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Interview of Erik Olssen for On the Left

Kerry Taylor

KT: How was it that you came to work on the history of the Left?

EO: I grew up in a Labour socialist family.  My father was a political scientist come political philosopher. He was a socialist in the Tawney English tradition, centred on a Christian ethical component. It was a strongly religious upbringing.  Socialism was just in the air really. For my MA year I was looking for a thesis topic and chose John A. Lee for two reasons. I’d decided to do a thesis on New Zealand although I didn’t know anything much about New Zealand history. Somebody said to me in the cafe one day I should write on Lee because he was a novelist, a socialist and he’d been thrown out of the Labour Party. I thought he sounds like my sort of bloke! . I was also interested in a left-wing intellectual because a lot of the most exciting history I’d read was by Marxists, people like Christopher Hill and Albert Soboul. They were not the only ones I read, but I found them particularly exciting because of the way they related ideology and the material conditions of a society. So I spoke to Professor William Morrell of the History Department and he said Lee would work.  

Were you intending at that point to do a biography of Lee?

A political cum intellectual biography.  What interested me about him was the fact that he wrote.  There were things like Socialism in New Zealand and there were a whole lot of pamphlets, quite apart from the novels. So he seemed like an interesting person.  

The fact that he was a working class intellectual was part of the attraction?

Oh yes. The thesis was more about his ideas than the final biography although it’s still weighted in that direction.

Were you posing the question ‘what is socialism in a New Zealand context’?

Not really. I thought at that time that socialism in a New Zealand context was the same as socialism in any other context. A kind of second international social democratic form. You know, the more the state did the happier everybody was going to be.

You were working on this in the early 60s. How much do you think the context of that time was shaping your work?
Well it wasn't the political ferment we now associate with the 1960s - that came later. The excitement came from discovering that New Zealand had a history, a really interesting history. One exciting thing I remember was sitting in the university library reading Tomorrow. I had no idea there had ever been such a thing.  In those days you couldn’t do New Zealand history until your final year. In fact I did the thesis to avoid doing a paper on imperial relations in the Pacific, which had a New Zealand constitutional component. Exams weren’t my forte anyway, I didn’t want to do six exams. So four exams and a thesis sounded a better bet for my money!  So I remember Tomorrow with enormous excitement. Doing a thesis I read a lot of stuff I’d never otherwise have encountered.

This suggests there was no obvious historiography of New Zealand socialism that you could engage with at that time.
No not really.  Bruce Brown’s book had just come out and Patrick O’Farrell’s biography of Harry Holland. It probably meant more to me. It came out the summer that I was starting to do research, and I found it exciting, especially the debates on land policy. It was probably what confirmed my love for the subject.  

For the thesis I worked in Auckland for quite a long period and in the Labour Party headquarters on Lambton Quay in Wellington. Fraser Coleman was the Secretary and I just blew in off the street.  I was a card carrying member, I belonged to the Castle St Branch. They would just give me a key to the store room and I’d stay there until about 1am in the morning, go back to my room to sleep and back at 8.30 in the morning.  There was all this wonderful correspondence between former Party Secretary David Wilson and Lee, boy it seemed exciting.

So it was very much a history driven by the sources at that point, rather than by previous views of socialism in New Zealand that you were engaging with.
Yes, I think that’s fair comment and that was (and is) the Otago way – primary sources, primary sources, primary sources. Except insofar as my own beliefs had absorbed whatever it was that constituted socialism.  It was a strong Labour Party ethos, but on the Left.

So you completed the work on Lee and then found yourself eventually working at Duke University working in US history.  How did that happen?
I did American history in my last year, but my great passion was the English civil war. I’d also found the French revolution extraordinarily interesting. So I must have had an interest in revolution. After my oral William Morrell asked if I want to go to Duke, which I’d never heard of.  I said yes. I’d enjoyed American history, Hofstadter in particular. My family, like many on the Left, was residually anti-American because it represented capitalism, however the civil rights had started to become more prominent, so it seemed a good idea. He didn’t suggest going to Oxford, for which I’m glad in retrospect. I went to Duke in 1965 and was there until I took up a job here at Otago in 1969.

And your thesis was on?
Progressivism in Congress in the 1920s, which is a long way away from what you might expect.  Why? Well, Paul Bourke used to laugh and say America was full of New Zealand historians wandering around trying to explain why there was no Labour Party in America. In a way he was right. Mike Bassett did it by going off and looking at the American Socialist Party. John Salmond looked at FDR and the New Deal. Jim Holt and I did it by going off and looking at American progressivism to try and work out what had pre-empted what we thought should have been the inevitable.

So you did have a sense of the US and New Zealand being different?

Oh yes, quite markedly.  I don’t think you could grow up in New Zealand in that time and not have had a strong sense that America was different. Getting off the boat in Fort Lauderdale confirmed it.

Did the thesis address this question of difference and explore that sort of Labour-Left issue?

That’s what my thesis quite quickly became, somewhat to my surprise. I was interested in the point where progressivism supposedly collapsed and disintegrated. A lot of people who had been considered progressive continued through into the 1920s, so I followed them through. They were usually out of farmer labour politics, but there were quite strong links into the American union movement, especially the railroad brotherhoods on which I later did a bit of writing. It provided an angle on class in America.

The 1960s was obviously a time where social movements and Left politics were on the upsurge.  Were you conscious of that? Were you engaged in that?
Well I was lucky to get into America, they weren’t going to give me a visa.  I belonged to the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament. A number of us had this trouble, we belonged to things that were regarded by the State Department as fronts, and we were considered dupes or worse. So I decided I wouldn’t get involved in their business. The risk of not getting the visa made me very conscious that this wasn’t my country and I was there on conditions, one of which was that I might be conscriptable for the Vietnam war, which was also running along at the same time. Foreigners without voting parents were considered ideal candidates, it’s an old American tradition.

A good reason to keep your head down!

During 1965-6 the political shift wasn’t terribly apparent, but by 1968 - 69 it was. You were living in a society in a state of extraordinary agitation, self scrutiny. It was exciting.

What impact do you think going to the graduate school in the US has had on your work?  Do you think it influenced the way that you approached history and the study of the Left?
I’m glad I didn’t go to Britain because I think New Zealanders are too Anglophile, although my father and mother were Australian by birth. My father was working class Australian so he certainly wasn’t Anglophile!  But in many ways he could have been of the English Left. What he didn’t like about England were the Tories. I think that he’d have liked me to have gone to Oxford, Cambridge or London or something. I’d have ended up working on Tudor-Stuart history, which I have no objection to but I’m really glad I didn’t. I’m happy in retrospect that Tudor-Stuart history was run in New Zealand by a bunch of Englishmen with whom I could do honourable battle to rescue the high school curriculum, although my victory was partial.

I got heavily into New Zealand work again when I got back. Angus Ross hired me back to teach a New Zealand History paper -- that was all he wanted.  He didn’t want me teaching American history, so I was hired to teach New Zealand. You know what its like, someone was at my door within a year wanting me to write an essay for a volume on the New Zealand Labour movement because I’d done the thesis on Lee. I agreed.  So, although I was trying to write stuff based on my PhD, almost from the beginning I was doing research on New Zealand sources.  It was on unions in politics and I found the Otago Workman, which was influential in my early 

work. A whole lot of stuff began to bubble away. 

Which is a round about way of saying that going to graduate school in the States, and working on American history, introduced me to sociology, the 'old' social history, and the 'new' social history, as well as renewing my acquaintance with the older genres of political history, diplomatic history etc. I spent the summer of 1967 at Cornell doing a 'crash course' on the 'new' social history run by Lance Davis and Bob Fogel, two gung-ho cliometricians - we studied economics, statistics, game theory, sociology…  It was the most extraordinary experience of my entire education.  High powered faculty, Fogel, of  Fogel and Engerman fame. People like Charles Tilly and Stephen Thernstrom visited.  They were training us to be social historians. The intent was that we could write the history of ordinary people rather than political elites, analyse structures as well as events ….

So the exploration of what class means in a New Zealand context started quite quickly after your return?

Yes. The unions and politics job raised questions about class straight away and led to my first article on New Zealand history. It took me some time to decide to go back to Lee because he was still alive.  My father had been strongly of the view that the MA thesis wasn’t publishable in that form, which I sort of came to, and I was in the States and didn’t give a hoot basically. So it was probably 1973 or 4 before I thought I’ll revisit Lee. Because of my American experience I now asked more precisely: What does socialism mean in New Zealand?  The States had its own distinctive Left traditions which I had intersected with. I had been reading Monthly Review, produced by Sweezy and Baron, which I subscribed to for a long time.  So I was coming back to Lee with a knowledge of the way contemporary Marxists were attempting to explain global capitalism in terms of ideas we now associate with Wallerstein and Frank. 

I had friends in the New York Socialist Party, which was full of factions. I remember walking out of some museum with a very close friend and I said to him something like, ‘Stalin was probably historically inevitable’. He turned around to me and he said ‘You know, I’ve hated people for saying much less than that’.  And I realised how New Zealand didn’t really prepare you for a highly sectarian environment in which people reacted violently to little clues as to where you were positioned on a spectrum. So you couldn’t tell some people that you’d read Harrington and thought he was reasonably sensible, they’d get terribly agitated.

So that the Labour socialism that you had back in New Zealand was a more easy going one where different perspectives were more tolerated?

And there wasn’t the sort of republican democratic self-consciousness. I also remember another friend saying to me, well he swore so I’ll swear, he said, ‘Fuckin’ Brits.  Don’t tell me about their bloody socialist movement! They’ve still got a monarchy.’  I said, ‘What’s that got to do with it?’  But I now understand that was where he started from, first you got rid of the monarchy!

The variety of socialist positions in the States, not to mention the fierce sectarian conflicts, meant that Lee's Fabianism no longer seemed like a universal truth - in short there were two new questions: what did socialism mean and was Left a direction (which was Bill Oliver’s question, the one that provoked my first article). Thanks to Sweezy and Baron both questions pointed to the importance of whether or not a society was, economically speaking, colonial, whether it was core or periphery. The concept was also useful in explaining American politics. I later published a couple of papers on the subject.

When you came back to New Zealand did you notice that things had changed? It was a time when Trotskyist organisations, such as the Socialist Action League were starting to organise.  It was a time when the Communist Left had split. There was more overt sectarian conflict within the Left. I’m not sure if there was an equivalent within the Labour Party at that time.

I wasn’t particularly conscious of it in Dunedin and it may not have been particularly acute in Dunedin.  I rejoined the Labour Party in the early 1970s, the Caversham branch, and was quite active through the ‘70s. One of the most obvious tensions was the clash of the generations.  I remember old Doug MacDonald, a unionist who was the president of the LRC, saying one thing he could neither abide nor forgive was the way student radicals swore.  I could see it in a historical perspective, that’s the disadvantage of being an historian.  I could see that this guy had struggled to be accepted as a respectable, decent, upright member of the community and here were all these hangers-on coming in and swearing as loudly as they could, blaspheming, and sort of threatening to take away everything he’d worked for. 

Vietnam was big here and I was involved in that.  Sporting contact with South Africa became a big thing and civil liberties. I think both Vietnam and the threat of the South African tour made civil liberties quite a big thing.  Certainly SUP versus CPNZ tensions flared in a number of environments, especially when we tried to organise united action on these new issues, but Dunedin, unlike New York, was not big enough to sustain the full variety of Left sects.

Was there a connection between your political involvement and the historical work you were doing at that point? How much did your own views on politics and your own experiences shape your work?
Being a very serious young man - part of me was a serious young man, part of me was a bit of a layabout -  I spent much of my life thinking about that. There’s always a tension if you’ve got a strong set of political commitments and you’re also involved in a discipline where there are ideals of objectivity, neutrality and impartiality. Howard Zinn somewhere said, that radicalism has free play in identifying the areas in which I’ll work, the topics I’ll choose, but once I’ve chosen the topic there’s a professional code that governs how I do the research and how I report it.  I suppose I sort of worked comfortably enough with that.  Although I also dreamt up my own particular form of torture, which was that I wouldn’t say or do anything politically which wasn’t consistent broadly with whatever it was I thought being an historian involved and vice versa. I wouldn’t say or do anything as an historian that I didn’t feel was broadly consistent and congruent with my basic political commitments. 

The training I got in the US was really significant. I couldn’t have had that training in Britain where I’d have probably ended up in the British Marxist tradition, which I have no objection to. People like Hill and Hobsbawm are awesomely good, but I’m sort of glad I didn’t end up there. One of Dad’s most interesting articles treated Marxism as a Christian heresy – I was inclined to think he was bang on.

The Red Feds would’ve been a quite different book.

Yes, and Lee would have been more predictable.  Socialism would still have been a universal.  Reading Sweezy and Baron, I’d come to a different perception of the world, I think, than the British Marxists had.

That’s interesting. Reading the introduction to The Red Feds I keep hearing E.P. Thompson’s voice reflected there.  The sense of dealing with the condescension of history, bringing the people back into play.  Was that a conscious part of the project?

Oh, definitely.  Thompson’s presence loomed so large one now tends to forget how large it loomed.  I remember Dad had been asked to write a review of The Making of the English Working Class for The Listener and he was wildly excited. He’d read out his favourite little stories from time to time, it went to the heart of what he remembered from his Adelaide childhood, the sort of working class dignity. It’s got to be said I never actually finished Thompson's book. I got up to the cotton weavers or something, but I think I absorbed a lot by osmosis and of course, the introduction is marvellously succinct and enormously powerful.

It’s probably all most people have read of the book if they were honest.

Yes, probably.  Like Capital, most people haven’t read it. I’ve read most of Capital it’s got to be said. Marx I’d had met as an undergraduate but I spent a lot more time in his company as a graduate student - The German Ideology, Pre-Capitalist Social Formations, and the journalism. What Thompson did was give the concept of class new life; he re-discovered the so-called 'early' Marx. As I worked on the Red Feds  I was becoming critical of Thompson's exclusions; Gene Genovese and the re-discovery of Gramsci were probably more influential.

How did great debates in the writing of social history manifest in your work? Let’s say the biography of Lee. Biography is not an obvious approach having come through the Fogel school. Nor necessarily from the British Marxist social history tradition.
What has always interested me is the intersection of human life, ideas and material constraint.  And that’s still what sort of interests me most.  Psychology has long been an interest, so I’ve read as much Freud as Marx but it’s never really come out in my work. I’ve never managed to get it together, partly because I think the evidence is usually not there. So biography was an obvious focus, apart from the fact that I’d already done a thesis on Lee and there was a certain interest in him.

And the question ‘what is socialism in a New Zealand context?’ Was that one of the fundamental driving motives?

Well that emerged out of it in a way.

You didn’t start with that sort of question?

Not explicitly. Lee himself raised the question really. When I returned to him in the 1970s, thanks to my American period and Monthly Review, I was ready to say let’s now look at the answer. I thought his was not a bad answer for a bush socialist who left school at whatever age it was.

He’s out of the mainstream in terms of New Zealand socialist thinking.  Was that something that attracted you?
I didn’t know that at the time. He’d been a rank and file Red Fed, then became a Fabian and then he became something nobody had a name for in a way - his great paper on what socialism meant in a colonial (or dependent) economy was years ahead of its time.  The Red Fed iconoclasm, cynicism, larrikinism if you like, that remained. I think Savage, Fraser and Nash probably thought of him as a potential embarrassment.

So they were very much of the earnest, respectable type.

Yes, they fought hard to establish that they belonged to this community and they were not going to have the Lees of this world come out and upset it – a bit like old Doug McDonald come to think of it.

Lee’s an unusual character in terms of his life experiences, the fact that he was an intellectual and wrote novels as well. There’s a sense of him being very much outside the mainstream. Yet there’s a strong element of nationalism in his answer to what socialism is in a New Zealand context. Which is unusual because a lot of the people who were more respectable kept their internationalist perspective.  It’s an unusual combination in some ways.
Yes it was. It was a very nationalist answer which at that point I accepted fully. Indeed I remember arguing with Graeme Scott [later Secretary of the Treasury], who followed me to Duke and lived with me for awhile. I passionately believed in  exchange controls and import controls as the prerequisites for building a just society while he thought them inefficient.

You wrote an article in that same period - the E.J.B. Allen, W.T. Mills, John A Lee thing. Three unusual characters.  I wonder whether you were drawn to people who were a little bit outside the mainstream who were trying to ask the question of what is socialism in New Zealand in a way that was perhaps a little bit more original than Harry Holland or Sid Scott, who were much more identified with those internationalist positions.  

I think I probably was but they were outside the mainstream in thinking about the meaning of socialism in a colonial economy - whether it was a region, like the South or the Mid West, or a nation like New Zealand. I got to know Lee quite well as well. I think he’d have said he was socialist to the end - but that the church had left him. He always had an iconoclastic capacity to come at something afresh.  So I got a lot more out of him in a sense than others. He was very enjoyable to spend time with, although a lot of people hated him, especially in Auckland. I could see why having read Lee’s Weekly. 

Then Mills and Allen. Well of course Lee knew Allen quite well, it transpired, they’d been quite close, and Allen was one of Britain's leading theoreticians of revolutionary unionism who came here to see the revolution happening.  Norman Douglas was terribly helpful to me in understanding Left politics in the 1920s and ‘30s because he could still remember the sorts of issues that had been on the table. And so you got a powerful sense that there had been some active interesting minds in the labour movement. Mills never met either Lee or Allen to the best of my knowledge, but like so many of my progressives he came out of these farmer labour midwestern states. It just all fitted together like a hand in a glove.

When did the Red Feds much more explicitly come into your frame? It must have been in and around this period I presume?  

Yes, it was the 1970s.  I was going to write a history of the origins of the Labour Party through to 1935. That’s partly how I got interested in Mills. I’d picked up about the United Labour Party totally by accident. I was interviewing Bill Richards, who was a very colourful, engaging unionist - the only guy who’d ever beaten Fintan Patrick Walsh in an election. I got into the Hocken newspaper collection, it was off-site so they would give me a key and I’d go in and there were all these newspapers I’d never heard of: New Zealand Worker, Social Democrat, Voice of Labour.  I just sat there devouring these things.  Anyway, I said to Bill at the end of one interview, ‘Have you ever heard of Arthur McCarthy?’ because he was coming through these papers as a United Labour leader. And he said ‘Oh yeah, he runs the gun shop down the bottom of...’.  Well, I could have fallen off my tree.  ‘Runs the gun shop?’ I said, ‘Jesus’.  So I leapt into the van and roared down to the shop. I went in and said, ‘Mr Arthur McCarthy?’, he was a venerable old retired fella, sort of nodded and said ‘Yes’. I said ‘Treasurer of the United Labour Party?’ He said ‘That’s my father.’  ‘Oh,’ I said, feeling disappointed. It was a very musty old building, wooden floors, you know, and they sold guns. Old Bill had said Arthur used to believe that you shoot the buggers, that’s how you deal with them, and they used to have arguments with Walter Nash saying no don’t shoot the buggers.  This was a side of New Zealand history I had never imagined.  Anyway McCarthy took me upstairs and he still had all the ULP correspondence files. 

So the focus was the Labour Party, that was what I was thinking I would do, except there wasn’t anything that satisfactorily explained where the Red Feds fitted into all this.  They seemed to be violently opposed to any political intervention but most of them ended up in the first Labour cabinet.  So I wondered what was going on? I suppose the questions I was beginning to ask were shaped by the social history agenda to some extent. Who were these people?  What do they do?  Why do they think these things?  I found three papers, there was The New Zealand Worker, in Auckland, The Social Democrat, which was Scott Bennett’s paper and then The Industrial Unionist, which was the Wobblies. I think Bert Roth knew there’d been a few Wobblies in NZ and I think he’d done a little thing on them in Here and Now. But by and large, it was like discovering a whole missing part of your own life in a way.  I mean I always think of history as part of my life, part of my own autobiography.  So, it was just enormously interesting.

These were people who were much more influenced by an orthodox Marxist position.

And a sort of freewheeling syndicalism. Explicitly revolutionary as well.

Quite different from Lee.  
Oh, quite different from Lee the Fabian politician. But I now realise that he was one of the lads at the back of the crowd, picking it up, but ultimately rejecting it as a path you could sensibly follow.

So you came to that from a question of where did the Labour government come from? Not a position I’m interested in these people who were revolutionaries.

It was where they fitted into the story. Somebody had asked me to go off and do something on unions and politics. So being an historian I went back and started in the 1890s.

As you would!

As you would!  So I’d read all the Trades and Labour Council reports. And I’d looked at the election results and thought that these parties which barely rate a mention are actually beginning to pull in a very high proportion of the urban labour vote.  Between 1905 and 1914, fundamentally important things were happening. And of course you can’t look at that period without dealing with Red Feds, their presence was in some way felt everywhere. Even in Dunedin, where there weren’t that many of them, the labour movement had achieved significant political power.

So on the question of ‘what is socialism in a New Zealand context?’ these people were taking it in a different direction. So the question in this context was still initially how did we get to the Labour government in 1935?
Initially, but I lost interest in it because Barry Gustafson went and did it. And I thought it’s silly for me to turn around and cover the same ground.  I suppose I heeded Keith Sinclair’s notion, there’s so many things you don’t know about New Zealand history that having two people write books on the same topic seemed a bit of a waste of resource. 

There was a gap in time before the Red Feds came out.

Yes I’d done most of the research for the Red Feds and then Brian Turner asked if I wanted to write a history of Otago?  Well, in the interim I’d gotten divorced and my children were in Canada and so doing a history of Otago struck me as something I’d be interested in doing.  I suppose questions of identity appealed at that moment, it’s not unrelated to the leftness issue. And besides, regions are so fundamental in American history that I was interested in investigating their importance here. I was also trying to write my final answer to the question that took me to the States, why had the Left never organised a successful presence, and regions, colonial regions and regions as the focus of identity, figured as part of the answer.

Questions of identity are interesting. The Red Feds were self-consciously internationalists. Was that something that appealed about them?

Well they were international in astonishing ways at times. Tom Barker, deported and ending up in Chile, Buenos Aires, Moscow, Oslo and then mayor of whatever it was in London.  So they were international, within an essentially European, neo-European world.  But the New Zealand ones? I think the more cerebral, the intelligentsia, like Holland were explicitly internationalist. And Allen. One is moved by that sort of faith and confidence, and the willingness to sacrifice or dedicate to the movement.  Yet a lot of those Red Feds were pretty hard headed guys who weren’t wanting to open gates to let in a whole bunch of Samoans or Chinese. Far from it!   Pat Hickey was quite explicit that he was going to fork out the money to go high class so that he didn’t have to mix with these smelly ratbags. I felt the internationalism was to a degree a rhetorical position, a discursive position. 

Looking at the Red Feds, one of the things that leaps out reading it again is the sense of the regional differences. Thinking about your work in general one of the great contributions you’ve made is to explore the complexities of what class and socialism means.  Were you making a conscious attempt with the Red Feds to put forward a view of the regions? Was it connected to having also worked through Otago history in that same period?
Well I think the Otago thing certainly contributed.  Aso did the American experience.  I developed in my American life a more critical view of E.P Thompson. You know, it was the English working class. The giant Jewish communities of London weren’t given a mention, and the Irish may have well not have existed. England itself apart from a few exceptions ended not very far north of London.  Women didn’t get a mention either.  The work I did on the American Progressivism in Congress strengthened the sense of what a diverse society it was with many inequalities, it was the regional ones and the ethnic ones that interested me.  

So perhaps it came from that with me.  I mean there’s a lot of folk attitudes about region in New Zealand, you know the south of the Bombay hills notion about Auckland.  It’s amazing how long back those attitudes went, basically back to the arrival of the first organised settling ship. I remember thinking ruefully about the history of Otago that it seemed to be an astonishing complex sort of world given the ridiculously small number of people inhabiting it. Growing up in the area you did have a sense that there were subtle differences and as you crossed the Waitaki and went north, they weren’t subtle, they were big differences.

How were you struck by that in the Red Fed context?  Because it’s a very strong theme.

I’m interested that you say that because I haven’t read it since I first fell upon the galleys.  It was obviously something on my mind because I was thinking about regions in my American work and writing Otago. In some ways I think it was the hardest thing I ever tried to write and the thing that I’m most pleased with because I solved the analytical and the organisational problems that were worrying me: the story tacks between local, regional, national, Australasian and global. There are things now that if I went back and did it again I’d be much more attentive to than I was.

What would they be?
Well, I still haven’t quite worked out, certainly not with the confidence of Bruce Scates how gender would relate to my story.  I would redo that. It was possibly do-able had you found the right sources, or you’d had a sort of Caversham database for an area in which Red Feds were strong. I’ve got shoeboxes of data at home from which I was trying to reconstruct Waihi and various coal mining communities. Wendy Harrex was the editor for Oxford, at one point I submitted a draft and I remember it coming back saying, ‘the Red Feds have disappeared from chapter 10’, which was Waihi. I’d spent a lot of time trying to reconstruct Waihi itself, and so that work became a casualty, the book had to be about the Red Feds. I think if you were to get gender into it, in a sense you’d have to reconstruct one of the communities in which the Red Feds put down strong roots. It would be more easily done now with more powerful computers. In those days all data had to be manually coded into zeros and ones, punched into cards, taken over to the computing centre. It was the period in which the Caversham project had its origins but I wasn’t thinking about it in relation to the Red Feds particularly.  A lot of them were single men, so it made it even more complicated. I'd also be much more interested in race and ethnicity, although again one would need a Caversham-type database.

You were writing before Jock Phillips’s work on male culture and male identity, that’s the other way that you could think of it, as a masculinist movement rather than, where do the women fit in?  You touch on in that article in Common Cause but it doesn’t come through in the final book. Issues of work, community, locality come through much stronger for me. Comparing it to the Caversham book later on, it’s much more explored there.
Yes, that’s right, much more explored there. With the Red Feds  the date of publication doesn’t really reflect the date which the work and thought had more or less ended. The Otago book held it up, I had a couple of American projects I was determined to finish, and then I took over seeing Compulsory Arbitration through after Jim Holt’s death. And I’d begun to move on. 

But before we leave the Red Feds, the regional thing.  During the 1980s I explored the country at a level of detail, often for the first time, and came to appreciate the west coast being the West Coast, something physically, tangibly distinctive. An essay I did on class in New Zealand explored the notion that different modes of production coexist within the same political economy. I think that links to the notion of region in my mind, so that there are these distinct economic modes that dominate in particular localities and generate their own sort of distinctive social systems.

That comes through very, very strongly in The Red Feds.

That’s probably the key to it, in a way.

In the context of the Manawatu, the flax workers were crucial. Something which most people today will have no sense ever existed.

No, it’s amazing when you drive through, isn’t it. Well, I drove around and I got to know the Red Fed world. That’s partly what drove the travel. I was going around looking at where they’d been. Yes, you can drive Otaki cross-country through to Palmerston North and you just blink in amazement at the thought that this was once one giant flax swamp covered with these sort of blokes.

What for you was the overarching message of the book? One of the interesting things in your work, it seems to me, is the engagement with ideas, the abstract dimension, but also a very strong empirical dimension. They work together, by and large, very well.  But it is a very strong piece of empirical work.  What did you want us to take from it?
That’s a tough one really because you sort of move on. I think it was about the recreation of a sense of ordinary people, bringing them in, which is one of the things I wrestled with longest and hardest. I think it is a good example of how you might study the lives of ordinary people within the context of a larger social movement.  I think the engagement between ideas and ordinary lives, some of them very intelligent people, absolutely, but a lot of them no more interested in ideas than your average punter, not people given to long elegant discourses on socialism. But they were not impervious to ideas.  They were capable of picking a winner from a loser and a sensible idea from a silly one.  I suppose I have a considerable respect for ordinary people.

I think it also it moved the focus off the arbitration court and the Labour party which I felt was totally dominating the story.  Towards the end of the project it was beginning to sow seeds in my mind, that the union movement per se wasn’t necessarily promoting the cause of human justice and decency.  Some of my own beliefs that industrial unionism was inevitably better than craft unionism, were also coming under some sort of scrutiny.  I spent a long time imagining myself as a member of this union and that union.

Your close observation of these unions made you start questioning some of those assumptions?

Some broader political assumptions, I’d always just made without regarding them as questionable.

The conclusion of the Red Feds  still comes back to one of the overarching paradigms of New Zealand history which is that quite a lot of roads, if not all roads, led to the Labour Party’s victory in 1935.  I’ve never been quite sure that the core of the book and the conclusion quite matched.
They possibly don’t.  By the end of the project I had a strong sense that, even independent of unions, what had happened across this period was that there had developed something called a working class, that it had its own distinct mission and interests. There were great arguments within it and for some, like Bill Richards, the arguments were a defining characteristic of what it was to be working class rather than a problem for scholars to resolve!  It was just part of the joy of it, the stoush was part of it. So that this class consciousness had been created.  Now it’s true there’s a mystery as Miles Fairburn suggests, why Labour took so long to win office. Class consciousness was a necessary cause, to use that language, without it there was never going to be a Labour government.  It’s not a sufficient cause. What impressed me about some of those unions was their ability to survive total annihilation and come back totally controlling that industry. There were a lot of broken heads and arms and some people paid some awful prices, but it seemed to me an astonishingly impressive achievement. If you’ve got enough people united the informal mechanisms that are available to them are actually going to make them very difficult to wipe out.  And in a democratic society, that’s probably worth knowing.

Is one of the conclusions also about the importance of politics? That there are limitations to the industrial path forward.
I did come to that view about our society, and in fact all the ones we know about actually, and I became less cynical about democracy as a bourgeois fraud. I reviewed Verity Burgmann’s book on the Australian IWW and it just struck me she was being far too unequivocal about revolutionary direct action being the one true path. That said, however, the Red Feds' tactics proved to be of enduring use. They pioneered a wide range of informal and formal tactics, including activity on the streets.

Looking at New Zealand revolutionary industrial action in a context where a Fourth Labour government was bringing in market reforms would seem like the past and the present being out of step.
Well it was and it wasn’t. I began thinking through some issues after the defeat of the Kirk government. It was a shock. I was one of those who was sort of ambivalent about Muldoon, I admired his total capacity to be outrageous and his ability to command loyalty. I was also impressed by his capacity to make most of my fellow people on the Left totally irrational in their responses. But I recognised that many of his ideas were stolen from the Left – super, ‘Think Big’, freezing anything he didn’t like …. I also had friends in movements, such as Ecology Action. Well, the big enemies for them were these giant departments of State which my Fabian soul believed were the ultimate achievement of human decency.  In one of the final chapters of Otago I traversed the fact that the departments became machines that were interested in perpetuating themselves andddd that they were spawning an anti-statist radicalism. I’d begun to think that the inherited tradition of stateism, so much at the heart of New Zealand socialism, needed an overhaul.  

Your next major work to address socialism was the Caversham book, which explores in detail a particular place. Do you see that book as a continuity in your work or is it a break?  There are new dimensions: questions about language, a more nuanced view about class and the complexities within the working class.

Continuity I suppose in that at the end of the Red Feds, I wondered what the bloody hell the skilled were doing all this time. Everyone regarded skilled workers as anachronistic survivals from the buggy age, they’re conservative, and worse still they won’t die!  I’d known a lot of them during my life and to some extent they’d shaped my sense of what it was to be a New Zealander. Not because they were explicitly nationalist, they were just comfortably New Zealanders. After the Red Feds I was also beginning to feel that all these grand class analytic processes – closure, mobilisation etc – could not only best be studied at the local level – the case study – but that in one sense they only happened at the disaggregate level of locality and occupation, work site etc.  

So in that sense the Caversham project needs to be read in relation to the Red Feds.
Yes, although the world had moved on and I had moved on. I became head of department in 1988 and I took on a number of new papers.  I’d also been re-thinking a lot of my views while working on "The Case of the Socialist Part that Failed…" I was on the Board of Historic Places Trust which strengthened the sense of place and in 1989 I took over also what we call HIST 351, which is a compulsory paper on theory and methods. I hadn’t really paid a lot of attention since graduate school days to historiography and matters of theory so I began reading and it was like a tidal wave roaring by which I found very interesting. I remain interested in ideas and found post modernism, the linguistic turn and all that stuff quite stimulating.

I had started out as a sort of Marxist structural functionalist, I believed that the structures drove the superstructure.  But early on I got into trouble with my father who taught me in the first instance what I knew about Marx. He believed Marx had elaborated a predictive model. Somewhere I picked up the notion there was more to it, namely a humanist dimension. Sartre was an influence. As he said, Marxists think they’ve said it all when they say Verlaine was petit bourgeois when what’s really interesting is that  most petit bourgeois don’t become Verlaines! So there’d always been a sort of question about structure and human agency and I suppose the Red Feds in a sense drove that model to its most complex.  I still saw social movements coming out of particular environments although I was quite conscious of the fact that human beings had to be responding in certain ways or it wouldn’t happen.  

If you were writing a general history of New Zealand how would socialism and the socialist movement feature in it?  What place would the socialist movement and socialist tradition have in a general history of New Zealand?  

It’s not an unreasonable question.  

There’s a sub-question of whether the significance has been over stated. You once argued that there’s some merit in the case that we’ve studied more of the Left than we have of the Right.  Again that’s connected to that broad issue of where the Left fits into the overall scheme of things.

I feel frustrated that I can’t quickly answer your question. In the late ‘80s I did a series on socialism in New Zealand for radio.  In a sense I argued that the trajectory was the same here as in many western societies. A move through to the Keynseian revolution, so that even non-Left governments were managing aggregate demand to guarantee that the traumas of the 1930s weren’t going to come back. Full employment was a major goal. 

And then in the 1970s and ‘80s you have these new issues emerging related to gender and race, in particular, but also global issues. The Left responds to those issues but it’s responding from the back foot in a sense.  You could look across the leadership of the union movement during the 1970s and there was no Maori in sight and no Pacific Islander in sight. The same for women. There were also issues of the environmental impact of industrialism although most socialists and communists by then accepted Lee's 1930 view that insulation and industrialisation marked the only means by which colonial economies could achieve first-world living standards. Like so many I had just assumed living standards would keep rising, although there’s a lot of people who’ve got a lot of ground to make up before they’re living as well as we live.  In the '70s those issues didn’t problematise the sense of what it was to be Left, but  I still implicitly assumed that we could get it sorted out here.

In New Zealand, one of the interesting things about us is that we all move in the same direction, unlike a large society like the States. People do occasionally polarise, as in 1981, but there’s a sense in which New Zealanders are not particularly comfortable about blood in the streets, even if they feel the issue is so important they’re actually going to tolerate a bit of it. A lot of us will feel this isn’t the sort of society we want to live in permanently thank you very much, so let’s see if we can’t get this sorted out. And in a way we do this historically, you know, so that everyone agrees that we all suffered terribly in the depression, which wasn’t entirely the case, and so we build these sort of healing notions back into our past.  This is a complicated way of saying the differences between Left and Right seem less significant than they were and that to some extent the consensuses seem more impressive perhaps than they were.  At some point in the ‘60s I read a book on the social functions of conflict. I think that influenced me. I see conflict as integral to social cohesion, which in a way was Macaulay’s great theme!

What I'm saying is that triumphal accounts of the contest between the Left and the Right, and one victorious, and all good, the other the bad and the wicked, is no longer a viable way to look at our past. In a way this conclusion sent me back to look at Wakefield, Adam Smith and the Enlightenment. I’d now see socialism as a distinctive set of post-Enlightenment beliefs, but much closer to Labourism, Liberalism and even colonial conservatism, whatever that was, than I’d have once believed. All became children of the Enlightenment. Oddly enough the Caversham Project has shown that too, having started as a quest for structural explanations and discovering that important features of urban society represented a sort of willed work by ordinary folk – immigrants and Kiwis – armed with a faith that they can build a just society, a society that rejected key features of English society that they remembered or thought they remembered.

If a bright young graduate student came and said to you, I’m thinking of pursuing my PhD and I’m really interested in the history of the Left, is it a viable topic? Would you be encouraging?

Yes I certainly would.-

Where would you direct them if they were going to work on the history of the Left in New Zealand?

I don’t have a pre-prepared answer because nobody’s come in the door and posed the question. I’ve always been on the Left and you can’t extricate yourself out of it. However I suppose I’m now not only a lapsed Anglican but a lapsed socialist because I’m not clear what sort of programme being a socialist today would commit me to. Lots of issues have emerged that the old ideologies didn’t address. One of the things I became conscious of studying the labour movement were the exclusions. A lot of unions were interested in keeping certain people out of the labour market. That’s an area of study that would be different now. You would want a student today to be much more attentive to gender and ethnicity, the exclusions as well as the inclusions. Also they way in which language is not simply a set of surgical instruments that allow you to analyse but actually complicates. One of the things that was interesting me in Building the New World, was the way in which language itself was an active actor in the process. I wouldn’t have thought along those lines when doing the Lee biography, but it may have added something to the study. Anyway, I'd be very interested if someone wanted to work on the Left in New Zealand. I'd especially like them to look at the interaction of gender and Left policies between the franchise (1893) and some date around 1922; the ways in which the demand for social justice complicated the dream of equality.

So while 30 years ago you may have said  ‘well here’s an organisation, nobody’s done that’, whereas today you would challenge a student to explore the absences, the silences as you say, in terms of the exclusions, gender, race but also language.  But, are there still basic gaps we need filled? 

Well there are gaps. There are still institutional histories that haven’t been done and they will be needed. We don’t even have histories of most of our most important unions, not to mention the smaller ones, those that didn’t strike, etc. The difficulty is in the modern environment, of course, it's increasingly difficult to get a high level of honours by doing an institutional history because the examiners will want to say, well what about all the exclusions? So, you’d need to be careful who you sent off to do which topic really, because some would be, if you like, almost a sentence not of death but you know second class honours.  But I mean I still think there are terribly interesting areas to fill.

But simply filling the gaps isn’t enough is it?  There are now also new questions that one wouldn’t have asked many years ago.

Yes that’s right. So there’s still large areas where we don’t really know very much.  But if you want to do a history of the Left in New Zealand I’d be pretty keen. Don’t forget though – under the PBF you’ll have to finish in three years and I’ll want you to learn some Maori. It’ll be a big ask, as they say.

