
Local Community or Atomized Society? 
THE SOCIAL STRUCTURE OF NINETEENTH-CENTURY 

NEW ZEALAND 

FROM THE 1950s a persistent theme in New Zealand historiography has 
been that during the nineteenth century this country lacked a national 
social structure and instead was constituted largely as a multitude of 
insulated local communities. 

The origin of this paradigm, at least in academic terms, can be traced 
back to W.J. Gardner's Amuri: A County History, published in J956. In 
the introduction Gardner asserted that 'remote both from Nelson, its 
political centre, and Christchurch, its commercial centre, homogeneous 
in being given over entirely to a dozen or so great sheep runs, the Amuri 
developed in the provincial period a strong sense of community'.' In this 
one sentence Gardner articulated a most appealing proposition: isolation 
plus lack of internal differentiation plus smallness of size equal local 
community. How far in fact the detail in the body of the text supported 
this formula is debatable.2 What is important for the legend of New 
Zealand as a collection of local communities, however, is that in the 
following year in a Landfall article Gardner applied his model of the 
Amuri to all other parts of New Zealand. Our history, he claimed, was 
that 'of New Zealanders who live in Kaikohe, Taihape, Rangiora, Gore 
and a thousand farming districts'. He was unsure about the place of 
community in the cities—'where it seems to have been amorphous and 
often weak'.5 In a further article in 1979 he acknowledged that New 

1 W.J. Gardner, The Amuri—A County History, Christchurch, 1956, p. xxix. 
2 Gardner dealt almost entirely with a handful of large runholders. Even then his detail 

hardly suggests they were an intimate and interdependent group. He says himself that 
because of poor communications and the scattering of their residences, households were 
physically isolated; he often refers indeed to the problems of loneliness. Besides, he says 
that most of the first generation moved out of the area by the end of the provincial period, 
and that they were bitterly divided in the early period by boundary disputes and scab. He 
says that it was not until churches and sports bodies were formed that the Amuri enjoyed 
stable means of association; yet very few of these were instituted in the provincial period, 
they remained few in number until after 1900, and there is no evidence that their member-
ship embraced a cross-section of the population. Curiously, he explains all this by saying 
that as sparsely settled district the Amuri lacked a recognized centre (p.232). Before 1900 
the County Council, furthermore, enjoyed little more than a nominal existence. Also the 
frequent binges and drunkenness by station hands scarcely suggests the existence of effec-
tive social pressures and thus of strong social organization. 

3 'Grass Roots and Dredge Tailings', Landfall, XI, (1957), 225. 
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Zealanders had been 'rather a footloose lot' and that consequently their 
local attachments were probably of a lower order than in older societies.4 

But he disposed of this problem in an additional article in 1980 by assert-
ing that the geographically mobile were itinerant labourers: 
' "footloose" New Zealand, the society of migrant labour, largely 
escaped from the net of community.' In contrast to his Landfall piece 
Gardner was now willing to see communities in the cities, although these 
he affirmed were not local but class in nature.' 

The fact that no one has ever questioned this model owes much to the 
implicit endorsement it has received from W. H. Oliver. In his much 
quoted 1969 Hocken Lecture, Towards a New History, Oliver claimed 
that it was the high level of local 'cohesion and interdependence', as he 
termed it, that accounted for what he claimed were the salient 
characteristics of nineteenth-century European society, namely, the lack 
of divisions and tensions, the dearth of organized violence and the 
absence of mass agitation outside the normal political modes. From the 
inception of settlement in each locality conflict with Maoris, the similar 
occupational experiences of settlers, their membership of common 
institutions, all engendered a powerful process of integration: 'churches, 
lodges, military groups, bands, dramatic and operatic groups, cricket 
clubs and race meetings', he postulated, all underwent an 'extraordin-
arily rapid and dense growth." 

Three years later, in his unpublished Macmillan Brown Lectures, 
Oliver returned to this theme: 

The pioneering experience was centrifugal in a geographical way—that is, it 
separated people into more rather than less distinct locational groupings. But 
socially and within each locality it was centripetal in its effect; it drew individuals 
into the vortex of the locality, and within that vortex social differences were not 
so much obliterated as enveloped.' 

Although these views have yet to be verified they have been echoed by 
many other historians, not necessarily using the same terminology. 
Sketching in the background to the rise of the Plunket Society, Erik 
Olssen has written that 'although it is not possible to speak with con-
fidence about the past of New Zealand society it is clear by now that 
urbanization and industrialization proceeded to transform an informal 
network of relatively autonomous and small communities into one social 
system'. In the new Oxford History Olssen, with hardly a shred of detail 
in support, went so far to describe 'traditional' New Zealand in this way: 

4 'New Zealand Regional History and its Place in the Schools', New Zealand Journal 
of History, XIII,(1979), 185. 

5 'New Zealand Regional History: General and Canterbury Perspectives', Historical 
News, 41 (1980), 2, 4. 

6 Towards a New History?, 1969 Hocken Lecture, Dunedin, 1971, pp. 19-20. 
7 'New Zealand about 1890', unpublished Macmillan Brown Lectures, 1972. 
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In rural areas . . . kin, age, sex, and religion provided the bonds within com-
munities. In general, country people shared the same aspirations, the same 
values, belonged to the same clubs, sent their children to the same schools, played 
the same games, and belonged to a church . . . . 

. . . Often intensely suspicious of strangers and of cities, these communities 
tended to be inward-looking, self reliant, and church-centred . . . . Communica-
tion was informal, by networks of neighbours or kin . . . . 

By 1890 people in urban areas already thought of themselves as members of 
groups and took action through their group institutions. Voluntary organisations 
proliferated.' 

Again, without documentation, Rollo Arnold wrote in his The Farthest 
Promised Land that 'as settlement continued its advance across the 
uneven, cross-grained, craggy scramble of landscapes, it was forced into 
localized pockets, a circumstance which served to nurture the village 
outlook which so many of the immigrant stock brought with them'.9 

Even Peter Gibbons in a trenchant and radical critique of the practice of 
local history failed to question the Gardner/Oliver orthodoxy; it was 'in 
the community where the fundamental recruitment of individuals and 
their incorporation into the existing social order takes place'.10 

What Gardner and others seem to be saying can mutatis mutandis be 
reduced to four propositions: that all colonists—with the possible excep-
tion of itinerant labourers—were affiliated to one discrete community or 
another; that by definition a community is a population with common 
ties occupying a particular territory and engaging in frequent interaction; 
that the interaction and ties were embodied in a dense framework of net-
works and groups; and that the resultant mode of association or social 
bonding system maintained a high level of conformity and order. 
Unfortunately we cannot test these propositions by going to the vast 
literature on local history. The bulk of it is taken up with banal descrip-
tion of the lives and deeds of local worthies; and while the best local 
studies by academic historians have enquired into race relations, politics, 
inequality, land-use, business enterprise and other issues, they have not 
investigated the locality as a social organization. As an alternative 
method of tackling the Gardner/Oliver thesis, we shall draw upon a wide 

8 'Truby King and the Plunket Society—An Analysis of a Prescriptive Ideology', New 
Zealand Journal of History, XV, (1981), 3; 'Towards a New Society', in W.H. Oliver, ed., 
The Oxford History of New Zealand, pp.256-7. Also 'Social Class in Nineteenth Century 
New Zealand', in D. Pitt, ed., Social Class in New Zealand, pp.35, 39. 

9 How the 'village outlook' was transplanted to New Zealand is a mystery. (1) In the 
eastern and south-eastern counties with which Arnold deals the nucleated nature of settle-
ment aided interaction; in New Zealand interaction in the 'village' was hindered by the 
fragmentation of settlement resulting from ribbon development and absentee ownership. 
(2) In the same English counties farm workers lived in the village and formed close occupa-
tional communities; in New Zealand they resided on scattered farms and therefore lacked 
the propinquity to recreate those class associations. 

10 P.J . Gibbons, 'New Zealand Local History: Some Arguments About Present Status 
and Future Prospects', unpublished ANZAAS paper, 1980 [?], pp.20-21. 
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range of material, much of it related to the colony as a whole, and assess 
the likely coverage, intensity and effects of three possible types of social 
bonding in the localities. We shall call these categories of association the 
kinship, the vertical and the horizontal. f> >.«, ^ 1 

Supposing that kinship were a significant mode, then colonial society 
would have possessed the following characteristics: kinship loyalties 
would have been strong, kin occupying different households in the same 
area would have habitually engaged in joint action, relations would have 
tended to dwell in the same locality, and the various descent groups 
would have been linked by a high rate of intermarriage." Unfortunately 
we know next to nothing about attitudes to kinship; we are ignorant 
about whether kinship sentiments were powerful or feeble, antagonistic 
or affectionate. However, even if in theory blood had been thicker than 
water, local people had precious little opportunity to convert ideas into 
deeds. 

One reason for this was that the colony's population was of such 
recent origin. The brief period between the onset of European coloniza-
tion and the end of the century provided very little biological time for 
any given individual to have or become a New Zealand-born grandparent 
and grandchild. Another reason was that the high rate of immigration up 
to the 1880s and the selective process of immigration itself must have in-
jected into localities a large number of kinless individuals. Just in what 
proportion we do not know—unfortunately research on immigrants has 
neglected their demographic composition.12 A further demographic 
factor restricting the membership and expansion of kinship relationships 
was that a big proportion of colonial men could not marry. For one thing 
it was physically impossible for them to do so since they greatly out-
numbered single women. Many contemporaries also observed that what 
put marriage beyond the reach of many men was the combined effect of 
unstable incomes and the exorbitant costs of rent, furniture, and all the 
other material requisites of domestic life. In the rural areas, the site of 
most localities, men wanting 'to settle down' were particularly disadvan-
taged. Here the scarcity of unattached women was greatest since most 
women preferred to live in the towns; here the amenities for meeting 
single females and courting them were poor; and here wage earners with 
dependants or proposing to marry found that most rural employers were 
loath to engage them and that with the sparseness of settlement there was 

11 Cf. the classic kinship model for urban and industrial society in M. Young and P. 
Willmott, Family and Kinship in East London, London, 1957; also M. Young and P. 
Willmott, Family and Class in a London Suburb, London, 1960; R. Frankenberg, Com-
munities in Britain, Harmondsworth, 1967; E. Bott, Family and Social Network, London, 
1957. 

12 There are many specific instances of chain migration of kin, much of it encouraged 
by the special assistance the Government gave to nominated immigrants. Significantly the 
advice books to immigrants rarely make a feature of chain migration let alone specify its 
benefits. 
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little alternative housing available." The effect of these disabilities was 
that over the last quarter of the nineteenth century the share of the adult 
male population designated 'never married' was very high, varying bet-
ween 41 and 48 per cent. Accordingly these men, if kinless immigrants, 
could not enter a kin group of in-laws, or if they had relations in the 
colony, they could not link these to another descent group. 

On top of all this, even if the individual had relations in the colony, he 
would have been in want of the social opportunity to mix with them. 
Here the obstacle was the rootless condition of the colonial population; 
households moved their place of residence with great frequency. As we 
shall see, only 29 to 57 per cent of household heads dwelling in any given 
locality at the inception of a decade still lived there at its end. Thus, 
strongly disposed to transience, kindred households would have had little 
capacity to interact, for their mobility must have dispersed them, scatter-
ing them far and wide, and the primitive nature of colonial communica-
tions severely restricted the range of activities in which they could 
collaborate.'4 

In this context let us analyse Erik Olssen's claim" that local solidarity 
was sustained by a high rate of intermarriage between local families. He 
infers this from a study of marriage distance in Oamaru from 1875 to 
1914 which concludes that men rarely took as wives women living more 
than 16 miles away.'6 What Olssen assumes is that since local people 
married local people, the partners came from families living in the same 
area and therefore all these locally contrived unions were between 
members of locally resident families. This is a non sequitur. Just because 
the partners prior to marriage resided in the same locality, it does not 
necessarily follow they came from local homes. The connection would 
only hold if the population were stable, if children when they reached 
adulthood continued to live in the same place as their parents. But the 
population was highly unstable. Consequently it is far more likely that 

13 See 'The Royal Commission on the Cost of Living', Appendices to the Journals of 
the House of Representatives (AJHR), 1912, H-18, 102, 126, 134, 172-3; 'Hopeful ' , 'Taken 
In'—A Sketch of New Zealand Life, London, 1887, pp.86-88, '148; W.D. Stewart, William 
Rolleston, Christchurch, 1940, p.54. 

14 In the kinship studies for London in the 1950s by Young and Willmott, it was the 
comparatively strong residential stability of the working class which sustained kin inter-
action. The middle class, being more mobile, were less likely to enjoy propinquity with their 
relations and accordingly had less contact with them. By contrast in New Zealand manual 
workers were much more mobile than the non-manual. Also, while in the London of the 
1950s a principal function of kinship was to care for the elderly, in nineteenth-century New 
Zealand the elderly, being a much smaller proportion of the population and, perhaps, with 
a higher rate of property ownership, would have needed a lower level of kin support. 

15 'Towards a New Society', p.257. 
16 P. Perry, 'Marriage Distance Relationships in North Otago, 1875-1914', New 

Zealand Geographer, XXV (1969). Olssen ignores the fact that Perry eliminated all short-
term residents from his calculation, i.e., all those cases where either party had lived for less 
than three months in the area before marriage. They varied between 16 and 44 per cent of 
all entries in the Registrar's Notice Books. 
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the spouses were born outside the locality and that their parents and sibl-
ings resided elsewhere.17 Even in those cases where the partners did come 
from local families this endogamy would not have necessarily been a 
source of local solidarity. Subsequent to their marriage, the odds were 
that the new family unit or their respective parents would have shifted to 
another place. 

In sum, if all-inclusive local communities existed, then it is not possible 
they were based on a kinship bonding system. We do not find support for 
the Gardner/Oliver legend here. Discarding this option, let us turn to the 
next: is it likely that the association of local people was vertical in 
nature? Vertical bonding is here taken to mean relationships (outside the 
kin) in which power is unevenly distributed and the powerful exact 
obedience and compliance from the weak. Patronage is a common basis 
for vertical bonding—men deploy their superior resources to acquire 
obligation and influence by conferring favours upon people who other-
wise cannot fend for themselves. Whole societies can be integrated by 
patronage ties, either when severe disorder prevails, and the defenceless 
seek the protection of the militarily strong, or when underemployment 
predominates, poverty is common, and the poor depend upon the 
economically powerful for their material survival. In either case the link 
between client and patron is close since it is in the patron's self-interest to 
supervise his client to ensure that the obligation is repaid in the manner 
the patron expects. Certainly the former condition did not pertain in any 
locality; but did the latter? 

A fundamental misconception of the role of ties in the vertical bonding 
system underlies Stevan Eldred-Grigg's view that in the South Island up 
to the 1890s the gentry—the large pastoralists—held all the other classes 
in material dependence, and reinforced this control with awesome 
displays of consumption and through their domination of institutional 
life." Having put the lesser classes in the vice-like grip of the gentry, 
Eldred-Grigg then has them not only openly organizing against gentry 
political power in the 1880s but also overthrowing it in the 1890s." It 
does not occur to him to explain how the subordinate classes developed 
the will for liberation when historically, in his terms, they were condi-
tioned to subjection. It is quite inconsistent to paint the êiite as ruthless 
and cunning, yet in another scene have their minions rebelling against 
their authority without fear of reprisal. It is even more incongruous that 
he portrays the gentry at one moment holding all the economic levers in 
their hands, but at another failing to manipulate these levers when their 
dependents assert themselves and resist gentry domination. 

17 See D. Pearson, Johnsonville—Continuity and Change in a New Zealand Township, 
Sydney, 1980, pp. 104-5. 

18 A Southern Gentry—New Zealanders Who Inherited the Earth, Wellington, 1980, 
pp.3-123. 

19 Ibid, pp.123 ff. 
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Aside from these contradictions, Eldred-Grigg has implicitly raised an 
important issue which, incidentally, affects the North Island as much as 
the South for each had similar patterns of inequality.20 The point is that 
in spite of the substantial maldistribution of landed wealth and the 
existence of at least some poverty, except for isolated pockets of noblesse 
oblige the lower strata were not the subservient classes and the economic 
elite converted little of their wealth into social influence. 

What partly accounts for this paradox is that all strata envisaged New 
Zealand as a society of self-regulating and self-reliant individuals and 
associated dependent relationships with the pauperism and landlordism 
of the Old World which they condemned for generating or at least not 
preventing its inefficiencies and injustices.21 For the wealthy, who lived 
in localities filled with transients and strangers, material possessions, 
especially the roomy house, were a much more effective medium for 
advertising superior status than the invisible threads of personal power.22 

But what was pivotal to the separation of wealth from power was that the 
conditions of material life multiplied the numbers of the self-employed 
and petty proprietors at the expense of large employers. 

Although industry had the highest ratio of employees, the limited 
range of exploitable minerals and the small domestic market hampered 
industrial expansion and thus stifled the capacity of the sector to pro-
liferate wage workers. The confinement of most businesses to tiny con-
sumer markets dwarfed their growth (unless they diversified) and 
therefore kept them within the reach of the small saver.23 Ownership in 
most areas of construction, extraction and agriculture did not require 
expensive outlays on plant and machinery. The generally buoyant labour 
market running from the early 1850s to the late 1870s, broken only in the 
late 1860s, created a high rate of property mobility and thereafter the 
state intervened in the land market to similar effect. Although 
pastoralism, being capital intensive, was accessible only to a privileged 
few, the permanent labour forces of the large estates, since most produc-
tive tasks were performed sequentially rather than concurrently, were 
very small: in 1891 there was an average of only ten or so designated 
pastoral employees to every holding over 5000 acres.24 In addition, with 

20 The indicators are ratio of small-holdings to total holdings, small-holdings to popula-
tion, large holdings to total holdings, total holdings to population, domestic servants to 
dwellings. See G. McNaught, 'The Structure of Small-Holdings . . . ' , Hist. 316 Research 
Essay, Victoria University of Wellington, 1981. 

21 See e.g., the letters from immigrants in Arnold, passim. He errs in implying that these 
sentiments were invented by the exiles of the Revolt of the Field; cf. E.B. Fitton, New 
Zealand: Its Present Condition . . .' London, 1856; A. Saunders, New Zealand. . ., 
London, 1868. 

22 T. Veblen, The Theory of the Leisure Class, New York, 1931 (reprint of 1918 
edition), pp.85-93; H. Newby, The Deferential Worker, London, 1977, pp.322 ff. 

23 H. Belshaw, New Zealand, Berkeley, 1947, p . l l l . 
24 1891 Census. There were 584 holdings over 5000 acres and 6151 persons enumerated 

as wage-earning runholders, graziers, sheep or cattle farmers, stock riders, drovers. 
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such a small population the competition to enter all these nooks and 
crannies of petty enterprise was rarely intense, and the migratory disposi-
tion of colonists acted as a safety valve, releasing population pressures 
on the supply of ownership opportunities in any one area. 

Thus by the 1880s about one-third of male breadwinners (exclusive of 
relatives assisting) were self-employed and employers; and an over-
lapping 50 per cent or so were freeholders, approximately a third of these 
being manual workers.2' Something like one-half of the workforce, then, 
were independents or quasi-independents. More or less self-supporting, 
they had little or no need for material support from the economic elite; in 
turn the elite had little scope to control them through the dispersing and 
manipulation of charity, work, and private leasehold land. 

This does not mean that the wealthy held the other half of the 
workforce, the non-self-supporting, in bondage. The relative ease with 
which wage earners could become petty entrepreneurs blocked the 
growth of a surplus labour supply; what exemplifies the buoyancy of the 
labour market is that compared with England there were proportionately 
fewer households with domestic servants and with multiple domestic 
servants, and the occupation was more ephemeral and feminized.26 

Certainly many breadwinners were prone to frequent unemployment, 
but as R.J. Campbell has shown for the 1880s, the problem was not ubi-
quitous but was highly localized and seasonal in character.27 Especially if 
they lacked family responsiblities and could move with the geographical 
shifts in labour demand, they had some freedom to choose their 
employers and to avoid those who were tyrants, and they had little 
material necessity to attach themselves to the donors of charity. 

The juxtaposition of these curbs on social power and opportunities for 
material independence had the effect of imbedding the work ethic in the 
notion of good character while depreciating the value placed on obedi-
ence to constituted authority. They also set up a selective egalitarianism: 
it was the individual's destiny to be his own boss but not to boss other 
people about. By implication, acquiring wealth was more acceptable 
than dominating other people. In this environment it was socially 

shepherds, shearers etc. Many others must have been employed on a casual basis but their 
migratory lifestyle and thus the ephemeral contact they had with each employer would have 
minimized the loyalty they had towards employers and the obligation the latter felt towards 
them. 

25 Land ownership calculated from C. Toynbee, 'Class and Social Structure in 
Nineteenth-Century New Zealand', in D.A. Hamer, ed., New Zealand Social History, 
Auckland [1980], p.75; self-employed and employers calculated from the occupational 
status section of 1891 Census. 

26 T. Jones, 'Domestic Servants in New Zealand's Private Households between 1874 
and 1911', Hist. 316 Research Essay, Victoria University of Wellington, 1980. By living in 
the same house as their employer, however, domestic servants and farm and station 
workers were constantly exposed to the employer's point of view, an experience intensified 
by the occupational isolation of many such employees. 

27 R.J. Campbell, ' "The Black Eighties": Unemployment in New Zealand in the 
1880s', Australian Economic History Review, XVI, (1976). 
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unrewarding for the rich to undertake social services which 
accordingly had to be provided by the State. 

It is true that local organizations—sports clubs being the most com-
mon case—were heavily dependent upon the financial support and 
leadership of the upper strata. But the purpose of this patronage was less 
for the sake of power—since comparatively few of the lower strata 
joined these groups and membership was voluntary—than for leisure or 
local boosting. 

In other words, the currents of social freedom were so strong in col-
onial New Zealand that it is inconceivable that the 'local community' was 
organized on the basis of client/patron relationships. No doubt certain 
categories of local people such as the immobile indigent depended on 
local benefactors. But the majority of people in the majority of localities 
were no more integrated by vertical bonding than they were by kinship. 
This leaves us with the third and final possibility that as largely kinless 
and masterless men local people were integrated by the horizontal type of 
bonding. Unlike the vertical system, the horizontal links individuals who 
are roughly equal in power. Unlike both kinship and vertical systems, the 
horizontal is purely volitional. But like the other bonding mechanisms 
the ties in the horizontal could have only generated the dense framework 
of networks and groups assumed by the Gardner/Oliver thesis if they 
were allied with frequent collaboration and interaction between 
everyone. There are three possible situations in which this may have 
occurred: at the workplace, at formal leisure activities, in the 
neighbourhood. 

Although we know so little about the sociology of work in nineteenth 
century New Zealand, we can safely dismiss the workplace as a force of 
local association. Because of the low level of economic development 
work was not socialized. The overwhelming majority of breadwinners 
did not toil in factories or bureaucracies. The 1891 census on industrial 
production enumerated only 30,000 hands engaged in 'manu-
factories'—a mere 12 per cent of the 253,000 strong workforce; a further 
11 per cent or so can be classified as white collar employees. Of the 
remaining 80 per cent of the workforce most would have laboured where 
they lived—the household, or lived where they worked, on the job. Fur-
thermore, when we look at the size of the workplace we find that the 
workforce was not concentrated in a small number of large-scale enter-
prises. It tended rather to be thinly distributed amongst a large number 
of tiny establishments.2' The workplace did not and could not, in sum, 
operate as a linking point between the different households of each 
locality except in the larger towns. With that exception it is difficult to 
see how the personnel of the various local households could associate 

28 L.V. Castle, 'A Study of New Zealand Manufacturing', Victoria University of 
Wellington, Department of Economics, October 1966, pp.56-59. Many workers, e.g., 
shepherds and gumdiggers, also worked in solitude. 
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occupationally. It has often been asserted that in the rural areas 
neighbouring landholders were in the habit of working for one another 
free of charge during the busy seasons of the year.29 But this claim has 
never been documented, and although there is extensive evidence that 
neighbours customarily rendered aid to one another in emergencies, 
there are very few recorded instances where they habitually and fre-
quently exchanged labour (let alone equipment and machinery). 

Alternatively, the personnel of the various households might have 
mixed outside working hours in leisure time activities, paralleling the 
situation L.C.D. Somerset found in 'Littledene', the small rural South 
Island community he investigated during the late 1930s.'0 But it is 
dangerous to project 'Littledene' backwards, as I suspect many 
historians have done. For one thing, the material opportunities for 
leisure were inferior in the colonial period. As real incomes were lower 
and families larger, households, especially wage-earners' households, 
possessed less discretionary income to spend on recreation and could less 
afford to exchange hours of earning for hours of playing. Furthermore 
with an economy more geared to the seasons, extraction and construc-
tion, a greater share of employment was inherently transient; men spent 
more time moving between jobs, with the result that they could not 
regularly take part in organized leisure activity, and had to maximize 
their earning capacity by working intensely when jobs were available, in 
which case they had little spare time. It seems in addition that sector for 
sector bread-winners in the nineteenth century worked longer hours and 
therefore had less time for socializing outside work than they did in the 
twentieth century. Contrary to popular belief, the eight-hour day was not 
the nineteenth century norm. Domestic servants, agricultural and 
pastoral workers, employees in hotels, restaurants and, perhaps, shops, 
worked for as long as there was light to toil by, having time off in some 
cases, though only on Sundays. In the early 1870s, men working in Well-
ington as butchers operated a fourteen to eighteen-hour day, as boot-
makers a sixteen-hour day; in the late 1880s, men working in Auckland 
as bakers had a ninety-hour week, in Wellington as tramwaymen an 
eighty-hour week, in Christchurch as Gas Company stokers an eighty-
four-hour week. Between 1900 and the time Littledene was written, on 
the other hand, working hours had fallen substantially as a result of pro-
tective legislation, favourable arbitration court awards, and, finally, the 
establishment of the forty-hour week in 1936." Having more land im-
provement and clearance to occupy them, possessing less labour-saving 
technology, and producing more things inside the home (like dairy pro-

29 E.g., R. Arnold, 'The Opening of the Great Bush, 1869-1881', Ph.D. thesis, Victoria 
University of Wellington, 1971, p.438. 

30 H.C.D. Somerset, Littledene—A New Zealand Rural Community, Auckland, 1938. 
31 Data on working hours from W.B. Sutch, Poverty and Progress in New Zealand—A 

Reassessment, Wellington, 1969, pp.95, 111; New Zealand Official Year Book, 1919, 
pp.913-5; ibid., 1941, pp.725-6. 
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duce), the colonial land holder also enjoyed less free time than his twen-
tieth century counterpart. 

In the second place, the sorts of people who were most likely to have 
the worst leisure opportunities represented a substantially larger compo-
nent of the population before 1900 than after. By the time Littledene was 
written there had been a strong tendency towards the displacement of 
itinerant by permanent employment, of farm and station hands and 
domestic servants by factory operatives, of farmers and wage earners by 
the urban middle classes.32. 

In the third place, to the extent to which colonists did possess the 
material opportunities for leisure, the lower density of the population 
and the larger component of the population with inferior access to 
leisure, severely limited the group forms in which leisure could be 
pursued.33 With such a small pool of potential supporters to draw upon, 
collective leisure had a lower capacity to arise, specialize, take permanent 
institutional shape, and provide services and amenities." The frag-
mentation of settlement, primitive communications technology, and 
transience weakened this capacity even further. 

In the rural localities perhaps the greatest obstacle to interaction was 
the geographical isolation of the household. This seems obvious enough, 
yet the proponents of the concept of the local community have assumed 
that the only effect of geographical isolation was to insulate localities 
and to mesh local people together in some unstated way, presumably by 
forcing them into one another's company. What is overlooked is the 
likelihood that geographical isolation had a more extreme consequence: 
rather than just secluding localities, it insulated households within local 
areas. The neighbourhood was not so much an association as a 
geographical expression. Certainly many contemporaries observed that 
in the countryside remoteness had a Robinson Crusoe effect: it pro-
hibited frequent visiting; it cut people off from civilized amenities; it 
compelled them to socialize with people with whom they had nothing in 
common, often inflicting embarrassment; and induced household self-
sufficiency and individual loneliness and boredom. In the 1890s, review-
ing twenty-six years of station life at Leithfield, only thirty-five miles 
north of Christchurch, Sarah Courage remarked: 'It is difficult for peo-
ple in England to realise the extreme isolation of an up-country life, that 
is, if it is at some distance from a town. Month in and month out there is 
nothing whatever to vary the daily current of one's life. The sameness is 

32 See P.M. Meuli, 'Occupational Change and Bourgeois Proliferation', M.A. thesis, 
Victoria University of Wellington, 1977. 

33 According to the census, there was an average of 6.47 persons to a square mile in 1891 
and 15.22 in 1936. 

34 Thus in Wellington there was a far greater variety of voluntary organization in 1928 
than in 1882, and there was one organization to 158 people in 1882, one to 140 in 1928. M. 
Reilly, 'Wellington Unofficial Organisations', Hist. 412 Research Essay, Victoria Univer-
sity of Wellington, 1980 
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terrible . . . . 
The homesteads are too few and far between to allow of much 

visiting.'" 
Although contemporaries rightly complained that geographical isola-

tion robbed them of companionship, ironically the problem was also a 
tribute to the colony's material success, to its high rate of property 
mobility. Fundamentally what buried households in the countryside and 
separated them from one another was that the small size of the colony's 
population as a whole maximized the opportunities for land ownership 
and in addition permitted 43 per cent of the total freeholders (though 
many were non-residents) to own rural land of five acres or more by 
1882." Ideologically, there was nothing to stop the dispersal of the 
population. No opprobrium was attached to living 'up country'—in 'the 
sticks' as we would say. On the contrary. Virtue, status, and perceived 
social stability operated in inverse proportion to population density.37 

In new areas, the piecemeal occupation of settlement blocks frequently 
kept neighbours far apart even though on paper allotments were small. 
The sections between neighbours could be left vacant for a long period 
after the opening of a subdivision if, say, sales and occupation were slow 
or speculators had been active.3' The Crown was often responsible for 
this. To encourage expansion into the bush areas legislation in 1885 
authorized the absenteeism of Special Settlement selectors on condition 
that they kept up a certain level of improvements.3' 

One measure of the size of the population living outside built-up areas 
is to add together the number of persons enumerated as dwelling in 
boroughs, town districts, suburbs without municipal status surrounding 
the main centres, and what the Registrar-General termed villages or 
townships or 'some sort of nucleus of population'. For the census years 
from 1874 to 1896 they comprised between about 54 per cent to 69 per 
cent of the population; the remaining 31 per cent to 46 per cent 
presumably occupied spatially isolated households. Although a crude 

35 S.A. Courage, Light and Shadows of Colonial Life—Twenty-six Years in Canter-
bury, New Zealand, Christchurch, 1976 reprint, p.240 and passim. See also Fitton, p.273; 
J. Adam, Twenty-five Years of Emigrant Life . . ., 2nd ed., Edinburgh, 1876, p.41; I. 
Breward, Godless Schools?, Christchurch, 1967, p.42; W.D. Hay, Brighter Britain 
London, 1882, I, 111, 289 ff.; E.M. Story, ed., 'Our Fathers Have Told Us', MSS, Turn-
bull Library, pp.442-3; Letters in G.H. Scholefield, ed., The Richmond-Atkinson Papers, 
Wellington, 1960, I, 89, 90, 95, 487; E. Hodder, Memories of New Zealand Life, London, 
1862, pp.56-57; Arnold, 'Great Bush', pp.348-9, 455; extract from Reeves's autobiography 
in K. Sinclair, William Pember Reeves, Oxford, 1965, pp.42-43. 

36 Calculated from data in AJHR, 1890, I, B-15, 12. 
37 E.g., E. Tregear, 'Labour in New Zealand', New Zealand Official Yearbook, 1893, 

217 ff. 
38 Arnold, 'Great Bush', pp.38-39, 512. 
39 AJHR, 1893, C- l , 4, 78. The high frequency of transfers and of non-residence con-

tradicts the claims by Arnold, 'Great Bush', pp.48,359 ff, 546, for the particular cohesion 
of the associations formed by these bush settlers. 
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measure, if anything it overstates the extent of the concentrated popula-
tion.40 

By itself the strong propensity towards dispersal would not have 
depressed the chance of household interaction if communications had 
been well developed. But in the inland areas, face-to-face contact 
depended on roads, and roads, as everyone complained, were atrocious 
in quality and in relation to the far-flung character of settlement, too 
short and too few. Symptomatic of the crudity of the roading system is 
the paucity of official statistics on the subject—most other activities were 
quantified in detail. The first official survey of 1921 showed that less 
than half of the country's roads were metalled; the rest consisted of bri-
dle tracks, informal legal roads, and unmetalled formations of a 
dray's-width or more.41 

There was not only a good chance that the individual would live 
remote from the junctions of social activity. There was also a strong 
probability that he would be socially isolated by the effects of 
geographical mobility. If remoteness made frequent face-to-face contact 
seem strange, mobility made the faces seem those of strangers. Trans-
iency undermined horizontal bonding by creating anonymity and by 
dissolving or loosening associations if it had not inhibited or prohibited 
them in the first place. The average locality was filled with restless men 
and households who had not stayed and would not stay there long 
enough to identify with its past, its people, its symbols. Although it is 
often said that the population of each locality was small enough to place 
people on a familiar footing, this impression comes from counting the 
population at a fixed point and assuming it was immobile. In fact the 
instability of the population meant that as well as the people living there 
at any one point, a large number had come into and gone out of the 
locality over a period. Witnessing this a stable resident would have found 
the population larger and by that fact would have experienced greater 
difficulty in meeting and knowing everyone than we imagine. Further-
more, since people tended to stay in one place for such a short period, 
they had very limited time to mix and to get to know one another, and on 
this basis to develop relationships, unless they were highly extro-
verted—and most of our forbears appear to have been hardly that. If 
against these odds people did form close attachments, these would have 
snapped soon after they had been formed when, in their unsettled condi-

40 The informal suburban population is inflated by its inclusion of everyone residing in 
a road district and county division contiguous to each of the four centres; in the smaller 
centres and on the periphery of the large there was such a strong tendency towards 
unoccupied sections and the scattering of residences that a good many of their households 
must have been as physically isolated as their rural equivalents; the Registrar-General 
included in his estimate of the township and village figures much of the population dwelling 
in the surrounding countryside (see Report on the Results of a Census . . . , 1896, 
Wellington, 16). 

41 New Zealand Official Yearbook, 1921-22, p.560. 
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tion, members of the network or group went their separate ways, were 
geographically dispersed and lost what contact they had enjoyed as 
neighbours, workmates, and participants in the same formal leisure 
activities. 

Contemporaries saw quite clearly the way their nomadism gave rise to 
superficial relationships and loneliness. Narrating a trip around the East 
Cape in 1892 an anonymous author stated: 'passing northwards the 
traveller comes next to Tuparoa, a place allied, as regards ourselves, with 
the fondest associations. Alas! that the course of colonial acquaintance-
ship should be so often rudely severed by the removal to a distant county 
of one or both the attached friends, perhaps never again to meet.'42 

Others went further and supposed that the transiency of the population 
by weakening social obligations and group pressures indirectly created 
licence and disorder. One lady colonist explained in 1887: 

in the Colonies there is little but little of the home feeling so strong and prevalent 
at home—no attachment to place, locality, or friends as in England . . . . To 
many . . . these associations and memories are part of the air they breathe, and 
part of their very existence, and the people I picture have every incentive to 
respect themselves and to be respected by the class and neighbourhood where they 
have been so long known. But there are no associations or memories of that kind 
in the Colonies, therefore there is not the same check or restraint there. Also there 
it is easier to escape detection than in the old country, a man can go from one 
Colony to another very easily.4' 

To determine how widespread mobility was, the rate of population 
retention has so far been measured for Marton, Johnsonville, Wellington 
City, the rural surrounds of Wellington City, Wanganui municipality 
and Turakina. The procedure has been to follow as closely as possible the 
standard technique employed by North American researchers like Stevan 
Thernstrom and Michael Katz:44 a comprehensive list of all household 
heads is compiled at the enception of a decade and the number and pro-
portion still remaining there is ascertained by checking the first list of 
names against a second compiled at the end of the decade. As can be seen 

42 M.E.T., 'Round the East Cape in 1892', reprinted in Historical Review—Journal of 
the Whakatane and District Historical Society, XX, (1972), 104. Also D. McKee Wright, 
'While the Billy Boils', in A.E. Woodhouse, ed., New Zealand Farm and Station Verse 
1850-1950, Christchurch, 1950, pp.38-39. For like effects of mobility on other, non-New 
Zealand, localities, see C. Bell and H. Newby, Community Studies, London, 1971. 

43 'Hopeful ' , pp. 140-1. See letter from T. Arnold to Jane Arnold, 22 November 1849, 
in J. Bertram, ed., New Zealand Letters of Thomas Arnold, Auckland, 1966, p.158; C.W. 
Richmond to J. Richmond, 7 April 1862, in G.H. Scholefield, I, 755. A. Bathgate, 
Colonial Experiences . . . , Glasgow, 1874, p. 167. 

44 S. Thernstrom, The Other Bostonians, Cambridge, Mass., 1973; S. Thernstrom and 
P. Knights, 'Men in Motion: Some Data and Speculation about Urban Population Mobility 
in Nineteenth-Century America', Journal of Interdisciplinary History, I (Autumn 1970); 
M. Katz, The People of Hamilton, Canada West, Cambridge, Mass., 1975; R. Doherty, 
Society and Power—Five New England Towns 1800-1860, Cambridge, Mass., 1977. 
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in the Appendix, it has been found that a minority of residents—a 
median of about 41 per cent—continued to live in their respective 
localities after ten years; the remainder, nearly always the majority, had 
by inference moved away. Incidentally this is likely to be an excess-
ively generous estimate of stability: the data, by excluding non-
household heads, omit the most transient elements in the society 
(lodgers, unmarried males and so forth), and the method of calculation 
takes no account of people moving in and out within each decade. New 
Zealand localities were more like transit camps than island communities. 

It might be objected that the localities were mobility has been 
measured are not typical of nineteenth century local societies. However, 
all the other evidence indicates that colonists were restless no matter 
where they lived. Of the literary evidence, there is, for example, 
W. Pember Reeves's State Experiments, where the subject is referred to 
three times.45 Of the institutional evidence there is the plethora of lodg-
ing and boarding houses in the towns.46 In 1878 the Colonial Treasurer, 
John Ballance, justified the decision to tax land instead of incomes on 
the grounds that in England, 'the settled nature of society and of com-
merce renders it much more easy to impose such a tax [on income] than 
in a young country, where there is a shifting population, and where com-
merce is much more variable in its nature'.47 The universal incidence of 
itinerancy is evident, too, in the apparent lack of local traditions—of 
speech, dress, and so forth—for the incessant interchange of population 
between places homogenized mores and rituals. 

Another objection might be that twentieth century New Zealand was 
not uniquely unstable, that the twentieth-century population was just as 
fluid and yet far more inclined to experience community development 
and integration. It is significant, however, that the strong growth of net-
works and institutions characterizing the social history of New Zealand 
from about the late 1890s correlates with the reversal of some of the fac-
tors destabilizing the society over the nineteenth century. From the late 
1890s we see a rise in home ownership, a fall in the proportion of single 
adult males, a waning in the proportion of transient employment, a 
lessening in the relative size of the immigrant population, and a reduc-
tion in regional economic disparities. In the twentieth century, further-
more, the need to move house when changing jobs was lessened by the 
expansion of employment in the localities and the improvement in 
transport. 

It is also arguable that mobility did not attenuate relationships 

45 See also F. Fuller, Five Years' Residence in New Zealand . . . , London, 1859, 
pp. 187-8; T. Arnold to Mrs Arnold, 14 October 1849, in Bertram, p.150. 

46 See e.g., 'Hopeful ' , pp.153-4. 
47 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (NZPD), XXVIII (1878), 607-8. The great ritual 

significance attached to receiving and reading letters from 'home' also suggests that 
colonists were compelled to counteract the lack of social contact in the new country by 
maintaining strong connections with the networks they had left back home. 
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between local people because when they shifted house they may have 
moved only a short distance and may have maintained contact with those 
they had left behind. The best evidence we have on mobility distance, 
however, suggests that long movements were more frequent than short. 
In 1921 the Registrar-General matched the place of residence on birth 
certificates of the New Zealand-born with that submitted in a cross-
section of census schedules. He found that for the adults who no longer 
lived where they were born, more had shifted between the two islands 
and between provinces than had moved within provinces or in the 
vicinity of their birthplaces.48 

Nor can we belittle the transience of the population on the grounds 
that it was specific to itinerant labourers while the rest of the population 
were stable. Analysis of the mobility pattern of household heads in five 
lower North Island areas has revealed that all strata were itinerant 
though certainly not to the same degree. If we classify people, occupa-
tional^ or by the value of their landed wealth, we find that the rate of 
persistence falls in gradations as we go down the social ladder. Mobility 
was a continuum.49 It is this comparative stability of the upper stratum 
which in part allowed it to dominate local institutions in nineteenth 
century New Zealand—in this limited sense it was 'the community'. 

From the preceding discussion it is hard to resist the conclusion that 
horizontal bonding was not much stronger than the kinship or the ver-
tical. Although the colony was far more conducive to horizontal ties than 
to the kinship and the vertical, it gave the horizontally-tied (those who 
acted out the popular imperatives of equal opportunity and material pro-
gress and self-discipline and 'winning an independence') inadequate 
opportunities to engage in social communication. The horizontally-tied 
had very similar desires, values and beliefs about property; where each 
individual was a 'man alone' was in the sense that his associations tended 
to be few and fleeting. To the extent that it existed, the community claim-
ed by Gardner and others was an ideological community. There was 
nothing local about it for the ideology pervaded the whole colony. 
Originating in the Old World, it did not need a high level of social 
organization to flourish in the New. Indeed with the emphasis on 
individual self-reliance it was well adapted to the largely atomized nature 
and high property mobility of colonial society. It seems plain, in other 
words, that the social structure did not comprize a set of close-knit com-
munities, local or otherwise, and that instead (the upper strata perhaps 

48 1921 Census, pp.39-41. See also Pearson, p. 105, Table 6.3. 
49 E.g., in Marton after a decade ending in 1891, 4.9 per cent of household heads with 

land assessed at £1000 and over had disappeared, 50 per cent with land worth £500 to £999, 
70 per cent of those worth up to £499, and 78 per cent of non-land owners. Classifying the 
society into five occupational grades obtains a similar gradient in all places studied except 
Wanganui. It is possible that what appears to be a continuum is not and that the gradations 
reflect different stages of the life cycle; if this be the case, the 'set t ler ' / 'drif tcr ' dichotomy 
applied by contemporaries as a system of labelling could well be accurate. 
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excepted) it was extremely loose. 
At first sight this counter-proposition to the Gardner/Oliver legend 

cannot be reconciled with the presence of many organized groups in most 
places correctly observed by Oliver.'0 However, he fails to recognize the 
severe limits of institutional life. In the first place, although the localities 
appear to contain a lot of voluntary and leisure organizations, their 
membership was drawn from a small minority of the eligible population. 
According to the census on church attendance, the number of persons in 
the total population enumerated as 'usually attending' varied between a 
low of 20 per cent in 1874 to a high of just over 28 per cent in 1896, which 
was about half the rate found in England and Wales in the famous survey 
of 1851." At the climax of the nineteenth century trade union growth in 
mid-1890, trade unions had a nominal membership of about one-third of 
wage earners (excluding farm and station hands)'2. By the early 1870s not 
more than half the children aged between five and fifteen were enrolled 
at school. Lodges and Friendly Societies over the last quarter of the cen-
tury had a membership varying between about 9 and 17 per cent of adult 
males. Over the same period the volunteers incorporated a mere 3 to 6 
per cent of males aged fifteen and over." 

It is possible that each of these institutions represented a different 
stratum of society—in which case perhaps the totality of local society 
may well have been organized. This is unlikely, however, for where we 
have been able to analyse the composition of members we have found 
that recruitment was strongly biased towards the upper strata—the 
minority—and against the lower—the majority. Perhaps the most 
popular local institutions were the sports clubs, and of these, cricket and 
rugby predominated. Of the latter we find that between 1878 and 1888 
manual workers constituted 28 per cent of Wellington cricket teams, 27 
per cent of Manawatu rugby teams, and 40 per cent of Wellington rugby 
teams—well below their approximate 60 per cent representation in the 
entire male workforce.54 In these and other groups (even when explicitly 

50 Oliver, Towards a New History, pp. 19-20; cf. R.S. and H.M. Lynd, Middletown—A 
Study in Contemporary American Culture, New York, 1929. 

51 M.P.H. Davis,'Secularisation . . . ' , Hist. 316 Research Essay, Victoria University of 
Wellington, 1981; K.S. Inglis, 'Patterns of Religious Worship in 1851', The Journal of 
Ecclesiastical History, XI (April 1960). In an unpublished paper at the Conference of the 
Association of Historians, Wellington, 1981, Dr Hugh Jackson has argued that the com-
paratively low New Zealand rate arose partly from the paucity of amenities (which my 
theory can explain) and partly from the denominational mix. 

52 K. Moriarty, 'The Call of the Masses . . . ' , B.A. Hons History Research Paper, 
Victoria University of Wellington, 1970. 

53 A.E. Campbell, Educating New Zealand, Wellington, 1941, p.44; data on Volunteers 
and lodges calculated from the census, 1874-1901. 

54 N. Beckford, 'Working-Class Participation in Wellington Club Cricket, 1878-1940', 
B.A. Hons History Research Paper, Victoria University of Wellington, 1981; N. Swindells, 
'Social Aspects of Rugby Football in Manawatu, 1878-1910', B.A. Hons History Research 
Paper, Massey University, 1978. B. Howard, 'Changing Social Composition in Wellington 
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geared to wage earners) it was the unskilled who were particularly under-
represented." Nothing, incidentally, supports the contention that the 
marginal role of the lower strata in institutional life persisted well into 
the twentieth century as was the case in England; on the contrary, from 
about the late 1890s colonial organizations seem to experience a massive 
upsurge in wage-earner membership." 

Another sign of the flimsy nature of the social fabric is that institu-
tions in the localities tended to be short-lived. Although Mechanics 
Institutes, Athenaeums and other bodies for the self-improvement of 
working-men proliferated, their inability to fulfil their original roles as 
cultural and intellectual centres was soon apparent; after the mid-1860s 
they acted as little more than libraries or were absorbed by municipal 
libraries and even on this broader foundation many collapsed between 
1887 and 1898. Of the Trades and Labour Councils established in the 
four main centres during the early 1880s only one still remained in 1885. 
Farmers' organizations were just as evanescent. Half the twenty-four 
Lodges and Friendly Societies established from 1865 to 1868 went out of 
existence by 1885. The survival rate of sports clubs was equally low. Of 
the ten Wellington Cricket Clubs engaged in the Senior Competition 
between 1883 and 1900, six had folded by 1900. It has been estimated 
that sixty-five rugby clubs were formed in Wellington between 1871 and 
1899; of these fifty-four collapsed. Institutions were, moreover, often 
too feeble to undertake effectively their express functions. For example, 
Wellington Cricket Clubs were so lacking in depth that they often fielded 
twenty-two players against visiting overseas teams; a high proportion of 
church congregations were so small they were incapable of building 
churches for themselves and in many country areas even the principal 
denominations were unable to support a resident clergyman and relied on 
itinerant preachers.51 On top of this, the cohesion of organized groups 

Rugby, 1879 to 1939', B.A. Hons History Research Paper, Victoria University of 
Wellington, 1981. The narrow age range of the players made an occupational analysis more 
revealing than a proprietorial one. 

55 For other groups see C. Morrison, 'Social Aspects of the Wanganui Garrison Band, 
1882-1940', Hist. 316 Research Essay, Victoria University of Wellington, 1981 (of the 83 
per cent of band members who were manual workers in 1882, 8 per cent were unskilled) and 
J. Durrand, 'The Wellington Working Man's Club . . . 1877-1947', Hist. 316 Research 
Essay, Victoria University of Wellington, 1981 (of the 45 per cent new members who were 
manual workers 1887-96, 3 per cent were unskilled). 

56 On England, M. Young and P. Willmott, The Symmetrical Family, Harmondsworth, 
1975, ch. viii. According to Howard, by 1937 57 per cent of the members of Wellington 
Rugby Clubs were manual workers; according to Beckford, by 1938 almost 50 per cent of 
Wellington Cricket Clubs were manual workers; and Durrand ascertained that between 
1937 and 1946 77 per cent of the new members of the Wellington Working Men's Club were 
manual workers. 

57 A.B. Thompson, Adult Education in New Zealand, Christchurch, 1945, ch. ii; H. 
Roth, Trade Unions in New Zealand, Wellington, 1973, pp.8-10; T. Brooking, 'New 
Zealand Farmers' Organisations and Rural Politics in the Late Nineteenth and Early 
Twentieth Centuries', Historical News, 41 (1980), 9-13; S. Fisk, 'Friendly Societies in New 
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was weakened by low rates of attendance. A good example is the state 
primary school: under the 1877 Act attendance was compulsory, yet 'in 
the eighties it was no uncommon thing for a quarter of the children in a 
school to be absent three times out of five and another quarter twice.' 
Some institutions tried to force their members to attend functions by 
fining them if they did not." 

Most localities of course had their pubs, parades, race days, regattas 
and other sports days. Although drawing large crowds, as forms of 
instant community they were productive only of fleeting and superficial 
relationships. The basic reason they were popular was that they catered 
for a clientele which was more casual than permanent: except for pubs, 
they allowed people to come together on only a few occasions a year, and 
did not demand any more of their time, and their activities—bound up in 
drinking and gambling—did not ask for a high order of social investment 
and obligation from people who were in no position to give any. 

One final point. If the Gardner/Oliver thesis is correct and my 
counter-proposal is wrong then, as Oliver has contended, nineteenth 
century New Zealand would have been relatively free of conflict since the 
behaviour of individuals would have been tightly controlled by the local 
community to which they were affiliated. Let us test this by examining 
the trends in the officially recorded incidents of private violence between 
1853 and 1940. Theoretically the period of the strongest local bonds and 
controls, the nineteenth century, should be the period with the lowest 
rate of bloodshed. What we find in fact is that the number of convictions 
for common assault per capita in the magistrates' courts was at its 
highest in the 1850s and tapers off to 1912, at which point it is one-ninth 
of its 1850s peak, and stabilizes at that level until 1940. What should be 
added here is that vagrancy, deaths from homicide, indeed most crimes, 
although showing a somewhat different pattern, have higher rates in the 
nineteenth century than the twentieth." To be sure, as Inspector Broham 
of the Armed Constabulary observed in 1873, 'organized gangs of 
highwaymen or burglars are unknown; the crimes that are committed are 
usually the work of individuals acting singly . . . But this does not 
mean all-embracing communities existed and created conformity. Rather 
what contributed to the infrequency of collective deviance was that 
malefactors were segregated from one another by the same forces that 
atomized the law-abiding. Also the attempt by the individual to live by 
the code of self-control and righteous acquisition prescribed by colonial 
ideology must have gone some way in compensating for the inability of 

Zealand, 1840-1900', Hist. 316 Research Essay, Victoria University of Wellington, 1979; 
on cricket clubs see Beckford; on rugby clubs see Howard. 

58 Campbell, p.90; on fining see Fisk for Friendly Societies. 
59 Data calculated from the justice section in Statistics of New Zealand. Although most 

of the crime series are not defined consistently, this does not appear to affect the trends 
substantially. 

60 AJHR, 1873, H-14, 16. 
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the group to maintain predictable and orderly behavour through gossip 
and threat of ostracism." A further test of local harmony and mutual 
understanding is to ask how frequently colonists engaged in litigation. 
What we find here is that the number of suits commenced in all the 
courts, as a proportion of the population, rises sharply from the 1850s, 
peaks in the late 1860s, falls off to its lowest point in the early 1890s, and 
fluctuates weakly thereafter with two minor peaks in 1910 and 1926.62 

Many things may explain these trends: but the record level earlier in the 
nineteenth century is quite consistent with what we would expect from 
such a poorly organized society: either men were unused to communica-
tion, misunderstood one another's messages, and sued for damages; or 
having a poor sense of social obligation they treated others rapaciously, 
and were sued for damages." Ironically, the end result of this 
comparatively frequent resort to legal action is that the preponderance of 
informal over formal social discourse was less than historians have 
suggested. From whatever direction the issue is approached, it seems 
inescapable that we do not find sustenance for the Gardner/Oliver 
paradigm in the bonding pattern, in institutional life, or in the level of 
discord. 

MILES FAIRBURN 

Victoria University of Wellington 

61 R. Taylor, Te Ika A Maui or New Zealand and lis Inhabitants, London, 1885, 
pp.460-1. 'Before deciding on the spot you are going to settle in, see that you have some 
probability of obtaining the means of grace; for those who there go to lonely places in the 
bush, do themselves an incalculable injury; they soon lower their standard of morality, and 
in throwing aside the observance of religion, they also reduce themselves to a lower mental 
position.' 

62 M. Neazor, 'Patterns of Courtship: Civil Cases in the New Zealand Courts 
1853-1940', Hist. 316 Research Essay, Victoria University of Wellington, 1981. 

63 Both these factors are vividly portrayed in J. Hall, Experiences of Thirty Years in the 
Provincial District of Wellington, Wellington, 1884. Significantly there are very few 
recorded instances of local people using shaming ceremonies like skimmingtons and tarring 
and feathering to bring the deviant to heel. 
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APPENDIX 
GEOGRAPHICAL MOBILITY 

The Problem of Coding 
One of the key problems in matching people listed in street directories and 

almanacs for different years is that many listings show a slight change and it is 
difficult to decide whether the original person disappeared and should be labelled 
as a transient or whether the difference was purely nominal and the person should 
be categorized as a persister. How Pearson treated this is not clear. Our rules, as 
developed and refined by Diana Beaglehole and myself, are as follows: 

A persister is someone (a) whose name and address are the same at the two 
listing dates, (b) whose name is the same but address in the locality is different, (c) 
whose surname and address are the same but whose christian names and gender 
are different, (d) whose surname and address are the same but has one christian 
name/initial in one year, followed by two or more in another, and the first 
christian name/initial is included in the second entry. 

A transient is someone who does not fulfil any of the above criteria. 
Ambiguous cases are deleted. We have also found it necessary to check the entries 
for duplications; this occurs for example when households reside at intersections, 
and when people under business headings are also given a residential listing. 

Results: These are very comparable to those found for North America in the 
nineteenth century, if not showing somewhat more transience. 

RATES OF PERSISTENCE 
(head of household) 

Rate of 
Place Base Year End Year Persistence 

(%) 

Wanganui Town 1866 1876 38 
Turakina (rural Wanganui) 1866 1876 49 
Wellington City 1868 1878 36 
Wellington City 1870 1880 41 
Wellington City 1880 1890 43 
Wellington City 1890 1900 47 
Marton 1881 1891 48 
Marton 1891 1901 57 
Hutt County and West Coast (Wellington) 1868 1878 42 
Johnsonville 1875 1885 29 
Johnsonville 1885 1900 30 

Other Studies: An analysis of the turnover of explicitly designated 'farmers' on 
the Hutt District Electoral Roll, 1880-1890, revealed a persistence rate of 71 per 
cent. Another study was of the retention rate of permanent hands specified in the 
wage books of three large sheep stations (Akitio, Wairarapa, 1863-6, 1882-90; 
Benmore, Otago, 1865-71; Clayton, Canterbury, 1877-88). The data would allow 
a maximum of only eight measures at five-yearly intervals. This gave a retention 
rate which varied considerably from zero to 50 per cent with a median of 13 per 
cent. 
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Sources 
Pearson, p. 102 
The following research essays for Hist. 316 at Victoria University of 

Wellington: 
D. Beaglehole, 'Geographical Mobility, Wanganui and Turakina 1866-76', 

1980. 
P.M. Shone, 'Marton: New Zealand Geographical Mobility . . . ' , 1981. 
D. Williams and G. Hanna, 'Geographic Mobility in Early Wellington, 

1880-1900', 1979. 
M. Harkness, 'Geographical Mobility in Wellington, 1868-78', 1980. 
H. Boyd, 'A Survey on Labour Turnover in New Zealand from 1863 to 1890 in 

Rural Areas', 1981. 
The research oh Wellington 1870-1900, was by my research assistant D. 

Beaglehole, with a grant from the Victoria University Research Committee. 
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