
Settler Capitalism Unsettled 

THE OCCASION which prompted this essay1 commemorates the meticulous 
scholarship and literary flair of J.C. Beaglehole, and allows me to make overdue 
penance. Circumstances in South Africa, Uganda and Papua New Guinea in the 
1970s cried out for political and social change, and persuaded me that historians 
should see themselves as social scientists, seeking laws — or at least common 
patterns — of social evolution, delineating obstacles to human progress. It 
seemed axiomatic that we should try to understand the world mainly in order to 
change it; that scholarship which was content with accuracy was wilfully 
ignoring the pursuit of truth; and that reader-friendly prose ran the risk of 
compromising that truth. The durability of Beaglehole's scholarship is a quiet 
reproach to that hubris, and a testament to the enduring value of meticulous 
accuracy and clarity. Captain Cook continues to fascinate and infuriate scholars. 
Gananath Obeyesekere, for example, argues that Hawaiians could not have 
mistaken Cook for a god, in view of his many human failings, and that his 
apotheosis as a European legend was an intrinsic element of the justification of 
European imperialism.2 This iconoclastic assault delights the Hawaiian scholar 
Lilikala Kame'eleihiwa, who grasps the rhetorical opportunity with both hands: 

The noted Hawaiian scholar Haunani-Kay Trask often dismisses Cook as 'a syphilitic, 
tubercular racist', and when I teach that part of Hawaiian history I relate to my students 
that he brought venereal disease, violence, and, eventually, an unrelenting wave of 
foreigners, once his journals had been published in Europe. 

From the Hawaiian perspective, however, the best part about Cook's visit is that we 
killed him, as the mana (spiritual power) of his death accrues to us. Such mana is very 
useful in our dealing with those admirably fierce Maori of Aotearoa [New Zealand] who 
often look askance at Hawaiian reluctance to confront the colonizing foreigner. Upon 
such occasions we can defend our honor by declaring that at least we killed Cook, and 
having done so we rid the world of another evil haole (white man).3 

1 This is the modified text of the J.C. Beaglehole Lecture, delivered at the New Zealand 
Historical Association conference in Auckland, August 1994. 

2 Gananath Obeyesekere, The Apotheosis of Captain Cook: European Mythmaking in 
the Pacific, Honolulu, 1992. 

3 Lilikala Kame'eleihiwa's review in Pacific Studies, XVII, 2 (June 1994), pp.111-
18. See the parallel reviews in the same volume, by David Hanlon, Nicholas Thomas, and 
Valerio Valeri, and Gananath Obeyesekere's response. 
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Even these intemperate responses ultimately rest on Beaglehole, although he 
would no doubt be dismayed by these interpretations of his work. 

Very much a product of its time, Settler Capitalism4 was generously reviewed 
by New Zealanders who found its argument credible, but scholarship has 
evolved since then, partly provoked by drastic changes in these societies, which 
reveal features previously obscured, and cast doubt on qualities which I attrib-
uted to them. Apartheid has been smashed, partly by the exertions of a militant 
black working class which is now a volatile element of government. South 
Americans no longer earn good incomes from primary exports and have 
(perhaps) transcended caudillismo. Chile has passed through social democracy 
and military autocracy to become a 'guided democracy' and an economic tiger. 
The Argentine government, in desperation, has allowed mining corporations to 
prospect the Andes. In New Zealand and Australia, as in South Africa, indig-
enous people who preserved and enriched their cultural identities have struck 
resounding blows against their dispossession. The book is obviously dated. The 
only possible benefit in re-visiting its argument is to throw light on ways in which 
academic opinions form, and how they accommodate changes in the real world 
— or resist them. 

The unacknowledged audience for Settler Capitalism was my first father-in-
law, for whom the global affluence of white people and the poverty of everyone 
else was neither offensive nor surprising, but the outcome of genetic endow-
ments. I also wrote in response to the irritation of Africans and Melanesians who 
could see no moral or logical reason for the superior economic performance of 
white South Africans or Australians and their social and political self-assurance. 
The book began with their perception that settler societies differed from others, 
and assumed that the difference was grounded not in genetics but in economics. 
From there it was a short step to propose that, from their conception, settler 
societies were animated by different dynamics from those that animated 
peasantries, created by the impact of colonial authority on agricultural populations. 
Unsystematic reading in economic history and 'political economy' confirmed 
those intuitions, and persuaded me that New Zealand's experience made it a clear 
example of a distinctive kind of society. The Africans and Melanesians to whom 
the argument was addressed have shown no interest — but it was a smash hit in 
Canada (which was omitted) and enjoyed a vogue in the societies whose 
successes I was trying to explain away. 

Two unanticipated features underpin recent changes in these (and other) 
societies. One is the destruction of impediments to capital, which now flows 
around the world at the speed of light and more securely than most commodities. 
Many venerable political obstacles to capital flows have crumbled, from the 
former Soviet Union, eastern Europe, Vietnam and China to much of Africa. 
National sovereignty is eroded by the impossibility of achieving prosperity 
while preserving autarky. The other feature is perhaps a corollary: the reassertion 

4 Oxford, 1983. 
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of ethnic identities, which have also transformed the nature of governmental 
legitimacy, putting a high premium on the management of ethnic enthusiasms. 
In the 1970s when the book was taking shape, some visionaries looked forward 
to the world becoming a global village, but in the 1990s we find that we inhabit 
a global market-place of infinite apprehension, with none of the intimacy and 
predictability of a village. In these anxious times, even the insecure 1970s 
assume a certain solidity in the after-glow of hindsight, and the Edwardian era 
seems like a golden age of prosperity and social innovation. This impression of 
security is deceptive. I argued that settler capitalist societies a hundred years ago 
were distinguished by their voluntary and complete integration into global 
markets for capital and goods (but not for labour, which was shielded from 
competition by a host of restrictive practices). So many barriers have now 
become visible as they collapse, that the impression of open-ness has evapo-
rated. 

Two features seemed clear: 
Settlers irreversibly changed social and political, as well as economic rela-

tions in the societies which they dominated. Some convergence might occur, but 
these societies were — and would forever remain — distinct from peasant 
societies. 

Settler capitalist society had an irresistible capacity for destroying non-
capitalist modes such as peasantries, which might persist in cultural form, but 
would collapse for lack of a material base. Although 'race relations' dominated 
public debate, class interaction was the real locomotive of change. Any attempt 
to invoke culture seemed an obfuscation. 

There were grave errors in my grasp of the experience of New Zealanders and 
others. More importantly, however, settler capitalism was poorly conceptual-
ized. Both defects arose from my concentration on economic evidence and 
policy history. It might still be argued that settler capitalism was a real category, 
and that New Zealand remains a good exemplar; but settler capitalism was and 
is a different creature from the one I described. 

The evidence for irreversible change began with the observation that settlers 
behaved rather like tortoises, short-sighted, clumsy predators in environments 
which they scarcely observed, let alone understood. They carried their histories 
on their backs, bringing values distilled from Europe, and had neither the interest 
nor the vision to grasp other values. This disjunction is elegantly captured by 
Isabelle Merle's analysis of settlers in New Caledonia. French policy was to 
replicate the apparent success of convict-built Australia, precisely when that 
experiment was being abandoned. As part of that strategy a party of colonists was 
settled in Voh in the 1890s. So far as they could see 'there was nothing': 

the very nature which surrounded them, made no sense. | They I could not find the 
countryside to which they were accustomed, the fields, the fences, the roads. They could 
see, of course, the pattern of Kanak agriculture, but this they could not understand. The 
New Caledonian bush was like a blank page on which they had to write their own words. 
Their first task was to build a house, and behind the house, as in France, to plant a garden 
and grow European vegetables in order to maintain their European diet . . . . They 
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organised space according to what they knew, they took possession of the soil by 
imprinting on it their own land-marks . . . . 

The world of the Kanaks made no sense to the Europeans and they did not even try to 
make sense of it. Why should they . . . since they considered themselves the pioneers of 
an empire, the representatives of civilisation?5 

This account explains the compulsion of uprooted colonists to make their new 
homes in the image of the old. They expressed that ambition by transplanting the 
names of their homeland, sometimes hopefully, sometimes ironically, but 
always establishing a metropolitan frame of reference. Merle does not confuse 
ambition for achievement. She describes two features which I neglected. Kanaks 
were baffled by the French 'reading' of the landscape, and continued to read its 
landmarks in terms of their own histories, and to inscribe fresh meanings on it. 
Second, ownership was not simply appropriated but contested by Kanaks who 
preserved and developed the values which embodied their identity and distin-
guished them from their usurpers. The struggle was unequal but not one-sided. 
Every French advance was in some degree negotiated, even when it was also 
enforced by violence. Each combatant was affected by the values of the other, 
but their values could never converge. The Kanaks did not abandon hope or 
identity. And if their tenacity inspires awe, how much more should we marvel 
at the tenacity of other peoples who became ethnic minorities, scripted to 
picturesque irrelevance? 

Beyond the narratives of landscape, land itself was contested. I thought I was 
on firm ground, arguing that land became a commodity. Mauss's distinction 
between gifts and commodities proposes that most pre-capitalist societies 
treated land as something which could only be gifted (or taken in conquest). The 
transfer of land, like other gifts, was hedged by social conditions. Recipients 
were burdened with obligations which must always be acknowledged but could 
never be discharged. In the opinion of governments, courts and colonists, land 
did become a commodity in Mauss's sense — it could be, and it was, bought and 
sold without incurring obligations. And we have it on good authority that this 
change was revolutionary. Henry Reynolds describes the transformation of 
Australia as cataclysmic: 

The conflict of settlers and Aborigines . . . was an offshoot of the bourgeois revolution 
which swept across the face of Europe . . . . Aborigines were in a similar situation to those 
groups in European society who were being dispossessed and displaced by the penetra-
tion of capitalism into traditional rural communities The Cheviots advanced into the 
Scottish highlands only a few years before Merinos spilled out across inland Australia. 
After the clearances Celtic bards lamented that 'nothing was heard but the bleating of 
sheep and the voices of English speakers' . . . . 

The frontier settlers . . . . were also revolutionaries, and the landscape reflects the 
success of revolutionary violence. It shows that settlement proceeded without conces-

5 Isabelle Merle, 'The Foundation of Voh 1892-1895', Journal of Pacific History, 
XXVI, 2(1991), pp.234-44. 
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sions to traditional culture, settlement patterns or land use. The survey lines and the fences 
could run straight for hundreds of miles as though they crossed vast sheets of blank paper 
. . . . Even the rich and dense local nomenclature could be wiped from the earth. The 
anthropologist W.E.H. Stanner observed in 1939 t h a t ' . . . for every Woolloomooloo and 
Dee-Why there is a second hand Kensington and an imitation Kew' . 

Settled Australia has a landscape reflecting sudden and dramatic change, the complete 
and violent overthrow of one social and economic system, one mode of production, by 
another. It is a landscape of revolution. It . . . represents the success of the bourgeois 
revolution in Australia — one of the most prolonged, complete and successful in the 
world.6 

Reynolds's research into the laws of the land, especially in the common law 
jurisdictions of New Zealand, Canada and the United States, fatally wounded the 
noxious doctrine of terra nullius — the philosophical basis of Aboriginal 
dispossession. The judges who decided the Murray Island (Mabo) case and 
dismantled terra nullius relied heavily on this research — but partly falsified his 
conclusions. There was indeed a 'bourgeois revolution' in Australia; but it has 
proved not to be 'one of the most complete in the world'. A revolution is not 
complete when parliament legislates, nor when the bailiffs move in, nor even 
when the sheep arrive — it is only complete when the evicted accept its finality. 
Aboriginal Australians — like Maori and black South Africans — did not 
abandon their connections with the land. Curiously the most complete revolution 
was metropolitan, not colonial. The Highland clearances became a complete 
revolution when dispossessed Scots agreed to leave their own country and to 
dispossess Antipodeans instead. 

While settlers were registering title to land, driving people off it and drawing 
lines across it, many Aboriginal communities continued to relate to land in other 
ways, as hunting ground or as sacred sites or as havens of retreat or merely as 
themes of narratives. In acknowledging this fact, Australian judges are merely 
a generation behind New Zealand legislators and slightly ahead of South 
Africans. The recent Australian land legislation describes Aboriginal peoples 
(rather blandly) as 'maintaining a continuing association' for a century or more. 
And if Australian judges can acknowledge co-existing value systems in the same 
territory, historians must also try to do so. Here we have the abstract doctrine of 
post-modernism made tangible, generating parallel narratives about the same 
physical space. And who is to say which is the master-narrative? Accommodat-
ing these judgments and narratives means a radical re-writing of Australian and 
South African history, just as surely as it demands the re-writing of New Zealand 
history. 

Labour also became a commodity in settler societies — but two caveats must 
be entered. In all except New Zealand, early colonial governments relied on 
coercion (of slaves or convicts) to get work done. Those traditions persisted in 
tropical Australia until the 1960s, in parts of South America until our own day, 

6 Henry Reynolds, Frontier: Aborigines, Settlers and Land, Sydney, 1987, pp. 192-
3. 
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and in South Africa at least until 1990. The second caveat is that indigenous 
people did not interpret work in the same terms as colonists and governments. 
The mis-match is more evident in societies which had their own traditions of 
intensive agriculture. In those places labour conflicts lasted much longer and 
were more overt; so I can best illustrate it through Neumann's study of Tolai 
lives under the German New Guinea Company. Very few Tolai worked on 
plantations — and they could barely conceptualize plantation and other Euro-
pean-defined 'work' in the narrow terms of plantation managers, divorced from 
social relations. Planters (here as everywhere else) had to recruit workers from 
remote places, physically separating them from their social matrix. Meanwhile 
tabu shell remained the most acceptable medium of exchange, used more often 
than Company currency or even that universal colonial currency tobacco. The 
infuriated Company tried to demonetize tabu and levy head tax only in marks. 
They were right to be annoyed: tabu enabled Tolai to blend work with social 
relations, which were created and reinforced by tabu contributions to marriage 
settlements, mortuary rites and other exchanges.7 This struggle was no mere 
squabble over forms of money. Tabu can be understood as cash, but it also 
manifested the Tolai belief that 'economy' and 'society' were identical, and for 
at least a generation its circulation insulated them from the full logic of capitalist 
production and demands on their labour. 

A similar evaluation of work baffled Governor FitzRoy, when he was invited 
to a feast near Auckland in 1844, and found that he was less a guest of honour 
then a prize of the Waikato chiefs, paraded to humble their rivals. More 
impressive than a governor in uniform was a bank of potatoes seven feet wide, 
four feet high and 400 yards long, overhung by thousands of dried fish and 
mirrored by a lattice-work trestle draped with hundreds of new blankets. These 
were not assembled for consumption, but to be given away as evidence of 
Waikato's supremacy.8 This was the product of an immense amount of work, but 
its purpose was to express the political and cultural values of the 'workers'. Once 
again we must acknowledge parallel narratives making different senses of the 
same events. 

What did differentiate settlers from other colonized populations was not the 
completeness of their revolution, but their commitment to international com-
merce and their loyalty to the interests of overseas investors. If we confine our 
attention to governments, the case is clear. Governments did enlist the support 
of broad electorates for this strategy. They did create economies and societies 
with land and labour legislation which distinguish them from (for example) 
Samoa or New Guinea, where only coercion could divert the Islanders' labour 
and land into export production. Plantations were a sure sign of coercion and the 
absence of a labour market. I still believe in this distinction, and it seems quite 
obvious that many political consequences flow from it; but it is too schematic to 

7 Klaus Neumann, 'Not the wax it reallv was': constructing the Tolai past, Honolulu. 
1992. 

8 W.H. Oliver and B.R. Williams, eds. The Oxford History of New Zealand, Oxford, 
1981, p.140. 
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do j ustice to the full variety of labour relations in any particular situation, and the 
meanings which 'workers' invested in their efforts. 

What is misleading about Settler Capitalism's characterization is simply 
stated: by privileging the narratives of governments and resource-owners, it 
denies people agency in their own destinies, except as an amorphous mass within 
larger contests between forms of economic and political organization. Well, how 
did real people comprehend their destinies and control them? People sought 
solidarity on whatever basis was handy, to protect themselves from the icy winds 
of market competition. More often than not the solidarity-principle was ethnic-
ity. This was not false consciousness, nor merely rhetoric, but the substance of 
solidarity. In the 1890s —jus t as in the 1990s, and for similar reasons — ethnic 
solidarity was created, re-created or invented to defend people from open 
competition. Avner Offer9 suggests that in New Zealand and Australia (as in 
North America) at the turn of the century, the more militant the trade union, the 
more it insisted on solidarity — and the more vehement its racial exclusi veness. 
However, ethnic solidarity was not the monopoly of white men, but a strategy 
available to everyone. Some of its applications are illustrated by the background 
to the Murray Island judgment. 

Aboriginal, white Australian, Asian and Pacific Island histories overlapped in 
Cape York and Torres Strait,1(1 which had long been a meeting point for Papuans, 
Aborigines and Makassans. Trade quickened with whalers, and again when 
traders found pearl, trochus and turtle shell, and yet again in the 1850s under the 
impact of sandalwooders, all frontiers of resource exploitation advancing from 
the central Pacific, attracting Sydney-based ships as well as Japanese and 
American luggers. Some trade goods were carried beyond Torres Strait by 
Papuan trading expeditions. The new industries attracted canoe-borne raids by 
Tugeri from southwest New Guinea, levying tribute in heads. At the centre of this 
complex, Thursday Island attracted islanders, Europeans, Japanese, Southeast 
Asians, black and white Americans, and Africans; and Aborigines and islanders 
engaged in co-operative relations inconceivable farther south: 'Aborigines 
provided the raw labour and local knowledge; foreigners provided the artefacts, 
food and narcotics . . . . What the newcomers demanded from the local people 
was free on their part to give. It did not apparently threaten their lives or their 
land. Despite population reductions, and new but largely unenforceable laws, 
these Aborigines were relatively free to pursue their own ends in their own 
ways. '" On Cape York, missions were given land for Aboriginal reservations, 
in the hope of demobilizing the nomads, but many continued to work independ-
ently on luggers. 

Islanders in the sugar districts of Queensland formed an anomalous Melanesian 

9 Avner Offer, The First World War: An Agrarian Interpretation, Oxford, 1989. 
10 D.L Shineberg, They Came for Sandalwood, Melbourne, 1967; Clive Moore, 

Kanaka: a History of Melanesian Mackay, Port Moresby, 1985. 
I I A. Chase, 'Which Way Now? Tradition, Continuity and Change in a North 

Queensland Aboriginal Community". PhD thesis. University of Queensland. 1980. 
pp.371-2. 
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frontier. They were scheduled to be repatriated by 1906, but mustered impres-
sive political resources to contest their deportation.12 A Pacific Islanders' 
Association, formed in 1901, explained its purposes: 'securing the rights of 
absolute freedom of contract amongst those islanders now in the colony [and to] 
prevent the gross injustice of the deportation of civilised islanders to their savage 
homes.'13 These long-term labourers, not their employers, demanded a free 
market in labour. Their political skills focused on the issue of deportation and 
secured some marginal changes, but of roughly 10,000 islanders in Queensland 
in 1901, less than half remained by 1906. Those who remained found many jobs 
closed by white labour preference; and their identity as a distinct community of 
South Sea Islanders may be seen as defensive solidarity. 

The region was also the periphery of Japanese migration after the Meiji 
restoration.14 Some over-taxed peasants had to sell their daughters to procurers 
to work abroad. Yamazaki Tomoko considers these Karayukisan as the founda-
tion for capitalism and imperialism: 'Japan, at a stage when it was too weak to 
advance politically and militarily into China or the islands of Southeast Asia, 
advanced first economically — and without the need of capital: it [sent] out 
prostitutes in large numbers, with the idea of bringing to fruition the [Meiji] 
slogan 'Enrich the Nation: Strengthen the Army' through use of the foreign 
currency thus channelled in.'15 By the 1890s over 30 Japanese women worked 
in Thursday Island, and dozens more throughout northern Australia. They may 
have funded pearling vessels: only the racially-restrictive licensing laws pre-
vented them from owning the whole fleet. Even so they often controlled vessels 
through white 'dummy' owners. These first Japanese-Australian encounters 
were surprisingly peaceful. Prostitution was a force for order on masculine 
frontiers. Japanese were allowed to dominate pearl-diving, although they were 
barred from Papua, and frozen out of New Guinea in the 1930s. 

Torres Strait was a venue for domestic colonialism — and for nation-building 
at the only point where natural barriers were unclear. Within those borders a 
racial hierarchy was built, excluding Papuans and deporting Melanesians, 
admitting limited numbers of Japanese, barring other 'Asians', and demobiliz-
ing Aborigines. This hierarchy created a new legal category and an economic 
niche for 'Torres Strait Islanders', who had access to more opportunities than did 
Aborigines. They had knowledge and skills, for example, to take an active part 
in pearling. Missionaries and Queensland officials tried to build them up as 
entrepreneurs, to be a barrier to Japanese economic control. Offered capital to 
buy luggers, many islanders quickly repaid the loan. A corollary was their 
exemption from the Aborigines Protection Act, and a civil status similar to that 
of Kanaks. Although relations soured, the legal distinction survived and the 

12 Moore, Kanaka. 
13 ibid., p 276. 
14 Hiromitsu Iwamoto, work in progress towards ANU PhD. Yamakazi Tomoko, 

'Sandakan No.8 Brothel', in Bulletin of Concerned Asian Scholars, October-December 
1975, pp.52-60. 

15 ibid. 
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islanders' lands were not expropriated. 
This seed bed of domestic colonialism is also, a century later, the source of its 

undoing. It was Murray Islanders — a racially-defined community which 
offered its members solidarity — who overturned terra nullius, and began to 
unravel institutional racism throughout Australia. I labour this description 
because the narratives highlight many errors of Settler Capitalism. Seen from the 
frontier, unbridled competition led more obviously to the creation of racial castes 
than to the evolution of classes; the imperatives of national identity and defence 
are as important as the machinations of capital; and the peculiar circumstances 
of locality shaped the agenda of White Australia. Most contemporary scholars 
would deplore the racism inherent in settler solidarity, and cherish the defensive 
solidarity of Aboriginal Australians, South Sea Islanders and Torres Strait 
Islanders. What seems more important is that we should acknowledge them all, 
and see them as inter-related responses to market competition in frontier 
conditions. 

'Settler capitalism' could perhaps be redeemed by acknowledging its cultural 
features as well as its economic and public policy dimensions. 'Free' markets in 
land and labour incited both indigenous people and settlers to defend themselves 
through new, ethnic forms of solidarity. At the top of all the settler states' 
agendas was the question: how to accommodate ethnic aspirations within a 
development strategy which in principle denied their existence? The first 
solutions were ruthless but crude and ultimately ineffective. South American 
indios were white-washed; white South Africans and Australians devised 
industrial colour bars and forms of racial segregation; New Zealand govern-
ments and courts pretended that there was no problem. Prospects might have 
seemed hopeless to Aboriginal Australians in 1900, to the South African Native 
National Congress in 1913, and to the die-hards of the last Maori Parliament in 
1902. Yet people persevered, generation after generation, when 'cultural iden-
tity' was almost their only political weapon, until eventually the crudest of the 
barriers were torn down. 

At the turn of the century, scholars travelled across the world to observe 
'socialism without doctrines' in the human laboratories of the antipodes. As 
historians we regard that quest as wrong-headed, but it did mean something to 
the pilgrims and it would be arrogant to ignore that fact. A century later scholars 
follow with equal excitement the attempts of South African, Australian and New 
Zealand peoples and governments to reconcile capitalism with racial justice. We 
do not have to be southern hemisphere chauvinists to believe that it is here that 
circumstances offer the best prospects for realizing that millennial dream. 

Why were such important relationships invisible to me and to others? Many 
errors arose from a kind of economic determinism. The survival and re-assertion 
of ethnic identities in all our societies make it unlikely that one set of mistakes 
will be repeated: recent events alert us to the ways in which people seek or invent 
solidarity. That's the good news. The bad news arises from a significant change 
in the prescription of the disciplinary spectacles through which we view the 
world — the dominance of a style of economic analysis described by its 
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adherents as Neo-Classical, by its opponents as Dry, and by Malcolm Bradbury 
as Sado-Monetarist.16 

A single analytical school dominates economics, following the implosion of 
centrally-planned economies and rejection of the Keynesian tradition of vigor-
ous state intervention. Since many theoretical debates have been retired, econo-
mists seldom test theory against the empirical data which economic historians 
generate, and we can now imagine the end of economic history as a university 
discipline. Much of its agenda has entered history, politics and geography. Even 
there, the paradigm shift distorts vision. To take an example almost at random, 
John Connell writes in optimistic terms when (as a geographer) he observes the 
experience of particular people living in Micronesia, but becomes bleak when 
(as an economist) he cites statistics and monographs in general accounts of island 
economies.'7 

This paradigm shift denies relationships outside the formal market. G.R. 
Hawke's recent economic history of New Zealand,18 for example treats pre-
colonial matters explicitly as a prologue, and ignores 'traditional' economic-
activities which endured after Waitangi. A generation ago, E.K. Fisk was an 
influential analyst of Pacific island policy issues. His articles on 'Planning in a 
primitive economy'19 distinguished the islands from 'modern' economies and 
societies such as New Zealand. The term primitive has become odious, but the 
substance of Fisk's argument has continuing merit, notably his acknowledgment 
that 'subsistence' and 'market' economies are so different that they require 
different forms of analysis. 

A decade later Papua New Guinea's economy was addressed by a team from 
the World Bank, who laid down these judgments of Melanesia before colonial-
ism:20 'the indigenous culture of the region was a more primitive one than the 
Western world was to discover anywhere in its spread over the globe . . . . 
[Modernization] began among a people who had no alphabet and hence no 
writing, knew neither the knife nor axe nor any form of metal, used only stones 
for cutting, hunted and killed with bows and arrows and clubs, knew neither wool 
nor cotton, used only pounded bark as cloth, and used no bullock, ox, horse or 
cow in their subsistence agriculture.' This jeremiad also employs 'primitive', 
but it takes a large stride away from Fisk. Instead of co-existing economic 
structures, the report assumes that the only real economy is that which Europeans 
imposed. The denigration of Melanesian culture and technology serves to justify 

16 Malcolm Bradbury, Rales of Exchange, London, 1983. 
17 cf JohnConnell 's 'Island Microstates: the Mirage of Development'. Journal of the 

Contemporary Pacific, 3,2 (Fall 1992), pp.251-87; and his unpublished seminar paper on 
Woleai atoll, Department of Geography, RSPAS, ANU, 1990. 

18 G.R.Hawke, The Making of New Zealand: an economic history, Cambridge, 1985. 
19 E.K. Fisk, 'Planning in a primitive economy: special problems of Papua New 

Guinea', Economic Record, XXXVIII (1962), pp.462-78; and 'Planning in a primitive 
economy: from pure subsistence to the production of a market surplus', Economic 
Record, XL (1964), pp. 156-74. 

20 World Bank report No 1150-PNG, Papua New Guinea: Economic Situation and 
Development Prospects (14 July 1976), p.I. 
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complete neglect of any activity outside 'modern' economic conventions and 
institutions. 

This paradigm shift would hardly matter, if not for its influence in public 
policy. Today the Australian government takes an increasing interest in the 
management of regional natural resources, and has a special anxiety about Papua 
New Guinea, expressed in a new interventionism. Australian governments used 
to see Papua New Guinea mainly as a political and security issue. Now it is 
perceived as a test case for economic policy. Gordon Bilney's appointment as 
Minister for Pacific Affairs and Aid expresses the government's increased 
interest in both. Bilney is an enthusiastic reformer, who seeks policy advice from 
sources other than the old 'New Guinea Hands'. One recent example, which 
explicitly applies rationalist economics to public policy, is John Fallon's report. 
The Papua New Guinea Economy: Prospects for Reform, Recovery and Sus-
tained Growth.2* Richard Jackson — a distinguished geographer and New 
Guinea hand — describes 'the clipped prescriptions resulting from a brief, 
statistics-seeking "mission" . . . by an apparently hard-headed, no-nonsense, 
economically rationalist consultant who is rather too ready to fire off general-
ized, uncosted, and culturally naive proposals for the almost immediate and 
curative reform of the subject country's assumed problems'.22 Jackson takes 
particular exception to the recommendation that communities should surrender 
their communal land in exchange for government services. The report concedes 
that this strategy would provoke some political resistance! The proposal is more 
subtle than terra nullius, since landowners would voluntarily sell their commu-
nal rights; but it is equally revolutionary. 

This policy prescription flows logically from Fallon's paradigm. Indigenous 
economic networks have vanished from analysis, and growth in the market 
economy is the sole and sufficient index of progress. Instead of a dualist analysis, 
all economies are measured (and ranked) along a single axis. It is unlikely that 
Australian public servants have studied the Mahele which separated Hawaiians 
from their land, or the dispossession of New Caledonian Kanaks, but individu-
alized land title is an implausible recommendation to a government which 
invested such immense efforts in legislation to acknowledge Aboriginal land 
title. 

What does the minister intend? In a well-publicized address he drew attention 
to the 'Pacific Paradox' whereby the islands have achieved little growth 'despite 
a generally favourable natural and human resource endowment, high levels of 
external assistance and generally sound economic management'. What is the 
source of this analysis? 'The World Bank . . . estimated that real Gross National 
product in Pacific Island countries grew by an average rate of only about 0.1 per 
cent annually over the previous ten years.' Judgments follow crisply:' [WJhatever 
policies we've been following . . . are demonstrably not working . . . . I would 
contend that the policy frameworks adopted in the region have often retarded the 

21 Australian Government Publishing Service, 1992. 
22 Richard Jackson, review in Pacific Studies, XVII, 1 (March 1994), pp. 159-62. 
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prospects for long-term sustainable economic growth. Until appropriate national 
policies are implemented little improvement can be expected.' And prescrip-
tions are implied: 

No amount of regional and international assistance will bring about sustainable develop-
ment . . . unless the countries of the region themselves play the leading role through the 
adoption of . . . national policies, including public sector reform and private sector 
development. 

This reform process may involve thorough-going reappraisal by island countries of the 
way in which they have done things before. Island countries may need to ask themselves 
. . . whether some old social and economic habits and attitudes might need to be adapted 
— o r even abandoned—if positive and beneficial change is to be secured and longer term 
social and economic aspirations met. 

If Pacific Island policy-makers had been nodding off during the lecture, they 
must have been jolted by this prediction: 'Given that the relatively generous 
levels of aid to the South Pacific are unlikely to increase in the coming years, the 
prospects for improved living standards in the region will increasingly depend 
on the adoption and sustained pursuit of policies which foster increased trade and 
attract quality foreign investment. '23 Whatever prescriptions ultimately emerge, 
they will clearly be under-pinned by economic analysis in the new style. 

Modern economic vocabulary claims value-free truth by applying the same 
terminology and indices to all social contexts. This problem is not new. What 
makes the present claims more mischievous than past assertions is the demise of 
other perspectives. Non-economists therefore have little leverage with which to 
loosen the tyrannical grip of economic indicators. It is salutory to recall that this 
vocabulary is itself the product of historical conditions, and for this reason — 
whatever its present virtues — cannot illuminate past experience. One of its key 
terms, for example, is unemployment, which proves surprisingly difficult to 
define. The International Labor Organization,24 which has a special interest, 
defines full-time employed persons as people over 15 years old who work more 
than 35 hours per week for pay, profit, commission or payment in kind; or work 
without pay on a family business or on a farm; or are on vacation or on strike. A 
residual category, not in the labour force, includes persons who are keeping 
house, retired, doing jury service or unpaid voluntary work, which means that 
many active people are not in the labour force at all. These terms rest on culturally 
specific definitions of family, marriage and household, in a context of monetized 
transactions and wage labour. We cannot apply them to most human societies of 
the past, and perhaps not to all societies in the present. In eighteenth-century New 
Zealand, for example, the application of these definitions would reveal full 
employment and full unemployment in the same population. As the classic 

23 Gordon Bilney, 'Australia's relations with the South Pacific — Challenge and 
Change', Foreign Correspondents' lunch, Sydney, 15 June 1994. 

24 Australian Bureau of Statistics, November 1988, The Labour Force Australia, 1 -
3, cites the ILO usages. 
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economic historians understood, economic and social and political domains are 
often so embedded in each other that each becomes meaningless when abstracted 
from the others. 

Economics does not stand outside history, but within it. 'The English word 
"unemployment" did not come into general use until the mid-1890s' declares the 
first general history of the subject.25 To use the term for any earlier period or 
outside a fully industrial economy is ahistoric. Michael Piore26 argues that the 
modern concept of unemployment cannot be applied to mainly agricultural 
societies, even when some industrial work is also performed. Those workers 
adapted to the job market by adjusting their household activities. 'Unemploy-
ment' assumed its present meaning -— involuntary idleness — only 100 years 
ago, and in advanced industrial economies. The modern concept 'derives from 
one particular employment relationship, that of the large, permanent manufac-
turing establishment. [Such employment] involves a radical separation in time 
and in space from family and leisure time activity and was (and is) relatively 
permanent. When employment ties of this kind are severed, there is an empty 
space in the worker's life which is sharply defined and that space is what is meant 
by unemployment.' Piore explains the variant meanings of 'unemployment' in 
terms of the ability and zeal of statisticians to measure it, and the willingness of 
governments and employers and workers to alleviate it. Nobody measures it 
unless there is some expectation of a remedy. Unemployment is not an objective 
condition but a social category which emerged in specific circumstances — 
including the settler societies where the ability of statisticians and the rhetoric of 
governments outran the level of industrialization. 

New Zealand and Australia have the best chances to reconcile economic 
development with ethnic justice. But the skirmish to influence Bilney is a 
reminder of the general struggle to affect public policy throughout our region. 
So long as Sado-monetarism holds sway, it will be difficult to focus attention on 
the vast majority of transactions in the past and in the present, which take place 
outside the glare of the market place. And it is in those shadowy domains that 
most of us — past and present — form our values and live our lives. If market 
relations are to accommodate ethnic interests, each must at the very least 
acknowledge the other's existence. 
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25 John A. Garraty, Unemployment in History: Economic Thought and Public Policy, 
New York, 1978, p. 4. 

26 Michael J. Piore, 'Historical Perspectives and the Interpretation of Unemploy-
ment', Journal of Economic Literature, XXV (December 1987), pp. 1834-50. 


