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The Ties that Bind (and Divide) Australia and New Zealand

Philippa Mein Smith

This article is a version of the author’s
keynote address to the History Teachers’
Association of Australia in Brisbane in
October 2003. It builds on the Marsden-

funded
Neighbours: 100 vears of multiple ties

research project ‘Anzac

between New Zealand and Australia’ with
Canterbury scholars Peter Hempenstall
and Shaun Goldfinch. See the website

www.nzac.ac.nz.

t the University of Canterbury

my research team of two

historians and a political scien-
tist is trying to explain the significance
of the Australia-New Zealand relation-
ship on multiple levels. Australia is more
important to New Zealand than vice
versa because New Zealand is smaller
and less powerful. For Australia the
United States is the obvious compara-
tor, but for geography. We cannot escape
power relations. But the trans-Tasman
relationship is important to Australia
too, both for economic and security rea-
sons, and in fashioning identity. In our
book A History of Australia, New Zea-
land and the Pacific, Donald Denoon and
I found that we live in a coherent re-
gion from Dili to Dunedin that has been
shaped largely by internal historical
dynamics. (See Figure 1.)
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It would be hard to imagine one
neighbour without the other. The bor-
ders that matter to both are beyond our
shared border of the Tasman Sea; be-
yond our respective Pacifics of Papua
New Guinea and Polynesia; with the US
and Asia. Australia and New Zealand,
then, have a special relationship that it
is worth cherishing and taking the time
to explore and celebrate.

TIES THAT DIVIDE?

The usual approach — of Loathe Thy
Neighbour’ rather than ‘Love Thy
Neighbour’ — focuses on rivalry, as in
sport, and on difference; if Australia
notices at all. Fancy an Australian de-
signing this, [ thought, when I found
this T-shirt at Pacific Fair during this

year’s winter break in sunny Queensland
(Figure 2).

Sure enough it took a dual citizen to
notice the comparisons; the Mambo
artist, Reg Mombassa, arrived from
New Zealand in 1969. Famous for his
ambivalence towards sport, he nonethe-
less designed the ‘heroes’ segment of the
Sydney 2000 Olympic Games closing
ceremony, producing characters that
New Zealanders could identify with as
well.

We know about the stereotyped
views, the cartoon views that Austral-
ians and New Zealanders have of each
other. These are so familiar that they
affect marketing through advertise-
ments, as shown in Figures 3 and 4.

What are some of these occasional
headline or T-shirt issues?

Figure 1: The region, centred on Auck-
land and Wellington.

Figure 2: Mambo T-shirt, author’s own. Reproduced courtesy of Mambo artist,

Reg Mombassa.
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New Zealand
seriously.

(someone has to)
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Figure 3: Australian joke about New Zealand: DHL advertisement. Courtesy of Max
Quanchi, Queensland University of Technology.

Figure 4: New Zealand joke about Australia: Steinlager advertisement, the Under-
ground, London, revealing the other historic reference point, the UK. Courtesy of

Doris Villiers, Sydney.

1. DEFENCE

Note the T-shirt: Nuclear/no nuclear and
defy America/give priority to the Ameri-
can alliance are identified differences.
Defence has been an issue since 1985
when New Zealand opted for a nuclear-
free NEW ZEALAND policy, even
though the majority of the public
wanted New Zealand to be nuclear-free
and to stay in the ANZUS alliance,
signed in 1951. Realpolitik - i.e., US
power — would not allow that.

Pl

A.US, Enc Heath,The Dominion, 5 Feb 1985.

Figure 5: New Zealand'’s withdrawal from
the ANZUS alliance 1985. Source: Ian F.
Grant, The Other Side of the Ditch: A Car-
toon Century in the New Zealand-Aus-
tralia Relationship (Wellington: ATL Car-
toon Archive, 2001).

Note the paddle-power of the New
Zealand waka (canoe) and the space-age
technology of the US vessel. This car-
toon also illustrates another theme in
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trans-Tasman relations: New Zealand's
absence is noted but its presence is not
remarked on.

Defence for some Australian policy-
makers is the most important part of
the Australia-New Zealand relationship.
For New Zealand diplomats it is at times
the biggest bugbear, as it was recently.
The new Australian High Commissioner
to New Zealand, Allan Hawke, attracted
media attention in Wellington when he
warned that ‘Our future relationship is
anything but certain.” His remarks
prompted the following billboard, in-
triguing for its juxtaposition of Sidney
Nolan's Ned Kelly with an allusion to
the New Zealand film ‘Once Were
Warriors'.
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ONCE WERE
MATES

Figure 6: Once were mates. Dominion
Post billboard, September 2003, courtesy
of Philip Tremewan.

It is no accident that the new High Com-
missioner is a former Secretary of
Defence. That successive New Zealand
governments have retained a nuclear-
free policy and that the current Labour
government of Helen Clark prefers
troops to be peace-keepers rather than
to fight has irritated the Australian de-
fence establishment. New Zealand’s
geopolitical concerns are different from
Australia’s because New Zealand is sur-
rounded by 2000 kms of ocean and so
can seem complacent. Australia is more
exposed. The difference is also ideologi-



cal because New Zealand really has no
say in power politics and so disparages
them. That view can frustrate Austral-
ians who feel responsible for the
security of the region. A question that
simmers away in Australia is whether
New Zealand is putting enough re-
sources into defence. The ANZUS issue
still lurks in the background.

Despite these differences trans-
Tasman defence relations are close, and
have been so since the establishment of
the Australia Station of the British Navy
in the nineteenth century. The triangu-
lar relationship of Australia and New
Zealand with Britain, however, domi-
nated until the Second World War and
the fall of Singapore in 1942, when
Kiwis turned to the US as their protec-
tor. In this larger context, to quote Geoff
Miller, the Australian High Commis-
sioner to New Zealand in the late 1990s,
our defence forces have been brought
up to work with each other ‘in every cir-
cumstance’. Any uncertainties relate to
issues beyond our region and how far
to invoke the shared ANZAC tradition —
which I shall come to shortly — in nego-
tiating the effects of global forces,
threats and opportunities.

2. INDIGENOUS ISSUES

Claiming the land is central to our na-
tional stories and so, therefore, are
settler-indigenous relations. The refer-
ence to a Treaty/no Treaty on the T-shirt
in Figure 2 suggests different national
stories.
seen as strands of a shared history.

However these stories can be

How to interpret the Treaty of
Waitangi of 1840 is a central problem
for New Zealand historians. Did Maori
property rights under the Treaty of
Waitangi refer to ‘native title” (or ‘cus-
tomary rights’) or more than this? Was
it an expression of potential for indig-
enous-settler relations or a binding
contract? To complicate matters, there
are two Treaty texts, in Maori and Eng-
lish, which diverge.

Treaty or no Treaty, Indigenous Aus-
tralians and Maori shared the
experience of depopulation and dispos-
session and the ignominy of being
assumed dying races. Land loss is cen-

tral to claims lodged with the Waitangi
Tribunal since the 1980s and the Treaty
settlements process in New Zealand.
Where a strong contrast can be drawn
is in historical dynamics developed
from European ideas of race, which
viewed Maori as the ‘noble savage’, re-
spected as warriors, and dismissed
Aboriginal Australians as on the lowest
rung of a racial hierarchy because they
were hunter-gatherers. Maori were both
included and excluded in New Zealand.
They were included through a post-En-
lightenment stereotype of the Aryan
Maori. This is a crucial point of differ-
ence in our settler/indigenous histories.
The concept of the Aryan Maori, popu-
lar from the 1880s, suggested that Maori
and Pakeha shared a Caucasian origin,
an ancient ancestry and a mythological
blood tie.?
gins amounted to a search for self by
Pakeha intellectuals.

Ever since the propaganda of the
New Zealand Company from the 1840s,
New Zealanders had absorbed the myth
that New Zealand’s ‘Better Britons’ were
superior to Australian Britons. New
Zealanders lacked the convict taint; they
were moulded by a vigorous, cooler cli-

This search for Maori ori-

mate; and they enjoved relations with a
superior type of ‘native’. This was an-
other way of asserting that Pakeha were
a ‘peculiar people’, just a little superior’
to white Australians.® It also affirmed
the long-held belief in a hierarchy of
races in which Maori were superior to
Aboriginal Australians, of which there
are still faint echoes.

3. NEW ZEALAND AND THE
AUSTRALIAN FEDERAL STORY

Beliefs in superior Pakeha and Maori
types shaped New Zealand sentiment
towards a ‘destiny apart’. This brings me
to the question of historical explana-
tions for why New Zealand did not
become a seventh state of Australia in
1901, despite the British blood tie en-
capsulated in Henry Parkes’ appeal to
the ‘crimson thread of kinship” which
bound all the Australasian colonies. The
majority view, amidst general apathy, is
illustrated in a cartoon from 1900 (Fig-
ure 7). Such attitudes underpinned

Keith Sinclair’s argument in the 1980s
that ‘most New Zealanders did not want
to become Australians’.*

Figure 7: ‘How we see it', NZ Graphic,
1900. Source: Grant, Other Side of the
Ditch; also Keith Sinclair, A Destiny Apart
(Wellington: Allen & Unwin/Port
Nicholson Press, 1986), 114.

In Scatz, ‘How we see it’, Zealandia,
Britannia's daughter, wearing an indig-
enous feather cloak, holds hands with
the noble savage. She fends off the ogre
of convict Australia to protect her in-
digenous ward (depicted as a Pacific
Islander rather than Maori), and so opts
for a separate destiny in the Pacific. In
the background stands her imperial sis-
ter Australia. The cartoon suggests that
but for the ogre in chains, Zealandia
could have moved closer to Australia.
Historians on both sides of the
Tasman have come to agree that Fed-
eration was more a matter of sentiment
than a business deal. This becomes
clearer if we put together the two na-
tional historiographies, which have
evolved separately. Economic questions
did play a part - the Australian colonies
keenest to federate had been the most
depressed. New Zealand, on the other
hand, pulled out of the economic crisis
of the 1890s earlier than the Australian
colonies, and was being restructured
and constructed as Britain’s farm. Both
were reordering their relations with
Britain from around the time of Fed-
eration and the Boer War. Minds and
markets were connected, and minds
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