
Social Welfare : Social Justice 
or Social Efficiency? 

I. SOCIAL POLICY IN THE LIBERAL PERIOD 

HERE 'welfare State' is used to point to the kind of society in which it is 
broadly accepted that the state should regularly act through legislation 
and administration to promote the well-being of citizens. It includes a 
range of social services, such as health, education and housing; policies 
which have some kind of moral objective, such as population, penal, and 
industrial relations policy; and a wide range of economic policies, such as 
tariffs, land settlement and taxation. Because it seems likely that welfare 
ideas were in the main of overseas origin, attention will be directed first 
to the body of ideas on the proper objectives of social policy which were 
influential in Britain during this period. Then a fragmentary attempt will 
be made to suggest the relevance of these ideas to the growth of social 
policy in New Zealand. This, it must be emphasized, is not a research 
paper, but a set of suggestions that could prove to have some usefulness 
in research. 

At the sub-academic level the 'origin of the welfare State' is probably 
thought about in the way that Reeves thought of the triumphs of colonial 
progressivism in State Experiments. The common man, given a head 
start in an encouraging environment, set his sights upon the good society, 
worked for it through a democratic political system, and obtained a solid 
instalment through social reform. In such an intellectually shallow con-
text, it is rather ostentatious to talk of an historiographical tradition; 
still, one could pull together the elements of such a viewpoint running 
from Reeves and Lloyd to Sinclair and Oliver. This progressive view-
point, which cannot be more than broadly indicated because it has never 
been carefully set out, supplies the 'social justice' alternative in the title 
of these two papers. 

At the other end, 'social efficiency' also points to an interpretation 
which lacks any systematic statement in New Zealand history. We have 
had expressions of opinion that the Liberals were paternalist, that they 
aimed at social control; and that if one would understand them one 
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should look beyond old age pensions and votes for women to the prisons 
and the lunatic asylums. These hints and guesses invite us to consider 
that even if it can be shown that the state became more active and 
purposeful in this period, and more concerned with well-being, there is 
more happening than what Seddon, J .T. Paul and Keith Sinclair agree to 
call 'humanism' . There was a great deal that could more aptly be called 
'paternalism' the characteristics of which may be discussed in terms of 
control, discipline and efficiency. 

In the fifty or so years before the First World War there was an 
intensive debate in many countries about social policy. This overseas 
discussion was heeded in New Zealand; policy makers like Reeves, 
Tregear, MacGregor and Hogben, were acquainted with what was being 
thought and done in Great Britain, America and Germany. They were 
interested in overseas experience and ideas because they saw in New 
Zealand the beginnings of problems that had developed fully elsewhere. 

Here an example may help. In Britain in the early twentieth century, 
Boer War recruiting added a strikingly pertinent note to the disquiet 
about poverty. Only a small minority of those seeking to defend the 
Empire were fit to do so. This shocking example fuelled the fire of the 
Liberal Imperialists and gave impetus to the national efficiency cam-
paign. So came the beginnings of meals in schools and a school medical 
service, taken further before the First World War by the 1908 Children's 
Act and by the subsidizing of maternity and child welfare clinics. Care of 
children became an investment in future strength — a novel idea which 
was derived from the movement of the birthrate turning labour into a 
scarce commodity, from the economic worth of a healthy and literate 
work force, and from a heightened belief in the utility of the family. 

Though New Zealand troops went to the Boer War without raising 
such misgivings, the record is closely parallel to that in Great Britain. 
There was a concern for children as the assurance of the future which 
had its effect in penal, welfare, child-raising and nutritional responses. 
The timing does not suggest mere imitation, but a co-existence of 
concern. Between 1900 and 1912 New Zealand legislated to bring in 
school medical inspection, to regulate private industrial schools, to pro-
tect infant life, to set up maternity hospitals, to improve the judicial 
procedures for juvenile offenders, to raise the age of consent and to 
make military training compulsory; the Plunket Society and the 
S.P.W.C. began; small steps were taken to provide housing and house 
finance, and there is the earliest advocacy of a child allowance. New 
Zealanders felt a call to do their bit to raise a healthy race for the empire; 
perhaps, too, they saw in British extremes a set of future problems which 
could be their own. 

The range of views in Great Britain about social policy in this period is 
forbiddingly wide. Here is a sketchy effort at a model. First, the ideals of 
the New Poor Law stayed quite lively; they inform the Majority Report 
of the 1909 Commission on the Poor Law; they provided an entrenched 
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opposition against which new ways of thinking did not fully succeed; 
they were not too far away from the ideas of the Fabians, of Beveridge 
and of the National Efficiency Campaign. Such beliefs continued to 
make their impact upon social reform legislation, and to limit the area 
such legislation occupied. 

Nevertheless, there was significant rethinking about the proper scope 
and purpose of social policy. A series of late nineteenth-century events 
made it more difficult to believe that poverty arose from causes related to 
the moral character of the poor person. A series of 'revelations' con-
tradicted the earlier expectation that economic growth would do away 
with all but hard-core poverty. Working class movements arose which, 
though they probably did not themselves demand social justice with any 
notable force, exhibited what was taken to be a threat requiring a social 
reform response. Again, in the face of relative economic and military 
decline, the minds of some turned to national efficiency, and to the way 
in which this, in Germany, seemed to have been achieved through social 
policy. None of these lessons were lost on New Zealand in the same 
period. 

By the 1880s the mid-century denunciations of poverty had been 
forgotten, perhaps in the confidence inspired by economic growth from 
the 1850s to the 1870s. This confidence was challenged in the 1870s and 
succeeding decades, when recurrent unemployment crises accentuated 
chronic under-employment. The argument that poverty and distress were 
personal in origin had a hard time in the face of these repeated 
demonstrations of the harshness and impersonality of the social and 
economic environment. The 1880s and 1890s saw a whole series of 
revelations, culminating with Charles Booth and Rowntree, which 
shifted in tone from sensational journalism to sober sociology. This 
change of tone is important — the spirit of the age venerated facts, 
especially when they were given a statistical form. Booth surprised 
himself, and Great Britain, with his discoveries. He invented the concept 
of the 'poverty line' and announced that there lived below it not a 
submerged tenth but a submerged third. Rowntree, perhaps more tell-
ingly, for York was a small city, neither a great wen nor an industrial 
giant, showed about 28 per cent below the line. In the face of such 
demonstrations, it was hard to believe that poverty was going away, that 
it did not have economic and social causes, and that private charity could 
deal with it. 

However, the change was not complete. Herbert Spenser was still very 
much alive: the Majority Report in 1909 still asserted that social reform 
and pauperism had increased together. Nor are Booth and Rowntree 
simple preachers of compassion and social justice. Rowntree classified 
poverty into primary and secondary, and the latter encompassed those 
who existed in poverty because of their imprudence. Booth divided the 
working class into three: the skilled artisans and trade unionists; the 
respectable poor trying by individual effort to keep away from the Poor 
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Laws; and the residuum of casual workers, loafers and unemployables. 
This contributed to the belief that the respectable poor should indeed be 
helped by social reform, and that harsher measures should be designed 
for the residuum. Thus Booth favoured labour colonies to drain the pool 
of surplus labour. The Webbs in the Minority Report called for state-
provided services and employment, but thought that those who refused 
work should be passed on to the correctional system. They did not simply 
appeal to a sense of justice; they also appealed to a desire for social 
order. 

Further, there is the ambiguous role of the labour and socialist 
movements. Thanks, so Pelling argues, to inherited attitudes to existing 
social policy and institutions, from the Poor Law to compulsory educa-
tion, social reform in the early twentieth century had at best a lukewarm 
appeal to the workers and often prompted their opposition. The 
National Committee of Organised Labour on Old Age Pensions was 
founded by Charles Booth and funded by the Cadburys — Cadbury also 
subsidised the I .L.P. Labour M.Ps had to be induced to support 
National Insurance with payment of M.Ps. 

Still, the political scene was transformed by the labour and socialist 
movements. Gladstone summed it up: 'Please to recollect that we have 
got to govern millions of hard hands: that it must be done by force, fraud 
or goodwill; that the latter has been tried and is answering'. Churchill, 
later, described health insurance as 'a big slice of Bismarckianism', and 
Beveridge called unemployment insurance 'a measure not of relief but of 
industrial organisation'. 'Socialism' was a bogyman inspiring 'class-
abatement ' responses; it was also subject to the distinction between 
'good' and 'bad ' , the former being the kind which could be implemented 
without disruption. Further, in the Fabian form, it produced proposals 
which could be accepted by non-socialists anxious to offer palliatives to a 
feared working class movement. 

The concern for order and discipline, which Fabianism also expressed, 
emerged in the campaign for National Efficiency in the early twentieth 
century. Again 'revelations' underlie this movement. G.R. Searle iden-
tifies these developments in the early twentieth century: awareness of a 
declining birthrate, anxiety about deteriorating physique, the Minority 
Report analysis of the effects of poverty, heightened international com-
petition for markets, and the relative decline of British industry and 
imperial power. Many of these led thinking to the German example, and 
also the Japanese example. Both were highly disciplinary in character; 
Germany was of direct relevance for social policy. 

From such considerations came the early twentieth-century effort 
towards a minimum standard in the interests of national efficiency and 
imperial strength. Reforms in education, health, insurance, arbitration, 
and accident compensation were a response to the rising productivity and 
increasing scarcity of labour. Old age pensions contribute to content-
ment by offering the prospect of a decent retirement. The German 
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Kaiser, echoing Bismarck, who had listened to Lassalle, summed it up 
succinctly; 'The cure of social ills must be sought not exclusively in the 
repression of Social Democratic excesses, but simultaneously in the 
positive advancement in the welfare of the working classes'. Lloyd 
George and Churchill took the lesson seriously. 

Finally, the model must leave plenty of room for the growth of 
administrative structures, their capacity to provide their own impetus, 
their infiltration by experts, the conviction that effective action depended 
upon accurate diagnosis and this in turn upon full information. Derek 
Fraser gives a careful analysis of the process of administrative growth in 
the nineteenth century, with some stress upon the MacDonagh five-stage 
model of governmental growth, and a general inclination to come down 
on the side of 'intolerable facts and an inherent administrative 
momentum' as containing the main elements of an explanation. 

In the course of teaching New Zealand history in this period, I have 
become increasingly convinced that our own so-called 'origins of the 
welfare State' have been too much considered in terms of justice, com-
passion, humanism, and of popular demand. From whatever vantage 
point the Liberals are regarded — land settlement, agricultural improve-
ment, land purchase policy, employment policy, industrial relations, co-
operative contracts, charitable aid, immigration policy, attitudes to 
crime and deviance, to women and the family, to ethnic minorities — the 
approach seems always to be strongly disciplinary and paternalist. There 
is no need to go overboard. Compassion is obviously a part of Seddon.'s 
approach to the aged poor, and John McKenzie's attitudes to land settle-
ment were obviously fired by a zeal for justice. Reeves, certainly in the 
field of factory legislation, had similar motives, and there can be no 
doubt but that popular demand had its effects, in land settlement, for 
example, and in modifying the secondary education system. 

What must be questioned is the adequacy of explanations which point 
only to motivations of this kind. Three of the better known civil servants 
of the time, Tregear, MacGregor and Hogben, clearly exhibit social 
policy attitudes in the fields of employment, relief and child welfare that 
have a markedly disciplinary character. Reeves's attitude to the objects 
of his industrial policies is paternalistic. Seddon in public works and 
McKenzie in agricultural policy display a concern with efficiency. Justice 
policy remains firmly punitive in character, with some softening of 
attitude towards children. There is a deep interest in the birthrate and 
infant mortality which has a strong 'investment in the future ' character. 
Parliamentary speeches and departmental reports are sprinkled with 
references to overseas examples and theories. 

All this seems to point to two related kinds of research, one simple and 
one more complex. The first would be to explore the ways in which 
British and other overseas examples and theories were put to work in 
New Zealand discussions. The second would be to examine the total 
range of social policy in this period in New Zealand, assess the degree to 
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which it is permeated by attitudes of the kind that can be found in the 
United Kingdom and elsewhere and then explore the way in which the 
New Zealand response, using (if this is found to be the case) much the 
same body of attitudes, values, diagnoses and explanations, differs from 
that in an overseas country such as Britain. These tasks cannot be 
discharged here and I will conclude by making a few guesses. 

Some British examples were clearly imitated with great alacrity, but 
adaptation to New Zealand conditions was more characteristic than 
simple limitation. Factory laws, education, health and workers' compen-
sation legislation all exhibit the process of adaptation and draw upon a 
wider field of examples than the merely British. Overseas theorising on 
social problems, again with a strong but not an exclusive British element, 
influenced legislative and administrative developments in old age pen-
sions, child welfare, land settlement, charitable aid, public health, penal 
policy, maternity and infant care, juvenile delinquency, and 'lunacy'. 

One small example may serve to make this more concrete — the debate 
on the Infant Life Protection Bill in 1907, a measure to regulate fostering 
and eliminate baby-farming. It prompted politicians to range much more 
widely than that. In the more leisurely Legislative Council, there were 
expressions of opinion that repeat the 'investment in the future' 
arguments which underlay British child legislation. To be sure, Coun-
cillors spoke of what one called 'a sense of humanity' , but the greater 
stress was upon safeguarding the future of the race: 'it will assist in the 
direction of the rearing of a vigorous and strong race'; 'Every child born 
is an asset the State cannot af ford to neglect'; 'it will pay the State in the 
long run ' . New Zealand's problem, so one reflected, was that it had great 
resources, a small population and low immigration; therefore it must 
'preserve the infant life that comes to birth in this country' . Findlay, the 
Attorney-General, after stressing the 'humanity' of the bill, went on, in a 
rather more hard-headed manner, to look at the 'population problem' — 
a declining birthrate and high infant mortality meant a declining 
country, a prospect before Great Britain as well. Others went into breast-
feeding, eugenics, early notification of births, housing conditions and 
child allowances, as well as the problems of illegitimacy, prostitution, 
and threats to national life evidenced by birth control, easy divorce, 
small families, working women and female participation in sports. There 
is a good deal more than a humanitarian concern. Maybe by the merest 
coincidence, the House went on to debate another measure concerned 
with national strength and efficiency — the Animals Protection Bill. 

It is likely that further research would show New Zealand policy 
makers in the generation or so before the First World War to be 
concerned with efficiency and strength, and that they were motivated as 
much by ideas of discipline, control and order as of humanity, compas-
sion and simple justice. However, the New Zealand pattern of action 
probably shows characteristic variations and emphases which point to a 
typical local response. 
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If we look beyond the rhetoric of closer settlement to its reality, we can 
see in land policy generally a sustained drive towards increased 
agricultural production and higher levels of efficiency, towards a 
regulated and disciplined rural work force, and towards a morally sound 
society based upon rural occupancy. The wish of the small man to get 
onto the land, and the wish of Liberal politicians to put him there, are in 
accord with these wider goals, but they are less than the whole story. The 
rest lies tucked away in Maori land purchase practices, acts and regula-
tions on dairy production and processing, an agricultural bureaucracy 
beginning to be concerned with animal health, horticulture, pest eradica-
tion, quality control of exports, agricultural education and experimental 
farms. 

Labour legislation could profitably be examined from a Bismarckian 
point of view. Unions accepted compulsory arbitration with some reluct-
ance, and their acceptance arose from their weakness. Reeves's system 
was not the result of popular demand. We would do better to see it in 
terms of 'class-abatement' and Reeves as rather more Lassallian than 
Fabian. The whole body of labour law of the 1890s may be seen as an 
effort to foster disciplined contentment in the work force, in the expecta-
tion that contentment would lead to docility and productivity. Only a 
careful examination of the evidence would establish this conclusion, but 
the hypothesis would be worth exploring. 

Another aspect of Liberal policy, sometimes of non-policy, might well 
be added: expressions of opinion and intention, and sometimes courses 
of action, towards deviant or potentially disruptive groups. Harshness 
towards Asians and towards 'low' British immigrants, is well known. 
Maoris were, in public, rhetorically honoured, but the reality of Liberal 
policy lies in land purchase legislation, which completed the process 
begun with war and confiscation. Even the slight emancipation of 
women was felt as a threat to family and future, and the anti-feminist 
mood of the early twentieth century is reflected in the differentiation of 
girls' education. Again, the wild youth of the cities was believed to 
threaten public order and decency; there are more failed than successful 
attempts at law-making, but Hogben's early twentieth-century re-
organization of child welfare has a disciplinary character, and a 
moderate form of military training was imposed upon boys. 

There is little 'liberalism' to be found in the penal system; the prisons 
stayed under the rigid deterrent orthodoxy of Colonel Hume for most of 
the period, and the reforms of judicial procedure in the early twentieth 
century were slight, hesitant and owed little to government initiative. 
Finally, though it was left to Reform to clobber the militants, the 
industrial relations law was progressively hardened against the unions 
under Liberal governments in the early twentieth century. In all these 
respects, the paternalist concern for efficiency and order has a harsh, 
penal, discriminatory ring about it. 

These three lines of enquiry might well throw up a pattern of attitudes, 
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enactments and administrative changes that would show social policy 
evolving in New Zealand over the period in ways that at least add con-
siderations of discipline, efficiency, order and control to those of 
humanity and justice. The pattern would not be identical with that of the 
United Kingdom, the United States and Germany, and I will end with a 
guess at the possible results of a New Zealand-United Kingdom com-
parison. 

First, one would find that in New Zealand little use was made of local 
authorities; that resilient British local tradition is lacking. In New 
Zealand, on the contrary, the territorial local authorities were given few 
social functions and seldom chose to discharge them. Where localism 
had to be heeded, it was for cash reasons and done through the creation 
of new ad hoc authorities, as in health and education. 

Second, New Zealand social policy is much less concerned with public 
health, medical insurance and housing. In Britain all three occasioned 
great debate though the achievement was quite limited before the First 
World War. Possibly it was believed that colonial conditions — open 
spaces, fresh air, better living conditions, higher wages, lack of slums — 
were sufficient proof against the emergence of these needs in New 
Zealand. There is, indeed, some slight action in the early years of the 
century, but nothing substantial till the 1920s and 1930s. 

.Third, it does not seem that education and poverty were major con-
cerns. Perhaps, in the former, attention was diverted by denominational 
strife; perhaps it was felt that the work had been done in the 1870s. 
Certainly there is some movement in the early years of the century, in 
technical education and in the modification of an elitist secondary 
system; and certainly Hogben tried to effect curriculum reforms to bring 
the schools in to closer touch with the country's needs. These changes 
reflect world-wide concerns, but education was not a matter for pro-
longed debate and there was no structural change. In the case of poverty, 
there was a great deal of talk, especially about the dangers of pauperiza-
tion, but action only in respect of the aged poor. Perhaps, once again, it 
was not felt widely that there was much poverty in New Zealand; and it is 
possible, too, that it was felt that other policies would eliminate the need. 

Finally, there are areas in which the New Zealand response was con-
siderable — industrial conditions, industrial relations, employment, 
public works, land settlement and agricultural production. Here it is 
possible that two factors influenced the energy of the response. First, 
that it was believed that the United Kingdom (as well as Europe generally 
and America) presented a frightening picture of a possible New Zealand 
future, one of rampant urbanization, industrialization, unemployment, 
class conflict and social degeneration, and that energetic steps, often 
with a markedly rural flavour, had to be taken to avoid that prospect. 
Second, in some of these fields if not in all, there was a well-established 
habit of governmental action, a very fair prospect of political advantage, 
and a distinctly close relationship to the realities of New Zealand life: 
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land and farming, small towns and small factories, roads, rails and 
bridges. At this point, where social policy is also economic policy, it 
seems to me likely that one would find the essence of New Zealand public 
action directed to the promotion of well-being, and that one would also 
find a strong aspiration towards an efficient and disciplined society 
behind that action. 

W . H . OLIVER 

Massey University 

II. DUNCAN MACGREGOR AND CHARITABLE AID 
ADMINISTRATION 1886-1896 

'Benevolence', 'charity' and 'pauperism' were terms only reluctantly 
admitted to the vocabulary of nineteenth-century New Zealanders. The 
grudging admission that New Zealand had not entirely escaped the 
blights of the Old World, that even in the new colony were persons 
unable (or, it was suspected, unwilling) to provide for themselves 
resulted in the early provision of localised charitable assistance and, 
eventually, in its extension and regularisation by the 1885 Hospitals and 
Charitable Institutions Act. The system established by this Act — i-f 
'system' was not too generous a term — lies uneasily between the casual 
semi-public assistance of the earlier period and the less equivocable 
moves towards state financial assistance initiated by the 1898 Old Age 
Pensions Act. More remote still does it seem from the wider social 
policies embodied in the Liberals' land and labour legislation, especially 
if these are seen in terms of social regeneration and advancement. In this 
context charitable aid involves an apparently negative and piecemeal 
response to basic human need, embodying the concept of minimal 
assistance for those whose requirements could not decently be ignored. 
If, however, one accepts that these broader Liberal policies had elements 
of control and paternalism, even of coercion, then charitable aid fits 
more readily into their ambit and, it might be suggested, many of the 
attitudes elaborated with respect to charitable aid were not totally irrele-
vant to the broader question of state activism. 

The purpose of this paper is therefore to examine in general terms 
views associated with charitable aid administration, most especially those 
emanating from Dr Duncan MacGregor during the period of his inspec-
torate 1886-1906. Passing reference will be made to the diffusion of these 
views down the administrative structure, with regard to the points of ten-
sion and obstruction which deflected efforts at a consistent policy. This 
is not an attempt at any elaborate description of the complex 
administrative structure issuing from the 1885 Act, but rather a reminder 


