealand political life. However, Oliver nevertheless 

criticised Reform leaders such as Stewart for not taking drastic interventionist steps 

to combat the Great Depression.60 In his judgement, great British conservatives such 

as Disraeli would not have remained fiscally cautious when the population was 

suffering. 

The problem with Oliver’s analysis is that because Aotearoa New Zealand in 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was part of the British Empire and 

the USA was not, the American context differed dramatically from Aotearoa New 

Zealand’s. I think it more fruitful to analyse the Aotearoa New Zealand experience 

with reference to the conservative traditions of other settler societies of the British 

Empire. In this short article, I cannot provide a detailed comparison. Rather, I shall 

provide a brief portrait of one tradition, Canadian Red Toryism, to help elucidate 

some principles that I think it shares with Aotearoa New Zealand patrician 

conservatism.  

 

The Canadian Red Tory Tradition 
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I recognise that this focus on Canada might seem surprising given that Australia is 

culturally and geographically closer to Aotearoa New Zealand. However, I believe 

that of all the British settler societies, Canada has the most well-developed 

conservative tradition, which has received extensive historiographical treatment. 

These factors make it an excellent case study. Furthermore, it is rather novel 

because, to my knowledge, no study of Aotearoa New Zealand patrician 

conservatism has until now taken much notice of the Canadian context. 

The term ‘Red Tory’ entered Canadian political discourse in the 1960s, most 

notably through the works of the political scientist Gad Horowitz,61 to describe a 

tradition of Anglophone Canadian conservatism that champions a strong state that 

cares for the needy and shelters the economy as much as possible from the 

vagaries of capitalism.62  

Red Toryism has been an influential strain of Canadian conservatism since at 

least Confederation in 1867, which began the process of uniting the colonies of 

British North America into a single country. Sir John A. Macdonald, one of the two 

most important figures of Confederation (the other being Sir George-Étienne Cartier), 

was the most enduring Canadian prime minister of the nineteenth century. He upheld 

Red Tory principles by establishing a strong and active federal government.63 He 

and other conservatives used the federal government to help develop the country, 

most notably by investing vast sums to build a transcontinental railway system, 

 
61 See, for example, G. Horowitz, “Conservatism, Liberalism, and Socialism in Canada: An 
Interpretation,” The Canadian Journal of Economics and Political Science / Revue canadienne 
d’Economique et de Science politique 32, no. 2 (May 1966): 143–171. 
62 For a concise definition, see John McMenemy, The Language of Canadian Politics: A Guide to 
Important Terms and Concepts, 4th ed. (Waterloo: Wilfred Laurier University Press, 2006), 322. For a 
more in-depth discussion, see Ron Dart, The Red Tory Tradition: Ancient Roots, New Routes: A 
Series of Essays by Ron Dart (Dewdney: Synaxis Press, 1999). 
63 Dart, Red Tory, 13–14.  
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instituting protectionist policies to foster Canadian industries, and assisting in the 

settlement of the sparsely populated west.64 The Conservative Party of Canada65 

remained committed to an interventionist federal government in the early and mid-

twentieth century.66 

After the defeat of John Diefenbaker’s government of 1957 to 1963, which 

had adopted a strongly pro-British platform, the party became increasingly 

libertarian, and has never regained its former radical character.67 However, an 

influential minority of conservatives have continued to advocate Red Toryism and to 

chart its influence on Canadian history. These include the political scientist Ron Dart, 

the journalist Charles Taylor, and the historian Donald Creighton (who achieved a 

level of fame similar to that of Keith Sinclair in Aotearoa New Zealand).68 Another 

influential figure was the philosopher George Grant, though in his contrarian fashion 

he was unenthusiastic about the label.69 

It is important to understand that this Canadian radical conservative tradition 

was not a slavish imitation of its British counterpart. Canadian conservatives were 

aware that the metropole had its faults. For example, despite his affection for Britain, 

Grant was a fierce critic of the Highland Clearances and claimed that his ancestors 

were the victims of them.70 Likewise, Macdonald came to believe that the British 

 
64 Donald Creighton, Canada’s First Century, 1867–1967 (Toronto: Macmillan of Canada, 1970), 25–
40. 
65 Note that the party changed its name many times and that I use the name ‘Conservative Party of 
Canada’ as a shorthand. 
66 Dart, Red Tory, 17; Creighton, Canada, 139. 
67 Dart, Red Tory, 19–20. 
68 For a large list of modern Red Tories and their sympathisers, see Charles Taylor, Radical Tories: 
The Conservative Tradition in Canada (Toronto: Anansi, 1982). 
69 Dart, Red Tory, 39–48. 
70 William Christian, George Grant: A Biography (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1993), 21. 
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principle of an established church had caused great suffering in Ireland and resolved 

that British North America should avoid the practice.71  

Rather than replicate the Old Country, Canadian Red Tories sought to build a 

new country whose Anglophone provinces would be British, but which would provide 

more opportunities and a greater quality of life. Because Canada was a young 

society, Red Tories entrusted the federal government with an active role in making 

the dominion economically and politically viable.72  

The biggest factor that identified Red Toryism as conservative rather than left-

wing was its concern that the dominion’s proximity to the USA endangered the 

prospect of a Better Britain in North America. Red Tories feared the USA not only 

because it had seceded from the British Empire and repeatedly invaded Canada 

during the American Revolutionary War and the War of 1812, but because its 

libertarian culture was deemed politically dangerous. Hence the mass exodus of 

American loyalists to Canada after the American Revolution: they preferred the 

traditions inherited from Britain to the new social-contract liberalism of the USA.73 

In 1957, the Canadian scholar John Farthing illustrated this cultural gulf by 

comparing the founding documents of the two countries. Whereas the American 

Declaration of Independence endorsed the libertarian ideals of ‘life, liberty, and the 

pursuit of happiness’, the British North America Act of 1867 that established the 

Dominion of Canada promised ‘peace, order, and good government’.74 In 1965, 

 
71 Donald Creighton, John A. Macdonald: The Young Politician (Toronto: Macmillan Company of 
Canada, 1952), 214. 
72 Dart, Red Tory, 3. 
73 Ibid., 62; Peter C. Newman, Hostages to Fortune: The United Empire Loyalists and the Making of 
Canada (Toronto: Simon and Schuster, 2016), 3; Peter J. Smith, “The Dream of Political Union: 
Loyalism, Toryism and The Federal Idea in Pre-Confederation Canada,” in The Causes of Canadian 
Federation, ed. Ged Martin (Fredericton: Acadiensis Press, 1990), 148–171. 
74 John Farthing, Freedom Wears a Crown, ed. Judith Robinson (Bullsbrook: Veritas Publishing 
Company, 1985), 37. 
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Grant elaborated on this distinction in his book Lament for a Nation, written when 

many Canadian liberals were still celebrating the fall of Diefenbaker’s government.75 

According to Grant, great conservatives such as Macdonald recognised that ‘To be a 

Canadian was to build, along with the French, a more ordered and stable society 

than the liberal experiment in the United States’.76 

It was the presence of this American threat that explains Red Toryism’s 

staunch anti-libertarianism and willingness to identify with Toryism – a term 

associated with Old-World British conservatism – in the New World. Although 

isolated figures, such as W. L. Morton, sympathised more with old-fashioned 

liberalism,77 virtually all took inspiration from the British Tory tradition that conceives 

of society as a commonwealth of persons intimately bound together through kinship 

and a shared reverence for ancient traditions.78 In this society, British legal traditions 

protect personal freedom. However, libertarianism is an anathema because 

individuals can only achieve their true potential if they place the common good of 

society above their personal desires. Although this society is hierarchical, its 

privileged classes recognise that it is their solemn duty to assist the lower classes by 

protecting their livelihoods and alleviating want. Most notably, Tories perceive the 

importance of sheltering the economy as much as possible from the vagaries of 

capitalism. The integrity of this way of life is underpinned by the strength of Christian 

faith and institutions.79 

 
75 George Grant, “Lament for a Nation: The Defeat of Canadian Nationalism,” in Collected Works of 
George Grant: Volume 3: 1960–1969, eds. Arthur David and Henry Roper (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 2005), 271–367. 
76 Ibid., 279. 
77 Taylor, Radical Tories, 75. 
78 Dart, Red Tory, 33–37. 
79 Dart, Red Tory, 37. 
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Canadian Red Tories adapted this British Tory ideal to Canadian conditions. 

Because Canada had no landed aristocracy comparable to Britain’s, the federal 

government assumed the responsibility of caring for the economy and the lower 

classes. Red Tories stressed that Canada, to retain its independence from the USA, 

needed to maintain its British heritage.80 They also defended Canada’s Christian 

heritage to safeguard the integrity of society. A few, such as George Grant, found 

solace in Christian mysticism, which provided a balm to the increasingly materialistic 

Western world.81 Finally, Red Tories became bitter critics of the Canadian Liberal 

Party, which they denounced as overly friendly towards the USA.82 

 

Red Toryism and Aotearoa New Zealand Conservatism 

I contend that Aotearoa New Zealand patrician radicalism developed in a similar 

manner to Canadian Red Toryism. Of course, there are some key differences 

between them, which reflect the unique conditions of each country. Because 

Aotearoa New Zealand was far more isolated from the USA than Canada, its 

patrician conservatives were less preoccupied with anti-liberalism and anti-

Americanism. This factor helps explain why Aotearoa New Zealand conservatives 

tended not to be Tories. Their desire to create a ‘Better Britain’ in the South Seas 

caused many to identify as liberal, and the absence of an equivalent American threat 

produced little incentive to articulate a self-consciously Aotearoa New Zealand 

version of Toryism.  

 
80 Ibid., 12–13. 
81 See, for example, Christian, Grant, 228–239. 
82 See, for example, Grant, Lament, 279–282. 
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Despite these differences, Aotearoa New Zealand patrician radicals shared 

the same goal as the Canadian Red Tories: the creation of a ‘Better Britain’ 

overseas. This is a constant theme in Stewart’s historical writings. Stewart believed 

that Reeves’s preoccupation with the Liberal Party’s achievements had side-lined the 

conservative contribution to Aotearoa New Zealand’s state experiments. In 1940, he 

denounced Reeves’s ‘egregious error’ in portraying the pre-1890 ‘political landscape 

as being wrapped in mediaeval darkness’.83 I think that Stewart is being a little 

uncharitable here because Reeves did give the patrician conservatives some 

credit.84 Nevertheless, Stewart’s belief that Reeves had downplayed patrician 

conservative radicalism galvanised him to discuss it in great detail. 

Stewart’s elucidation of the subject was remarkably consistent. In 1909, he 

published one of his earliest works, an analysis of Aotearoa New Zealand land 

reform policy in the Journal of Political Economy. He highlighted as key reformers 

the Liberal John McKenzie and the conservative William Rolleston. I discuss 

McKenzie’s views below; suffice it to say here that Stewart highlighted Rolleston’s 

1882 land bill that advocated perpetual leasehold. Like Atkinson’s national insurance 

scheme, Rolleston’s bill was defeated in parliament. However, Stewart argued that 

had this radical scheme been passed, Aotearoa New Zealand could have 

successfully instituted a system of perpetual leasehold of Crown land.85 This would 

have enabled the government to settle more poor people on the land, thus fulfilling 

the yeoman ideal of many immigrants and alleviating urban unemployment. 

 
83 Stewart, Rolleston, x. 
84 Reeves, Long White Cloud, 270–276. 
85 William Downie Stewart, “Land Tenure and Land Monopoly in New Zealand,” Journal of Political 
Economy 17, no. 2 (1909): 83–84. 
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Stewart elaborated on this radical conservative tradition when he returned to 

historical writing in the 1930s. He noted that Rolleston, a minor member of the 

landed gentry, emigrated to the country in 1858 because he felt constrained by ‘Old 

World conventions’.86 Stewart emphasised that other emigrants felt the same way. 

When one group of Englishmen arrived in Aotearoa New Zealand shortly before 

Rolleston, he noted that they displayed their ‘contempt’ for the overly stratified 

English class system by burning their top hats and tailcoats.87  

Stewart noted the patrician conservatives’ concern for the poor, their 

determination that Aotearoa New Zealand must avoid the abject poverty of British 

slums. Stewart considered the following incident paradigmatic of this attitude: when 

the conservative Sir F. D. Bell – the father of F. H. D. Bell – supervised the 

emigration of poor Britons to the country in the 1880s, he was horrified by their 

wretchedness, and expressed satisfaction that Aotearoa New Zealand would give 

them the ‘self-respect and independence’ denied to them in the metropole.88 Stewart 

also reiterated Rolleston’s advocacy for closer land settlement and highlighted his 

belief that the state should manage education and care for insane persons.89 He 

emphasised that Atkinson was effectively a ‘socialist’ on economic matters,90 and 

that even F. H. D. Bell, the most moderate of his political heroes, was a rather 

interventionist mayor of Wellington who dramatically improved public services.91  

In other words, Stewart argued that patrician conservative radicals were as 

committed as the Liberals to making Aotearoa New Zealand a land of fairness. Like 

 
86 Stewart, Rolleston, 10. 
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the Canadian Red Tories, Aotearoa New Zealand patrician conservative radicals 

believed that a strong state was necessary for the cultivation and preservation of the 

‘Better Britain’ of the South Seas. Certainly, some patrician conservatives, such as 

Hall, were far more restrained. However, the radical strain with which Stewart 

identified himself was incredibly forthright. 

Despite their radicalism, I think that these figures merit the label ‘conservative’ 

because, like the Canadian Red Tories, they believed that their vision of a ‘Better 

Britain’ was under threat. For Canadian Red Tories, the chief danger was the 

corrosive influence of the USA. For Aotearoa New Zealand radical patrician 

conservatives, the chief danger was what one might term the ultra-radicalism or 

extremism of the Liberal and Labour Parties, the tendency of many left-wing 

Aotearoa New Zealanders to agitate for reforms beyond what patrician conservatives 

deemed advisable. This conviction made them somewhat more circumspect about 

the implementation of their reforms, as the term ‘conservative radical’ exemplifies. As 

Stewart noted in his biography of Rolleston, ‘It is easy to be an extremist. The 

difficult role is that of the man who tries to be constructive and to remedy evils 

without destroying what is worth saving.’92 

The patricians opposed ultra-radicalism because however much they decried 

Old-World injustices they were not revolutionaries. For example, many believed in a 

hierarchical conception of society. Stewart suggested that government by a patrician 

minority tended to be competent, since patrician families possessed the means and 

motive properly to educate their children for public office.93 As evidence, Stewart 
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highlighted the many able British statesmen and administrators trained in the English 

public school system. He feared that mass education might not be able to produce 

equally noble and able candidates, and that mass democracy might not ensure their 

election.94 Of course, Stewart was not a snob who believed in unbending class 

divides. Thus, Atkinson, one of his political heroes, was of middle-class origin and 

lacked impressive educational qualifications. Stewart made exceptions for such 

persons provided that they supported the patrician worldview while in power, as 

Atkinson did.  

Fear of ultra-radicalism underscored the fiscal cautiousness of patrician 

conservative radicalism. This point deserves emphasis since fiscal conservatism 

sharply distinguishes the patrician conservative radicals of Aotearoa New Zealand 

from their Canadian counterparts and might even cast doubt on their radical 

credentials. Red Tories had to expend enormous resources to preserve Canada’s 

economic and political independence, which often overstrained the government’s 

finances. Consequently, the concept of public debt did not dismay them.95 

The equivalent threat in Aotearoa New Zealand was ultra-radicalism. For the 

country to reach its full potential as a ‘Better Britain’, it needed to keep its population 

safe and secure. Thus, in the correspondence that established Aotearoa New 

Zealand as a Crown colony, one finds, as in the British North America Act, a 

commitment to ‘peace, order, and good government’.96 Patrician conservative 

radicals in Aotearoa New Zealand may not have been as aware of this motto as their 
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Canadian counterparts, but it certainly influenced their attitude to public policy. They 

recognised that if the government’s reforms were too extreme, they would disrupt the 

economy and/or undermine the laws of the land, and the country would suffer.  

The fact that ultra-radicals took significant inspiration from foreign influences 

likely accentuated the patrician conservative radicals’ belief that the British character 

of their new settler society was under threat. As already noted, the ideas of the 

Americans Bellamy and George influenced many left-wing Aotearoa New Zealand 

settlers. The writings of another American, the English-born republican Thomas 

Paine, helped shape English-speaking Liberalism more generally.97 Moreover, 

syndicalist ideas from the USA contributed to a surge of labour unrest in Aotearoa 

New Zealand shortly before the First World War – the same labour unrest, it should 

be noted, that encouraged Stewart to join Reform.98 

Fear of ultra-radicalism explains the determination of Stewart and other 

patrician conservative radicals to keep the budget balanced even amid extensive 

social reform. Stewart believed that the most persistent division in Aotearoa New 

Zealand’s political history lay not between reformers and reactionaries, but between 

two groups of reformers.99 The first consisted of fiscal conservatives such as himself, 

who believed that the government should always handle economic matters 

delicately. The second was the ultra-radicals, who endorsed extreme measures, 

such as gargantuan loans and currency devaluation, as a matter of course. The first 

group regarded the second’s policies as incredibly risky. Large loans are difficult to 

pay back; a devalued currency is difficult to restore to its former strength. In such 
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circumstances, debt is a very real possibility, which undermines the country’s 

capacity to support its population and acquire the support of overseas creditors.100 

Stewart’s 1909 article on land policy exemplified this viewpoint.101 He praised 

Rolleston because Rolleston’s perpetual leasehold system was economically sound. 

In addition to helping poor farmers, the system would regularly re-evaluate the land’s 

value and reappraise the rent accordingly, which would produce handsome rents 

that could be used for the common good. In contrast, McKenzie’s lease in perpetuity 

would not reappraise rents for 999 years, meaning that the state could not use for 

the common good any increased rent value that might result from future 

technological developments and years of hard labour on the land. Indeed, the 

government might end up losing more money through land tax than it earned through 

rent. Rather than benefitting the country and the poor, therefore, McKenzie’s system 

was liable to harm the nation’s economy and, by implication, its capacity to care for 

its citizens. Stewart repeated these views in State Socialism in New Zealand the next 

year.102 

Another good example took place almost twenty years later when, as minister 

of finance, Stewart denounced the veteran Liberal Sir Joseph Ward. An aging 

politician engaged in a gruelling election campaign, Ward misspoke at a highly 

publicised meeting in 1928.103 He proclaimed that if elected, his United Party would 

obtain a stupendous £70 million loan to bolster social services and stimulate the 

economy without raising taxes. Ward did not correct his mistake, and the promise of 

a £70 million loan dominated the 1928 election campaign. To Stewart, Ward’s 
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proclamation was just another instance of ultra-radical recklessness that would 

undermine the country’s ability to support itself. At a public meeting in Invercargill in 

1928, he denounced the policy as unworkable.104 He highlighted that the process of 

paying back the loan would end up placing an enormous burden on the taxpayer – 

the precise outcome that Ward had hoped to avoid. Under such conditions, the 

government would struggle to maintain its existing social responsibilities, let alone 

take on new ones. 

Stewart concluded that Reform, with its more circumspect financial policy, 

offered a more sustainable solution to Aotearoa New Zealand’s problems. Although 

the hostile economic climate of the 1920s made some hardship inevitable, Stewart 

emphasised that Reform would maintain, and even extend where possible, the 

humanitarian responsibilities of the state. For instance, he highlighted that the 

Reform government had successfully instituted a new family allowance scheme in 

1926 that provided financial assistance to impoverished large families.105 

It was this opposition to ultra-radicalism that motivated Stewart’s resignation 

from cabinet in 1933. Dale rightly noted that Stewart resigned because he perceived 

currency devaluation as a breach of Aotearoa New Zealand’s commitment to the 

Ottawa Agreement.106 The breaking of such an important deal that he had helped 

broker violated his sense of honour. However, I think that Dale could have 

emphasised more why he had supported the agreement in the first place. 

Stewart’s confidential diary of the conference reveals that humanitarian 

concerns were at the top of his agenda. Specifically, he was determined to prevent 
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further closures of businesses and a rise in unemployment. For example, he harshly 

criticised his colleague, Gordon Coates, for trying to impress Britain by offering a 

10% tariff reduction on British goods. Stewart thought that this grand gesture would 

merely reduce the country’s customs revenue and disadvantage local industries at a 

time when both were indispensable. ‘I do not see why we should be made the 

stalking horse where the gesture directly affects the livelihood and business of 

thousands of people.’107 

He recognised that the population, especially those already unemployed, 

would still suffer in these hard times. Nevertheless, he and the other Aotearoa New 

Zealand delegates managed to secure a reliable export market and maintain the 

country’s credit rating. He was confident that these advantages would allow the 

country to ride out the storm and begin to prosper again once economic conditions 

improved. In contrast, currency devaluation would profoundly affect the country’s 

overseas credit rating, which could undermine economic recovery and prolong the 

sufferings of the population. It was for this reason that, at that conference, he publicly 

declared himself a Gladstonian liberal.108  

Stewart seems to have suspected that posterity, so influenced by Keynesian 

economics, would judge him harshly. In this article, I am uninterested in assigning 

blame. I wish only to point out that Stewart’s fiscal conservatism did not belie his 

interest in social questions but was instead shaped by his desire to maintain 

Aotearoa New Zealand as a land of fairness. Thus, in his aforementioned letter to 

Forbes he prominently marked the passage about protecting livelihoods and 
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highlighted in his diary his determination ‘to reduce the cost of living in New 

Zealand’.109  

Stewart’s publications justify the fiscal conservatism of his predecessors. His 

discussion of Rolleston’s and Atkinson’s opposition to Vogelism is a case in point. In 

the 1870s, Sir Julius Vogel, a rather extremist patrician, instituted an enormous 

public works programme to facilitate economic development. Because its cost far 

outstripped the colony’s means, Vogel took out huge loans. Other politicians, such 

as Sir James Macandrew, continued to borrow enormously throughout the 1880s. 

Although these measures helped develop the country, they created substantial 

national debt and a lack of confidence among overseas creditors.110 Furthermore, 

the government’s policy contributed to a spree of private borrowing, much of which 

was squandered on land speculation and other risky projects. Owing to this chaos, 

many small business owners became bankrupt.111  

Stewart’s heroes railed against this state of affairs. As early as 1872, 

Rolleston decried Vogel as ‘the impersonation’ of all that is ‘reckless’ and 

‘mischievous’ in Aotearoa New Zealand political life.112 Both he and Atkinson 

doggedly agitated for greater caution throughout the 1870s and 1880s. When 

premier, Atkinson was forced to prioritise retrenchment – in other words, the 

rectifying of ultra-liberal excesses – over the implementation of his own radical 

programme.113 So, fiscal conservatism was not an anomaly in the patrician 

conservative radical tradition, but an integral feature of it. 
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Fear of extremism also underscored the patrician conservative radicals’ 

commitment to the British common law tradition. As a trained barrister, Stewart was 

particularly adamant on this point. He believed that the ultra-radicalism of the Liberal 

and Labour Parties made them somewhat arrogant when in power, and that this 

arrogance risked undermining British justice. Stewart’s concern is reflected in his 

early dislike of Seddon’s autocratic tendencies, which he blamed for dissuading 

some members of the public from attending opposition meetings.114 It is also 

reflected in his praise of Judge Williams’s refusal to grant Ward, then a Liberal 

cabinet minister, preferential treatment during a case of business fraud in the early 

1900s.115 During Ward’s tenure as managing director of J. G. Ward’s Farmers’ 

Association, the company became insolvent, and the books were doctored (though 

not by Ward) to avoid being declared bankrupt. When the fraud was discovered, a 

court case ensued, during which some of Ward’s political friends tried to interfere 

with the proceedings. Stewart praised Williams for openly stating that in his 

courtroom, the law reigned supreme, and Ward’s political credentials were 

‘irrelevant’.116  

Finally, many patrician conservative radicals regarded religion as integral to 

the flourishing of Aotearoa New Zealand. Being a rather intellectual and devout 

Presbyterian, Stewart was among the most adamant on this point. He believed that 

Christian morality conduced to the creation of honest and thoughtful citizens and 

could therefore help restrain the excesses common in mass democracies such as 
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Aotearoa New Zealand.117 Like Grant in Canada, he also turned to Christian 

mysticism as a means of uplifting one’s spirit in a materialistic world.118  

Stewart emphasised that fellow patrician conservative radicals felt similarly 

about Christianity. For example, he quoted Rolleston as saying that ‘I should be glad 

to see any Church movement which brought out people with a common bond 

maintaining the reverence which is much destroyed by the freedom and licence of a 

new country.’119 Even when discussing F. H. D. Bell, who was irreligious, Stewart 

portrayed him as a cultural Christian whose strong moral character drew inspiration 

from his Quaker heritage.120 

 

Conclusion 

In this article, I have tried to clear up the long-standing disagreement about Stewart’s 

political affiliation. I argued that he was the last major representative of the patrician 

conservative radical tradition in Aotearoa New Zealand. To clarify the meaning of this 

seemingly incongruous term, I briefly drew on the extensive historiography of the 

Canadian Red Tory tradition to help clarify the Aotearoa New Zealand context.  

I argued that both traditions were radical because they believed that their 

respective societies should be ‘Better Britains’, lands of fairness and opportunity free 

from the injustices of the Old World. However, I also argued that they merit the label 
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‘conservative’ because they believed that their vision of a ‘Better Britain’ was under 

threat and needed to be defended. 

The Canadian Red Tories feared being overwhelmed by the USA. Their 

hostility to American liberalism caused them to draw on the British Tory tradition. 

They agitated for extensive state intervention not only to forge a Better Britain, but to 

preserve its economic and political independence from its southern neighbour. 

Because the USA was such a daunting power, Red Tories were willing to develop 

the country even without a balanced budget.  

In contrast, Aotearoa New Zealand patrician conservative radicals tended to 

be liberals concerned about ultra-radicalism. They feared that the fiscal recklessness 

of left-wing Liberals and Labourites would wreck the economy and undermine 

Aotearoa New Zealand’s capacity to institute and maintain social reforms. This 

concern explains why Stewart and his heroes were adamant about balancing the 

budget. They were not misers willing to sacrifice the poor to the profits of big 

business. Rather, their interactions with ultra-radicals such as Vogel persuaded them 

that a social laboratory without a balanced budget was economically unsustainable 

and thereby morally egregious. Consequently, they advanced a more circumspect 

radical programme that, while less adventurous than ultra-radical initiatives, 

nevertheless upheld and contributed to Aotearoa New Zealand’s reputation as a land 

of fairness and progress. As a statesman, Stewart sought to uphold this tradition in 

an increasingly inhospitable world. As a historian, he sought to memorialise and 

defend its achievements.  
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