
A Discourse on Critical Method 

BROADLY SPEAKING, there are five types of social history: the moralizing/ 
politicizing, the purely descriptive (unfocused empiricism), the hermeneutic 
(otherwise known as ethno-history), the post-modern (which is best represented 
by extreme relativists like Foucault), and the rational-explanatory (which is 
concerned with the construction and testing of explanatory models about the 
behaviour of a large collection of people). The Ideal Society belongs to the last 
category. In this article I will look at the major criticisms of the book and 
demonstrate that these often fail to ground their claims on principles which are 
appropriate to this genre of social history. As the article proceeds, I will spell out 
and illustrate these principles. 

The major criticisms fall into five classes: (1) that the model is wrong or 
seriously flawed because examples can be found of individuals, social elements 
and localities in colonial society which were not atomized but had strong social 
attachments; (2) that the methodology of the book is ill-conceived in that its 
evidence is based on national aggregates and should instead have been based on 
local case-studies; (3) that the book neglects or excludes important categories or 
topics of information; (4) that the quantitative data on transience are hopelessly 
unreliable; (5) that the explanatory power of the atomism model is weak since 
it assumes that transience was the crucial cause of atomization whereas in fact 
transience does not necessarily have that effect and indeed is compatible with 
close-knit social ties; (6) that the model is wrong because it wrongly equates the 
level of bonding with the forms of bonding; hence although there were 
discontinuities in the forms of bonding between Britain and frontier New 
Zealand and over time in New Zealand, in fact the overall level of bonding 
changed little if at all; and (7) that the atomization model does not actually 
demonstrate how many people at any one point were atomized; as a consequence 
the book's claim that atomization typified colonial society is not proven. 

The criticisms in the first category are best epitomized perhaps by the 
approaches adopted in whole or in part by Duncan Mackay, Rollo Arnold and 

1 The author thanks S.J. Haslett, Institute of Statistics and Operations Research, Victoria 
University of Wellington, for his kind assistance with the graphs and the correlation analyses; David 
Thomson, History Department, Massey University, for supplying the raw data on drunkenness in the 
Judicial Statistics of England and Wales; and Professor Keith Sorrenson for making this special issue 
of the New Zealand Journal of History possible. 
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Caroline Daley.2 What these attacks have in common is their attempt to discredit 
my generalizing model by finding particular examples of individuals, social 
categories and localities that supposedly do not fit it. Thus Duncan Mackay 
thinks that the argument against colonial mateship is highly questionable since 
his oral history and literary evidence suggests that a 'male subculture' existed 
amongst a particular category of rural workers, namely, the kauri bushmen of the 
Auckland province. Rollo Arnold tries to refute the model by establishing that 
a particular rural township like Normanby had community institutions, and by 
taking the particular examples of four colonial diarists and showing to his 
satisfaction that the diarists were not atomized individuals but pillars of the 
community. Caroline Daley tries to overthrow the model partly by arguing from 
the particular case of colonial women and partly from the particular example of 
a locality, Taradale. 

Now there are three problems with what Mackay, Arnold and Daley are trying 
to do here. The first relates specifically to Daley' s attempt — nearly all of which 
is based on conjecture—to argue that the atomization model does not fit colonial 
women. This will be dealt with later in the article. 

The second problem is that the micro-studies of Mackay, Arnold and Daley 
lack rigour. Professor Arnold's 'analysis' of community institutions in Normanby 
and the four diaries is characteristically impressionistic and devoid of explana-
tory power. Duncan Mackay takes three modern oral testimonies and a smatter-
ing of literary evidence (notably Jane Mander's fiction and other material written 
in the early twentieth century), and from these scanty and questionably relevant 
and reliable sources of evidence he generalizes about the presence of 'mateship' 
(the frequency of which is never specified) amongst all nineteenth-century kauri 
bushmen, who were always over a thousand strong and were scattered over a 
myriad work-sites. Daley's attempt to use Taradale as a case-study to criticize 
atomization theory is pursued in a very muddled fashion. Daley's article opens 
with a grand flourish: 'Taradale provides us with an opportunity to test the 
general theory Fairburn propounds on a particular place.' A few pages later, 
however, she contradicts this statement by saying she cannot test the general 
theory since she has no way of knowing if Taradale was a special case: 'There 
is a problem questioning a nationwide theory on the basis of one study which 
cannot be claimed to be representative.' Following all this, we find that most of 
the arguments she advances in her critique are not embedded in her Taradale data 
at all. True, some are dependent on Taradale data, notably transience (which she 
mistakenly thinks is the lynchpin of atomization theory) and her case against my 
theory of mateship (which she quite falsely suggests is completely reliant on 
inferences from incomplete death certificates). But on almost every other issue 
— neighbourly ties, rates of membership of voluntary organizations, the causes 

2 Rollo Arnold, 'Community in Rural Victorian New Zealand', New Zealand Journal of History, 
24, 1 (1990). All other articles are in this issue. 
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of disorder, and (perhaps) gendered culture and kinship — she argues less from 
Taradale data than from given postulates and from national aggregates. This in 
turn gives rise to another inconsistency. Throughout her entire article Daley 
repeatedly condemns the book for employing statistical data, especially national 
aggregates. She asserts, for example, that the book's 'statistical approach to 
culture is fraught with difficulties'; that its 'statistical approach is ill-suited to 
refuting concepts . . . and ignores particular reality'; that it tries 'to dismiss 
concepts through quantitative methods rather than recognizing their qualitative 
aspects'. Yet her whole article bristles with quantitative data (especially of the 
national aggregate variety) which are intended to underpin statements about 
concepts and cultural phenomena. In addition, if my use of statistical data is 
illegitimate and if her non-quantitative methods are so superior, why did she not 
employ her superior methods to expose the inadequacies of my generalizing 
model? 

The third problem is that these critics seriously misunderstood the nature of the 
book's argument or at least its implications. If the argument had been couched 
as a general law having universal applicability—had it claimed that all colonists 
were atomized and none had social attachments — then Mackay, Arnold, and 
Daley would be quite justified in endeavouring to contradict the generalizations 
by finding and establishing counter examples. However, this is precisely what 

. the book does not do. Instead it follows the method common to the social 
sciences of trying to set up a model about typicalities. Thus it happily accepts that 
there are exceptions to its generalizations, and that a minority of colonists (and 
a rapidly increasing one after 1880) do not fit the model. In this context, the 
efforts of the three critics to search for contrary examples is an inappropriate 
method of criticism even if we overlook their poor execution of it. Although 
efforts to establish counter examples certainly do not help to confirm the 
atomization model, they are also inherently incapable of disconfirming it. Given 
that the argument in the book focuses on the typical, it cannot be disconfirmed 
even by the soundest attempts to demonstrate the existence of four colonial 
diarists who had strong social attachments, or of kauri bushmen who had a 
mateship culture, or the presence of a local community in Taradale in the 1890s. 
Counter examples are entirely inconclusive unless (and this is the vital caveat) 
they are combined with procedures that assure us that the examples represent 
typicalities or, at least, do not represent aberrations. 

The second group of criticisms is closely related to the first. The principal 
authors of these criticisms are Raewyn Dalziel and, most of all, Clyde Griffen. 
They maintain that the book depends on macromethodology to support the 
model and that this is inherently incapable of confirming it. They say that the 
mainstay of the evidence consists of meaningless and misleading national/mass 
aggregates and that the book should instead have depended on the evidence of 
local case studies ('a disaggregating strategy'). Griffen, in fact, suspects that as 
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soon as a 'disaggregating strategy' is adopted to test atomization theory, it will 
quickly fall to pieces. 

Dalziel's argument that the book employs misleading national/mass data is not 
really an argument at all but an appeal to the eiiehē that historians must look at 
the people behind the figures if they are to understand the meaning of the figures. 
Griffen's argument is based on a misleading analogy, namely, that because in the 
United States national aggregates disguise extreme local and regional variations, 
it follows that the same is probably true in New Zealand. 

The position taken by Dalziel and Griffen would have merit if the national 
aggregates used by the book were distorted by extreme values in a few tiny places 
(which is not so); if every region in New Zealand had a fundamentally distinctive 
kind of social pattern (which is not so); if a particular region deviated from the 
atomization model (which is not so); if generalizations or models in principle 
were bad (generalizations or models are summary statements and without 
summary statements discussion would be impossible); if local or regional 
aggregates did not themselves contain variations (which of course they do); if the 
pattern had not occurred almost simultaneously in every province, or if the only 
empirical foundation underpinning the atomism model consisted of mass/ 
national aggregates (which of course it does not). The book is very careful to cite 
a large variety of qualitative evidence, including local case studies and life-
histories, to contextualize and buttress its interpretations of quantitative evi-
dence; and the book is especially careful to do this in depth where the arguments 
are more vital to the overall case (notably on disorder in chapter vii, 'Frontier 
Chaos'). Moreover, the integrity of the atomization argument depends less on 
any particular form of empiricism or on any particular part of the argument 
(except perhaps the part on crime in chapter vii) than on the accumulative weight 
of the argument, the anticipation of objections to the argument, the internal 
consistency between the various parts of the argument and within the mass of 
evidential detail, and the explanatory power of the argument. 

Apart from all this, I would have thought thatDalziel and Griffen would at least 
have conceded that the advantage of using national aggregate data is that such 
data do not beg questions about their representativeness. Can the same thing be 
said about local case-studies? 

Epitomizing the fundamental problem of the local case-study is Dalziel's 
article on kinship in New Plymouth during the 1840s. Although the study is an 
impressive demonstration of the existence of dense kinship ties in one place, it 
has very little explanatory power since (as Dalziel herself candidly admits) it 
cannot tell us how family and kin ties operated in the wider colonial context. 
Dalziel says she does not know if the dense pattern of kinship in New Plymouth 
in the 1840s was a special case — that she has no way of telling if it proves or 
disproves what I claim about kinship in my generalizing model. In making this 
point, Dalziel implicitly recognizes one of the fundamental laws of logic — that 
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unless we know that the particular and the general have the same defining 
characteristics, it is fallacious to deduce the general from the particular ('Harry 
is a man; Harry has webbed toes; therefore the generality of men have webbed 
toes'). Given that she implicitly recognizes the invalidity of generalizing from 
the particular, she should also appreciate why it is not possible to test a 
generalizing model using particular local case-studies. True, statisticians have 
developed sampling techniques which, under certain conditions, can be applied 
to a large population in order to reduce it to a small and manageable set of cases 
possessing a very high probability of having the same profile as the large 
population. But it would be extremely difficult to find a set of localities that both 
satisfies the requirements of scientific sampling and for which there are suffi-
cient archival data to test the atomization model. (It is difficult to assess how 
large the sample of localities would need to be in order to provide a statistically 
sound basis for inference to New Zealand as a whole without knowledge of the 
variability of localities. The sample would have to be chosen randomly not 
purposively, and given the rates of violence even in the 1860s it would have to 
contain more than 100 widely scattered localities on the most optimistic 
assessment even to be reasonably sure that an average violence rate in these 
localities of 30% below the national average reflected a real difference.) Griffen 
may assume that if enough local studies were undertaken, a pattern would soon 
emerge about the characteristics of these localities, and as this pattern took shape 
and then stabilized, it would give us an increasingly reliable idea about what sorts 
of localities were typical. But if there were wide variations in the level of 
atomism/cohesion across all of New Zealand's localities (another assumption 
Griffen makes), we would need to do an awful lot of local case studies before we 
could be reasonably certain that we knew how to avoid generalizing from 
atypical examples. Moreover, there are probably multitudes of localities with 
social organizations about which little or no evidence exists for most or all the 
period covered by my model (1850-1900), and their absence from the emerging 
pattern would likely provide a distorted picture of the true range of localities 
particularly if those absent were generally the more atomized. 

The third group of criticisms consist of complaints that the book 'omits', 
'excludes', 'ignores', 'does not really say anything about', or 'neglects' certain 
topics: women, the family, race relations, Maori society, the Wakefield schemes 
and settlements of the 1840s, 'culture', colonial £lites, the 'settled core' in each 
locality, religion, and local and regional variations in the social pattern. Many of 
these complaints are based on faulty reading. It is incorrect, for example, to assert 
as Erik Olssen does that the book 'largely neglects' the family. In fact, not only 
does the book emphasize in Part One that 'the family' was the 'one key exception 
to the extreme individualism' permeating the dominant ideology, but it also 

3 Review, International Review of Social History, 35, 2 (1990), pp.281-3. 
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maps out the idealized images of the family (pp.56-7), and then in other parts of 
the book it tests whether these images had any substance, and it argues that the 
inadequacy of social attachments (particularly extended kin, pp. 162-8) outside 
the nuclear family caused the family to develop compensatory roles and 
functions that were stronger than those in the metropolitan society (pp. 198-200), 
a point illustrated in the photograph and caption opposite p. 191. Nor is it correct 
that the book ignores women. It explicitly discusses the role of women according 
to the dominant ideology (pp.56-7); women as domestic servants (pp.86-8); 
women as managers and units of labour in the domestic economy (pp.94-5,100-
2); the demand for women as marriage partners and in the paid workforce 
(pp.103-4,110-11); the high transience of domestic servants (pp.104,135); the 
shortage of female kin (pp,162ff); the lack of leisure for women (pp.184-5); 
women and loneliness (pp.l95ff); deserted women and domestic violence 
(pp.198-9,290-1); gender ratios and social disorder (pp.206ff); women and the 
mobilization of the suffrage movement (pp.253ff). In addition, the book draws 
extensively on contemporary accounts of New Zealand written by women; and 
it has a good deal to say about phenomena which vitally affected the conditions 
under which women lived such as trends in common living standards, the 
distribution of the ownership of landed wealth, rates of household transience, the 
spatial isolation of rural households, to name but a few. In response to this, some 
critics, of course, may say that there is 'not enough' discussion of women in the 
book. But given that the book is not a treatise on colonial women but an argument 
about social organization what does 'not enough' mean? Where does one draw 
the line? 

This brings me to another issue. Irrespective of their factual accuracy, are the 
complaints valid in relation to the book's form and purpose? To answer this 
question, two things must be borne in mind. First, the book does not purport to 
be a text book, an exercise in antiquarianism, an encyclopaedia of New Zealand 
history, a reference work providing general knowledge on New Zealand's 
colonial past, or some other sort of unfocused descriptive history of New 
Zealand. Second, the book does not purport to be a monograph on a specialised 
subject like colonial women, race relations or colonial ēlites and so on. Instead, 
the book attempts to put forward a general theory about nineteenth-century 
Pakeha society. So taking these two things into consideration, on what grounds 
can we say itis unreasonable (or reasonable) for it to 'neglect' particular subjects 
related to that society and how can we decide whether its balance of subject 
matter is appropriate? 

Interestingly enough, this question is not addressed by any of the critics who 
complain about the book's omissions. Although this suggests that they think it 
is perfectly self-evident why certain subjects should not be 'neglected', I do not 
think the issue is as straightforward as they suppose since their lists of supposedly 
omitted topics in themselves omitted many topics which the book did not deal 
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with. At the nub of the problem is the fact that a myriad categories of people and 
things existed in the past which can be split and combined together to form an 
almost infinite number of other categories. From this it follows that in order to 
be coherent, social historical interpretations have to select the categories they use 
for the purposes of illustration or demonstration. 

But if historical interpretations have to be selective in their choice of catego-
ries, then what should be taken as their guiding principle to determine the validity 
of the choices? The best way to cut through the problem would be to say that the 
principle of selection should be appropriate to the mode of discourse employed 
by the historical theory. The discourse which The Ideal Society employed is 
rational-explanatory discourse (as distinct from an unfocused empiricist dis-
course, a hermeneutic discourse, or a moralizing/politicizing discourse). Thus it 
attempted to select categories which had two functions: one was to maximize the 
plausibility of the argument, and the other was to maximize its explanatory 
power. Within these terms there are just two ways in which critics should 
determine whether the book omitted an important category. The first is to 
determine if the missing category contained certain facts which contradict vital 
parts of the argument and thus undermine the plausibility of the argument. The 
second is to establish if the missing category represents a crucial aspect of the 
society which the theory cannot explain and thus indicates severe limits to its 
explanatory power. (Although I have failed to mention anachronism as a 
principle, I have taken it for granted that criticism of historical interpretation 
should always refer to this vital principle.) 

Relative to these criteria, I can think of no complaints about what is allegedly 
omitted or neglected in the book that are valid. For example, the criticisms that 
the book neglects race relations have never pointed to facts related to race 
relations which contradict the model or key aspects of the social pattern that the 
model cannot explain. (Does the extreme ethno-centrism implied by the imagery 
of New Zealand as an ideal society not come through in any way at all?). Some 
of the complaints about the omission of Maori society seem to be based on the 
curious misconception that over the period covered by the book the majority of 
Maori were detribalized, lost their culture and so became brown-skinned 
members of settler society. In fact, the vast majority of most Maori lived apart 
from Pakeha settlements and constituted a separate and distinct society (or set of 
societies) and thus were not members of settler society, the society which is the 
subject of the book. 

It could be argued that by ignoring the Wakefield or planned settlements of the 
1840s, the model has less explanatory power than had it not ignored them (since 
by ignoring them it failed to cover a certain period in New Zealand social 
history); but ignoring them was not fatal to the model (since no-one has 
demonstrated that they and their 16,000 or so immigrants engendered key 
characteristics in the colonial social pattern which the model cannot explain). On 



A DISCOURSE ON CRITICAL METHOD 165 

top of this, the book's omission of the planned settlements does not affect its 
plausibility since this category of facts (as far as I can tell) does not contradict 
crucial aspects of the model. 

Then there are the criticisms that chapter vi of the book ignores or glosses over 
the importance during the whole period of the people in each locality who were 
not transients but sank roots in the locality and formed what historians call the 
'settled core'. Often these criticisms are based on the erroneous notion that the 
book denies the existence of settled cores; but it does no such thing. Their 
existence is implicit in all the data and discussion the book provides in chapters 
v and vi on neighbourly ties, kinship, levels of persistence in particular localities, 
national membership rates of various sorts of voluntary organizations, and the 
maldistribution of leisure opportunities. Without doubt there were always some 
local associations and some very settled people, and their density increases 
rapidly after the late 1870s. Obviously, however, some critics think the book 
should have said more than this. But why should it have said more than this? 
Every society has settled cores. What was so special about the New Zealand 
variety? What defining and fundamental characteristics of colonial society can 
a concept of the settled core explain? Most critics never address these questions. 
By contrast, the theory of atomization explains two critical aspects of the settled 
core: why the average settled cores was relatively small in size and weak before 
the late 1870s and why its power and relative size rapidly increased after the late 
1870s. If critics want to say that the book should have given more prominence 
to settled cores (or talked exclusively about settled cores) they need to demon-
strate that the book's argument on settled cores is fatally at odds with the facts 
and has a severe lack of explanatory power. Some critics imply that the book 
should have described settled cores in great detail purely because they are 
fashionable things to talk about or purely because they are facts; but these 
criticisms would only be appropriate if the book wanted to be fashionable in its 
discourse or if it had an unfocused empiricist discourse; they are not appropriate 
criticisms of a book which has a rational explanatory discourse. 

Finally we come to Griffen's view that what is excluded from the generalizing 
model is one of the most important aspects of New Zealand society — its marked 
local and regional variations. He says that if American research is anything to go 
by then the model has not allowed for sharp spatial differences in transience rates 
(and their impact) and in patterns of social interaction brought by particular 
groups of immigrants. 

Griffen's argument is ill-founded. To begin with, his preoccupation with 
American transience leads him to suppose, wrongly, that the book claims that 
transience was the crucial cause of atomism. In addition, the relevance of 
American research to the New Zealand case is spurious given that the research 
will obviously reflect the fact that the United States was a far more regionally 
diverse society—the United States not only had had many more regions, it was 
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also much larger, its ethnic mix was much greater, it had a far longer history, and 
(unlike New Zealand) its regions were not settled simultaneously and therefore 
at any one point (unlike New Zealand) they ranged widely in their stages of social 
development. On top of this, Griffen's whole notion of spatial variation is 
undefined. Are differences in terms of type the only test of variation? Or are 
differences defined in terms of degree? If so, how much would be a significant 
amount? Or must there be total uniformity across all regions before there is no 
spatial variation? Furthermore, I would have thought there were sufficient clues 
in chapter vii to indicate that the work had been done to show that atomization 
affected every region (province). Atomization was not just confined to, say, the 
gold-mining provinces, or those with the largest ratios of adult males to females. 
In every single province, the chief indicators of atomism referred to in chapter 
vii — four for disorder and three for social deficiency — were at their highest 
historical values before the late 1870s and declined sharply after the late 1870s. 
In fact, in a recent article, S.J. Haslett and I took our 'global' (all-provincial) 
statistical model of violence and 20 or so other variables and showed that every 
provincial structure was fundamentally of a similar type to the global type, in 
1853-1930. A particular statistical technique was devised that allowed us to 
compare the relativities between the 20 odd variables in the global structure with 
the relativities between the same variables in each province. Certainly we found 
that there were differences of degree and of kind (type) between the global 
structure and each provincial structure (and between each of the nine provincial 
structures). But we also found that these differences were not fundamental, i.e. 
all the structures followed the same trends over time, from high to low atomism, 
and the trends were more or less simultaneous. 

The fourth major criticism of the model is that its inter-decadal transience rates 
for household heads are flawed. Most of this criticism has come from Rollo 
Arnold. In a recent article he scrutinized and reworked the street directory 
listings of household heads which were used to generate two of the 24 rates of 
transience cited in the book; and he found that these two figures (which were for 
Marton and Normanby) were overstated and that even the accuracy of even his 
meticulous revisions was suspect because of the intractable problems associated 
with the source material (mis-spellings, inconsistent recording practices, com-
mon names and so forth). On this basis, he concluded that street directories were 
'unsound' sources of raw data, and, by implication, that all my other inter-
decadal transience rates were untrustworthy. 

Arnold's criticisms lack both point and substance. For a start, towards the end 
of his article Arnold turns round and agrees that 'there was undoubtedly much 
population movement in Victorian New Zealand' (pp. 19-20). Moreover, his 

4 S.J. Haslett and M. Fairburn, 'Interprovincial Differences in the Rates of Minor Crimes of 
Violence and Related Disorders in New Zealand, 1853-1930', Historical Social Research/Historische 
Sozialforschung, 15,4(1990). 
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revised rates are only ten percentage points lower than the two estimates cited in 
the book. In addition, the revisions make no difference at all to the overall median 
rate of transience and the range of rates for all 24 rates, and the book is very 
careful to cite only the median and the range when interpreting the results. On 
top of this, the book explicitly acknowledges the likelihood that a substantial 
error structure is contained in the street directory listings for counties and by 
implication for small country towns like Marton and Normanby. Lastly, follow-
ing the precautions that are standard in mass quantification and record linkage 
studies based on suspect raw data, several devices were employed to minimize 
the effects of a possibly large amount recording error and to check and confirm 
the overall results of the studies. Arnold does not mention any of these devices. 
The minimizing devices included the inter-decadal technique itself (which takes 
no account of movement within the decade); the concentration of the studies on 
the last two decades of the century (which in all likelihood were far more stable 
than the preceding decades); and the selection of household heads as the unit of 
analysis (who were among the least mobile elements in the population). The 
checking devices included analyses of the statistical relationship between 
property status and persistence (which showed that the relationship was very 
similar to that which North American researchers have found using more robust 
sources of data); and a comparison of the rates with those for similar societies 
(which indicated they were of the same order of magnitude). The confirmatory 
devices included the test of inherent plausibility (the occupational and demo-
graphic structures alone suggested that the society would have been highly 
footloose) and the broad consistency between the rates of household turnover 
(which by any standards were high) and a great range of non-qualitative evidence 
(biographical, institutional, political, anecdotal, architectural, and so forth). 

The fifth criticism is that the atomism model is a weak model since it assumes 
that transience was the crucial cause of atomization whereas, in fact, transience 
does not necessarily have that effect and, indeed, is compatible with close-knit 
ties. 

At the heart of many critiques is the notion that the atomization model stands 
and falls on transience. The critics base this notion on the assumption that the 
book is saying that high transience provides the model with most of its 
explanatory power. For example, at the start of his article Griffen says 'Fairburn's 
interpretation of transiency and his use of it in characterizing Pakeha society as 
"atomized" in the colonial period takes an American historian back to a 
perspective on mobility which.. . no longer finds much support.' In the context 
of her description of her interesting statistics on the very high rates of transience 
in Taradale, Caroline Daley says 'unlike Fairburn I do not think that the only way 
we can read this information is as proof of an atomized society'. (Note that she 
confuses the issue by using 'evidence' and 'indicator' as synonyms for 'proof.) 
Rollo Arnold states that 'Undoubtedly there was much population movement in 
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Victorian New Zealand . . . But to claim that it "atomised" society is to leap 
blindly in the face of the evidence.' 

Having assumed that transience in 'my' model has to bear most of the burden 
of explaining atomization, the critics then refute 'my' model by following one 
or more of three strategies: 
(a) They cite evidence drawn from other societies which also had high transience 
but had strong social organizations. (Griffen cites nineteenth-century United 
States; Daley nineteenth-century England.) 
(b) Arnold takes case studies of particular New Zealand localities (Normanby 
and Marton) and adduces a few examples of newcomers who (he claims) 'would 
have been' or 'must have been' quickly integrated into 'the community', and of 
people who moved out and 'would have' or 'must have' retained ties with those 
they left behind. 
(c) Daley says (quite correctly) that intrinsic to the model is the idea that atomism 
and geographical mobility decline from the late 1870s to the 1920s. She then 
takes what she says are the historical trends in inter-decadal transience rates for 
Taradale and Johnsonville and claims they are static. She concludes, 'These two 
studies, coupled with the fact that Fairburn gives us no evidence to back up his 
assertion about the decrease in transiency, leads me to question further whether 
geographical mobility should be viewed as an indicator of atomization.' 

There are three reasons why these refutation strategies do not work. The first 
reason is specific to Daley's refutation strategy. The last statement quoted 
defeats the purpose of what she is trying to argue. The statement seems to imply 
very strongly that she questions the whole principle of using geographical 
mobility as an indicator of atomism; but if she questions the inherent validity of 
using geographical mobility as an indicator of atomism, she must also doubt the 
validity of her own evidence that geographical mobility was static—and it is that 
evidence which she depends on to attack my view that atomism and geographical 
mobility declined from the late 1870s. 

The second reason these strategies do not work is specific to Arnold's strategy. 
I cannot take this very seriously. The evidence is impressionistic, largely 
speculative, and begs a key question: are the transient household heads he was 
able to trace representative of all the actual transients he could not trace and does 
not talk about? 

The third reason why these refutation strategies do not work is that they are 
based on a serious misunderstanding of the model. Certainly the book talks about 
transience a good deal (especially in chapter v) and it uses transience as a major 
reason for the weakness of various sorts of bonding patterns; but the book never 
maintains that transience by itself was enough to cause the weaknesses in these 
particular patterns, or that transience is the predominant cause of atomism in 
general. 

To show that the critics have misunderstood the model let me take the reader 
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through some key passages. To begin with there is the Prologue to Part Three 
(pp.191-3). It provides a short summary of the model. The Prologue begins by 
saying that the overarching hypothesis is that, 'Although some people lived close 
to others and interacted with them, social isolation was the prevailing tendency; 
much more so before 1880 than after.' The following paragraph then states that 
the 'primary cause' of atomism was the swamping of the population by a tide of 
immigrants from the 1850s to the 1880s who had been severed from their 
associations in the Old World and not had time to replace those that had left. The 
next paragraph starts by saying: 'the secondary cause was the host of indigenous 
factors that long retarded and disrupted the replacement of the former bonds', 
and then lists them: the lightning spread of the frontier which pushed most 
immigrants into new areas where there was little in the way of groups and 
networks they could plug into; the scantiness of kinship ties; geographical 
isolation; the dearth of leisure opportunities; the low density of voluntary 
organizations; high transience; an ideology of extreme individualism; and the 
masterless man syndrome. Surely, then, the Prologue to Part Three makes it 
obvious that the model postulates that high transience acted as one of many 
causes of atomization (i.e. one of several important secondary causes). Moreo-
ver, I would have thought that the Prologue implies that the capacity of high 
transience to atomize is derived from the peculiar context — the peculiar 
conjunction of circumstances — in which it takes place, circumstances that are 
at their peak in the period 1850-1880 and decline thereafter. 

Another key example is chapter vii where the book sets up the statistical 
construct of the model. The construct takes rates of drunkenness, spirits con-
sumption, petty violence, and civil suits as necessary conditions of atomization. 
The construct then demonstrates that what had the strongest correlations with 
these things over the long term (1853-1930) were three indicators of a deficient 
social organization: the ratio of adult males to females (a proxy measure of 
kinship density), the proportion of the population born overseas (assumed to be 
one of the most disaffiliated elements in the population), and the ratio of 
dwellings of one or two rooms to total dwellings (employed as a proxy measure 
of transience and new areas of transience). Certainly, the construct does not 
include all the causal factors specified in the summary description of the model 
in the Prologue to Part Three. But the construct, and the textual interpretation of 
it, do not assume nor state nor suggest in any way that transience alone accounts 
for all or most of the movements in the rates of drunkenness, violence and the 
other pathologies over time. 

Finally, let me take the reader to a section of the book that directly anticipates 
the theoretical problem that the critics think they have uncovered. In pp. 141-2 
it will be seen that the book refers to particular studies of transient workers in 
older societies. These studies have found that the itinerant overcame or lessened 
the atomizing effects of their transience by shifting to places where they had 
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kinship networks or by joining voluntary organizations in the places they move 
to and so forth. It will also be seen that the book argues against the relevance of 
these findings in the New Zealand context by saying that kinship ties in New 
Zealand were much thinner and proportionately fewer people were able to 
become 'joiners' of voluntary organizations and other groupings, and that these 
matters will be dealt with in the next chapter. 

Griffen asserts that the problem with my reliance on transience as an explana-
tory category is that it fails to take account of the contexts in which the transient 
moved. I think I have taken these things into account but he (and Daley and 
Arnold) insist upon misreading my text. 

The sixth set of criticisms argues that the model is wrong because it wrongly 
equates the level of bonding with the forms of bonding; hence although there 
were discontinuities in the forms of bonding between Britain and frontier New 
Zealand and over time in New Zealand, in fact the overall strength of bonding 
changed little if at all. There are two versions of this argument, one moderate, the 
other extreme. 

The moderate version is expressed by John Hirst. He argues that the book's 
'geographical determinism' leads it to exaggerate grossly the disruptive nature 
of the initial phase of settlement (i.e. the peak period of atomization from the 
1850s to the late 1870s). He says that the disruption was minimized because a 
core of persisters in each fledgling settlement quickly established informal 
modes of interaction and reciprocity. He maintains that my evidence for 
downplaying the strength of these informal bonds is arbitrary and weak, and 
indeed is contradicted by the rapidity with which the persisters in the fledgling 
settlements formed voluntary organizations like lodges and mechanics insti-
tutes. Hirst explains the strength of these initial forms of interaction partly by 
claiming that immigrants had 'the will' to prevent themselves from being 
atomized (which is a weak argument since it takes no account of the obvious 
differentials that existed in the opportunities for association according to length 
of residence in the country, class, gender, occupation and so forth). Mostly, 
however, he maintains that New Zealand's immigrants had acquired the taste and 
learnt the habits of co-operative self-help by taking part in the voluntary 
organizations which proliferated in nineteenth-century Britain. Essentially, 
therefore, Hirst says that there was a great deal of continuity in the propensity for 
association between Britain and frontier New Zealand during the peak atomiza-
tion period, 1850-1880, and that this propensity largely prevented the occurrence 
of what he would regard was 'real' frontier chaos, namely, conflict between 
governors and leading settlers (as if such conflict did not occur in New Zealand 
from the 1840s to the 1860s). 

Although I do not deny that during the atomization peak many fledgling 
settlements (rural or urban) had an organized core of some description, Hirst 
ignores all the evidence suggesting that in relation to Britain either the relative 
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size of the average core must have very small or that its level of cohesion was very 
low or both. If, as he seems to argue, it was the members of informal local 
groupings and networks in new settlements who established and joined the 
voluntary organizations, then within his own terms the size of this informally 
constituted settled core in new settlements was comparatively tiny. Towards the 
end of the peak atomization period, the hundreds of new settlements which had 
been founded since the 1850s had certainly established myriads of voluntary 
organizations. However, not only did they tend to be very unstable organizations 
(as the book shows) but their overall rates of membership were very low 
compared with those for their British counterparts. For example, by the mid-
1870s the rates of membership for lodges and friendly societies for England and 
Wales were about six times higher than those for New Zealand; while the New 
Zealand rates of regular church attendance were roughly half those for England 
and Wales. 

Moreover, if there were such strong continuities in local community bonding 
and informal controls between Britain and the New Zealand frontier, why were 
the rates of female drunkenness convictions per 100,000 women three times 
greater in New Zealand than in England and Wales by the early 1870s? Similarly, 
why by the early 1870s was the rate of male drunkenness convictions per 100,000 
adult males almost three times higher in New Zealand than in England and 
Wales; the rates of trials for woundings per 100,000 adult males over twice as 
high in New Zealand; and the rates of trials for homicides per 100,000 adult 
males almost twice as high in New Zealand? And if the continuities in informal 
community controls were so strong how does Hirst account for the colonial 
state's preoccupation with order problems up to the 1870s and the unparalleled 
efforts it made at this point to reform and expand its overtly coercive machinery 
of policing, criminal prosecutions and so forth? 

Finally, Hirst's emphasis on the shallowness and brevity of the disruption 
during the great territorial expansion from 1850 to 1880 takes no account of the 
long period it took after the 1870s for New Zealand to become as law abiding and 
orderly as the Old World. By the turn of the century, the level of drunkenness 
convictions for men was still greater than it was in Britain, and the same is true 
of the rate of drunkenness convictions for women, trials for woundings per 
100,000 men, and trials for homicide per 100,000 men. 

The extreme argument in favour of continuity has been put forward by Daley. 
Her critique can be reduced to three claims. The first is that 'Rather than a change 
from atomization to local community, I would argue for a continuity of local 
community experiences.' Thus she denies the validity of the argument in The 
Ideal Society that by the late 1930s Pakeha society had settled down both literally 
and figuratively; in particular she attacks my thesis that from the 1880s the 
population became less transient, that kinship bonds became more dense, that 
neighbourly bonds strengthened and that people joined voluntary organizations 
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in greatly increased numbers. Now I do not have the space here to demonstrate 
how she has misinterpreted the so-called trends in the two sets of local transience 
rates she cites nor to show that there is overwhelming circumstantial evidence 
that over the long term there must have been a strong tendency for transience to 
fall substantially nor to point out how selectively she has cited my evidence about 
the trends in the membership of voluntary organizations nor to show that I did 
not take 'Littledene' 'as being representative of the whole society' by the 1920s. 
Instead let me focus on a major contradiction within her general argument. As 
we shall see in a moment, the second claim she makes is that the decline in 
frontier chaos should not be explained in terms of the decline of atomization (my 
'malestream interpretation') but in terms of the change in 'male culture' and this 
in turn was largely driven by a simple demographic change, namely, the decline 
in the proportion of the population who were young, single, manual working 
men. This 'at risk group', she asserts, were 'the chaotic colonials'. The first and 
the second claims are irreconcilable. If there is achange in 'male culture' because 
the proportion of young, single men is falling over the long term, then how can 
she maintain that there is no growth in the relative size of the persisters in the 
population, in the relative size of the 'settled core', in the density of kinship ties, 
in the strengthening of neighbourly ties, and in the rates of participation in 
voluntary organizations? If young single men are the most transient elements in 
•society, and if they are a shrinking component of the population, then surely this 
must be pushing down the overall rate of transiency, and thus expanding the 
relative size of the 'settled core' along with kinship ties, neighbourly ties, and 
participation rates in voluntary organizations. But on the other side, by denying 
that transiency fell, that participation rates in voluntary organizations rose and 
the relative size of the settled core grew, and so forth, she cannot maintain that 
there was a change in male culture! If male culture changed (proportionately 
fewer 'chaotic colonials'), then there must have been an expansion in the 
percentage of people belonging to the local community. If the local community 
did not expand, then male culture did not change. Daley cannot have it both ways. 
The question she forgot to ask herself is this: 'what happened to that growing 
percentage of men who lost their "chaotic culture"?' Did they disappear into 
some black hole, or did they become members of the local community? 

Daley's second claim is that 'frontier chaos [the record high levels of violence, 
drunkenness, litigation, 1850-1880] was not due to a general atomized popula-
tion, frontier chaos was a reflection of a specific male culture, a masculine culture 
centred on young, single, working-class men'. Her explanation for the high 
levels of frontier chaos from 1850 to 1880 is that the population contained an 
abnormally large proportion of young, single men at that time. Her explanation 
for the subsequent decline of chaos is that these young adult males decreased in 
numbers relative to the rest of the population from 1880 to 1930. 

It is odd that she should make such a meal out of these explanations. Chapter 
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vii of the book demonstrates repeatedly that although the changing proportions 
of young men (or adult males, or unmarried adult males) in the population is 
certainly one factor, it is nonetheless only a minor factor behind the trends in the 
levels of drunkenness, violence, civil suits and spirits consumption (pp.210-20). 
But at the risk of wearying the reader, let me go through the point again. Between 
1874 and 1901 the proportion of unmarried adult males in the population 
dropped by just over 12%. By contrast from 1873-5 to 1901-2 the annual average 
rate of summary violence convictions per 100,000 general population fell by 
69%; summary drunkenness convictions per 100,000 general population by 
46%; gallons of spirits per head of general population by 63%; and civil suits per 
100,000 general population by 64%. (The term general population includes all 
non-Maori of all ages, except in the case of spirits where the total Maori 
population has been added.) From all this it is blatantly obvious that the extent 
to which the proportion of unmarried men declined was very small in relation to 
the amount by which the rates of each disorder variable fell. The decline in the 
proportion of unmarried men can account for only about a fifth or so of the drop 
in each disorder variable. Let me put the matter in an even more simple way. Let 
us assume that unmarried men were responsible for all the drunkenness convic-
tions and all the spirits consumption. On this population base, the rate of 
drunkenness convictions by the turn of the century was roughly half of its early 
1870s level and the rate of spirits consumption was approximately a third or so. 
Thus, if the only category in the population responsible for committing these 
disorders consisted of unmarried men, then each man on average was obviously 
much less at risk of being drunk by the end of the century (before the disorders 
had completed their long term fall) than in the early 1870s (a relatively low point 
of the atomization peak). Daley explains frontier chaos by saying that single 
adult men were 'chaotic colonials'; but that in itself does not and cannot explain 
why the average 'chaotic colonial' created far less chaos in 1900 than in 1870 
(and certainly much less than in the mid-1860s). The explanatory power of her 
argument is weak. By contrast, the atomization model has far more explanatory 
power precisely because it is a generalizing theory. 

The third claim that Daley makes is that women were never atomized, and the 
'malestream' approach taken by the book ignores this fundamental area of 
historical continuity. To explain why women were never atomized, Daley asserts 
that women always belonged to the local community—indeed, 'It could be that 
in frontier New Zealand women were the community'. Since women were 
always subject to informal community controls, they 'do not feature in the 
statistics Fairburn offers as evidence of frontier chaos'; 'Women did not turn to 
drink to escape from frontier loneliness'; 'women on the frontier' were not 
'atomized as Fairburn defines atomization', 'a certain group of men rather than 
women seem to have hit the bottle or just hit anyone or anything'. It is an 
interesting reflection on Daley's choice of words that she talks about frontier 
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women having a 'gender specific pattern of culture', suggesting that it was 
structurally distinct in kind or type from the 'specific male culture' of young, 
single working-class men which was rough, violent, and drink-sodden. 

But if she had done some research on the matter she might have found that the 
facts fit atomization theory but not a notion of a 'specific female culture'. To 
highlight the point let us compare the trends in female summary convictions for 
drunkenness per 100,000 adult males. The graphs below plot the two series 
separately, 1872-1926 (1872 being the first point at which colony-wide female 
offences were distinguished from male offences in the annual Justice statistics). 

To begin with, it should be noted that Daley's statement — 'Women did not 
turn to drink' — is a careless phrase, they obviously did 'turn to drink' (or at least 
the law enforcement agencies thought they did, since these agencies convicted 
them for excessive boozing in much larger proportions than the equivalent 
agencies did in the Old World). In addition, it should be noted that throughout 
the whole 1872-1926 period the female rate was always many times lower than 
the male rate. Now this in itself does not necessarily indicate that women had a 
distinct culture in the sense that Daley means; namely, that the circumstances 
that induced them to drink were structurally different (different in kind or type) 
from those that led men to drink. Instead, the large gap between the levels of the 
two sets of rates might also indicate that the structural circumstances that induced 
women to drink were the same in kind or type as those that induced men to drink 
but that this structure (at any given time) affected women to a much lesser degree 
than it affected men. To be sure, in the absence of any other information, the 
possibility that the large gap represented a difference only of degree would be 
much weaker than the possibility that it represented a difference in type of 
structure. But there are two — crucial — pieces of information that we have not 
yet considered. 

First, it is significant that over the long term, 1872-1926, the female rate moved 
in the same direction as the male rate. By the end of the period both series were 
far lower than they were at the beginning. This not only contradicts Daley's 
assertion that during the colonial era the level of social bonding for women was 
constant (constant and very high), but it also suggests that the structural 
circumstances underlying the rapidly changing behaviour of men and women 
were the same in type. What reinforces this suggestion is the second piece of 
information: during the 54 years from 1872 to 1926 the short term movements 
in the female rates closely follow those in the male rates. Indeed, the correlation 
between the two series, 1872-1926, is high, R=+0.767 (p=0.0001) — which 
simply means that about 60% of the variability in one series corresponds with 
that in the other. In the first part of the period, from 1872 to 1901, the short term 
trends in the two sets of data match each other almost exactly; the correlation for 
these years is extremely strong, R=+0.902 (p=0.0001). In the last part of the 
period, 1914-1926, the two series move in virtual lock-step. It is only from 1902 
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to about 1913 that the two series really pull apart, when the female rate continues 
its long term fall while the male one temporarily shoots up. This divergence 
comes at the peak of the prohibition movement and suggests that only an acute 
abnormality in the control response was able to make the structure affecting 
men's behaviour different in kind from that which affected women's behaviour. 

In short, the eiiehê that women on the colonial frontier always 'were the 
community' and had a distinct type of culture is inconsistent with the strong 
downward trend in the female drunkenness rate after the 1870s, the strong 
correlations between the female and male drunkenness rates from 1872 to 1926, 
and the fact that the female drunkenness rate in New Zealand was much higher 
than the British. By contrast, the theory of atomization fits these facts and is 
consistent with a variety of other pieces of evidence, including the high 
correlation between the female drunkenness rate and the annual female immigra-
tion rate, 1872-1891. The research work by Charlotte Macdonald shows that 
single assisted women immigrants in the 1860s were heavily transient, had few 
kinship ties, and enjoyed (and desired) a comparatively large measure of 
freedom from social restraints.5 

The final criticism is that the atomization model does not actually demonstrate 
how many people at any one point were atomized; hence the book's claim that 
atomization typified colonial society is not proven. My response to this criticism 
•is to say that although the book does not 'prove' in an absolute sense that atomism 
typified colonial society, and although its evidence on many issues is inconclu-
sive and unsatisfactory, nonetheless no-one has as yet demonstrated that a 
different or competing view about colonial society is more likely to be closer to 
reality than the atomism model itself. 

One reason why this has not yet been done is that many criticisms of the book 
have been based on careless reading and serious misunderstandings. Another 
reason is that most critiques have not been located within an appropriate 
analytical framework. It is inappropriate to criticize explanatory models such as 
mine simply by complaining that they have not followed a particular line of 
empiricism, or that they 'generalize', or they have neglected a currently fashion-
able category of historiography and so forth. Good criticism must do much more 
than that. As I see it, the claim made by The Ideal Society — that it contains a 
theory which had a better probability of being closer to typicality than other 
models about colonial society — is a claim that will stand until someone can 
formulate a competing view and demonstrate that this competing view has a 
stronger probability of being closer to the reality. To achieve this, the alternative 
will have to satisfy the two fundamental criteria which govern rational enquiry. 

5 C.Macdonald, Women of Good Character; Single Women as Immigrant Settlers in Nineteenth-
century New Zealand, Wellington, 1990, chs iv-vi. 

6 G. Dunstall, 'Miles Fairburn's Ideal Society and its Enemies as an Approach to Pakeha Settler 
Society', New Zealand Historical Association Newsletter, no. 3, December 1991. 
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Thus a better argument about what was typical about colonial society would have 
to demonstrate that atomization theory had less explanatory power than the 
competing view in the sense that atomization theory could account for fewer of 
the defining characteristics of colonial New Zealand, answer fewer questions 
about fewer phenomena related to that society, and give reasons for fewer events 
and trends about that society. In addition, a better argument would have to 
demonstrate that atomization theory was less plausible than the competing view 
in the sense that it was less precisely formulated than the alternative theory, that 
it corresponded to fewer facts, it was less coherent, that unlike the competing 
view it was internally inconsistent, it had less capacity to anticipate objections 
to itself than the competing theory possessed, and it could satisfy fewer of the 
conditions necessary and sufficient for the claims it made. 

MILES FAIRBURN 
Victoria University of Wellington 

Political Science 
Editors: Geoffrey Debnam and Raj Vasil 

Recent issues have included: 
Stephen Ingle George Orwell and Working Class 

Politics 
Ramesh Thakur Non-intervention in International 

Relations: A Case Study 
Terence Wesley-Smith The Politics of Access: Mining Compa-

nies, the State, and Land Owners in 
Papua New Guinea 
Making Sense of Gramsci in the 1980s 

The 1990 General Election in New 
Zealand 
Restructuring the Public Sector: A Case 
Study of the Discourse of the New 
Zealand News Media 

Published twice yearly by: Department of Politics, 
Victoria University, P.O. Box oOO, Wellington, New Zealand 

David Denemark 

Forthcoming: 
Stephen Levine 
and Nigel Roberts 
Shirley Leitch 


