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Fragments: New Zealand Social and Cultural History. Edited by Bronwyn Dalley and 
Bronwyn Labrum. Auckland University Press, Auckland, 2000. 238 pp. NZ price: $39.95. 
ISBN 1-86940-185-9. 

CONSERVATIVE READERS should not be put off by the potentially radical packaging 
and promises of this collection of essays on New Zealand social and cultural history. 
According to the excellent mood-setting introduction. Fragments 'picks up the challenges 
by Olssen and Phillips to extend our social and cultural history' (p.4). Material culture, 
ordinary New Zealanders and everyday history are all up for examination, with wars 
and elections shunted aside. The theme and aim of the book is 'to understand New 
Zealand culture by exploring fragments of life in the past: the ways that people dressed 
or passed their time, the forms in which they constructed the landscape, or the histories 
they wrote' (p.9). Traditional historians, however, will find comfort in the thorough 
empirical research and careful thought evident in many of the essays. 

Overall, the fragments within Fragments are gleaned from a traditional methodological 
approach to non-traditional topics. Considering the crisis of representation in the social 
sciences and humanities over the past decade, proceeding with an all-inclusive framework 
is not surprising, and Fragments does indeed read as a reflection of the state of current 
historiography. For a book that is in part self-consciously about historiography, I would 
have liked more on the genealogy of the book itself. How were the authors selected? 
What was the level of engagement between the contributors? In a collection that promises 
a sampler, breadth and diversity, how can authors presumably selected for their sameness 
in approach to the past simultaneously claim to offer a diversity of approaches? 

The chapters split off into four general, yet overlapping areas. Concerned with space 
and colonization, through an examination of surveying, Giselle Byrnes unpicks the 
construction of the colonial landscape, including the British colonizing vision to claim, 
tame and redefine New Zealand space. On a smaller scale, Katherine Raine looks at 
colonial women's gardening. Her chapter offers a fascinating glimpse of ecological 
imperialism on a local and gendered scale. 

Continuing with the importance of space, a second cluster of chapters moves to the 
general area of material culture. Chris Hilliard's chapter takes a textual turn to look at 
the gathering of documents and artefacts of history and ethnology from 1900-1950. 
Fiona McKergow considers clothing as artefact, and through a history of dress offers a 
glimpse of material life during the 1940s and 1950s. Gavin McLean focuses on the built 
environment through the construction of historic places. He writes of 'the continuum of 
history' (p.255), that serves to break down the division between past and present. 

Another group of chapters is concerned with continuing with old themes of social 
and cultural history in new ways. With a different departure point from what is usual in 
labour history, Margaret McClure looks at meanings of work in the late nineteenth century 
through an examination of workers' bodies. She argues that: 'The interior life of the soul 
and the sensual life of the body should be integrated into future studies of Pakeha work 
and culture' (p.l 14). Writing welfare history that is not focused on the state, Bronwyn 
Labrum examines Pakeha families and state welfare during the post-Second World War 
years. Meanwhile, continuing with social legal history, Bronwyn Dalley focuses on one 
case, that of the inter-war disappearance and death of Elsie Walker. She blurs both the 
distinction between past and present, and fact and fiction. 

1 was surprised to read in the introduction that in contrast to Pakeha cultural history, 
'Maori cultural history has received considerably more attention both from historians 
and other scholars' (p.3). This book has two chapters with Maori content. Located at the 
beginning of the collection, they are very different. In the first, Michael Reilly positions 
himself as a Pakeha writing Maori history and draws upon a Pacific consciousness, 
while Danny Keenun's chapter emphasizes whakapapa in his tribal district. North 
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Taranaki. Taken together, the chapters suggest that the politics behind constructing 
fragments are politically contestable. Attempting a critique of essentialism and/or 
advancing indigenous knowledges cuts to the core of writing histories of Aotearoa/New 
Zealand. Yet, in this collection of essays the opportunity for debate is not explored. 

Fragments is a useful and enjoyable book. It is fresh and breezy and signals much 
hope for the future of New Zealand social and cultural history. If it is unconventional, it 
is not fractious, and despite being engulfed in a paradigm of fragments, the book manages 
to proceed with confidence and sophistication. 

KATIE PICKLES 
University of Canterbury 

Recalling Aotearoa: Indigenous Politics and Ethnic Relations in New Zealand. By Augie 
Fleras and Paul Spoonley. Oxford University Press. Auckland, 1999. 288 pp. NZ price: 
$39.95. ISBN 0-19-558371-X. 

AUGIE FLERAS and Paul Spoonley's review of ethnic relations and policy, with its focus 
on racism in New Zealand, appears at a singularly opportune time. As the millennium and 
the political wheel turn, as the decade closes. Recalling Aotearoa re-examines our shop-
soiled history. The colonizing enterprise was devastatingly efficient. Decolonization has 
been slow. Why can we not resolve these issues more rationally and speedily? 

Recalling Aotearoa comprises six chapters on cultural politics focused mainly on the 
historical and current background of Maori and Pakeha relations, another chapter on 
migration policy and one on the situation of Pacific Islanders. The text is comprehensive 
and the writing accessible to a wide audience. The authors show the magnitude and 
complexity of the decolonizing exercise still before us and the ambivalence and reluctance 
politicians have shown in the matter. While they diagnose the disease of racism they offer 
no easy or simple solution, yet voice a qualified optimism and offer some positive guidelines. 

But the coercive power of the state and its institutions requires more analysis than is 
undertaken here. However much deregulation may seem to be in vogue, political control 
is still seen as imperative, as the log-jam in the claims settlement process shows. Nor are 
issues of degree of cultural saturation, behavioural practice, or distinctiveness in cognitive 
functioning addressed by Fleras and Spoonley. Thus we are left wondering still, what is 
the reality, the substance of any of the identities involved, minority or majority, bi-
cultural or multi-cultural? If culture is about choices then its basis in prevailing group 
ethos or value systems needs to be more trenchantly addressed. Differences are 
irreconcilable, the authors state (p.77). But are they as great as they seem to assert? 

That there are demonstrable differences at the reified cultural level is indisputable; 
whether they are of major dimension and significance is debatable. That debate is only 
peripherally pursued in this book. For example, the debate over allocation of fish and 
fishing resources (pp.29-31), while couched in terms of rangatiratanga rights, sounds 
most of the time like the squabbling at a badly chaired annual meeting of stockholders. 
Most Maori have little or no interest or say in the matter. Fleras and Spoonley do not put 
the debate into the discourse of ordinary commercial wrangling but emphasize its 'cultural' 
aspects, which may be why no solution to the mess of stinking fish has appeared. Ordinary 
commercial practice and market-place values will prevail in the end because property 
rights and greed are mutually shared. As the notion of rangatiratanga fades from the 
emphasis it enjoyed in the 1990s, the thin crust of practicability provides too insubstantial 
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