
Social Mobility and Opportunity 
in Nineteenth-Century New Zealand 

SOCIAL mobility is a straight-forward and simple enough concept 
referring to the movement of people up or down or along the social 
ladder. Depending on how the society is stratified, changes in social posi-
tion can be measured in terms of possessions, occupations, offices, 
dignities and titles, incomes and so forth. 

It is an orthodoxy in modern sociology, however, to analyse mobility 
by taking occupations as the key unit of measurement.1 I do not think 
our historians would question this practice; their literature hints often 
enough that nineteenth-century New Zealand society was occupationally 
stratified; from habit we all identify nineteenth-century New Zealanders 
by their occupations. 

What, at first glance, validates this methodology is that in the 
documents bequeathed to us from the colonial past we can see that men 
commonly identified themselves by attaching occupational labels to their 
names. The fact that this form of stereotyping was a convention, itself 
suggests clearly that it was a reliable practice. The fact that colonists were 
self-evidently so dependent on the practice, is strong evidence that they 
had every incentive to ensure that occupational labels were applied with 
maximum precision and accuracy. We have every reason to believe in 
turn that the occupational data deposited by the past are trustworthy and 
apposite, and that colonial New Zealand can be satisfactorily analysed 
by us in its own occupational terms. 

On closer examination of the documents, however, it becomes clear 
that occupational labelling had a far from universal currency. Many 
breadwinners designated themselves with alternative terminologies based 
variously on landed status, length of residence in the colony or locality, 
the holding of offices and titles of different sorts, and, most frequently, 
the polarities of 'settler' and 'drifter' (the latter having a multiplicity of 

1 See e.g. P . M . Blau and O.D. Duncan, The American Occupational Structure, New 
York, 1967; F. Parkin , Class, Inequality and Political Order, London . 1971; C .V. Baldock, 
'Occupational Choice and Social Class in New Zea land ' , D. Pi t t , ed. , Social Class in New 
Zealand, Auckland, 1977. 
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equivalents).2 What is noteworthy about these alternatives is that they 
were used in place of occupational nomenclature, even though occupa-
tional descriptions were often explicitly requested or expected. Indeed, it 
is often apparent that the men defined by these alternatives followed 
livelihoods which were little different from those of the men occupa-
t iona l^ described. For some reason, we may well conclude, many 
colonists by failing to engage in occupational labelling found the system 
wanting, and their behaviour should lead us to question the 
appropriateness of occupational stereotyping, especially since it has left 
gaps in the occupational data. 

The system of occupational labelling, furthermore, generated a 
plethora of ambiguities and errors. In part these stemmed from the 
application of the system to a workforce which was filled — as the 
Registrar-General observed in his Census Report of 1867 — with a 'great 
number' of jacks-of-all-trades.3 By the very nature of his versatility, the 
jack-of-all-trades cannot be properly allocated any one occupational 
category, and if his multiple occupations straddled dissimilar status 
groups, it is impossible to rank him clearly and distinctly in the occupa-
tional hierarchy. We cannot discount these problems of ambiguity by 
isolating the jack-of-all-trades and treating him separately. What 
precludes this is that the conventions of occupational language did not 
distinguish the occupationally versatile from the specialized, and as a 
result the labelling system is filled with hidden errors. 

It was customary in nineteenth-century New Zealand to call a man by 
one occupational name only, irrespective of how many livelihoods he 
possessed. To make matters worse, the documents bequeathed to us by 
the colonial past detail so little about the working lives of so few 
individuals that only a fraction of the labels can be authenticated. 
Accordingly, it becomes embarrassing to follow the historical orthodoxy 
of analysing colonial society within its own occupational terms. The 
study of occupational relationship, where this is based on the labelling 
system, carries an unacceptable risk of reaching deceptive conclusions. 

2 For an introductory study of the semantics of the set t ler /dr i f ter dichotomy see R. 
Nicholls, 'The Settler in the Liberal Era: Reality and the Myth ' , unpublished B.A. Hons. 
History Research Paper , Victoria University, 1978. On this and other modes of self-
definit ion see the responses of the witnesses before the 1905 Royal Commission on Land 
Settlement and Tenure to the Cha i rman ' s opening question, 'What are you? ' A J H R , 1905, 
C-4, p p . I f f . R. Hambling, 'Selectors of Crown Land in the Wellington Land District ' , 
unpublished B.A. Hons. History Research Paper , Victoria University, 1977, found that 25 
per cent of those asked for their occupation on the land application forms failed to respond 
or submitted non-occupat ions. It was also common to identify oneself using a combination 
of these terminologies. 

3 Census, 1867, 9. See also ibid., 1874, 12, and P . J . Gibbons, Astride the River, 
Hamil ton , 1977, pp.49, 58-59, 62, 70-71. The pervasive general store keeper, having a 
myriad of occupat ional roles, is a fur ther reflection of the poor division of labour; likewise 
the f requency with which manufac tu r ing and retailing were combined in the same 
workplace. It was also c o m m o n practice for publicans and storekeepers and others equally 
inexpert to take (and botch) construction contracts for the Public Works Department, R.J . 
Noonan , By Design, Wellington, 1975, p.71. 
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For example, when men are called by different designations by all 
appearances their jobs were different; but there is also a concealed 
probability that these men were jacks-of-all-trades whose undesignated 
jobs were the same and whose occupational roles therefore varied less 
than we otherwise first concluded. Likewise, when the designations of 
men changed over time, it is dangerous to assume they experienced 
occupational mobility; for all we know the men could also have been 
jacks-of-all-trades calling themselves by their other occupations which 
they had always worked at but not nominated before — in which case 
their assumed mobility is an illusion. It is arguable that we can determine 
the accuracy of occupational statements, failing more detailed data, by 
matching the handles in one source against those in another. But to my 
knowledge no two sources were ever collated at the same time; thus lack-
ing constant points of reference, we can never tell whether divergences in 
labelling resulted from actual mobility between the collating points, or 
merely from inconsistent reporting. There is certainly no guarantee either 
that our colonial Pooh-Bahs reported their principal occupations, or 
more confusing, did so consistently whenever they stated their 
occupations.4 

Intractable semantic problems also spring from the tendency of 
colonists to use vague occupational labels each of which could cover a 
wide variety of actual pursuits. ' It much vexed the Registrar-General in 
his Reports on every Census from 1858 to 1878. In the latter year he 
blamed men for applying vague labels out of carelessness and indif-
ference, implying that they did not think their occupational identity 
important and worth communicating.6 It is also likely that many of the 

4 The Registrar-General reported in the 1858 Census that ' the calling entered in the 
Census Schedule is not always that in which the person is most habitually engaged or f rom 
which he principally derives his main tenance ' . Census, 1858, 5. 

5 e.g. ' cont rac tor ' , ' agent ' , 'hotel ' or 'government employee ' , 'merchan t ' . The failure 
of occupational terms to signify occupational status (employer, employee, self-employed, 
wage-earner, salary earner, unemployed, relative assisting without pay) could also engender 
serious ambiguities, especially for so-called tradesmen. On the dissimilar meanings of 
' labourer ' , see e.g. the submission of R.E. Cowper , representing the General Labourers ' 
Union, to the Royal Commission on the Cost of Living, A J H R , 1912, H-18, 143; R. Stout , 
The Social Future of Labourers, Napier, 1918; A. Simmons, Old England and New 
Zealand, London , 1879, p.93; many ' labourers ' were also indistinguishable f rom ' f a rmer s ' , 
see H . D . C . Somerset, Littledene, Auckland, 1938, p.6. On the variable meaning of 
' bushman ' , see ' H o p e f u l ' , 'Taken In', London, 1887, p.144; G. Chamier , A South-Sea 
Siren, Auckland, new ed., 1970, pp. 195-7; E.S. Grossman, The Heart of the Bush, 
London, [1910], pp.12-13; A. Owen, 'The Bushmen ' , New Zealand's Heritage, V, 61, 
1689-1696. On the wide meaning of ' w o r k m a n ' or 'work ingman ' see description of 1906 
Advances to Workers Act, New Zealand Official Yearbook, 1913, 697; Somerset, pp.44-5. 
R. Hambling found that many non-farmers obtaining Crown land failed to change their 
designation to ' f a rmer ' af ter up to eight years of possession. 

6 Census, 1878, 1 1. Thereaf ter the Reports emphasized with increasing explicitness that 
the indefiniteness arose f rom the failure to specify the industry to which the occupat ion was 
applied. R.M. C h a p m a n , 'Fiction and the Social Pa t t e rn ' , Landfall, VII (1953), 30, 
suggests that the lack of consciousness of occupational distinctions in New Zealand made 
characterization awkward for New Zealand fiction writers and led better writers to concen-
trate upon the occupationless world of family life. 
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indefinite statements come from men whose occupational roles in fact 
were poorly developed, and from the occupationally versatile attempting 
to define themselves within the limitations of the singular label conven-
tion by selecting as broad a term as possible. The effect of this tendency 
is that it makes it difficult if not impossible to know whether stated 
occupational changes and differences were nominal or real. It is con-
ceivable that all the possible occupations embraced by any one vague 
designation were probably similar in type and can therefore be treated as 
if they were of the same status. But how are we to decide when occupa-
tions in colonial New Zealand were similar and when they were not? It 
seems, furthermore, that occupational mobility analysis requires occupa-
tional units which are narrowly and not broadly defined. American 
research demonstrates that most occupational promotions and demo-
tions took place in small not large steps within a finely graded hierarchy. 
Consequently, by taking vague and therefore broad occupational 
categories as the units of analysis, we are almost certain to distort the 
actual pattern of occupational movement, for much of this would have 
been between occupations subsumed under vague categories.7 

What remains unexplained, however, is why contemporaries persisted 
in identifying one another with an unreliable terminology. In large 
measure their persistence was a matter of habit. When colonists migrated 
to New Zealand they took with them a long tradition of defining men by 
their producer roles. Although from the medieval period up to the 
industrial revolution the primary system of labelling was by personal 
affiliation, in some degree selfhood was also signified occupationally. 
The constant threat of dearth made men conscious of the influence each 
occupational type had on the supply and distribution of resources. Over 
the nineteenth century occupational stereotyping then became dominant. 
Industralization made men more dependent on the market than on 
personal affiliations for their material well-being, and accentuated 
occupational distinctions by increasing the division of labour. It was 
inevitable that settlers retained this time-honoured system. They could 
not, whatever the character of the new society, suddenly discard an 
ingrained habit which had been invaluable for communicating social 
messages. Nor could they easily formulate new categories; language is a 
conservative force and they were continuously under the cultural survey 
of the Old World and thus its linguistic tradition. Also the system did 
have some relevance. Particularly in Dunedin, the most industrialized 

7 For the American research see S. Therns t rom, The Other Bostonians — Poverty and 
Progress in the American Metropolis 1880-1970, Cambridge, Mass., 1973. How to rank 
literally hundreds of differently named occupations in colonial New Zealand is an addi-
tional problem. What criteria should be used? Not Therns t rom's , for Boston, which he 
studied, had been industrialized for a considerable period, unlike New Zealand. Also, given 
the dearth of occupat ional awareness, I doubt whether there is sufficient evidence to 
establish subjective and objective status differences between all these occupations at any 
one point in time, let alone allow for the changes in the relative position of occupations 
over time. 
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area of New Zealand, the division of labour grew sufficiently to validate 
a great many of the labels. To a significant degree, however, the system 
of categories corresponded awkwardly to the pattern of work in the 
colony. They were nurtured in a historical condition which differentiated 
men occupationally and minimized the chances of each to hold a diver-
sity of livelihoods; they bore little resemblance to a colonial workforce of 
occupationally similar and multiform individuals. 

It was inherently impossible, therefore, for colonials to use the 
occupational nomenclature, which enslaved their minds, in a precise and 
accurate fashion. Not all colonists were addicted to this largely misplaced 
terminology; many were able to adjust to colonial realities and identify 
themselves by alternative systems, a point earlier discussed. Even so most 
assumed that their inherited occupational language was appropriate and 
reliable, inscribed this language into the documents now filling the 
historical archives, and thus led historians into believing that occupa-
tional terminology and reality were the same. Against the view that these 
semantic problems are merely technical and that in modern society they 
have not prevented successful analysis of modern society in occupational 
terms, we will now argue that colonial New Zealand was not a modern 
society. It did not possess a modern society's sophisticated division of 
labour and, therefore, cannot bear, without distortion, the occupational 
analysis and terminology of a modern society. Moreover, since occupa-
tional roles tended to be unspecialized and undifferentiated, then by 
definition colonial society was without a system of occupational 
stratification in which occupational promotions and demotions could 
have taken place. 

By the 1890s New Zealand largely retained its dual character as an 
undeveloped economy operating within a frontier environment. Produc-
tion therefore was still labour rather than capital intensive, and skill was 
at a discount. The largest share of the workforce worked in the primary 
and the construction sectors where most tasks demanded little more than 
sweat and muscle. In large measure the productive process remained so 
crude that when a skill was needed it could, without jeopardizing the suc-
cess of the average operation, be readily learnt by the quick witted or the 
persistent through a process of trial and error. According to the 1891 
Census on industrial production, only 30,000 'hands' were employed in 
industrial plants — 12 per cent of the total 253,000 breadwinners 
enumerated in the occupational section of the Census, assuming it can be 
trusted, of course — and many of these 'hands ' were casual workers. 
There were so few openings in the professions or for merchants and 
retailers that in 1861 Charles Hursthouse advised immigrants in these 
callings that to make a decent living they would have to diversify into 
part-time farming; and it was probably advice based on existing practice 
for a large proportion of the pioneering pastoralists came from business 
and professional backgrounds.8 Although Hursthouse was sure that 

8 C. Hursthouse, New Zealand, the 'Britain of the South', London , 1861,pp.250-2. 
The non-farming backgrounds of the great estate owners is documented e.g. in R.D. Hill, 
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within five or ten years the Old World callings and careers would be 
viable in the New, in 1888 the New Zealand Handbook admitted that the 
supply of professional people in the colony was quite equal to the 
demand.9 Clerks and shopmen intending to settle in the country were 
universally advised that they were not wanted unless they discarded their 
vocations and took on something more 'useful ' such as labouring. 

The government's immigration policy over the late nineteenth century 
also reveals that the expert and the specially trained had little place in the 
workforce. It sought not specialized and trained personnel who would be 
incapable of adapting to the colony's fluid job market, but versatile and 
adaptable workers with a rural background who could turn their hands 
to heavy tasks. Even more revealing is that before the mid-1890s few 
people wanted the opportunity to increase their formal job skills and 
even fewer received specialized and higher education. Before the 1870s 
almost half the children of school age failed to receive any education at 
all. When primary schooling became compulsory with the 1877 Educa-
tion Act it was common for a quarter of the children in a school to be 
absent for three-quarters of the time and another quarter for half. By the 
1890s about 70 per cent of primary school leavers left school by the end 
of standard four; less than 2 per cent of primary leavers went on to 
secondary school; university graduates were commonly employed in 
positions well below their qualifications. There was little provision for 
technical education in the colony until 1895, and no legislative control 
over apprenticeship except that for indentured orphans which anyway 
went unheeded. Although a few craft unions around 1890 took up the 
cause of technical education, most took little or no interest in appren-
ticeship regulation until the establishment of the arbitration system.10 

When educational qualifications were required for jobs, they were set 
at the lowest possible level. The Inspector of the Bank of New Zealand 
informed the 1879 O'Rorke Commission on University Education, 'We 
are only too glad to get eligible lads in whatever shape they are — 
whether they pass an examination or not ' . Primary school teachers 
received no professional training but between the ages of about thirteen 
or fourteen were indentured for four or five years, learning the 'skills' 
on the job, getting tuition supposedly from the headmaster after school 
hours. The standards of entry into the legal fraternity were not much 
better. Theoretically under legislation in 1866 recruits entered the civil 

'Pastoral ism in the Wairarapa , 1844-53', Land and Society in New Zealand, R.F. Watters, 
ed., Wellington, 1965; M.D. Campbell , 'The Evolution of Hawke ' s Bay Landed Society, 
1850-1914', unpublished P h . D . thesis, Victorial University, 1972, pp.1-32. 

9 William Gisborne, The Colony of New Zealand — History, Vicissitudes and Pro-
gress, London , 1888, Appendix F, p.346. 

10 A.E . Campbell , Educating New Zealand, Wellington, 1941, pp.44, 90; K. Sinclair, 
William Pemher Reeves — New Zealand Fabian, Oxford , 1965, p.231; John Nicol, The 
Technical Schools of New Zealand — an Historical Survey, Christchurch. 1940, chs. I and 
II; Census, 1874, 14; N.S. Woods , 'Apprent iceship ' , An Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, 
A . H . McLintock, ed., Wellington, 1966, II, 244. 
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service by passing a low grade, non-competitive examination; but even 
this recipe for mediocrity proved difficult to attain: most jobs (and pro-
motions) were gained by political favour. Although amending legislation 
in 1886 stiffened entrance requirements by imposing a competitive 
examination, a year later the 'back-door ' method of political appoint-
ments was restored and remained for the rest of the century." 

It is also difficult to see where in the colony's pattern of work there 
was any scope for specialization and the growth of hierarchy. What 
blocked their development was the small scale of the great majority of 
work places, generally owner-operated affairs located in the home where 
wives and children played a crucial role in productive activity. The 
distinction the Census made between 'breadwinners' and 'dependents' , 
therefore, had little basis in reality. Most industrial establishments were 
so small that under the Factory Act of 1894 a factory was defined as a 
place employing two or more people. Most primary school posts were in 
sole charge and two teacher schools. The occupation of domestic servant 
was equally unstructured. In 1901 of a total of 15,407 private dwellings 
employing servants, 13,506 retained only one, and a mere 11 engaged 
five or more.12 The great majority of servants as a result, were general 
domestics, 'jills-of-all-trades'. By contrast in England where rural under-
employment and the surplus of adult women cheapened the price of 
domestic labour, a higher proportion of genteel households could af ford 
large domestic establishments, and the occupation had a highly stratified 
hierarchy (like the wider society itself) in which rank was elaborately 
denoted by dress, duties and privileges. At first sight every circumstance 
favourable for job specialization and hierarchy existed in government 
employment; it constituted the largest workplace and it could have 
modelled itself on the British Civil Service which from 1870 developed 
into a highly structured organization. But except in the Railways and 
Post Office, over the century little progress was achieved in the classifica-
tion and ranking of positions.13 

Paralleling their undifferentiated use of language, 'breadwinners' did 
not behave as if their occupations were particularly different. Just as 

11 The Inspector of the BNZ is quoted by I .A. McLaren , 'Secondary Schools in the New 
Zealand Social Order , 1840-1903', unpublished Ph .D . thesis, Victoria University, 1965, 
p. 106; the training of teachers, Campbell , p .77ff ; lawyers, Sinclair, p.46; civil service 
recruitment, Leicester Webb, Government in New Zealand, Wellington, 1940, pp.76-81. 

12 On female labour, R. Dalziel, 'The Colonial Helpmeet . W o m e n ' s Role and the Vote 
in Nineteenth-Century New Zealand ' , The New Zealand Journal of History (hereafter 
NZJH) , XI, 2 (1977). Child labour, P. Herbert , 'The Concept of Chi ldhood and the Role 
of Children in Nineteenth-Century New Zealand ' , unfinished M.A. thesis, Victoria Univer-
sity, 1977. Servants, Census, 1901, 8. 

13 Webb, p.81. S. Eldred-Grigg, 'Whatever Happened to the Gent ry? ' , N Z J H , XI, 1 
(1977), claims that a 'well-established hierarchy of employers ' existed on each large estate 
in Ashbur ton county. But his evidence is based almost entirely on official wage statistics 
which, being collected by the police, are of spurious accuracy, and the variations between 
the wages of positions for males below manager are negligible. Engineers and other 
technical staff in the Public Works Depar tment habitually acted as maids-of-al l-work, 
Noonan, pp.24, 46, 67, 93. 
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they neglected to categorize their occupations precisely and accurately, 
so they failed to establish institutions to make their livelihoods 
distinguishable. True, the registration of lawyers was required by law in 
1841, of doctors in 1867, and of dentists and chemists in 1880; yet only 
the lawyers were corporately autonomous (by statute in 1869); and of the 
other professions, only medicine seems to have been occupationally 
organized.14 It is also true that over the late nineteenth century, and 
especially from the late 1880s to 1891, a multitude of 'white collar' 
workers in the public sector and (especially) 'manual ' workers became 
self-conscious and separated themselves out into sectional groups, often 
engaging in conflict with employers. Most of these associations, 
however, were highly unstable if not transitory, and embraced a fraction 
of wage and salary earners. Of the 148,421 men and women enumerated 
by the April 1891 Census as wage and salary earners, an estimated 
35,000, roughly 24 per cent, belonged to industrial associations in late 
1890, the peak of nineteenth-century unionism. Moreover, although a lot 
of fuss was made at the time and by historians ever since about the 1890 
maritime strike, the introduction of the arbitration system aroused com-
paratively little public interest, despite the fact that the measure was 
intended to encourage the development of unionism." Whereas in 
Britain tradesmen were a working-class elite, with manifestly superior 
wage rates and job security, in New Zealand the skilled were less 
advanced in these respects than the unskilled. Whereas in Britain also the 
trades themselves acted vigorously to keep the unskilled out of their jobs, 
in New Zealand they lacked the trade union power and the incentive to 
do the same. Few tradesmen looked to their occupations as careers, as 
permanent vocations, which they could ill-afford to lose to the 
untrained. The frontier, with its extraction booms, its promise of easy 
speculative pickings and land-holding, presented tradesmen with ample 
alternative opportunities for 'getting on ' , which even if they were often 
illusory caused a high turnover of skilled labour. This Vogel's Official 
Handbook of 1875 recognized when it informed the unskilled immigrant 
that the colony had a 'large variety of occupations from which to select, 
as men do not stick to their trades' . Nor were the authorities interested in 
controlling trade recruitment. The first registration of any trade occurred 
in 1895, when the Wellington City Council commenced regulating the 

14 The dearth of published material on surveyors and clergymen precludes discussion of 
them here. The material on lawyers etc. came f rom McLintock (ed.), passim. The 
Wellington and Otago Provincial Governments required the registration of doctors before 
1867. 

15 On the short life of t rade unions, H. Roth, Trade Unions in New Zealand, 
Wellington, 1973, pp.8-10. Like other labour historians Roth overlooks the likelhood that 
many unions in 1889-90 had little more than a nominal existence. Estimates of total union 
membership f rom K. Moriar ty , 'The Call of the Masses ' , unpublished History Honours 
Research Paper , Victoria University, 1976. Apathy towards I .C. & A. , K. Sinclair, Reeves, 
p.153. True , employers ' associations and Trades and Labour Councils discussed the I .C. & 
A. Bill, see J . Hol t , 'The Political Origins of Compulsory Arbri ta t ion in New Zealand ' , 
N Z J H , X, 2 (1976). But by 1895 there were not many unionists left to do so. 
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local plumbers. Thus if the market permitted, the unskilled passed 
themselves off as skilled workers, primarily it seems in the building 
industry, but probably not permanently, for the market was highly 
unstable." 

Finally, there is overwhelming evidence that irrespective of their 
nominal occupational differences, settlers spent their productive time in 
much the same way and were materially dependent on very similar 
activities. Occupational rootlessness, physical labour, and landholding 
all obliterated the reality of occupational distinctions. Occupational 
rootlessness was compounded from immigration, which detached the 
immigrant from his prescribed occupational role in the Old World, and 
the dearth of economic organization in new areas of settlement, which 
minimized his chances of settling back into an occupational role. Under 
these conditions nothing stopped the immigrant f rom rampant 
experimentation, from drifting rapidly and unpredictably from one 
sharply contrasting undertaking to another, becoming over time a 'jack-
of-all-trades', diachronically versatile as it were. Considering the 
newness of the population and the paucity of economic development, the 
syndrome must have prevailed in the first two or three decades of 
colonization.17 Thereafter as the proportion of immigrants in the popula-
tion decreased and economic organization developed in the initial 
settlements, the incidence of diachronic versatility would have declined. 
An increasing proportion of the population, once occupationally 
rootless, would have settled into more patterned types of synchronic ver : 
satility, based on either casual labour or land-holding, or both. Even so, 
the high rate of immigration from the 1870s to the late 1880's, and the 
influx of immigrants into frontier areas, like the North Island bush, 
would have perpetuated the condition to a significant degree. 

What in addition cut across occupational differences is that physical 
labour was well-nigh compulsory in late nineteenth-century New 
Zealand. The high cost and narrow range of industrial goods forced a 
wide cross-section of society into the toil and moil of improvisation. As a 
form of thrift, 'do-it-yourself' was also imposed on most land-holders 
occupying less than 100 acres, who, because they existed on the margins 
of the cash economy, had small or irregular money incomes. But what 

16 On the 'weatherboard hands ' , labourers, opportunist ic handymen and other ' j umped 
up ones ' in the building trades, see extracts f rom Monthly Reports of the Amalgamated 
Society of Carpenters and Joiners quoted by H. Roth , 'Unemployment A m o n g New 
Zealand Carpenters , 1870-1900', Australian Economic History Review, March (1978). 
Beatrice Webb noted, 'Rober tson, importer , agrees that colonial workmen are all-round 
men who can put their hand to anything; English artisans more of specialists ' , D .A . 
Hamer , ed., The Webbs in New Zealand, Wellington, 1974, p.26. 

17 'Old Colonis t ' , Colonial Experience in New Zealand, London , 1877, passim. 
Exemplifying this, too, are W . J . Barry, Past and Present and Men of the Times, 
Wellington, 1897; John Mart in, the Wai ra rapa entrepeneur , cited in A .G . Bagnall, 
Wairarapa — An Historical Excursion, Master ton, 1976, p.341; William Reeves, cited in 
Sinclair, Reeves, chs. I and II; A. Bathgate, Colonial Experience on Sketches of People and 
Places in the Province of Otago, Glasgow, 1874, ch. I. 
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principally made physical labour universal was the shortage of hired 
help. It manifested itself in the apparently high wage rates over the late 
nineteenth century; in the widespread dependence on family labour; the 
social acceptability of family labour to the well-to-do at a time when the 
genteel in England deemed this unrespectable; and in the independent 
conduct of wage earners who refused to wear distinctive clothes and 
observe the Old World's rituals of deference. Without the compensation 
of a highly-developed labour saving technology, capitalists and 
employers therefore were compelled to be self-sufficient in labour, i.e. to 
work like labourers and domestic servants themselves.18 Consequently in 
New Zealand the Old World 's system of occupational snobbery 
collapsed. The way a man (or his wife) spent his (or her) time, a key 
indication of occupational status back Home, had but little capacity to 
differentiate between the occupationally inferior and the superior in the 
colony. 

Hence the wealthy had every incentive to heighten popular con-
sciousness of New Zealand's occupational equality. To defend their 
enforced violation of received English occupational taboos, the well-to-
do strenuously denied — in the colonial context — the indignity of 
manual labour. To save face and rationalize their transgressions, they 
used their control over the sources of opinion to persuade the rest of 
society of the imperative of physical labour. Compelled to engage in 
tasks which in England characterized the contemptible domestic servant 
or manual labourer, they justified drudgery and perspiration with won-
drous virtues and incomparable advantages. By the same token, unable 
to enjoy leisure and dragged into 'toil and moil' by material necessity, 
they had a vested interest in deprecating genteel and leisured occupa-
tions, as well as leisure and intellectuality. Furthermore, suffering from a 
shortage of labour, they subtly inverted English occupational prejudices 
to lure more manual workers to New Zealand. The Reverend James 
Butler thus eulogized what he called New Zealand's 'social freedom': the 
new colonists, he explained, could 'drive bullocks, shepherd flocks, and 
even . . . break stones on the road' without losing 'caste'. Charles 
Hursthouse agreed, adding that it was more manly, lucrative, and 
healthy to drive a plane or your own cart than a pen or 'taking a girl's 
place behind the counter, to serve tape and bobbin to pert milliner and 
mincing miss."9 

The third factor that blurred occupational distinctions, and that 
democratized occupational multiformity, is that a cross section of the 
male workforce held land and was materially dependent upon it. The 
landholding population was far larger than the total number of persons 

18 See e.g. ibid.; Hurs thouse , pp.198, 242, 245, 258ff . , 267, 274; A.R. Butler, Glimpses 
of Maori Land, London , 1886, pp.53-6; A.E. Woodhouse ed., Tales of Pioneer Women, 
Auckland, 1940, pp.305ff . 

19 J . Buller, New Zealand: Past and Present, London , 1880, pp.92, 138; the failure to 
understand that occupational equality co-existed with proprietorial inequality has created a 
persistent confus ion as to whether New Zealand was an egalitarian society. 
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calling themselves ' farmers ' , 'pastoralists', ' run-holders' , 'graziers', 
'sheep-farmers' or whatever. A marked discrepancy existed between on 
the one side, the number of occupied landholdings counted by the Cen-
sus, and on the other, the number of persons enumerated by the Census 
as ' farmers ' and the like. The 1881 Census, for example counted 30,832 
holdings over one acre (exclusive of Crown pastoral leases and Maori 
holdings) against 20,280 ' farmers ' , 'market gardeners', ' runholders ' , 
'graziers', and so forth — an excess of 10,552 holdings. The ' farmer ' 
landholders used their land in much the same way as the non-farmer 
landholders. For one thing, both groups tended to engage in self-
sufficient production. The low density of the population gave the non-
farmer in the town sufficient land to grow his own. Poor transport and 
defective retail distribution in perishable foodstuffs also forced the con-
sumer — whether rich or poor, inhabitant of town or country — into 
providing his own fruit, vegetables, eggs and sometimes milk, meat and 
bacon. 'Settled workmen' grew their own food as a buffer against the 
unstable wage market. The main reason, however, why most landholders 
engaged in subsistence production was that the majority of holdings were 
less than 100 acres — according to the 1881 Census 60 per cent of 
holdings were under that size — and in the pre-refrigeration economy 
very few of these could have permitted their holders to live by the 
produce market alone. Wool production needed a land area considerably 
greater than 100 acres to be feasible.20 

The profits from growing foodstuffs commercially were small; 
demand being constricted by the glut of exportable meat products and by 
the urban dweller's practice of self-sufficiency. The earnings from grain 
production in the late nineteenth century were squeezed by depressed 
prices and falling soil fertility from repeated cropping. Atrocious roads 
and high transport costs limited the rural small-holder's access to the 
market anyway.21 Under these conditions the small holder was compelled 
to produce mainly for his own needs. But this did not solve the basic 
problem of the so-called ' farmer ' : a shortage of cash. Needing thus an 
additional-cash-livelihood, the great majority of those designated as 

20 Crudely calculated, a small-holder with 100 acres running four breeding ewes to the 
acre (which was exceptional, according to J . D . Gould) , with an average wool yield f rom 
each sheep of 71bs (which Condl i f fe says was not generally obtained until the end of the 
century), receiving 12.25 pence a pound for his wool (the highest average price in 
Mcl l ra th 's course of wool prices 1875-1900), would have g r o s s e d £ 1 4 3 a year. This does not 
allow for interest, rates, the feeding of horses or the product ion of other commodit ies . 
Such relatively high product ion would have required close fencing, the establishment and 
maintenance of exotic grasses — which without credit took years to obtain — and perhaps 
hired help. When measured against the wage of a man employed as a general s ta t ion-hand 
— in the order o f £ 5 0 - £ 8 0 a year with keep, itself worth rough ly£60-£70a year — the likely 
net return f rom wool was poor . J . D . Gould, 'Pas ture Format ion and Improvement in New 
Zealand, 1871-1911', Australian Economic History Review, March (1976); J .B. Condl i f fe , 
New Zealand in the Making, London , 1963, p. 143; J . W . Mcllrai th , The Course of Prices in 
New Zealand, Wellington, 1911, pp.52-3. 

21 Hursthouse, p.201; Bagnall, chs. XIV, XIII , XIX. 
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farmers, holding less than 100 acres and with no other productive assets 
of any consequence, probably sold their labour periodically, or engaged 
in contracting of various kinds, or carting or something else requiring 
negligible capital. In other words these ' farmers ' — probably the 
major i ty of those who called themselves farmers — were 
indistinguishable in reality from other, nominally different, occupational 
types — 'labourers ' , 'contractors ' , 'carters' etc. — who also held less 
than 100 acres and had few other assets. The literary sources indeed con-
firm that small ' farmers ' wore an immense variety of other occupational 
hats, particularly if they were recent occupants of virgin land who — 
frequently without credit, having little of their land cleared and in a pro-
ductive state, and as inhabitants of the backblocks where transport was 
poorest — were under even greater pressure to live by non-farming 
activities.22 

Even the larger ' farmers ' or 'pastoralists' able to live by specialized 
and commercialized farming were misnamed. Firstly, many such 
' farmers ' owned non-farming assets which contributed significantly to 
their earnings.23 Secondly, men with ostensibly urban 'middle-class' 
occupations had a strong propensity to invest in land. They had shares in 
large estates, acted as mortgagees or landlords, lived off the proceeds of 
land speculation — and in none of these activities are they 
distinguishable f rom ' farmers ' or 'pastoralists', for the latter of course 
did the same thing. It is this interpenetration of urban and rural capital 
cutting across occupational boundaries, which Professor Sinclair 
overlooks in his influential article 'The Significance of the Scarecrow 
Ministry'. Analysing the occupations of parliamentarians in the late 
1880s, Sinclair concluded that the emerging Liberal Party, drawn from 
the landless urban middle classes, were in economic conflict with the 
reactionary large farmers. Had Sinclair employed landed wealth as his 
unit of analysis, he would have found instead that the Liberals own 
substantial urban and rural real estate in the same ratio by value as that 
for the large farmers.24 

As occupational relationships in nineteenth-century New Zealand were 
so obscure, my inclination is to stop looking at the society occupationally 
and to view it instead as a proprietorial hierarchy consisting of the 'have-
nots' (those without real property and the means to acquire it) at the 
bottom, and above them, 'haves' (graded according to their landed 

22 See e.g. Woodhouse , ed., p.89; Bagnall, ch. XIII ; Hurs thouse , p.198; 'Old Colonist ' , 
passim; Royal Commiss ion on Land Settlement and Tenure, A J H R , 1905, 417 587, 618-9, 
1290, 1291-1314, 1318-20, 1343-45. 

23 e.g. Eldred-Grigg, 23-24, fns, 26, 27, 28. 
24 K. Sinclair, 'The Significance of " t h e Scarecrow Minis t ry" , 1887-1891', in R. 

C h a p m a n and K. Sinclair, eds, Studies of a Small Democracy, Auckland, 1963. The 
rebuttal , based largely on the 1882 Return of Freeholders, R. Rabel, 'Class and Party in 
New Zealand, 1887-90: A Critical Assessment ' , unpublished B.A. Hons . History Research 
Paper , Victoria University, 1977. Rabel makes some errors in his at tr ibutions of landed 
wealth, but these do not affect his conclusion. See also R .C . J . Stone, Makers of Fortune, 
Auckland , 1973, ch. VIII; Campbel l , 'Evolu t ion ' , pp.203-22, 332-50. 



SOCIAL MOBILITY AND OPPORTUNITY 55 

wealth). I would thus conceive of the society's mobility in proprietorial 
terms, discarding the concept of occupational mobility when that is 
possible. The advantages of this approach are that the categories of 
landed wealth are clear and distinct, and that the past society has left 
much material on the distribution of landed wealth and the identity of 
the landed. The sources of landed wealth, I would suggest, had little to 
do with occupations. Wealth rather originated from inheritance (which 
has not been researched), the realization of capital gains (touched on 
later), geographical mobility and access to credit (also discussed later), 
and the land distribution and 'development' activities of the central 
government and local bodies. The relationship this plethora of public 
authorities had to landholding society is worthy of much more research. 
They were created, after all, in an attempt to fill the power vacuum 
engendered by the weakness of organized capital — of private industrial, 
commercial and financial enterprise; the qualifications to hold office and 
to elect the officers in these authorities were based on residence and 
landholding (not occupations); the prime function of these bodies was to 
defend and advance the interests of landholders, partly by spending 
money on projects which would increase land values and raise land 
production, partly by granting land to the landless as a means of 
integrating them into the status quo. In nineteenth-century New Zealand 
land was power and power made land. 

The ultimate justification of this non-occupational model, however, is 
that contemporaries themselves saw 'getting on ' , and by extension, social 
status, more in landholding than occupational terms. This is evident in 
the descriptive and moral literature on New Zealand which defined the 
'good life' essentially as acquiring the landed base for material 
independence and extending it. To achieve this end the individual had to 
practice thrift, industriousness, practicality, sobriety, perseverance; 
education, occupational organization, securing .occupations most 
capable of mobilising property, all these were barely considered. Shaping 
this literary vision was the assumption, prevalent since Captain Cook, 
that New Zealand was an underpopulated country naturally endowed 
with abundant resources, especially fertile land. The conviction that New 
Zealand was such a favourable environment led colonial myth-makers to 
discount occupational competition and vocational expertise as factors in 
personal accumulation. Since there was ample natural wealth, everyone 
had ample opportunity to win his share and convert it into private 
property. Since nature yielded so readily, management and technical skill 
were not vital for the growth of private property. What was required to 
transform nature's superfluity of riches into an abundance of posses-
sions was 'hard work', if possible in the countryside where population 
pressures were lowest and the balance between land supplies and work 
was at its most advantageous.25 

25 e.g. Tregear, 'Labour in New Zealand ' , New Zealand Official Yearbook, 1893, 
pp.218-29; BuIIer, pp.92-4, 101-3, 128, 137, 142; G. Chamier , A South Sea Siren, new ed.. 
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Conceivably, the 'workers' had their own ideas about material self-
progression and stood outside this literary tradition. However, a growing 
body of evidence demonstrates that trade union leaders themselves 
defined landed independence as the goal of their members and wage 
earners in general. For example, when giving evidence to the 1905 Royal 
Commission on Land Settlement and Tenure, A.J . Curry of Blenheim 
(representing a building workers' union) advocated Crown land settle-
ment schemes that would give each of his members a plot of 50 to 70 
acres, enabling him to 'go in for perhaps fruit-culture of gardening in the 
intervals of getting work at his trade in the neighbourhood'. William 
Agar, President of the Lyttleton Stevedore's Union, wanted the state to 
provide sections of two to five acres which the 'labourers' of his union 
could cultivate in their spare time. John Johnston, representing the 
Nelson Trades and Labour Council, said the Crown should provide three 
acre sections for workers within 'fairly easy distance' of Nelson for small 
fruit or poultry farming; 'The object of every workman is to some day 
see himself out of the labour-market. ' William Peake of the Auckland 
Trades and Labour Council said the state should give 'families an oppor-
tunity of keeping a cow, and an acre of good land would enable one to do 
so and to go in for poultry. I wish to make the workers as independent as 
possible.'26 

Another argument might be that the 'worker 's ' desire for material 
independence was purely defensive; that all he wanted was his own house 
with a small garden attached which could insure him against wage 
instability; and that he had no wish to be anything more substantial. But 
there is no reason why this negative outlook should have persisted after 
Auckland, 1970, pp. 113-5; Gisborne, p.345; Hurs thouse , pp.255, 257; E. Jones, 
Autobiography of an Early Settler in New Zealand, Wellington, 1933, p.70; Simmons, 
pp.93-6; R. Taylor , Te Ika A Maui, London , 1855, pp.458ff ; J . Bathgate, New Zealand Its 
Resources and Prospects, London , 1884, p. 105. The advocates of land-tax and land 
nationalization saw the growth of land monopoly and hunger not as a funct ion of scarce 
resources but of defective and corrupt institutions, see John McKenzie 's statement in W.D. 
Mclntyre and W . J . Gardner , eds, Speeches and Documents on New Zealand History, 
Oxford , 1971, pp.205-7. 

26 A J H R , 1905, Curry , 1455; Agar , 610; Johns ton , 1433; Peake, 905. See similar 
sentiments by R. Register of the Blenheim Labourers ' Union 525-6 (1456); J . A McCullough 
of the Cante rbury Trades and Labour Council (525-6); W . H . H a m p t o n of the Wellington 
Trades and Labour Council (1284, 1289); W . H . Westbrook of the Wellington Trades and 
Labour Council (1316); J .S . Myers of the Political Labor League (530). Alexander 
Osbourne , a bookbinder , stated that 'a large number of workers ' had ' through difficulties, 
been unable to get anything of their own, and that has embittered them to some extent 
against some of the existing circumstances. I think Mr H a m p t o n was pretty correct in 
saying that view is very largely held ' (1293), a revealing comment in the light of the 
industrial unrest aff l ic t ing the late Liberal period. Only R. Fergusson and J .A . Scott of the 
Otago Trades and Labour Council supported E. Olssen's view that the 'working class' saw 
land reform as a means not of land settlement but redistributing wealth, N Z J H , VIII, 1 
(1974), 44-60. Sir J o h n Gors t , New Zealand Revisited, London , 1908, p.64: 'Mr 
Rushbridge, a working-man, president of the Trades and Labour Congress of 
Canterbury . . . praised the New Zealand land laws, which he said gave every encouragement 
and facility for the worker to settle himself on the land . ' 
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the first small measure of success; each attainment giving rise to higher 
aspirations. Marked differences in the landed status of the 1870s assisted 
immigrants, who were all initially from 'poor English farm-labouring 
families', emerged after only 'three to five years' of residence in the 
colony. Alfred Simmons, the leader of the Kent and Sussex Labourers ' 
Union, visited former members of his union and observed, 
In the great majori ty of these cases they have, in the first instance, bought a 'sec-
tion' of land — some an eighth, some a quarter, and others half an acre or more 
— and have then had their cottages erected upon their several sections. We visited 
in one week the homes of nearly fifty such families, all of whom had emigrated 
not long since f rom the county of Kent. One man, in addition to purchasing his 
house and garden, had leased seventy-five acres of Government pasture land, was 
the owner of twenty cows, and supplied a small neighbouring town with all the 
milk used therein. Another man, besides having a cottage erected for himself and 
family, had built and rented a second cottage, had reserved a portion of his 
freehold land for pasture, and had already got six cows and some goats upon i t . " 

Colonial New Zealand was remarkably successful in satisfying 
proprietorial ambition. In 1891 the Commissioner of Taxes counted 
91,501 freeholders, equal to about 52 per cent of the total number of 
male wage and salary earners, self-employed and employers (assuming 
the Census figures are reliable). Probably a fair proportion of these were 
male wage and salary earners. Presupposing that all the 55,000 male self-
employed and employers owned land, about 29 per cent of the male wage 
and salary earners would have been freeholders — and that, of course, 
excludes the vast number of leaseholders of various types. On top of this 
the chances of obtaining landed independence tended to increase over the 
last two decades of the century. In 1882 there were 1376 freeholders for 
every 10,000 people, by 1902 there were 1432. If we aggregate the Crown 
leaseholders with the freeholders the chances are even better. There were 
1,563 freeholders and Crown holders per 10,000 population in 1882, as 
against 1,651 in 1902. It is paradoxical, however, that although land 
ownership was broadly spread and the chances of becoming a land-
owner improved, the distribution of land was extremely unequal. In 
1891, 1,190 individuals and companies owned 42 per cent of the total 
improved value of land assessed by the Commissioner of 
property-taxes.28 

The pecularities of the landholding pattern raise three questions. First, 
why was a very small minority able to accumulate so much landed 

27 Simmons, p.94. J . Hector , Handbook of New Zealand, Wellington, 1883, stated that 
a great demand for informat ion on New Zealand existed overseas. This explains why the 
poorer immigrants knew something of the land settlement prospects in New Zealand before 
leaving ' H o m e ' ; see A J H R , 1905, 848, 1024-5. Demand for Crown sections in rural areas 
outstripped supply until at least 1903; see ibid., 1903, C - l . It is of ten argued that assisted 
immigrants were principally desirous of obtaining higher wages and not real property. But 
surely a higher wage was not an end in itself. 

28 Freeholding statistics f rom ibid., 1890, B-15; ibid., 1892, B-20A; ibid., 1902, B-20. 
Crown holders, ibid., 1882, C - l , 9; New Zealand Official Yearbook, 1902, 442. It must be 
stressed that the upward growth in both freeholders and Crown holders was not even. 
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capital? Second, why were so many land seekers generally able to become 
proprietors? Third, what set up differentials in the rate of property 
mobility amongst people from the same background who commenced 
their land-holding careers at the same level in the hierarchy? 

1 have given no thought to the third question, but will suggest some 
answers to the first and second. The superior advantage the biggest pro-
prietors enjoyed was probably rooted in their monopoly over the sources 
of borrowed money. In origin it appears to have pre-existed their arrival 
in the colony. Many of the large property owners came to New Zealand 
either with borrowed money in hand or with the contacts that would 
allow them to borrow it. Many, too, had come with their own capital and 
using this as security were able to raise more capital on credit. It does not 
seem likely, therefore, that their subsequent occupational roles in the 
colony (as far as these can be defined) determined their power to borrow 
and amass wealth. It is more likely that their occupational roles instead 
were determined by the credit-worthiness and the capital they (or their 
forbears) carried with them when they first came to the country. Further-
more, once these credit raising powers were set in motion, the creation of 
wealth had a momentum of its own which did not depend on nominal 
producer activities. Able to acquire land from the patronage institutions 
mentioned earlier, they became eligible for office-holding in these 
institutions and could help themselves to more, or increase their land 
values through the manipulation of 'development'. Having the oppor-
tunity to raise loans to buy land, they would sell it on a rising market and 
make a capital gain, raise proportionately more credit, buy more land at 
a proportionately higher value, sell it making greater capital gains and so 
forth. Property begot property. 

The most important opportunity the landless 'worker' possessed in 
acquiring land was that the intense fragmentation in the size of holdings 
at the bottom end of the scale greatly cheapened the price of entry into 
the freeholding class. From data recorded by the Commissioner of 
property-taxes in 1888 it can be seen the average land values for the three 
lowest categories of land owners were well within the savings capacity of 
someone working as a general station hand.29 

Category No. of 
Freeholders 

Aggregate Average 
Assessment Value 

Under £ 1 0 0 
£100 and under £ 2 0 0 
£200 and under £ 3 0 0 

20,752 
15,069 
10,904 

(84,547 free-
holders in total) 

£843,561 
£2,115,529 
£2,592,172 
(£84.2m of 

£ 4 0 
£140 
£237 

assessed wealth 
in total) 

29 A J H R , 1890, B-15, 10. The land values are based on the improved value. 
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Another source of opportunity was that the state alienated land on 
easy terms to the small man, lessening substantially his need for capital. 
He could buy land on hire purchase, select leaseholds with right of pur-
chase, take up free land grants, and, if considered one of many special 
classes of immigrants, buy at a discounted price. Between 1881 and 1902 
a total of 48,188 individuals received land on these and other tenures 
from the Crown — an average of 2,190 a year, which was substantial 
considering that in 1881 the Census enumerated 30,832 holdings of over 
one acre. How many men with little capital and negligible landed wealth 
benefited from this flow of state patronage is not known. In most cases 
the selectors were not asked in the land application forms to declare their 
landed wealth or other assets. Two of the better studies, limited to the 
residential and occupational backgrounds of the selectors in the 
Wellington Land District, suggest that 'workers' constituted a 
reasonable proportion of the beneficiaries. Of the 520 applicants in 
1881-1885, 25 per cent were deemed 'unskilled manual workers' and 15 
per cent 'skilled manual workers' . Of the 1940 applicants for allotments 
of five acres or more, 1891-1894 and 1908-1911, 49 per cent in the first 
period were counted as 'unskilled manual ' and 14 per cent 'skilled', while 
in the second period the proportions were 54 per cent and 8 per cent 
respectively.30 

Often it is asserted that what prevented the poorer from taking up land 
was that they lacked capital for improvements. However, this ignores the 
incremental, labour-intensive rather than capital-intensive manner of 
land clearance, improvement and production. The expenses involved in 
land clearing and improving were spread over a long period, enabling the 
lesser settler to cover them with earnings from part-time wage and con-
tract labour. Expensive machines or techniques were rarely used for 
clearing, improving and production, and he rarely hired labour, so the 
demand for capital was small anyway. If his land was covered in native 
bush, moreover, the settler had a ready source of timber that he could 
sell or use himself. 

Of equal importance as a source of opportunity was the settler's own 
migratory predispositions. It is conventional to interpret the massive 
turnover of the population through external migration (averaging out at 
roughly 60 per cent a decade) as symptomatic of the pressure of poverty. 
But in conjunction with a high rate of internal migration (by 1921 only 28 

30 ibid., 1892, C - l , 70, Table T; ibid., 1902, C - l , 142, Table 35; Hambl ing , passim; C. 
Moore, 'The Residential and Occupat ional Composi t ion of those Applying for Crown 
Land in the Wellington Land District, 1891-1911', unpublished B.A. Honours History 
Research Paper , Victoria University, 1976. Needless to say, one could quarrel endlessly 
with their choice of occupations defined as 'unskil led ' and 'skilled manua l ' . A very high 
proport ion of 'workers ' comprised the village settlements in the late 1880s, W.R . Jourda in , 
Land Legislation and Settlement in New Zealand, Wellington, 1925, p.29. E. Olssen, 'Class 
in New Zealand ' , N Z J H , IX, 2 (1975), errs in his claim that the Crown created merely 229 
selectors a year, 1892-1904; he counts only the selectors taking up land the Crown had pur-
chased f rom the Great Estates and subdivided and omits, for example, land purchased 
f rom Maoris and subdivided. 
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per cent of those born in New Zealand between 1840 and 1856 still lived 
in the same place) external migration operated to the advantage of the 
'have-nots'.31 It allowed them to surmount the predominantly localized 
and seasonal pattern of unemployment. At the local and regional level it 
prevented the competition for land acquisition from building up to 
excessive levels. Although this safety valve might seem to us a brutally 
inconvenient and risky method of releasing pressures on work and land 
opportunities, in fact for contemporaries it was an acceptable way of 
'getting on ' to which they were well adapted. A large proportion of the 
population consisted of immigrants who, as Reeves said, thought little of 
a second or third shifting after the great uprooting from their 
birthplace.32 Demographically there was an over-representation of 
young, unmarried males, who could move unimpeded by familial ties 
and responsibilities. Having done little else in their lives but take an 
active part in the productive process, wives and children were well 
equipped to look after themselves when the head of the household left 
them in pursuit of the labour or land market elsewhere. Sharp contrasts 
had always existed in the economic development of the regions of 
Australasia, and most work (dominated by extraction, construction and 
the seasons) had always been inherently transient. Historically the society 
was habituated to geographical mobility as a mechanism for winning the 
main chance. Consequently, New Zealanders developed little occupa-
tional consciousness and solidarity, for rather than fight they engaged in 
flight when unable to satisfy their proprietorial aspirations. When in the 
1920s J .G. Coates reputedly told the jobless to 'hike out into the 
country' and 'climb over the fences' he was exemplifying not so much his 
puritanism or his fear of pauperism — for both otherwise would have 
precluded the State's involvement in welfare — as the colonial strategy of 
using geographical mobility as a means of property mobility. 

MILES F A I R B U R N 

Victoria University of Wellington 

31 Statistics on external migration were calculated f rom the immigration and emigration 
data in the annual Statistics of New Zealand. On internal migration, Census, 1921, 39-41. 

32 W . P . Reeves, State Experiments in Australia and New Zealand, London, 1902. II, 
200. 
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C O M M E N T A R I E S 

I. The paper argues that colonial society should be viewed as a 'proprietorial 
hierarchy' consisting of 'have-nots ' and 'haves ' , in terms of landholding. But is 
landholding a sufficient criterion for assessing social stratification and mobility in 
colonial society? We need to distinguish between aspirations and achievement. 
Between 1874 and 1886 employment in farming grew more slowly than employ-
ment in commerce and finance, industry, professions, and public administration. 
Increasingly for those in the burgeoning urban occupations, proprietorial ambi-
tions would have to be realized in suburbia. But to what extent were they 
realized? How many ' u rban ' wage-earners owned their own homes at the end of 
the nineteenth century? 

I am not convinced that all urban wage-earners aspired to a rural or sub-rural 
plot. Miles Fai rburn 's evidence on this point has to be considered carefully. For 
the nineteenth century he relies heavily on sources such as Hursthouse and 
Tregear. Their prospective audience seems to have been immigrants. They can be 
seen as seeking to mould aspirations rather than to be reflecting them. We should 
recall the many 40-acre settlers and military settlers in the Auckland province who 
apparently did not stay long on the land. Could it be that for those who could 
find jobs, good wages in the towns were more attractive than subsistence living up 
country? 

We need also to have a closer look at the utility of occupational classifications. 
I think a case can be made for their use. First, we can note that Miles Fairburn 
does in fact make use of a broad occupational classification to demonstrate that 
skilled and unskilled 'workers ' benefited f rom State measures promoting land 
settlement. This use of broad occupational categories seems firmly based. In the 
study which he cites, 75 per cent of the applicants for Crown land could 
apparently be classified occupationally. 

Next, as he points out, 'most people in nineteenth-century New Zealand society 
were addicted to occupational description' . For this reason alone, we cannot 
ignore occupational classifications — despite their ambiguities. To make effective 
use of occupational description, we need to look at the sources of the labels and 
to distinguish between the different contexts in which those labels were applied. 

For social historians the main source for occupational labels will probably be 
official records — and even here we should distinguish between the different con-
texts in which the labels were applied. The census is the most obvious source. We 
should get into perspective the lament of the census-taker that occupations were 
given 'in a negligent and indefinite manner ' . He lamented not so much the lack of 
any label, but rather that he could not always get precise job descriptions. For his 
purpose he wanted precise economic labels. But this was not necessarily the way 
in which contemporaries would employ occupational labels in a status-conscious 
society. For the respondents it was often the broad social label rather than the 
precise job description that was important . Could it be that in our attempt to pin-
point social strata, the lack of precision is our gain, and that the census-taker 's 
purposes obstruct our view? 

Our view is perhaps less obstructed when we look at the unpublished records of 
(for example) marriages and deaths, or applications for Crown land or to join the 
police. Here we find the labels applied by the individuals themselves. For the pur-
poses of examining social structure and mobility these untouched snapshots of 
self-perception are our best kind of evidence. They are not necessarily objective. 
They conceal the fact of previous occupations; they may also conceal the fact of 
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other simultaneous occupations, but they reveal how an individual saw his socio-
economic status at a particular place and time — albeit sometimes in broad 
ambiguous terms. Some applicants for Crown land called themselves 'settlers' or 
'Gent lemen' ; these are contemporary social categories. When a labourer starts to 
call himself a farmer; a retailer calls himself a merchant; a merchant a gentlemen 
— we get the best evidence of shifts in social status — a series of snapshots of self-
perception. 

In estimating social status in an historical context, how a man sees himself — 
the self-conscious label — is our most important evidence. And since it seems that 
a language of class may not have been pervasive in later nineteenth-century New 
Zealand, we must pay particular attention to the occupational labels that men 
gave themselves. Here there may be evidence of occupational consciousness and 
solidarity. 

G. DUNSTAI.L. 

University of Canterbury 

II. In the tradition of a good conference speaker, Mr Fairburn has overstated his 
case. He argues that the concept of occupational mobility should be abandoned, 
fundamental ly because it is not feasible. He bases this claim on the assumption 
that people described their occupations inaccurately. I find the evidence he pro-
duced to justify such an assumption most unconvincing. It is largely based on a 
misinterpreted quotat ion f rom the enumerator of the 1878 census. In this census 
the workforce was classified on a semi-industrial basis. What really concerned the 
enumerator was not inadequate descriptions of occupations but inadequate 
descriptions of industries. Far f rom being seriously defective, the standard of 
occupational description in New Zealand censuses before World War I seems to 
have been surprisingly accurate, apart f rom a tendency for people to describe 
themselves by an occupation of slightly higher status than their own. ' 

I am confident that nineteenth-century New Zealand censuses are reasonably 
reliable in their coverage of occupations and occupational status. This gives me 
some faith, too, in the accuracy of occupational descriptions in applications for 
Crown land, since in both cases people had to describe their own occupations. Mr 
Fairburn does not produce enough evidence to shake my confidence. It seems to 
me highly probable that the 25 per cent of applicants cited as having non-
occupations or no occupations were people of independent means who could 
describe themselves adequately in no other way. I have yet to be convinced that 
recorded documentat ion on occupations is so defective that it makes measuring 
occupational mobility unfeasible. 

Mr Fairburn has, however, succeeded in highlighting the particularly important 
point that distinctions between occupations in nineteenth-century New Zealand 
were blurred. He has suggested that dividing lines between occupations became 
much more marked as specialization increased, but it was beyond his brief to state 
when this occurred. I would suggest that the process began as the economic 
effects of refrigeration began to be felt, but that it was not finally completed until 
Labour introduced the welfare state and full employment. The decisive break 
with the nineteenth-century system does not seem to have come until the depres-

1 Checking up on the Census, Victoria University Working Papers in Economic 
History, 77/5 , August 1977, pp.18-26. 
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sion in the 1930s. In the 1921 census industries such as meat freezing and 
tanneries still contained a considerable number of men who described themselves 
simply as labourers. By 1936 the number of labourers had fallen considerably to 
be replaced by more specific occupations such as freezing works hand or tannery 
hand.1 It seems that the labourers of 1921 were just that, men who expected to be 
employed only temporarily and who were ready to turn their hands to any form 
of labouring. The labourers of 1936, on the other hand, had probably been in the 
industry longer and had survived a major depression without being dismissed. 
This gave them the confidence to regard themselves as workers in a particular 
industry rather than as general labourers. The demise of the jack-of-all-trades is a 
topic worth further investigation. 

B.J.G. T H O M P S O N 

Victoria University of Wellington 

GENERAL DISCUSSION: In considering the utility of occupational classification as 
a research device, attention was drawn to the need to study more closely the 
meanings which nineteenth-century society gave to particular terms. A word like 
'gentlemen' had a precise meaning in the colonial period, as did 'settler ' . John 
Logan Campbell called himself a gentleman in England, but a businessman in 
Auckland, but there was no doubt about what was meant in both cases. The word 
'settler' referred to one who had come into a district in the first two decades or so 
of settlement, and its use in any established locality could tell the investigator a lot 
about the age, outlook and experience of any individual so described. Whether 
such precision could be applied to other descriptions was not explored. 

The extent of interest in acquiring land holdings also came under scrutiny. 
There was some suggestion that there were changes in this interest that paralleled 
shifts in the availability of land and the development of urban life. 

Two more general points were also raised which could have implications for 
research on social mobility in the nineteenth century. It was noted that studies in 
Boston had shown that there were no unitary criteria amongst different ethnic 
groups as to what constituted mobility — the criteria adopted by Wasps and Jews 
diverged sharply from those accepted by Italians and Irish. Establishing the point 
at which New Zealand society took on a more structured form — the 1920s? — 
seemed to open a fruitful line of inquiry. Possibly there were two breaks, with an 
earlier period finishing around 1890, with the advent of changes like refrigera-
tion. Or possibly the jelling took place at the turn of the century — a time when 
many national associations were established and job classification became more 
clearly defined in the government services. In any case it was clear that any 
changes marked a break f rom a preceding period of greater fluidity. 

Not surprisingly there was some discussion of the conceptual and 
methodological bases of the papers. Much of the evidence supplied a basis for 

*The discussions on the papers presented by Miles Fairburn and Claire Toynbee were 
combined. 

2 Census and Statistics Depar tment . 1936 Census, Industry by Occupat ion, series 13, 
sub. no. 8 /73, National Archives. 
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comparison at different points of time, but this meant that relationships of 
growth and decline were not so successfully covered. It was also contended that 
Fairburn 's paper, in discussing the relative merits of different ways of measuring 
social position, omitted to define the nature of that concept, the relationship of 
the preferred measuring-rod, landholding, to social position being assumed 
rather than explained. Finally, it was proposed that more contact amongst those 
whose research involved them in the problems of defining occupational and 
socio-economic groupings would be useful. 

THE UNIVERSITY OF NEW Z E A L A N D 
Hugh Parton 

The University of New Zealand existed from 1870 until 1961. 
It had no students, no academic staff, no lecture halls or 
laboratories. It prescribed courses to be taught at its con-
stituent colleges, conducted examinations, and awarded 
degrees. 

J .C. Beaglehole wrote the first history of the University in 
1937. This new study, although it covers the entire history, 
emphasizes the later years, during which the colleges gained 
greater autonomy and finally became independent univer-
sities. The author, who himself took part in much of this pro-
cess, is unfailingly lucid and often witty. Published for the 
University Grants Committee. $16.00 
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