
Racial Attitudes of New Zealand 
Officials in Western Samoa 

RECENT HISTORICAL STUDIES of the Mau in Western Samoa1 have exposed 
the deep-lying racist attitudes of New Zealand officials in the administra-
tion. In this essay I shall examine the origins and confused character of 
these attitudes and attempt to explain in what sense they were racist. This 
word is often bandied about as a term of abuse, and it should be used 
precisely. The recent ministerial advisory report, Puao-te-ata-tu (day 
break), defines racism as any 'belief or practice based on the assumption 
that one race, culture or ethnic group is inherently superior or inferior to 
another'.2 Racism of this kind has 'many faces', which may be grouped into 
three forms, personal, cultural and institutional. 

The ideas of race which New Zealand officials took to Samoa as part of 
their invisible baggage were shaped by the humanitarian imperial ideology. 
which, Keith Sinclair has argued,3 was one of the main reasons race rela-
tions were better in New Zealand than in other former colonies of white 
settlement. They also embodied lingering traces of European preconcep-
tions of noble and romantic savages living in earthly paradises in the South 
Seas, and prior experience of race contacts. In principle New Zealand 
officials believed that Samoans and Papalagi, like Maori and Pakeha, were 
equal, but in practice they were only prepared to accept Samoans as equals 
if they were Christian and civilized. Such attitudes were culturally racist. 

Early information on Samoa obtained for the Premier, Julius Vogel, to 
support his commercial and political interests in the Pacific Islands was a 
mixture of such preconceived ideas and visitors' observations. Samoans 
were perceived to be superior savages and professed Christians living in a 
semi-civilized state without a settled form of government. According to 

1 Michael J. Field, Mau: Samoa's struggle against New Zealand oppression, Wellington, 
1984; Albert Wendt, 'Guardians and Wards' , M.A. thesis, Victoria University of Wellington, 
1965; J. W. Davidson, Samoa mo Samoa, The Emergence of the Independent States of 
Western Samoa, Melbourne, 1967. 

2 The Report of the Ministerial Advisory Committee on a Maori Perspective for the 
Development of Social Welfare, Wellington, 1986, pp. 18-19. See also Hiwi Tauroa, Race 
Against Time, Wellington, 1982, pp. 15-16 and Mitzi Nairn, National Council of Churches 
and Catholic Church Programme on Racism, n.p., n.d. 

3 Keith Sinclair, 'Why are Race Relations in New Zealand Better Than in South Africa, 
South Australia or South Dakota? ' , New Zealand Journal of History, V, 2 (1971), pp. 121-7. 
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William Seed, Secretary of Customs, and H. B. Sterndale, an island trader 
in Auckland,4 they were a fine, tall, handsome race, of a light brown col-
our, docile, truthful, and hospitable, very lively and vivacious, exceedingly 
courteous and polite. They had acquired a limited range of trade goods by 
preparing copra for the European trade, calicoes for lava-lavas, knives, 
axes, soap, sewing cotton and small fish hooks. Firearms were in great 
demand and large areas of land had been sold to procure them. For nearly 
30 years past, they had contributed considerable sums to support missions. 
Civil war was endemic; no principal chief had authority over the whole 
group; chiefs and orators collectively exercized authority in the villages and 
districts; everything of interest to the village was debated in council and 
decisions of the council became law. 

John Kelly, delegate of the Auckland Chamber of Commerce, who 
visited Samoa in 1885 when annexation and federation were being debated, 
added to this information.5 Intertribal wars, he wrote, were formerly the 
chief means of checking the growth of population but since the wars had 
ceased, the natural increase had been uninterrupted. Samoans would not 
work: the only industry pursued by men was collecting copra, oranges and 
bananas. Women, however, were 'pretty industrious' in their household 
duties, the manufacture of tapa and at their sewing machines. In future, 
when Samoans had parted with their lands and settled government was 
established, he had not the slightest doubt they would prove docile 
labourers. 

Both Seed and Sterndale put forward a racial argument in support of 
New Zealand aspirations. Maori and Samoans, indeed all Polynesians, 
were of common stock and spoke dialects of the same language. The New 
Zealand government had long experience in the management of the Maori 
and were, therefore, better qualified to manage other Polynesians than 
other powers. This argument impressed Vogel who suggested to the Col-
onial Secretary that Britain 'intrust to New Zealand, which possesses so 
much experience in dealing with the government of a mixed race, the task of 
aiding in extending the British sway to the islands of the Pacific'.6 The 
belief in New Zealand's manifest destiny to rule Polynesians was born.1 

How far early racial attitudes to Samoa were influenced, if at all, by 
'scientific' ideas of race, is hard to judge. From Linnaeus's day, scientists 
had adopted the notion of 'a great chain of being' and placed different 
races on the human rings of the chain according to their physical rather 

4 William Seed to Commissioner of Customs, 13 February 1872, Appendices to the Journal 
of the House of Representatives (AJHR), 1884, A-4, p. 154, and H. B. Sterndale to J. Vogel, 28 
March 1874, AJHR, 1874, A-4, p.27. 

5 John L. Kelly, The South Sea Islands; Possibilities of Trade with New Zealand, Auckland, 
1885, pp. 22-35. 

6 Julius Vogel to His Excellency, 17 October 1873, AJHR, 1884, A-4, p. 140. 
7 See Angus Ross, 'Maori and Polynesian: Race and Politics. The Racial Argument in sup-

port of New Zealand's Interests in Polynesia', in J. D. Freeman & R. Geddes, eds., 
Anthropology and the South Seas, New Plymouth, 1959, pp. 221-33. 
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than their cultural characteristics, especially their skin colour. Whereas 
cultural differences would disappear with progress to civilization, physical 
differences remained immutable. From here it was but a step to the notion 
of a fixed, racial hierarchy with whites at the top, blacks at the bottom and 
brown and yellow races in between. The liberal-humanitarian view that 
races were equal but different was displaced by this 'scientific' view that 
whites were superior and blacks inferior. The institutions of black slavery 
and cheap Asian indentured labour confirmed this view. Darwin's theory 
of evolution was then used as proof of these notions, and misinterpreted as 
the doctrine of the survival of the fittest. 

The hardening of race relations in New Zealand from about 1850 has 
been attributed to the influence of social Darwinism as has the myth that 
the Maori was a dying race.8 Similar beliefs were expressed in a milder way 
about the Samoans. Seed was concerned about the effects of drink and war-
fare, and the consequent neglect of cultivations and thieving from planta-
tions. Though the islands were exceptionally bountiful, the people were 
lazy. Sterndale observed that only the sea coast was inhabited, which was 
not the case formerly when the whole interior exhibited evidence of ancient, 
prosperous settlement, affording proof that in some early unknown time 
the population was much more dense as well as energetic and industrious. 

More favourable and romantic attitudes to both Maori and Samoans 
were adopted in widely-read literary works and ethnologies of the later 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. While Pakeha New Zealanders 
were using Maori culture as a basis for theirs,9 a popular Scottish writer,. 
R. L. Stevenson, was using Samoan culture as a basis for his tales of the 
South Seas. New Zealand ethnologists, such as Edward Tregear and Elsdon 
Best and other members of the Polynesian Society established in 1892, 
made myths about the Aryan or Caucasian origins of the Maori and other 
Polynesians, the long lost cousins of Europeans and the finest of the un-
civilized races.10 Stevenson created the myth that the Samoans were ancient 
Britons 'on the wrong side of the Roman wall'. 'We have passed the feudal 
system; they are not yet clear of the patriarchal. We are in the thick of the 
age of finance; they are in a period of communism'.11 These myths were 
racist in that the cultural superiority of ancient Britons, Aryans and Cauca-
sians was taken for granted. However, differences between Maori and 
Pakeha and Samoan and Papalagi were still seen to be primarily cultural 
rather than biological. Samoans were perceived by one member of the 
Polynesian Society, Johannes C. Anderson, as a fine, handsome race who, 
in the past century, had been striding 'from barbarity to enlightenment — 

8 James Belich, The New Zealand Wars and the Victorian Interpretation of Racial Conflict, 
Auckland, 1986, pp. 323-30. 

9 J. O. C. Phillips, 'Musings in Maoriland — Or Was there a Bulletin School in New 
Zealand?', Historical Studies, XX, 81 (1983). 

10 M. P. K. Sorrenson, Maori Origins and Migrations, Auckland, 1979, pp. 29-33. 
11 'A Footnote to History', in The Works of R. L. Stevenson, XVI, London, 1907, p. 9. 
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from the past Stone Age to the present age of civilization'.12 Samoans, like 
Maori, were exempted by white New Zealanders from the popular ideas of 
scientific racism that had pervaded Europe and America in the nineteenth 
century, except in extreme situations. Scientific racism did not acutely in-
fect New Zealand officials in Samoa until the Mau years, 1926-36, when 
about 90% of the people passively resisted alien rule. 

Significantly, the years of rabid racism in Samoa coincided with the 
height of the eugenics movement in the United States and widespread 
popular belief in biological determinism.13 In the 1920s New Zealanders' 
fears that the superior white races would be swamped by inferior coloured 
races led to the White New Zealand policy and anti-Chinese feeling. 
Furthermore many accepted the eugenist's belief that mixed bloods had a 
weaker genetic make-up than pure bloods and sympathized with the 
eugenist's policy of eliminating the unfit. Although the policies towards 
Chinese indentured labourers and part-Europeans in Western Samoa, for-
mulated and implemented by New Zealand administrators, matched these 
beliefs, they did not grow out of doctrinal allegiance to the principle of 
racial purity, but other, more compelling considerations. Racism in Samoa 
from 1914 onwards had many faces, and New Zealanders were on both 
sides in the 'nature versus nurture' debate that was being waged at this time 
in anthropological circles in the United States. 

Official attitudes to Samoans during the Military Administration 
reflected the customs and usages of war. Logan carried on 'as far as lay in 
his power' on German lines, clearly recognizing that 'the Germans 
understood the natives and their wants better than he did'. According to 
Te'o Tuvale, one of his officials: 'Those who were capable of judging are 
unanimous in the opinion that he was a natural born leader of natives and 
the Samoans admit that he was their ideal of an Administrator — prompt 
— firm and just, and one who respected their rights and privileges'.14 

Logan's administration of the Native Department doubtless satisfied Te'o 
Tuvale because it reduced Papalagi interference to a minimum. 

German governors had been trained, experienced, capable men, who 
understood the Samoan language and customs and appreciated that 
Samoans could be guided not forced. But they had used naval power to 
sanction their authority. Not one New Zealand official had the requisite 
knowledge and experience to administer Samoan affairs with similar 
understanding and firmness. Consequently Samoan officials manipulated 
and deceived them, Papalagi control over Samoans weakened, and 
Samoans were encouraged to believe that they were their equals. More out 
of necessity than conviction, New Zealand adopted the principle of Samoa 

12 Johannes C. Anderson, Myths and Legends of the Polynesians, Tokyo, 1969, p. 5. 
13 Derek Freeman, Margaret Mead and Samoa: The Making and Unmaking of an 

Anthropological Myth, Canberra, 1983, pp. 34-37. 
14 Teo Tuvale, 'History of Samoa to 1918', Samoa Papers, 1887-1935, MLMSS39, Mitchell 

Library, Sydney. 
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for the Samoans, which meshed with the doctrine of the sacred trust. 
The superior attitudes of the troops to Samoans can be gleaned from the 

occasional war diary. An armoury sergeant15 recorded returning to camp 
from Vailima singing and whistling through a Samoan village where the 
dogs wanted to eat them, going round the huts, talking as best they could, 
partaking of breadfruit and palusami — 'Kapais' (very good). Another 
member of the New Zealand force16 recorded 'chatting to natives which are 
a fine lot' when there was nothing doing on a Sunday, and going into a 
native's hut on a Sunday walk, sitting on the mat among them and eating 
their bananas. He also noted that the natives were very good bringing them 
bananas and coconuts when they were manning the guns, and did all his 
washing for which they charged fourpence an article. Samoans trading with 
or working for soldiers were criticized for their laziness and the exorbitant 
prices they charged. 

Contacts were mainly in the Apia area except when members of the 
garrison were on patrol. As the war lengthened, the garrison became in-
creasingly bored and frustrated and by 1919 morale and discipline were 
bad. Colonel R. W. Tate, who relieved Logan, believed insufficient punish-
ment for offences such as drunkenness and absence without leave had 
created disregard of the consequences. Troops were unwilling to do military 
police work — indeed the bulk of them were 'hooligans who excited in-
creasing contempt' — and Samoans regarded their retention as an insult.17 

Their democratic attitude was misunderstood, the prestige of the white man 
was rudely jarred and the Samoans were given a false perspective. The no-
tion that they were as good as the white man, which perhaps existed in their 
minds previously, was accentuated. They encroached on the restrictions the 
Germans had imposed; they neglected duties they should have performed, 
they were 'almost in the position of claiming as privileges things that were 
foreign to them or forbidden to them in the German days'.18 

In the influenza epidemic of November 1918, 19.62% of the population, 
including many older matai (titleholders), died and the dead were buried in 
common graves by military patrols. The Samoans resented New Zealand's 
failure to protect them from the disease and the manner in which the 
administration and garrison tried to cope. The chiefs who heard Logan's 
tactless, indiscreet evidence in self-defence to the Epidemic Committee were 
in a state of indignation. New matai were young and inexperienced, less in-
fluential and less respected, native officials were 'inclined to truculence' 
and 'sometimes prone to veiled insolence', and all this had 'a disorganising 
and demoralising effect' leading to very considerable unrest and passive 

15 A. H. Marshall, 1914 Diary, MSS Papers 2283, Alexander Turnbull Library (ATL), Well-
ington. 

16 World War 1914-1918 Samoa Advance Party, Chapman family, MSS Papers 1462, ATL. 
17 [Tate] to General, 11 August, 17 October 1919, Robert Ward Tate MSS Papers 264, folder 

7, ATL. (The T references hereafter refer to these papers.) 
18 Tate to Minister of External Affairs, 22 October 1921, T6. 
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resistance. Tate had the greatest difficulty in enforcing old laws and feared 
Samoans were becoming 'the Irish of the Pacific'.19 

Official attitudes to other ethnic groups in what was essentially a plural 
society were determined, first and foremost, by security considerations and 
trusteeship obligations, which matched the logic of biological determinism 
and the separate legal classificatory status of Samoans and local Euro-
peans, inherited from the Germans. In August 1914, there were 500 or so 
Europeans, mostly Germans, and about 1,000 persons of mixed ancestry 
living in the Apia area and on plantations and employing immigrant inden-
tured labourers, who comprised 2,184 Chinese and 877 Melanesians. 

When Logan took over the civil administration, German officials 
withdrew and the Governor and senior officials were interned. For trading 
with the enemy in wartime, the Deutsche Handels- und Plantagen-
gesellschaft (DHPG) and other German firms were liquidated and German 
planters dependent on them for finance were also placed under military 
receivership. After the war, German property was expropriated and 190 
Germans were deported to Germany. This added to the bad feeling that had 
developed between the Military Administration and the European com-
munity over wartime restrictions such as the curfew and the influenza 
epidemic. 

During his early weeks in Samoa, Logan regarded the Chinese as 'a 
menace to the European population unless very carefully handled'.20 

Planters had reduced their rice ration by half before the occupation and a 
rising of 120 Chinese occurred on one plantation near Apia. As Logan was 
unable to obtain sufficient transport to return time-expired labourers to 
Hong Kong he had temporarily to reindenture them. However, he refused 
to carry on the German practice of letting some stay permanently. Not only 
did this seem contrary to New Zealand policy, but the Imperial Govern-
ment was not allowing any further recruitment of indentured Chinese in 
British colonies. 

Logan's proclamation to prevent cohabitation of Chinese and Samoans, 
to keep the Samoan race pure, embodied the same objectives as the eugenics 
movement but its main purpose was to prevent Samoa becoming 'a little 
China of the Pacific' and to preserve Samoa for Samoans. Logan knew the 
Samoans had very strong feelings on the subject. He was repeatedly being 
asked by chiefs and native officials to have all the Chinese returned to 
China 'as they much object to their co-habitation with their daughters',21 

and he was 'in full sympathy with their wishes', as was Tate. Malietoa, one 
of the two Fautua or chiefly advisers, later told Tate that there was no 
objection to a few 'free Chinamen', but the strongest objection to a great 

19 [Tate] to General, 25 June 1919, T6. 
20 Logan to Liverpool, 2 September 1914, Archives of the Governor, Series 21 (hereafter G) 

1279/14, National Archives (NA), Wellington. 
21 Logan to Liverpool, 14 July 1917, G2126/17. See also Logan to Liverpool, 12 April 1917, 

G1121/17. 



NEW ZEALAND OFFICIALS IN WESTERN SAMOA 145 

number. Nor was there any objection to indentured Chinese labourers pro-
vided they were repatriated as a matter of course after short terms so they 
could not marry with the Samoans and mix the blood.22 Tate's new system 
of free Chinese labour included this provision and matched his and Logan's 
objective of encouraging production by Samoans themselves on their own 
lands. 

Attitudes to part-Europeans during the Military Administration were 
overtly discriminatory. Tate discovered that not only the soldiers but the 
Administration and its officials regarded 'half-castes, however estimable 
and worthy they might be, as beyond the pale'. It was 'an impossible posi-
tion' and 'the last word in snobbery'. He thought it originated at Govern-
ment House, though not from Logan, and permeated the more arrogant of-
ficials of the Administration. Half-castes were barred from dinner at 
Government House and from the Apia British Club, and officials from 
joining in local European social life. 'A white man likely to become drunk 
in your house or a white woman whose morals you doubt would be an ac-
cepted guest at Government House but the native or half-caste wife of an 
official, however estimable she might be, is not eligible for invitations. The 
policy seems to be to push half-castes down hill and let them form a 
criminal class rather than help them upwards.'23 Socially and officially Tate 
tried to break down this 'most unsympathetic attitude', which caused 'an 
immense amount of offence' and was 'a negation' of both New Zealand 
and British policy as he understood it.24 Malietoa told him that Samoans 
did not despise the half-caste but took him on his value as a man. 

Tate believed that the goodwill and confidence of 'the better half-caste 
community', especially of its senior member, O. F. Nelson, was the factor 
that would 'make most for native quiescence'. But he encountered the 
greatest difficulty in succeeding 'with people who were super-sensitive, 
looking for offence at every turn, magnifying grievances, brooding over 
them instead of bringing them to notice and withal deficient in education 
and low in mentality'. Some of his new staff arrived imbued with the idea 
that the half-caste was an objectionable element to be repressed, 'instead of 
realising that he is the link between the white and the native and white 
man's definite responsibility; and as such to be elevated and led forward'. 
He instructed the Secretary of Native Affairs, H. S. Griffin, to impress on 
them 'that the half-caste must be treated reasonably and that the attitude of 
insufferable superiority is offensive to him and injurious to us'.25 

According to G. E. L. Westbrook, an Apia storekeeper and planter, 
British by birth with a Samoan wife, Tate was fairly popular socially, atten-
ding most of the entertainments and joining in many of the sports. Officials 
in his day were far more sociable than later: 'the drawing of the colour line 

22 [Tate] to General, 11 April 1919, T7. 
23 Tate Diary, 9 April 1919, T42. 
24 [Tate] to General, 15 May 1919, T6. 
25 [Tate] to Gray, 13 November 1921, T l . 
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had not then been made.'26 Nevertheless the policies Tate adopted to 
eliminate social discrimination and snobbery and conserve Samoan in-
terests proved self-defeating. Prohibition, for example, imposed on the 
whole community was intended to be non-discriminatory but was seen to be 
just the opposite by local Europeans, as was political representation in the 
Legislative Council, which denied them the free hand they desired to inter-
fere in native affairs. But Tate believed that local European traders had 
exploited the Samoans all their lives.27 

A liberal-minded Greytown lawyer, who had had some contact with 
Maori, Tate was a romantic in the Stevenson tradition, who had wanted to 
see something of the tropics and found that Samoa was 'veritably a Garden 
of Eden, or rather could be, if there were no white men'.28 His attitudes to 
Samoans were based on first-hand observations and experience and he was 
genuinely committed to the doctrine of the sacred trust. He believed 
Samoan aspirations to self-government were reasonable and should be 
gratified by giving them a greater share in the administration of government 
as they became fitted for it. He appreciated their aspirations to equality 
with whites. 

In a telling summary of the situation in 1921, Tate listed the 
characteristics of the Samoan mentality as: 'Intelligent, Good sense of 
Colour, form, sound and time'. Samoans were 'Generally able to read, 
write and figure' but 'In vernacular only'. A good primary education 
should be provided with the particular objectives of improving people for 
rural and industrial pursuits and government service, and the teaching of 
English should be encouraged. Education would enable the inculcation of a 
further respect for authority. Christianity was 'skin deep, but religion still a 
force of importance'. Early encounters with protest and dissent, however, 
put another face on the situation. The Samoan character was: 'Unstable, 
untrustworthy, untruthful, credulous and easily susceptible to bad white in-
fluence'. Samoans, in this respect, were similar to Maori. Their desires and 
disappointments were expressed as 'dissatisfactions'. Present advantage 
was always sought, granting of present benefits was soon forgotten, 
everything was 'treated by individual personal advantage'.29 After the 
Faipule demonstrated capacities he did not suspect they had, he modified 
some of these statements.30 Although he thought and wrote in the language 
of the biological determinists of this day, particularly when disaffected 
local leaders exasperated him, his attitudes were culturally rather than 
racially determined. 

While Tate was trying to acquire the requisite knowledge to govern the 
Samoans, the New Zealand government went 'blindly ahead and concocted 

26 Westbrook, MSS Papers 61, folder 53, ATL. (The W references hereafter refer to these 
papers.) 
27 [Tate] to Gray, 31 October 1919, T l . 
28 ibid. 
29 Administrator to Minister of External Affairs, 22 October 1921, pp. 19-20, T34. 
30 Administrator to Minister of External Affairs, 12 March 1923, T34. 
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a weird medley of European laws, ordinances and orders-in-council', that 
denied Samoan customs and desires, and which were 'foisted on them at a 
minute's notice' and 'fairly screamed disaster'.3' Tate spent 'an unedifying 
afternoon' listening to the debate on the second reading of the Samoa Bill 
and was appalled by what 'would seem to be a monument of ignorance and 
party spleen'.32 Nonetheless, when it came to making statutory provision 
for a system of native administration, he too erred. He thought he was con-
tinuing the German system and giving the Samoans what they desired, 
whereas, in fact, he was attempting to transform the Fono of Faipule, the 
Council of district representatives, into a Samoan Parliament and to see 
that the principles of British justice prevailed over the dictates of Samoan 
custom. Although he recognized the dignity of the highest titleholders, he 
believed they would become less important as the value of the Faipule in-
creased. When the incumbent Fautua died he thought the office should be 
allowed to lapse. As to the Tumua and Pule orators who, in pre-German 
times had controlled the bestowal of the highest titles, they were asleep not 
dead. He feared their reawakening would wreck the Fono of Faipule, usurp 
the authority of the government and revive great animosities.33 Though he 
endeavoured to conserve Samoan interests his attitude expressed, in 
essence, cultural and institutional racism. 

A Samoan historian, Albert Wendt, has argued that by the end of Tate's 
administration the Papalagi had created and deeply entrenched a new racial 
myth to replace the myth of the noble savage. 'There were ethical and moral 
deficiencies in the Samoan make-up; the Samoans were deceitful, evasive, 
dishonest, vain. There were intellectual deficiencies also; the Samoans were 
stupid, lacking in imagination, infuriating in their childlikeness, irrational, 
and incapable of managing their own affairs. Further proof of their in-
feriority was their adamant refusal to adopt Papalagi customs and 
organisation'. The Samoan situation 'needed' such myths and one was 
'provided'.34 Another myth the Papalagi needed and created was that half-
castes were the dregs of civilization, products of the 'Beach' and licentious 
living.35 The Tate and Westbrook papers and Te'o Tuvale's notes suggest, 
however, that only the more arrogant officials in the garrison and adminis-
tration indulged in this kind of myth-making. New Zealand administrators 
neither needed nor created these racial myths until the Mau passively 
resisted their authority and they had to justify a policy of coercion. 

Colonial rule and local resistance to progressive policies of economic, 
social and political development did, however, increasingly encourage the 
myth that Samoans were backward children whose progress to civilization 
was slow. New Zealand, complained Westbrook, 'will insist upon styling 

31 'The Native department under New Zealand Administration', Samoa Papers, 1887-1935, 
ML MSS 39. 
32 [Tate] to Gray, 12 October 1921, T l . 
33 [Tate] to Gray, 26 September 1922, T3. 
34 'Guardians and Wards', p. 59. 
35 ibid., p. 49. 
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and treating the Samoans as "a backward race", although all Samoans 
above schoolboy age can read and write in the Samoan language [and] 
converse in the German language'.36 

Arthur Tyndall, engineer-in-charge of local public works, mixed this 
new myth of backward children with the old myth of romantic savages. 
'You feel a little of what old residents feel. You feel what Stevenson felt', he 
explained, 'the lure of the tropics', 'the call of the South Seas'. He was im-
pressed by the luxuriant plant growth in Samoa and by the great abundance 
of amusements, Samoan cricket, singing, dancing and the King's Birthday 
sports at Apia. All contests were restricted to natives and no whites par-
ticipated, though some helped direct and control. 'Unrestricted social inter-
course with the natives does not seem to be encouraged by the very much 
outnumbered white community'. From the balcony of government offices 
you got a 'splendid view of the festivities without being unpleasantly close 
to coconut oil society'. The whole performance of the siva reminded him 
'of a lot of children indulging in an improvised sing song before they go to 
bed. . . . The Samoans are like that. They have all the happy irresponsibility, 
carelessness, and absence of forethought which we associate with 
childhood. That is why they don't make good workers. They won't work at 
all unless they want food or something that appeals to their vanity. . . . 
They honour no contracts. They take no thought to the morrow. To them 
sufficient for the day is the evil thereof.'37 

No one did more to perpetuate the belief that the Samoans were 
'backward children' than Major-General G. S. Richardson, who succeeded 
Tate in 1923. Richardson had numerous schemes for 'the supposed uplift-
ing of the Samoans', which he foisted upon them despite their objections. A 
self-made man himself, energetic, efficient, and accustomed to order and 
discipline, he was friendly, kind, and well-meaning but tactless and uncom-
promising. Lacking any previous knowledge or experience of Maori 
affairs, or colonial administration, and knowing nothing about Samoa or 
Samoans, he embarked on progressive reforms with zeal and determina-
tion. He wanted Samoans to become hardworking, efficient producers with 
individual land allotments, living in remodelled, sanitary villages, educated 
for good citizenship but not too much in advance of their local environ-
ment. Samoan customs likely to impede his schemes, such as malaga 
(official journeys), fine-mat exchange, and village cricket were to be strictly 
controlled. The Fono of Faipule was to become more efficient, powerful 
and representative. District and village government was to be modernized. 
The Fautua in his eyes were two chiefs to whom the Germans had given 
pensions to get rid of the old idea of Samoan 'kingship' and Tumua and 
Pule rivalry over the bestowal of the highest titles. 

The fervour and speed with which Richardson set about his schemes 
reflected his unquestioning faith in the inherent superiority of European 

36 W61/52. 
37 Sir Arthur Tyndall, MSS Papers 2002, folder 16, ATL. 
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ways and values. He was deaf to Samoan 'murmurings' partly because he 
gave up his predecessors' practice of going to Mulinu'u each week to hear 
Samoan complaints at the Native Office.38 He used the Faipule as his 
advisers, not appreciating that, to Samoans, they represented the govern-
ment not themselves. He regarded local European representations on native 
affairs as unwarranted meddling, not appreciating that they had kinship 
and marriage as well as business ties with Samoans. He failed to understand 
that Nelson was not just the senior elected European member of the 
Legislative Council and head of the senior trading firm but a part-Samoan 
titleholder with an extensive knowledge of the language, traditions and 
customs of the Samoans. When critics called him the 'Autocrat of the 
Pacific' he took it as a compliment: 'autocrats [are] needed to prevent some 
of the licence and exploitation that goes on'. He had 'been hard on officials 
when drink, negligence, dishonesty or immorality with natives are concerned 
. . . he had exposed exploitation of natives'.39 

Richardson's attitudes to Samoans and local Europeans were shaped by 
humanitarian imperial ideology, but hardened by the mind-set of a self-
assured military general as high-handed as he was high-minded. In locally 
banishing Samoans or depriving them of their titles for disobedience, in an 
unprecedented way he abused customary sanctions that had been legalized. 
Confronted with opposition, he treated it as a personal attack. Vain, 
arrogant and very sensitive to criticism, he became resentful and vindictive 
and resorted to the racial ideas of the social Darwinists and eugenists to 
defend himself.40 He dismissed the Mau as 'a half-caste movement, vain, 
keen for power, cunning and not to be trusted'. The 'natives', he believed, 
had 'very childlike and uncontrollable minds' well worked up by Nelson 
and his European Committee, which had a little German influence behind 
it.41 New Zealand had had 

trouble on several occasions due largely to the Europeans intriguing with the 
Natives. . . . The Samoans . . . are a fine race, but are very different to the warlike 
Maoris. Climate, environment and education always makes character. . . . People 
in [New Zealand] are apt to judge Native matters on the basis of their experience with 
the Maori and so fall into error. Samoans are easily handled if kept clear of intrigue, 
it forms part of their social life and gives them pastime for conversation in their fales 
[houses] during the heat of the day and the long evenings when they sit talking . . . 
discussing the latest scandal or village gossip . . . almost every third man is a 
chief. . . . This naturally produces jealousy, and ambitions for power on the part of 
Chiefs, and is the cause of nearly all the Native troubles. Europeans who know the 
Native mind can easily upset Natives by working on this weakness in their 
physcology [sic]. . . . It is common practice for Traders to tell the Natives that all 
their troubles are due to the Government. . . . Merchants and traders who can in-

38 E. R. [Riddell], 5 November 1933, Samoan Papers, 1857-1935, ML MSS 39. 
39 Richardson to Nosworthy, 27 December 1926, Island Territories file (hereafter IT) 
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40 Richardson to Nosworthy, 27 December 1926, IT 1/33/1. 
41 Richardson to Nosworthy, 29 July 1927, IT 1/33/1. 
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fluence Natives must get the bulk of the Native copra.. . . Nelson [was] the cause of 
all the trouble. . . . It was a case of whether Nelson was running the country or 
myself in the eyes of the Natives.42 

Richardson's view of the Mau was but one face of the racism of white New 
Zealanders who assumed they were superior to persons of mixed ancestry 
and native peoples. Yet in respect of Samoans and Maori, this assumption 
had been hitherto determined more by culture and social class than race and 
skin colour. In the Mau years the New Zealand Administration drew the 
colour line in a way it had never been drawn before. Westbrook, for one, 
now felt inferior to and ostracized by New Zealand officials because his 
wife was Samoan.43 The 'womenfolk by their exclusiveness, and assump-
tion of superiority' had 'done a lot to cause a big split in the community. . . 
a very dangerous attitude to assume in a community that is 98% coloured. 
Many of our half-castes outclass them both in manners and deportment, 
and a lot of money has been spent on their education in New Zealand'.44 

The 'superiority complex of whitemen' showed 'bad breeding' and a 'lack 
of proper training'.45 

Westbrook maintained that New Zealand officials were 

from the wrong social class. . . people of low status. . . who, amongst themselves, 
are very parochial; they think that the way to impress people is to totally ignore those 
who are not in government service. Thus the New Zealanders isolate themselves from 
the rest of the community; they live by themselves, for themselves, and only entertain 
one another. They consider themselves part and parcel of New Zealand, which coun-
try to them is "God's Own country". . . . Why therefore should they bother about 
other people. . . ? Samoa is the country where they make their money, but they do 
not spend the money in Samoa . . . a place wherein they fill lucrative positions, but 
outside of this they personally have no interest in the country or its inhabitants.46 

Westbrook's views about New Zealand social snobbery were shared by 
Peter Buck who visited Samoa in 1927. 

Much bitterness [he explained to Apirana Ngata] has been caused by discrimination 
of a social nature amongst the women folk that will not bear analysis. The selection 
of government officials has not been of a wise nature. . . . There has been 
discrimination against half-castes as a question of principle and not individual. . . 
effects [are] out of all proportion to their importance. Hutchen [Secretary to the 
Administration] is a decent chap . . . popular with everybody . . . the others have 
neither the knowledge nor the inclination to regard themselves as servants of a 
backward community who need careful study and analysis.47 

42 G. S. Richardson to M. E. J. Cocks, 21 August 1927, ML Document 763. 
43 Westbrook to Holland, 11 November 1927, W14. 
44 Westbrook to Holland, 12 December 1927, W14. 
45 Westbrook to Holland, 28 July 1933, W14. See also Westbrook to Richards, 30 January 
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NEW ZEALAND OFFICIALS IN WESTERN SAMOA 151 

The New Zealand half-caste, Ngata observed, by way of contrast, 
'fulfilled his proper function of bridging the intellectual, social and political 
gap between the two races', whereas the Samoan half-caste seemed 'to have 
been ostracised — cut off anyhow from his Native inheritances and 
status'.48 In Western Samoa, Buck replied, 'an attitude of regarding the 
half-caste as an inferior person was maintained in Government circles from 
Richardson down. Probably Richardson was influenced by his animosity 
towards Nelson.'49 At the height of the eugenics movement, Richardson's 
attitude to half-castes struck the right chord for many of those who served 
under him, and their wives. 

Richardson's view of the Mau died hard. His successor, Colonel Stephen 
Allen, continued to believe that the Mau was a half-caste movement, and 
that the Samoan, being a child who never grew up, was a prey to such 
deceitful leadership and delighted in any such novelty.50 J. D. Gray, 
Secretary of the Department of External Affairs in Wellington, continued 
to believe that 'the head and foot of the whole offending is Nelson'. Nelson 
was 'the arch enemy'. He and his friends 'lit a fire that they themselves 
could not now put out if they would and it won't burn itself out quietly'.51 

Yet even before the Prime Minister, J. G. Coates, stage-managed Richard-
son's withdrawal to Geneva as New Zealand's representative, the latter had 
been forced to admit that the Mau was a Samoan movement for self-
government and to create an alternative myth to explain its origins. This 
myth was based on the idea that Samoan politics were inherently divisive, as 
Stevenson had discerned in A Footnote to History, and as had Dr Solf when 
he tried to cut away the rotten part of the breadfruit and abolish Tumua 
and Pule powers in Samoan government. The Mau, Richardson now told 
the Minister of External Affairs, was a resurgence of old rivalries among 
the highest titleholders who had been 'kings' in the nineteenth century and 
it suited Tamasese to keep the Mau alive because he was 'a conceited young 
Samoan aspiring to kingship'. Ranged against Tamasese and the Mau were 
loyal natives and Malietoa.52 

This view of Samoan political history was subsequently used by the New 
Zealand government to justify a policy of coercion against a movement that 
lived on in Samoan villages and districts after Nelson and several other 
part-Europeans were deported. It also justified the continuation of the New 
Zealand mandate despite the growing concern in Geneva over the way in 
which it was being administered. It was strengthened by the failure of 
Allen's successor, Brigadier-General Sir Herbert Hart, to overcome the 
traditional divisiveness of Samoan politics by deliberately refusing to make 

48 Ngata to Buck, 3 August 1931, Ramsden Papers 196/307. 
49 Buck to Ngata, 25 August 1931, ibid. 
50 Angus Ross, ed., New Zealand's Record in the Pacific Islands in the Twentieth Century, 
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any difference between the Mau and the Malo and treating the Samoans 'as 
one people'.53 Although he was presented with a fine mat at Vailima on 23 
March 1934, as a token of reconciliation between the two great Malietoa 
and Sa Tupua families, he was later asked to return it, which he refused.54 

As J. H. Luxford, a judge in Samoa at the time, later explained, the Mau 
was 'nothing more or less than continuance of the disruptive forces of the 
political system of old Samoa . . . the whole political system has been 
directed to control of the higher titles. That has meant perpetual cause of 
intrigue between contending factions. . . . Ostensibly [it] . . . was directed 
against the mandatory power, but in reality it was this desire of the old 
factions again to struggle for Kingship.'55 

J. A. Lee reached similar conclusions in 'The Tragi-comedy of Samoa', 
a confidential 'collation of the facts' which he compiled in collaboration 
with C. R. Berendsen for the new Labour cabinet. The real basis to the 
challenge to external authority was perpetual internal conflict between 
chiefs and orators and Sa Malietoa and Sa Tupua, the one in traditional 
friendship and the other in traditional hostility to the government: 

. . . problems did not come to Samoa with New Zealand rule . . . [it was] not true 
agitations caused by material circumstances . . . the pastime during most leisure 
hours is politics, which causes one to believe that there will always be agitations 
against who ever or what ever is the Administration . . . if there wasn't a Mau one 
would soon be invented. . . . Samoan people have not yet come to accept without 
question the authority of any central government . . . gropings towards greater 
democracy on the part of the common man have been lost sight of . . . before the 
greater urgency of the agitation of the Mau Samoans against white administration. 

Hence 'the extreme difficulty of administering the Territory' and the need 
to guard against 'a mood of complacency'. 'If Samoa is to be conserved for 
all Samoans the Administrator must rule in the interest of all for many a 
day.'56 

The Labour Government came to a similar conclusion after sending a 
Goodwill Mission to Samoa in 1936. 'Self-government was not advisable or 
practicable present days of resurgent nationalism notwithstanding', its 
accredited representative, C. R. Berendsen, informed the Permanent 
Mandates Commission.57 

F. W. Voelcker, New Zealand's last administrator, considered Samoans 
were 'definitely a backward people with an overweaning conceit and sense 
of their own importance'. They had 'the most extraordinarily twisted 
minds' that he had met among any native people; political intrigue was 

53 'The Mau', 6 June 1932, W57. 
54 Hart to A/Minister of External Affairs, 26 April 1935, External Affairs file 1/23/8. 
55 Memo to Prof. Wood from J. H. Luxford, 16 February 1937 (author's copy). 
56 Nash Papers, trusteeship file 1283, NA. 
57 League of Nations, Permanent Mandates Commission (PMC), C500. M 313, 1936, VI, p. 
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'their very life-blood'. They were 'fundamentally a lazy lot', who were ex-
ploiting, not exploited by, New Zealanders and who knew only too well 
New Zealand weaknesses. Their political system was most nearly 'feudal', 
though commoners might aspire to chiefly rank, and the rule of chiefs was 
definitely autocratic. The system did not admit that the untitled man 
possessed 'human rights'. Samoa was not a democratic country, and the 
chiefs who directed its thoughts and opinions had no desire that it should 
become one.58 

By Voelcker's day racial attitudes generally were changing. Disraeli's 
classic statement that 'Race implies difference, difference implies superiority, 
and superiority leads to predominance' was under strong attack in the col-
onial world. Colonial officials were looking to anthropologists for 
guidance. Evolutionary anthropology and biological determinism had been 
supplanted by structural and functional anthropology. Samoan population 
statistics lent no support to ideas that Pacific Islanders, through the clash of 
culture and physical causes, were a dying race. In Samoa from the late 
1920s, anthropologists studied social change and acculturation. Margaret 
Mead attempted to show, in Coming of Age in Samoa (1928), that Samoan 
social organization was culturally determined. Peter Buck published a 
scientific monograph on Samoan Material Culture in 1930, and F. M. Kees-
ing a history of culture change in Modern Samoa in 1934. Their views 
spread slowly and permeated official circles largely through Ngata, who 
was Minister of Native Affairs and the Cook Islands, 1928-34. Ngata's 
reflections upon 'Anthropology and the Government of Native Races in the 
Pacific' were published in the Australasian Journal of Psychology and 
Philosophy in 1928.59 

Ngata and Buck both believed that one of the reasons New Zealand 
came 'a cropper' over Samoa was the administrator's failure to get advice 
from ethnologists 'to appraise the extent to which previous contact with 
European culture had affected the Native culture and to adapt our New 
Zealand and Rarotongan experience to the conditions revealed'.60 Ngata 
attributed much of the official bungling to the detachment of Samoa from 
the expertise of the Native Department under a Minister of External 
Affairs, an imperial sounding title, smacking too much of high 
diplomacy.61 Buck thought their 'more remote kinsmen' were 'in the rut of 
self-satisfaction so deep their able-bodied sit around braiding coconut 
sennit and parcelling out governing positions amongst themselves over a 
mandated country'.62 Both agreed with Keesing's views that Samoans had 
achieved an equilibrium between change and continuity, but Ngata con-

58 Voelcker Papers, 1947-1949. I am grateful to Sir Keith Sinclair for copies of the originals 
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sidered that the spur of economic necessity was lacking. Unless there was 
pressure on food supply there was no need for cultural adjustments or 
efforts.63 'I have always heard', wrote Buck, 'that the political intrigue that 
has been going on is merely a continuation of their normal attitude, which 
springs from this peculiar social organisation, and racial psychology which 
goes with it.' The same could be said of the superficialities of form and 
ceremony that impressed casual visitors. Richardson had regarded these 
superficialities as 'imperfect development', but the Samoans had adjusted 
to their tropical environment to their own satisfaction. The Samoan's 
philosophy of life was 'narrow, conceited and self-centred' but still, under 
present conditions, 'adequate to his limited needs'. Incentives must come 
from within.64 The root of the administrative difficulties was 'that the mass 
of the people have a bulk of custom and ceremonial that satisfies them . . . 
therefore no "divine dissatisfaction" that would make them accept, let 
alone welcome any material change in their present condition. They've 
reached saturation point with the elements of foreign culture that they have 
already accepted.'65 

New Zealand's lack of appreciation of the James Carroll philosophy of 
taihoa (timing each reform psychologically) had led to disastrous results.66 

Cultural adaptation required time. Governing races were prone to 
depreciate the mentality, culture and efforts of those they governed as an 
excuse for neglect on their part.67 'The pakeha standardised mould as 

• applied to Samoa by Richardson was bad technique'.68 'There is too much 
of the egotistical pakeha superiority'.69 Buck concluded that 'the Pakeha 
attitude towards Native races was on the whole saturated with the deepest 
hypocrisy'.70 Like Lugard on the Permanent Mandates Commission, both 
he and Ngata stressed the importance of anthropology in native administra-
tion, not appreciating that anthropology at this time was itself affected by 
cultural values. 

After the Goodwill Mission, and before the upsurge of a new movement 
for self-government, New Zealand's attitude to Samoa was basically that of 
taihoa, not as Carroll and Ngata conceived it but as 'a term of opprobrium, 
synonymous with marking-time, stone-walling, and retrogression'.71 The 
Labour Government was, as Berendsen put it, 'animated solely by the most 
lofty sentiments of sympathy, friendship and indeed affection for the 
Samoan people', and 'felt that a determined effort should be made to 
obtain the fullest possible collaboration of all sections of the Samoan 

63 Ngata to Buck, August 1931, Ramsden Papers 196/307. 
64 Buck to Ngata, 25 August 1931, ibid. 
65 Buck to Ngata, 5 June 1928, Ramsden Papers 196/301. 
66 Buck to Ngata, 4 May 1930; cf. Ngata, 'Anthropology and the Government of Native 

Races in the Pacific'. 
67 Buck to Ngata, 4 May 1930, Ramsden Papers 196/305. 
68 Buck to Ngata, 29 June 1930, ibid. 
69 Buck to Ngata, 13 January 1931, Ramsden Papers 196/306. 
70 Buck to Ngata, 11 February 1934, Ramsden Papers 196/310A. 
71 Ngata, 'Anthropology and the Government of Native Peoples', p. 12. 



NEW ZEALAND OFFICIALS IN WESTERN SAMOA 155 

people'.72 But the same officials with the same attitudes remained and only 
piecemeal reforms resulted. Most of the native officials were now ex-Mau 
members but, as Hailey observed during the 1938 session of the Permanent 
Mandates Commission, New Zealand committed the error of believing that 
this political changeover was 'training in self-government'. 'It was the grant 
of effective power to non-official bodies which was required'.73 

In the new climate of acculturation anthropology, however, it was widely 
assumed that there was indefinite time ahead for Samoans to develop 
economically, socially and politically. Samoan aspirations to self-
government were regarded as vague and premature, because New Zealand 
assumed that it should be based on the Westminster model. Gaps between 
Papalagi and Samoans in living standards and education had to be bridged 
before full power and responsibility were transferred. Until renewed 
pressure from local leaders for immediate self-government and interna-
tional pressures for accelerated political development for dependent 
peoples generally forced Fraser's Labour Government to modify these 
attitudes, the racism implicit in humanitarian imperial ideology and 
acculturation anthropology prevailed. 
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