






































216 ERIK OLSSEN 

Wakefield wanted to establish a small, cohesive, and conservative society on 
liberal-democratic principles, a society where wealth would not be adored, the 
poor not oppressed. There would be ample opportunities for the prudent to 
prosper and there would be no reason for political discontent, let alone the sort 
of social conflicts which threatened to tear Britain apart in the 1830s and 1840s. 
In brief, he wanted 'the happiest state of society consistent with the institution 
of private property'.73 With an innocent optimism worthy of the Enlightenment, 
he also thought that the Maori could be full members of that more perfect 
civilization. How successful he and the others were I leave to the reader. In his 
well-known letter to Robert Rintoul, written in 1853, shortly after his arrival in 
New Zealand, Wakefield wrote an astute report on the conditions of colonial 
society, criticizing the materialism and parochialism, but by and large he was 
well pleased. Relations with Maori, a matter on which his views changed, 
moving from Utopian optimism to cynical pessimism, were another matter, and 
if they were not solved then we can hardly complain, as they are still unsolved. 
His little-known letter to Gladstone, written in 1851, has a more modern ring 
than many of his contemporaries achieved, however, for he warned that so long 
as the settlers called the tune while the British paid for and provided the troops, 
there would be no peace, no accommodation between the two peoples, and no 
progress towards racial 'amalgamation'. Even at his most cynical he remained 
the product of his Quaker heritage and the Enlightenment-Prichardian para-
digm, and above all he believed that through rational analysis it was possible to 
construct systematically a better world. His experimental method, I would 
argue, has been as influential as his vision. 

Such a summary shows that it is tendentious to claim, as Miles Fairburn did 
in The Ideal Society and Its Enemies, that whatever influence Wakefield had was 
'swamped by the social transformations from the 1850s onwards'.74 Wakefield's 
influences lived on and Fairburn's book, like Manning Clark's early volumes, 
is organized around Wakefieldian themes of social pathology rooted in the 
anomic circumstances of a new society. Fairburn's main argument, of course, 
would be that Wakefield 's experimental but systematic plan for colonization 
failed to save his 'model colony' from the social pathology of the American and 
Australian frontiers. That, however, is another issue. I am not suggesting that 
Wakefield 's critics — from McLintock to Burns — got everything wrong, but 
they overlooked the larger picture. They forgot the on-going appeal of his vision 
of New Zealand as the first civilized colony, that it would be a successful 
experiment, and that both characteristics would make New Zealand quite 
different from Australia or the United States.75 They also overlooked his role in 

73 These themes are explicitly spelt out in England and America. For the quotation see Vol.1, 
p.l 31 . 

74 Fairburn, p. 15. For Clark see n.44. 
75 They also tended to forget that the twin principles of concentration and continuity were central 

to the construction of a cohesive and conservative civilization. Yet dispersion, which some thought 
a problem in the 1840s, was soon annihilated by steam. The revolution in transport literally shrank 
New Zealand. Steam, in short, replaced Bentham's 'Vicinity-Maximising-or-Dispersion-Prevent-
ing principle'; Quoted in Pike, p.57. 
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working the vision and values of the English and Scottish Enlightenments, 
together with the Prichardian paradigm and democratic institutions, into the 
foundations of the new society (and nor should we forget the importance of his 
Quaker heritage). Most of all Wakefield's critics overlooked the fact that his 
model colony presupposed the ability of humans to plan systematically the 
construction of a new society based on principles obtained from historical and 
sociological study. His experimental turn of mind, in short, helped to construct 
post-1840 New Zealand as an on-going experiment. Is it entirely coincidental 
that we feel most happy when engaged on experiments which enhance our claim 
to be a model for humanity? 

In the 1990s, however, as we survey the history of colonization in the 
nineteenth century with emotions which range from distaste to disbelief, we can 
do little more than return to the very Enlightenment (and its Romantic counter-
point) which shaped our history as a new-European society. The attempt to de-
colonize the world has been completed, by and large; the effort to de-colonize 
the European and neo-European mind has scarcely begun. According to many 
influential thinkers of the previous generation the most elevated humanism of 
European thought, from the Enlightenment onwards, contained at its heart an 
anti-humanism. By insisting on a universal man and a single human identity the 
Enlightenment negated difference.76 This was less clear then than now. Priscilla 
Wakefield, for instance, could believe it possible to establish 'the true dignity of 
the [female] sex' within an improving society and world. She wanted girls to 
have 'a rational education... raising them to a nearer equality with their tyrants'. 
Late-twentieth century feminists are sceptical (and his grandmother's strong 
views did not much affect the youthful Edward Gibbon Wakefield who dreamed 
of a home 'where my will will be a law').77 

If the universal man of the Enlightenment negated even European women, its 
negation of other 'races' now seems still more complete. Fanon's Wretched of 
the Earth, with its vehement and articulate assault on the universal man at the 
centre of European humanism, should warn us that any attempt to single out 
Wakefield and his brothers, or even the New Zealand Company, as the only 
wicked players, the sole source of all of our problems, denies Fanon's indictment 
by pretending it was not made, by not seeing it (which is precisely his complaint). 
As Robert Young has remarked in White Mythologies, Fanon's polemic marks 
one important origin for post-modernism, post-modernism itself being the most 
significant episode yet in the de-colonization of the European mind. Having said 
this, however, we must still confront the fact that the colonization of New 
Zealand represented a small episode in a large and complex process which began 
long before Edward Gibbon Wakefield's birth in 1796. However we define 

76 Young, pp.7-20 and chs 2 and 3. 
77 Edward Gibbon's phrase is from his letter to Catherine, [August 1821], Mitchell collection. 

Priscilla Wakefield, Diary for 4 April and 20 May 1798. The latter is an interesting entry for she 
discussed Godwin's biography of Mary Wollstonecraft and judged that she had lacked religious 
principle and hence had 'wandered from that standard of female excellence wh. the author of The 
Rights of Woman should have defended'. 




