
'Politics Swept Under a Domestic Carpet'? 

FRACTURING DOMESTICITY AND THE MALE BREAD-
WINNER WAGE: WOMEN'S ECONOMIC CITIZENSHIP, 

1920s-1940s 

INCREASING A T T E N T I O N given recently to the role of the state in the 
development of the family wage system in Australasia has made it a famil iar 
story.1 Most commentators are agreed that the family wage concept was one of 
the guiding principles of the unique, state-instituted, compulsory arbitration 
system which was established, first in New Zealand in 1894, and, by 1916, in 
Australia, at both the federal and state levels .2The family wage was to be paid 
to all men on the basis that they supported a wife and two or three children. 
Women were regarded as not having any dependents and were, consequently, 
paid less than men. Justice Henry Higgins gave the family wage concept its most 
famous enshrinement f rom the Australian Federal Arbitration Court bench in 
1907 in his 'Harvester Judgement ' and in his 1919 decision on a female 
minimum wage. The concept was cited in New Zealand wage-f ixing in the 1922 
General Wage Order. In the 1936 Industrial, Concil iat ion and Arbitration 
Amendment Act the family wage, ' suff icient to enable a man . . . to maintain a 
wife and three children in a fair and reasonable standard of comfor t ' def ined a 
basic wage. ' But even before its final legislative apotheosis, ' the idea of a family 
wage ' had led to differential rates between men and women. 4 The family wage 
concept, which privileged men as the family breadwinner, is also held respon-
sible for a range of other economic disadvantages for women. W o m e n ' s work 

1 For example, Laura Bennett, 'Job Classification and Women Workers: Institutional Practices, 
Technological Change and the Conciliation System, 1907-1972", Labour History, 51 (1986), pp. 11-
23. 

2 Richard Mitchell and Esther Stern, 'The Compulsory Arbitration Model of Industrial Dispute 
Settlement: an outline of legal developments', and Diane Kirkby, 'Arbitration and the Fight for 
Economic Justice', in Stuart Mclntyre and Richard Mitchell, eds. Foundations of Arbitration, 
Melbourne, 1989, pp. 104-31 and pp.334-51. 

3 Suelverson, 'How Low Pay for Women HasCome About', Broadsheet, 146, January/February 
1987, pp.38-40; Margaret Corner, No Easy Victory: Towards Equal Pay for Women in the 
Government Service 1X90-1960, Wellington," 1988, pp. 10-16. 

4 Stephen Robertson, 'Women Workers and the New Zealand Arbitration Court 1894-1920', in 
Raelenc Frances and Bruce Scates, eds, Women, Work and the Labour Movement in Australia and 
Aotearoa/New Zealand, Sydney. 1991, p.40. The Court took account of the worker's need to 
maintain a wife and children. See, for example, the dismissal of the Canterbury Agricultural and 
Pastoral Labourers Union's 1908 application. Book of Awards, 9, p.526. Noel S. Woods, Industrial 
Conciliation and Arbitration in New Zealand, Wellington, 1963, pp.96-97. 
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was distinguished from men's work; it was less prestigious as wel 1 as lower paid. 
And when work was in short supply, male domestic responsibilities privileged 
men in relief schemes. Indeed, in New Zealand in the 1930s, women were taxed 
for relief but given none.5 They were expected to relieve the perennial domestic 
servant shortage, or 'depend on a man, and if there was not a husband or father 
around, there might have to be a sugar daddy!'6 Organized protest at the system 
began in earnest after the Second World War, but this Australasian system 
lingered at least until national equal pay legislation, enacted from 1969 to 1974.7 

Nothing much happened over equal pay from the 1920s to 1940s so it is 
currently regarded as a fallow period for women's economic citizenship. Worse, 
the relief policies for unemployed women were part of the imposition on women 
of a broader state maternalist view of women's economic citizenship. Certainly, 
the few analyses of New Zealand women in the interwar period are preoccupied 
with the domestic emphasis of state legislation. Women were relegated 'to wife 
and motherhood'.8 The proportion of married women in the paid workforce 
dropped from 6% in 1916 to 4% in 1926 and 1936.''The state encouraged 
domesticity. Women's groups, especially the radical organizations, were 
shortlived and largely ineffectual."'The official differential between women's 
wages and those of men might have risen from 47% in 1936 to 60% in 1945 and 
above thereafter; the proportion of women in the workforce overall might also 
have risen. The state's institutionalization of women's dependence, her domes-
ticity and the legitimization of men's position as the family's breadwinners, 
however, is held to have continued unchanged for most of the twentieth century, 
or even become more potent. 

I argue, however, that a major change in New Zealand women's economic 
citizenship occurred from the 1920s to the 1940s, a change linked with the first 
significant official policies being made away from domesticity. Women were 
both agents in, and subjects of, this change. Women's organizations debated and 
contributed to this shift in public policy. This does not mean we return to the older 

5 Margaret Tennant with Kate Flintoff, ' W o m e n ' s Unemployment Committees ' , in Anne Else, 
ed.,Women Together/Nga Roopu Wahine o te Motu: A History of Women's Organisations in New 
Zealand, forthcoming. 

6 Elsie Locke, cited by Jacqui Pearson and Elizabeth Plumridge, 'Women in the Slump' , in 
Corallyn Newman, ed.. Canterbury Women Since 1893, Christchurch, 1979, p. 132. 

7 For discussion of the continuities, see Margaret Power, 'Unemployed Women: Scapegoats of 
the Recession' , in Greg Crough, et. al., eds, Australia and World Capitalism. Ringwood, Victoria, 
1980, pp.36-45. 

8 See Maureen Molloy, 'Citizenship, Property and Bodies: Discourses on Gender and the Inter-
War Labour Government in New Zealand' , Gender and History, 4/3 (1992), pp.293-304. Nicola 
Armstrong, 'State ' in Paul Spooney, David Pearson, Ian Shirley, eds, N w Zealand Sociological 
Perspectives, Palmerston North. 1990, pp. 114-31; Bev James and Kay Saville-Smith, Gender, 
Culture and Power: Challenging New Zealand's Gendered Culture, Wellington, 1989. 

9 Gordon A. Carmichael, 'Post-war Trends in Female Labour Force Participation in New 
Zealand ' , Pacific Viewpoint, 16 (1975). pp.78-97. 

10 Robert T. Robertson, 'The Tyranny of Circumstances; responses to unemployment in New 
Zealand, 1929-1935, with particular reference to Dunedin ' , PhD thesis, University of Otago, 1978. 
p.307. 
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whiggish view that, after being 'downgraded economically . . . [and] almost 
cemented into their minor role' in the 'twenties and 'thirties, a Labour govern-
ment in 1936 helped women closer to liberation by improving labour conditions, 
and instituting 'social security benefits, the five-day, forty-hour week and full 
employment ' ." The New Zealand state was neither gaoler nor liberator. Its role 
was ambiguous. Its ambiguity over women in paid labour, nevertheless, helped 
to fracture domesticity from the 1920s to the 1940s. Historians have concen-
trated on the institutionalization of the family wage to the detriment of an 
examination of its modification and erosion from the 1920s.12 They have 
concentrated on looking for revolution or stasis and thus have missed a slowly 
changing logic in women 's economic citizenship. 

This paper focuses, then, on how the family wage principle began to be 
contested.11 This occurred against a wider backdrop. Two systems of wage 
justice sat uneasily with each other in the industrial forums this century: 
communitarian or utilitarian views, and theories of rights. Even though the 
family wage principle meant single men, without dependents, were paid a 
premium and ignored women with dependents, utility, or the greatest happiness 
of the greatest number, was said to be served by it. It was accepted that most men 
had dependents, most women did not and most women did not work in paid 
employment. Theories focused on individual rights, however, began to be 
promoted, particularly by groups supporting women 's economic rights. The case 
study of single women's right to unemployment benefits around the depression 
allows us to consider how these principles were actually debated. These debates 
are still with us today. Their precursors of the depression and wartime have been 
swept under the historian's carpet of a maternalist government pursuing a family 
wage policy. 

Reform and Labour politicians found themselves debating working women 
during the depression. They disagreed on the cause of their unemployment, the 
numbers of unemployed women, and how to offer them relief. Parliament and 
politicians gave more attention to working women over the issue of unemploy-
ment than they had on any other issue since sweating in the 1890s. Women ' s 
economic position was not a 'motherhood issue' over which there was little 
debate. 

Reform governments had denied that female unemployment was a problem in 
the 1920s and made little provision for it. Female labour, after all, had always 
been in short supply in New Zealand. Over the objections of almost all women ' s 
groups, the government closed the Labour Department 's Women ' s Employment 

11 W. B. Sutch, Women with a Cause. Wellington, 1973, pp. 123-4. See also John Roberts, 
Martyrdom of Women: The Story of a Century's Struggle by Working Women of Great Britain and 
New Zealand, Christchurch, 1946. 

12 This is a point about historiography more generally. See. for example, Wally Seccombe, 
'Patriarchy Stabilized: the Construction of Male Breadwinner Wage Norm in Nineteenth-Century 
Britain' , Social History, 11 ,1 (1986), pp.53-76. 

13 Alice Kessler-Harris, A Woman's Wage: Historical Meanings and Social Consequences, 
Lexington, 1990. 
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Branches in 1920. l 4The branches had been established as employment registry 
offices on the same basis as for men, though concentrating on placing women as 
domestic servants. The department closed them on the grounds that it could not 
afford to keep them open nor should it, since female labour was in such obvious 
demand. The provincial bureaux system had lived under threat for most of its 
existence since being set up in 1908; an earlier incarnation died in 1904.15 Instead 
of spending money on employment bureaux, the government imported domestic 
servants in the 1920s. Four thousand five hundred and three British servants 
under 40 took up free passages between 1921 and 1931. This was fewer than the 
previous scheme before World War One but it occurred in a less prosperous 
decade.16 When the issue of female unemployment was raised in 1926, the 
Minister of Labour responded that women could register at the general labour 
bureaux, if they wished, but it was hoped voluntary organizations would help 
find them employment. It was widely believed that any competent women would 
find domestic employment. As a last resort, unemployed women could apply to 
the Charitable Aid Boards for assistance. l 7The Charitable Aid Boards, however, 
did not have machinery for finding employment or providing relief work. 
Indeed, the boards had rarely provided for single, unemployed women, early 
twentieth-century public policy only recognizing unemployed men, and for 
relief purposes, their families.18 Able-bodied unemployed women disappeared 
into the community. 

Mounting social concern over male unemployment led the government to act 
on the National Industrial Conference 's recommendation to establish an inves-
tigatory committee into the causes of unemployment in 1928. The government 
had called the National Industrial Conference in an attempt to assuage trade 
union opposition to moves to exclude farming and related industries from the 
Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act . l 9One of the few tangible results of 
the proceedings held between March and May 1928 was further research on 
unemployment. The subsequent investigatory committee, the Unemployment 
Inquiry Committee, consisting of employer and worker representatives and 

14 There were periodic calls for the reinstitution of the bureaux, for example, Minute Books, 7 
February 1929. Auckland W o m e n ' s Branch, New Zealand Labour Party (AWB NZLP), Alexander 
Turnbull Library (ATL). 

15 Department of Labour, Annual Report, 1921, Appendices to the Journals of the House of 
Representatives (AJHR), H-11, pp. 1, 15. 

16 Lynn B. Davis. 'An Examination of the New Zealand Government ' s Scheme of Assisted 
Immigration for Domestic Servants in the 1920s', MA research essay, Auckland University. 1973, 
p.33. The previous scheme 1909-1914 assisted 5424 domestic servants, or about 900 per annum, to 
New Zealand. 

17 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (NZPD), 1922, 198, p.300; 1926, 209. pp.742 and 813-
14. 

18 The 1926 New Zealand Census recorded 2434 unemployed women. Only six single unem-
ployed women, or 0.3%, out of 1824 cases received aid from the Auckland Charitable Aid Board, 
for instance, in 1926-7. Auckland Charitable Aid Board, 'Particulars of Extraordinary Relief Due 
to Lack of Employment ' , 1 May 1926-31 May 1927, H, Series 1,H1 58/12, Charitable Aid. Auckland 
HB, 1916-27, National Archives (NA). Margaret Tennant, Paupers and Providers: Charitable Aid 
in New Zealand, Wellington, 1989, p. 184. 

19 Woods, Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration in New Zealand, pp. 116-24. 
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officials, regarded female labour as part of the unemployment problem and 
advocated a new policy on female unemployment. The committee surveyed the 
increase of women's employment, 130% between 1896 and 1926, making 60% 
of single women between 16 and 55 'breadwinners' . It reported that the 
'infiltration of female labour' had been detrimental to men.20 One of its guiding 
principles for relief, however, was that the cost of relief be spread over the whole 
community and not be a tax on any one section. Unemployment was a social 
problem and every member of the community ought to share the costs of 
remedying it.21 Incomes below £300 had previously been exempt from income-
tax but the committee recommended a direct taxation on all, even low, incomes. 
In keeping with these principles, it recommended that all women in paid 
employment contribute between 66% and 75% of the male contribution to an 
employment and sustenance fund and receive sustenance at 80% of the male rate. 
Married men would receive an additional payment for dependent wives and 
children. Under this scheme, unemployed adult women and wives of unem-
ployed men were both to receive 17s.6d. per week. 

The subsequent Unemployment Act of 1930, however, ignored the commit-
tee ' s recommendations. The Act required males 20 years and over to register and 
pay a levy of £1.10s. annually. In return, attempts were made to find them 
employment and to provide pay relief allowances for work rendered. Maori 
could contribute voluntarily, which would entitle them to unemployment ben-
efits. There was no provision for unemployed women.22 The government 's view 
was that women were not normally breadwinners and their rights were subser-
vient to those of male breadwinners in an economic crisis.21 An outcry made the 
government reconsider its position slightly. 

The 1931 amending legislation included provision for unemployed women 
but disbelief in women 's unemployment continued and working women were 
not dealt with on the same basis as men. The levy was reduced from £1.10s. to 
£1 but an 'emergency unemployment charge' was imposed at the rate of Id. for 
every 6s.8d. of wages. Women, with the significant exception of those engaged 
in private domestic service, were now liable for the emergency tax but suste-
nance was not provided for them (nor youth) on the same basis as for men. The 
Act contained no definite provision for the relief of women but it did provide for 
the appointment of a special committee to make recommendations to the board 
'with reference to the assistance of women in any manner'.24 

In response to lobbying ranging f rom the Presbyterian Assembly to nearly 
every women's organization, the government appointed a committee to report on 
female unemployment.25 It decided that the total number of unemployed women 

20 'Unemployment in New Zealand' , First Section of Report of Committee Appointed by the 
Government on 17th October 1928 and 26 February 1929, AJHR, 1929, H- l IB, pp.6-8. 

21 'Unemployment in New Zealand' , Second Report, AJHR, 1930, H- l IB, p.4. 
22 Unemployment Act 1930, sections 3 to 11. 
23 NZPD, 1930, 224, p.420. 
24 Unemployment Amendment Act 1931, section 28 (5). 
25 New Zealand Worker (NZW), 18 May 1932, p. 4; Report of the Unemployment Board. 1932, 

AJHR, 1932-33, vol 3, H-35, p.23. 
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who would qualify for relief would not exceed 1000, one-third of whom would 
be under 20, and therefore not eligible for relief.26 The Unemployment Board 
decided not to establish sustenance for adult or young women or to develop relief 
work. Instead, acting on the committee 's report, it set up official Women 's 
Unemployment Committees (WUC) in the four main centres on the basis of the 
voluntary committees already existing and established others in smaller centres. 
Moreover, it decided to do everything possible to encourage women into 
domestic service. In April 1932, the Board appointed a Women ' s Unemploy-
ment Advisory Committee, a special standing committee of three women, to 
advise it on matters affecting unemployment among girls and women. This 
Committee met from time to time, visited the principal towns, discussed the local 
position with 'responsible' citizens and established smaller local committees. 
The smaller centres acted only as employment bureaux.27 Where there were 
more than 25 officially registered, single, unemployed women, a work centre 
was established through which women received a small cash payment (usually 
7s.6d. to 10s. a week) with a stand-down period or a limit of six weeks, free 
meals, sometimes clothing, room rents and travel fares. Invariably, women 
received domestic training and a wage subsidy for placement in domestic 
employment if a place was found.2 8The committees could apply for a subsidy 
from the Unemployment Board, in addition to accepting and touting for local 
donations.29Grants of £38,976 were made to women 's unemployment commit-
tees up to March 1935.10The Labour Party estimated women in paid employment 
contributed up to to £3,000,000 to the unemployment funds in that time.11 

The labour movement protested loudly at the Coalition government 's policy 
on women between 1931 and 1935. Politicians joined Trades and Labour 
Council, Labour Party and Labour Women Conference delegations to protest at 
the lack of equality of treatment for unemployed women from April 1931,32 The 

26 Report, Unemployment Relief for Women 1935-36. Labour Department (L), Series 1,4/4/60, 
Box 60, burnt files (URFW), NA. 
27 The Working Woman (WW), 3 , 2 (1935), pp. 10-11; J. S. Hunter, Commissioner of Unemploy-

ment to the Minister of Employment , 8 November 1936, URFW. 
28 Only single women were assisted. Married women were referred to the Charitable Aid Board. 

Dunedin W o m e n ' s Unemployment Committee, Minutes, 27 April, 4 May 1932, New Zealand 
Federation of Home and Family Societies, Dunedin Branch Records, 109/86, Hockcn Library (HL). 

29 See, for example, the account of the Napier W o m e n ' s League 's centre, NZW, 18May 1932, 
p. 4, 29 March 1933, p.4. The Christchurch W o m e n ' s Unemployment Committee in P. J. Oakley. 
'The Handling of Depression Problems in Christchurch 1928-35. A Social Study' , MA thesis. 
Canterbury University, 1953, pp. 175-6. 

30 By centre the following grants were made: Auckland £4528; Wellington £8562; Christchurch 
£11,774; Dunedin £5721; Invercargill £525; Timaru £ 1006; Napier£450; Hastings £380; Palmerston 
North £3810; Lyttelton £740; Wanganui £ 1 (X); Feilding £389; New Brighton £711; Nelson, Gore, 
Gisborne, £80; Christchurch Girls ' Employment Committee £2000. Report, URFW. 

31 James McCombs estimated women contributed £750,000 per annum from 1931 -32, NZW, 20 
April 1932, p.4. The government argued that women received one-ninth of the wages paid and they 
would contribute about £90.000 a year from 1932, that is only 12% of the opposition's estimate, 
NZPD. 1932, 232, p.6. 

32 Report of a deputation f rom the Trades and Labour Councils, 7 April 1931. HI , 54/9, NA; 
NZW, 22 April 1931, p.3. 
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Labour Party declared its policy was to end the injustice compelling women and 
youths to pay unemployment levies while denying them the full benefit of the 
fund.33 The National Industrial Labour Conference in March 1932 offered 
assistance to organize unemployed working women. Labour Party members 
moved amendments in Parliament designed to secure women a sustenance 
payment by right and a relief employment scheme when the tax was raised to one 
shilling in the pound in April 1932.34 It upbraided the government for trying to 
force women into domestic service with its 'rich friends at sub-standard rates' . 
Women who paid taxes were entitled to citizens' rights. Indeed, the Labour 
Party, led by Elizabeth and James McCombs, criticized the government 's policy 
at every opportunity. In 1933, Elizabeth McCombs made the injustice of 
'taxation without benefit ' for women and youths the theme of her election 
campaign, her first speech and a number of questions in Parliament.35 She wrote 
a penny pamphlet, Women and the Labour Movement, trenchantly criticizing the 
Coalition's policies on women and contrasting them with the Labour Party's. It 
sold 9000 copies in six months. The Labour Party promised productive develop-
ment work and sustenance payments by right for unemployed women in its 1933 
platform and 1935 Manifesto.36 

Unmoved by the opposition's protest, the government recognized a very low 
rate of female unemployment during the Depression. Funding was based on a 
peak o f975 unemployed women in 1933, 478 in 1934 and 329 in 1935.37 Indeed, 
counting unemployed women was a major issue from 1931. Labour Party 
estimates ranged between 10,000 and 20,000. The general consensus is that there 
were about 7000 unemployed women at the peak of the Depression.38 Despite 
widespread protest, from 1931 to 1935, the government taxed single women and 
gave some relief but no regular sustenance payment by right. Labour politicians 
were quiet about working women 's rights in the 1920s; they acknowledged 
men's and women's rights to employment and unemployment sustenance, on 
occasion, but regularly emphasized the rights of male breadwinners.3 9 

33 Differentiation between Coalition and Labour Party policies was clear from the end of 1931, 
NZW, 2 December 1931. p.3. The policy on women ' s maintenance was fully enunciated at the 1932 
Annual Labour Party Conference, NZW, 6 April 1932. pp. 2, 5. 

34 NZPD. 1932, 231, pp. 749-93, 808-53; 1932, 232, pp. 1-12, 240-4; NZW, 18 May 1932, p.4. 
35 NZW, 30 August 1933. p . I , 4 October 1933, p. 1; NZPD, 1933, 236, pp.156-61, 717-19. 
36 NZW, 6 January 1932, p.4; 15 March 1933, p.2; 29 March 1933, p.4; 12 April 1933, p.4; 26 

April 1933, p. I; 6 December 1933, p.8; 11 April 1934, pp. 1,7. Labour Party Manifesto, 1935, Labour 
Has a Plan, Propaganda Pamphlet no. 3, Wellington, 1935. 

37 Reports of the Unemployment Board, AJHR. 1932, 1934, 1935, 1936, H-35. A figure of 2649 
was cited in official papers for 1931, URFW. 

38 John Macrae and Keith Sinclair, 'Unemployment in New Zealand During the Depression of the 
Late 1920s and early 1930s', Australian Economic History Review, 15,1 (1975), pp.35-44. NZW, 6 
April 1932, p.2. Elizabeth McCombs suggested 20,000, NZW, 20 April 1932, p.4. Keith Rankin 
suggests up to 32% women (and men) were unemployed, 'New Zealand 's Labour Supply in a long 
term perspective' . Paper presented to the New Zealand Association of Economists Sesquicentennial 
Conference. University of Auckland, 20-22 August 1990. 

39 See, for instance, NZPD, 1928, 218, pp.767-97. 
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Unemployment, however, saw the Labour Party united in opposition to 
government policy and in supporting working women's rights to all unemployment 
benefits. 

Women ' s unemployment in the early 1930s was the brief 'bit in between' two 
periods of domestic servant shortage and has overshadowed other significant 
departures for working women, particularly the renaissance of domestic service 
as an occupation and the rise of collective organization around issues to do with 
working women. These trends were politically interwoven. Domestic service 
employment vied with unemployment as the major growth industry for working 
women in the interwar period. Most women were sweeping carpets for a living 
in 1920 but the number of women domestic servants increased 63% between 
1921 and 1936 compared to an increase of just over 10% for all women's 
occupations.40 The depression and the issues surrounding women's unemploy-
ment and domestic service employment stimulated women's organizations. On 
the one hand, a broad mix of rural, urban, conservative and outspoken feminists 
grouped together. These were Felice Gordon 's 'moral prodders'.41 They rolled 
up their sleeves to sort out the domestic servant shortage and unemployed 
women 's problems. On the other hand, the economic crisis and women's 
unemployment also gave rise to a second grouping of leftwing and radical 
women ' s organizations who fought for women 's complete equality with men. 
They criticized government policy for failing to integrate women in paid 
employment into the modern world of work, industrial conditions, leisure and 
living wages. These two organized groups of women argued over a relief policy 
taxing working women but giving them in return food, rent and domestic service 
training and a discriminatory industrial policy. A relatively large number of 
women 's organizations in the 'twenties and 'thirties, then, found themselves 
discussing and arguing aspects of women 's economic citizenship. They fit 
between the two classic waves of feminism, between organization around 
sweating in the 1890s and equal pay from the 1950s. Together, they began to 
question significant aspects of New Zealand's male breadwinner wage. 

Social reformers, medical doctors, journalists and rural activists all hit upon 
similar schemes to solve the 'domestic servant problem' from the perspective of 
the 'overworked wife and mother' and reluctant servant in the 1920s. These 
schemes were similar to attempts middle-class Dunedin women made in 1874 
and union women made in the 1890s and 1910s, except that the interwar schemes 
were more enduring. The domestic service schemes shared the aims of promot-
ing a 'spirit of co-operation between employer and worker' and raising 'the 
status of the workers in the home' in order to attract women into domestic 
service.42The schemes tended to agree on introducing domestic service training 

40 The number of domestic servants enumerated in the New Zealand Census were as follows: 
1901, 19,189; 1911, 18.795; 1921, 17,955; 1926 23,396; 1936,29,262; 1945,9169; 1951,8731. 
41 Felice D. Gordon, After Winning, Rutgers, New Jersey, 1986, pp. 1 -5 and passim. 
42 Otago Witness, 10 September 1874, p. 4, 19 September 1874. p. 3; Otago Daily Times, 24 July 

1890, ff. Newspaper Clippings, J.T. Paul Papers, MS 982/696, HI.. Bridget Pike, •Marianne Tasker" 
in Claudia Orange, ed.. Dictionary of New Zealand Biography, II. pp.504-5. 
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leading to certification, housing servants in domiciliary hostels with set hours of 
work and conditions of employment and the subsidization of trained domestic 
servants' wages. The Wellington Women ' s National Reserve established the 
Mother Helps Society and Dr Agnes Bennett established the Household Order-
lies Association around 1920.41 Esther Glen formed the Home Service Associa-
tion and the most successful, the Women 's Division of the Farmers Union 
(WDFU) 's Bush Nurses and Emergency Housekeeping schemes were estab-
lished in 1929. 

When women's unemployment grew, many of these same women advocated 
a domestic service solution.44 The National Council of Women (NCW), Girls 
Friendly Society and the Young Women 's Christian Association (YWCA), with 
middle-class, feminist leaderships, expressed their disappointment that the 1930 
Act contained no provision for unemployed women and called on the govern-
ment to bring women 'under the Act on the lines suggested' by the commission 
of enquiry.45 They opened their own registers for unemployed women in the main 
centres. By remit, resolution, telegram and deputation, they asked the govern-
ment to appoint women to the Unemployment Board and to give them grants for 
relief work and to help unemployed women and girls into domestic service. 
Together with other women's organizations, they spearheaded the formation of 
centralized unemployed women's emergency committees and mayoresses relief 
groups in the main centres. This was in stark contrast to earlier economic crises 
when separate women's organizations were not formed. Jane Runciman, Ethel 
Jackson and Sister Nora, for instance, had joined a general Unemployment 
Relief Committee in Dunedin in the 1920s but they joined other women on the 
gender-specific mayoresses' committee to help unemployed women in Dunedin 
in 1932.46The NCW was typical when it observed that middle-class spending 
power had been enhanced and called on New Zealand women not to curtail their 
employment of domestic servants for the sake of overworked mothers and 
unemployed women. 

NCW and rural feminists dominated both the investigatory and the advisory 
committees on women's unemployment, which the government established 
between 1931 and 1935.47 Most of the women farmers, doctors, nursing matrons, 
academics and middle-class women 's biographies of this period include their 

43 Agnes Bennett, article on Household Orderlies Association and editorial. Dominion, 15 May 
1920; Evening Post, 8 August 1923; Cecil and Cclia Manson, Doctor Agnes Bennett, London and 
Christchurch. 1960, pp. 127-8; Household Orderlies Association 1920, L, Series 1, Burnt Files, Box 
130, NA. 
44 P.C. Knox, 'The New Zealand National Council of Women. The Second Stage 1929-1940', B A 

Hons, research essay. University of Otago, 1982, pp.51-55. 
45 Handbook of the National Council for Women of NX and Minutes of Conference, April 1931, 

March 1933. pp.33-34 and p. 12, Hilda Lovell-Smith Papers, MS 1376-03, ATL. 
46 Unemployment Relief Committee, 1921-3, Minutes, Dunedin City Council Archives, Other 

Bodies, URC; Dunedin Women ' s Unemployed Committee, Minutes. 
47 Blanche Carnachan, Margaret Marshall (Sadie) McDonald, Flora Forde and, later, Helen 

Wilson were on the original committees; Mr H.D. Thomson and Mr F. Campbell were also on the 
first committee, Report, URFW. Betty Holt, Women in Council: A History of Women on the National 
Council of Women of New Zealand, Wellington, 1980, pp.56-66. 
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involvement in WUC work.48 Indeed, moral prodders achieved great organiza-
tional strength from the 'twenties to the 'forties. One study showed that nearly 
a third of dairy farm wives belonged to the WDFU in the late 1930s.49 

Working class and left-wing women were not so well organized at the onset 
of the depression. There were only a handful of women's unions in 1930, 
although there were strong women ' s branches of the Labour Party in Wellington 
and Auckland and nursing and teaching associations. Women ' s unions were 
exempted f rom the 1932 Act, which effectively removed protection of the 
Arbitration Court from male unions if workers and employers did not agree.5" 
Even the small proportion of unionized women with industrial awards were not 
exempt, however, f rom deterioration in their working conditions. Two thousand 
five hundred women in the clothing industry were working four-day weeks with 
reduced pay in 1931. Similarly, while the Arbitration Court did not reduce wages 
and increased hours to 48 in the Confectionery Workers ' award in 1932, 
'slackness of trade' meant short time was worked and effective wages dropped.51 

The number of teachers was stagnant but wages and the number of married 
women dropped.52 

Protest against the exclusion of women from the Unemployed Act had 
generated a consensus between women 's groups. For a time, union and left-wing 
women joined groups like the NCW and the YWCA in rallies about government 
policy and on the official WUCs. Many left-wing women parted company with 
the official and established women 's groups in 1932. Their disaffection resulted 
from the deteriorating economic situation. But many radical women also grew 
unhappy with collaboration with the WUCs which had begun to defend relief 
policies. In so doing, the WUCs became targets of protest.53 They were accused 
of being 'too modest in their demands on behalf of the unemployed women' ,54 

The Wellington and Auckland committees, moreover, came under considerable 
criticism for the treatment meted out to unemployed girls.55 The committees were 

48 For example. Mansons, Doctor Agnes Bennett, pp. 127-8; Helen and Sylvia Thompson, Ann 
Gilchrist Strong: Scientist in the Home. Christchurch, 1963, pp.152-61. Helen Wilson, My First 
Eighty Years, Hamilton, 1956, pp.208-11; Helen Black, Sunshine and Shadow, Dunedin, 1947, 
pp. 156-60, passim. 
49 W.T. Doig, A Survey of Standards of Life of New Zealand Dairy-farmers, Wellington, 1940, 
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criticized for reinforcing the notion that poorly-paid and unpaid domestic work 
was the moral pinnacle for working women. The official figures for the year 
ended 31 March 1933 recorded most of the 216 placements were in private 
domestic work and were single women.56 But non-official sources show that 
unemployed women were not simply single women seeking domestic work. Of 
the 385 women registered in the Unemployed Women Workers Association 
diary for 1932-33, 113, or nearly 30% were married women and Margaret Thorn 
and Elizabeth McCombs happily showed their analysis of unemployed women 
to other groups to prove the range of unemployed women. Forty-two per cent 
were seeking domestic, cooking, or work of any kind, many of these, especially 
married women, were seeking 'day work' ; 19% were seeking hotel or waitress 
work, 12% shop and office work, 14% clothing (of whom 6% were tailoresses), 
9% factory or machine work, with the balance seeking nursing, teaching and 
laundry work.57 

Left-wing women found support to organize alternative unemployed wom-
en 's groups. Members of the Women ' s Branch of the Wellington Labour Party 
formed the Unemployed Women Workers Association in Wellington early in 
1932.58The association operated an unemployed register, a labour and welfare 
bureau and organized an angry deputation of 150 women to Parliament. Similar 
unofficial groups were formed in the provinces, for instance in Invercargill and 
Napier. About the same time Miriam Soljak, Alice Basten and Alice Cossey 
resigned from the Auckland WUC. While Alice Herbert and Jane Runciman did 
not leave the Dunedin WUC, the rifts were clear.51 'Herbert and Runciman found 
themselves defending unemployed women 's passive resistance at their treat-
ment; their dropping out of domestic training courses, taking 'sickies' , behaving 
badly, breaking windows or producing grubby knitting. Left-wing women took 
the part of unemployed women while moral prodders ran the WUCs. 

Radical women, particularly Communist Party women, politicized by their 
involvement with unemployed women 's protest, tried to lead an umbrella 
organization of working women. Direct action in a range of public meetings and 
marches, food riots and the larger unemployed riots throughout the country in 
1932 spurred organization along.6" They helped to form a plethora of groups, 
from local-based working women 's organizations to the Women ' s Sections of 
the Unemployed Workers' Movement in 1932 and, from 1934, the Working 

56 Report of the Unemployment Board, 1933, AJHR, 1933, H-35, p . l l . 
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Woman ' s Committees.61 The latter were formed to support the establishment of 
Working Woman, a women' s paper, but branched out to wider organizational and 
educational work and to organize two national conferences. Twenty-six del-
egates founded The 'Working Women ' s Movement ' , a 'broad non-Party organi-
sation', at the first conference in October 1934. Seventeen delegates changed the 
basis of the movement at a second National Conference in January 1936 to the 
United Council of Working Women, 'independent of any party' . In Christchurch 
the women ' s branches of the Unemployed Workers' Movement and the Work-
ing Women ' s Movement formed a United Council of Working Women.62 But the 
radical groups peaked in 1932 and faded f rom this point.63 A new paper, Women 
Today, in 1937 sponsored organizations aiming to 'draw women into closer unity 
. . . [to] fight for better living conditions, health, education, equality, progress, 
democratic rights [and] above all for peace' .6 4But it was unsuccessful. Despite 
the popular front methods of forming cross-political alliances, the radicals 
failed. By the late 1930s, the non-Communist, pro-Labour Party women's 
groups were in the ascendancy amongst working women, just as non-Commu-
nist, pro-Labour Party organizations took the lead amongst unemployed male 
groups.65 

The social crisis of the Depression and the issue of unemployment did not 
'create conditions for a co-operative women 's movement more united in its 
concern with gender than it was divided by class'.66 Unemployment and the 
effects of the Depression had been the initial impetus for co-operation for 
women ' s organizations but, first, moral prodders and, then, communist umbrel-
las had collapsed.67 Indeed, women found themselves opposed organizationally 
around women 's employment issues as never before. New Zealand might not 
have had the huge London demonstrations demanding married women 's right to 
economic justice. There was no organization to compare with the Dutch 
Association for Safeguarding Women ' s Interests, which called for women 's 
self-determination and economic independence. The country did not host the 
Congress of the International Alliance for Suffrage and Equal Citizenship, which 

61 See J.M. Grady, 'The Reds Who Made the Beds: The Attitude of the Communist Party of New 
Zealand towards Women, and its work amongst women in the period 1933-39', MA research essay. 
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promoted women's equal economic citizenship.68But there was a steady stream 
of debate in the columns of the radical press, such as the New Zealand Worker 
and Tomorrow, on women's employment rights in the mid-1930s. It was more 
significant than earlier equal pay campaigns and it was unprecedented.69 Some 
women, such as Eileen Barnes, argued for married women 's right to work if their 
husbands were on relief.70The NCW asked that married teachers not be barred 
from employment. The Women ' s Branch of the Auckland Labour Party criti-
cized the Auckland City Council 's decision not to give married women employ-
ment if their husbands were in employment. Their statements contrasted mark-
edly with those of NCW president, Miss C.E. Kirk, who argued that married 
women should have the right to work but she was glad 'married women stood 
down for single women'.7 1 Kirk's view was widely held and ultimately articu-
lated in public policy. All of the organized groups thought that married men 
should receive extra relief payments for their dependents. Even the women ' s 
branches of the UWM proposed a non-contributory unemployment insurance at 
rates of £2 for adult single men and women, £3 for a married man, 10s. for each 
child and £1 for youths. Women ' s groups began seriously to debate married 
women's economic rights from the 1930s. They differed sharply in their views 
on domestic service. But they agreed in one way that was fundamental, and 
which was a foot in the door of economic citizenship. They took up the cause of 
the position in the paid work force of single women without dependents, and 
unanimously sought better citizenship rights for them. 

In late 1935, the newly-elected Labour government found itself slightly 
embarrassed over its policy on working women. In opposition. Labour politi-
cians had been critical of the Coalition's discriminatory relief measures for 
women. Not surprisingly, as soon as Labour was elected, with Tim Armstrong 
as Labour Minister, it came under pressure to address the 'claims of working 
women for citizens' rights', particularly women ' s pitiful return on unemploy-
ment taxation.72 

But the government was also lobbied by bureaucrats with a different message. 
The Minister of Labour was able to declare in 1937 that there was no 'unemploy-
ment as far as women were concerned' , indeed there was a female labour 
shortage.71 Only 'inefficient and disabled' women were without employment. 
Walter Bromley, Labour representative and Deputy-Chairman of the Unem-
ployment Board, claimed that the official WUCs experience showed that 'no 
efficient domestic need be without employment at the present time and manu-
facturers complained, even at [the height] of the depression, that they were 
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experiencing difficulties recruiting suitable labour'.74 Bromley warned that if 
sustenance was paid to women as to men, women's registration would probably 
increase rapidly: 'Elderly women who have never been wage earners, sick 
women and deserted wives [who were] largely unemployable' in full-time 
domestic or factory work would register. The Unemployment Board had begun, 
of course, to pay sustenance for older men and those physically unfit for work 
in 1934. Above all, officials warned the government that domestic servants 
engaged in poorly-paid, low status work would prefer unemployment relief. 

By the late 1930s the desperate shortage of domestic servants was discussed 
in two official enquiries and had led to a new government subsidy. The 
Macmillan report on abortion suggested that lack of domestic help for women 
was one of six factors contributing to abortions. It recommended that the 
government support private housekeeping plans or start its own National 
Domestic Service Corps.75 The Maternity Services Inquiry report, two years 
later, endorsed the abortion inquiry recommendation and suggested that the 
community make efforts to prevent domestic work being dull, ensure the 
provision of attractive accommodation, privacy and reasonable hours of work 
and mutual sympathy and respect between worker and employer.76 Housekeep-
ing schemes were in vogue again in the late 1930s. The Townswoman Guilds 
inaugurated a Housekeeping Scheme in 1938. The government gave subsidies 
to the WDFU and CWI, which also established a subsidized scheme for 
housekeeping in 1939.77 When women's organizations continued to grumble 
.about a shortage of domestic servants, Tim Armstrong appointed Ray Wynn, 
Labour Party member, to a special committee on unemployed women which 
founded the Government Home Aid Service.78 Both radical and conservative 
women, for different reasons, thought domestic servants should be trained. The 
government decided to try to satisfy both moral prodders and labour women's 
demands, helping both domestic servants and employers of domestic servants to 
'unionise ' . A raft of organizations were formed.79 

The Labour government initially raised the payments only for women regis-
tered with the WUC's , allowing the existing system to continue. After weather-
ing the storm of protest f rom women 's organizations, it proceeded to provide 
sustenance for women, first under the Employment Promotions Act 1936 and 
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then under the Social Security Act 1938.80 The Employment Promotions Act 
1936 replaced the Unemployment Act 1930 and its amendments. It abolished the 
Unemployment Board and established in its stead an Employment Promotion 
Fund. It exempted domestic servants and did not make women liable for the 
registration fee.81 The Social Security Act 1938 entitled all workers except 
married women, from 1 April 1939, to an unemployed benefit at the rate of 10s. 
a week for those under 20 years and a pound a week for all others. A married man 
received 15s. a week for his wife and 5s. for each child. Domestic servants were 
not exempt. The WUC faded into vocational guidance, eventually falling under 
the Education Department 's control in 1943.82 The Department of Labour again 
took responsibility for the placement of women for the first time since 1920.83 

More generally, however, Labour helped to chip away at the family wage basis 
of wage fixation. There were major changes in the official rate and relativities 
earned of women 's pay compared with men 's in the period between the 1920s 
and 1940s. Women earned about half the male salary at the outset.84 Systematic 
wage indexation did not begin until 1914 and no distinction was made between 
male and female wages until 1928.85 But clothing and boots, textile and weaving, 
hotel, restaurant and personal service rates were the lowest-paid of the 14 
industrial groups analysed up to 1928 and these comprised a large proportion of 
female workers. Most women were domestic servants. Most women workers 
(together with male railway employees and pastoral employees) did not have 
Arbitration Court awards. The Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Amend-
ment Act 1936 directed the Court to make a general wage order fixing a basic rate 
of wage for adult male and female workers. The Arbitration Court duly issued 
a General Order Fixing Basic Rates of Wages on 2 November 1936. It set rates 
of £3.16s. per week for adult male workers and £1.16s. per week for adult female 
workers. That is, the minimum wages for women were set at about 47% of a 
man's wage, despite the workers' representative's complaint that it was too 
low.8f> The Minimum Wage Act of 1945, however, set minimum wages for 
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women at 60% of a male 's wage (£5.5 s for adult male workers and £3,3s for adult 
female workers). The 1947 Amendment set minimum wages for women at 63% 
of a male ' s wage (£5.15s. compared to £3.13s.) and in 1949 at 66% of a male 's 
wage (£6.5s. and £4.3s.).87 A rise from half to two-thirds was a significant step 
on the way to equal pay. 

Even limited change raised the ire of the newly-formed National Party. They 
wanted the unemployment levy for women abolished rather than amended. The 
party programme for 1938 included exempting women from registering and 
paying the registration fee of 5s., the abolition of the social security tax on 
domestic servants and the exemption from consideration of the first £50 of 
women ' s income other than salary and wages less than £250.88 Sid Holland 
warned the government in 1945 that a higher female basic wage, raising it three 
shillings above the normal award amount, would mean more interest by married 
women in paid employment, a demand for female labour, discouraging women 
f rom entering married life and raising families.89 He wanted a more rigidly 
segmented workforce so that employers could not choose to employ lower paid 
women. But the clock could not be turned back. 

A significant number of assumptions underlying the utilitarian family wage 
system began to be questioned by sociological study from the 1920s. Study 
showed that the family wage did not prevent poverty. Most men did not have 
dependents. Most women worked in paid work for some time. Paying a man 
sufficient to keep his family at a reasonable and fair standard of living, rather than 
the family together earning the 'family wage' was considered progressive at the 
turn of the century. Consensus on this ranged from the Pope to the antipodean 
labour movement.90 But could a high enough family wage for all families be 
economically sustained? The basic wage in 1907 was 'calculated guesswork and 
was not effective from before 1920'.9 ' Judge J.V. Fraser in 1922 suggested that 
New Zealand businesses could not afford the standard, even though it was 
'reasonable' . Furthermore, the family wage, even when it was implemented, did 
not cater for above average-size families. A large number of men were being 
'overpaid' . He used new census data to hand to corroborate his points arguing 
that the average family in New Zealand did not contain two, as assumed, but only 
1.57 children; that is 75% of families were below the 'standard' size on the basis 
of which wages were calculated. Moreover, 60% of men were without dependent 
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children at any one time.92 The new data allowed social policy makers to 
distinguish myth from reality .93The family wage mechanism was too crude, too 
blind to individual difference. Family allowance, introduced first in New 
Zealand in 1926 (and New South Wales) became a distinctive antipodean 
measure to provide for the larger than average sized families. It had little to do 
with reverence for motherhood nor was the Reform government forced into 
supporting it.94 As Eleanor Rathbone pointed out, the Australasian family wage 
system meant that when economic conditions deteriorated, family allowances 
were introduced to supplement wages to ensure the provision of a 'minimum 
standard of living', which the system had guaranteed.95 It did not bolster the male 
breadwinner wage, however.96 Reform attempted to defuse discontent with 
arbitration by enacting the only major welfare innovation of the 1920s, but in the 
process undermined the breadwinner 's wage by beginning to provide for men 's 
family obligations to children outside the wage-fixing system. Labour 's exten-
sion of the means-tested 1926 allowance to a universal payment in 1945 further 
undermined the breadwinner wage. 

At the same time, it became clear that work was the typical female experience. 
In 1891 a minority of women aged between 15 and 24 worked — about 39%. By 
1921 over half of women aged 15 and 24 worked, and this proportion continued 
to increase through the 1930s and 40s.97From being a minority experience in the 
nineteenth century, paid employment became the majority experience for young 
women in the twentieth. By 1936 the majority of young women were perma-
nently and irreversibly involved in paid labour. This had ramifications for 
common utilitarian concepts. The working woman was not an exception. The 
community had to accept young working women as having rights in employment 
and unemployment. 

92 Pronouncement, 1922, p.22. Based on 1921 Census data on 375,000 adult male wage-earners: 
150,000 male wage-earners were unmarried and, therefore, 'childless ' ; 70,000 were married without 
children under 14; 53,500 were married with one child under 14; 42,000 were married with two 
children under 14; 59,5000 were married with three or more children under 14. 
93 The census records had collected family and income details but it was not until 1916 that these 

were published and from 1921 that 'household statistics were made the subject of a distinct portion 
of the census field' and 1926 that a sample of families was analysed and an idea formedof what family 
allowances would cost. New Zealand Census, 1921, Wellington 1925, General Report. G. Feely to 
Rolleston, 'Family Allowances ' , 26 May 1926, Family Allowances, 1926, Ministerial File F105 Pt 
11, N A. Statistics were tabulated in 1926 specifically for policy purposes. The family statistics were 
not officially published until 1933; the last of the publications arising from the 1926 census. NZPD, 
1926, 210, p.288. 
94 Arguments put forward by Keith Sinclair, A History of New Zealand, Auckland, 1959, p . I44; 

W. B. Sutch, The Quest for Security in New Zealand 1940 to 1966, Wellington, 1966, p. 151; Jock 
Phillips, A Man's Country?, Wellington, 1986, pp.234-5. 

95 Eleanor Rathbone, The Disinherited Family, London, 1928, first published 1924, p. 168, ff. 
96 Castles points out that family allowances were in direct conflict to the family wage, but 

underestimates the conflict. Francis G. Castles, The Working Class and Welfare: Reflections on the 
Political Development of the Welfare State in Australia and New Zealand, 1890-1980, Wellington, 
1985, p.88. 
97 Peter Brosnan and Moira Wilson, 'The Historical Structuring of the New Zealand Labour 

Market ' . Working Party Paper, 4/89, Industrial Relations Centre, Victoria University of Wellington. 



20« MELANIE NOLAN 

Domesticity was fractured as much by the changing occupational profile as by 
politics. Women ' s occupational profile became more industrial f rom the 1920s 
through to the 1940s. Not only did the number of women working in traditionally 
regulated occupations increase. The numbers of women in domestic service 
nose-dived after 1936 from 29,262 to 9169 in 1945. More importantly, domestic 
service itself became regulated; it became 'industrial' through government 
regulation. The plethora of domestic servants unions formed in 1936 had all 
collapsed by 1942 without an industrial award being won. They benefited, 
however, when Parliament passed the Annual Holidays Act in 1944 which 
provided for a fortnight paid holiday and the Minimum Wage Act in 1945. which 
provided a minimum wage for adult workers over 21 years. Conditions of large 
groups of women workers were also regulated for the first time under the Shop 
and Office Act in 1936. The Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Amendment 
Act 1936, which provided for a 40-hour week, five day, eight-hour day 
employment, had important flow-on implications for the entire labour market. 

In the 1920s and 30s, most working women still lay outside awards defining 
minimum wages, hours of work and holidays. By 1945, however, the last big 
sectors of working women had been integrated into the world of work, industrial 
conditions, leisure and wages. The Labour government 's altering of the param-
eters of women ' s employment rights coincided with significant occupational 
change. Both moral prodders and radical women were unsuccessful in longterm 
goals of sustaining domestic service or protecting women and winning economic 
equality. Women ' s organizations spent little energy on domestic work issues 
after the 1930s. At the same time, a first skirmish in the campaign for economic 
citizenship ended. Equal pay now caught campaigners' eyes. 

Maternalist ideologies were still articulated but they were 'white-anted' by 
some prosaic sociological enquiry and occupational restructuring. The reality no 
longer supported the rhetoric in the same way as it once had. Government policy 
was pulled in two ways on women's employment. Concern with the birth rate, 
family formation and keeping women in the home competed with concern to 
solve a labour shortage through female participation in the 1920s through to the 
19408.'» 

We need to be aware of the limits to the economic citizenship debate at this 
t ime ." There were political divisions but, by the late 1930s, there was the 
beginning of a consensus which included some, but only some, women. 
Respectable, single, unemployed women had the right to unemployment relief. 
This change modified only slightly the 'ancient conception that unemployment 
does not harm a woman as it does a man'.100 Reform's family allowance of 1926 
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began to undermine the breadwinner wage and crack men's privileged position. 
Women's changing occupational profile from domestic to industrial employ-
ment underwrote demands for better economic provision for them. Only single 
working women were embraced directly in Labour's 1938 unemployed suste-
nance provisions. Only they were (partial) economic citizens. Married women 
were next in line. But we should not underestimate the importance of the change, 
either. A group of women won wage earners' rights, including the right to be 
regarded as unemployed, which, as Carole Pateman and others have observed, 
are defining characteristics of the citizen in the modern state.101 

MELAN1E NOLAN 
Victoria University of Wellington 

101 Carole Pateman, T h e Patriarchal Welfare State' in Amy Guttman ed., Democracy and the 
Welfare State, Princeton, 1988, passim. 
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