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Savagery and Civilization 

EARLY VICTORIAN NOTIONS* 

THE IMPORTANCE of the Scottish Enlightenment notion of 'civilization' for 
understanding the ideas informing the colonization of New Zealand has been 
highlighted recently by Erik Olssen in his work on Edward Gibbon Wakefield.1 

This paper complements that attention to early nineteenth-century notions of 
civilization by concentrating on its antonym, savagery. In particular it focuses 
on a configuration of ideas in the 1830s and 1840s that formed tqe 
anthropological, legal and moral framework with which early Victorians 
categorized non-European peoples, conceded them sovereignty and recognized 
their title to their lands.2 In doing so it adds to our understanding of the different 
kinds of assumptions about, and rationales for, colonization operative in different 
decades of the century.3 

At least until the mid-1800s, a stadial view of societal development 
underpinned British views regarding colonization. Humanity was understood 
to be a single family, composed of numerous peoples or nations at different 
stages of development. Under the influence of various factors, societies were to 
be found at every gradation between savagery and civilization. Some were 
progressing, others static, yet others degenerating. It was a conjectural history 
of the world whose apogee was Europe. Those nations most advanced in 
civilization and whose commerce brought them in touch with virtually the entire 
globe had a responsibility to help raise higher up the ladder of civility those 
savage nations displaying progressive tendencies. By the later nineteenth century 
social-Darwinist ideas 'scientifically' classifying humanity into racial groups 
with fixed traits, and positing a fundamental 'struggle for existence' among 
these distinct groups, were to eclipse this earlier history and its 'enlightened' 
policy of assimilation and development. 

Though purportedly descriptive, the standardized view of savagery and 
civilization was a sophisticated theoretical construct. Its many empirical failings 
were ignored or overlooked, but not simply because it was in the colonizer's 
interest not to 'recognize' the pre-existing system of property relations and 
societal structure inconvenient to British settlement. Victorians had more than 
their capital invested in such schemes. Civilization and savagery defined who 
they were. Their superior culture and commercial mode of subsistence were 
explained and celebrated by the conjectural history of its emergence from ruder 
beginnings. In making sense of their encounters with new societies, Victorians 
also affirmed and re-created their own identity. If assimilation was the most 
humane doctrine propounded in this period in regard to the treatment of 
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non-European peoples, assimilation should be understood in the double sense 
of non-European peoples being first assimilated into a conceptual framework, 
and then later, depending on their ranking, being assimilated through 
intermarriage and social transformation into the 'superior' culture. It must be 
emphasized, however, that the prior process of intellectual assimilation involved 
the construction not only of the savage 'Other', but simultaneously of the 
civilized self. 

The roots of the ideology of civilization that informed Victorian colonial 
policy and practice lie in Edinburgh. In eighteenth-century Scotland a stadial 
theory of historical development was elaborated by a number of writers, most 
notably Adam Smith, Lord Kames, David Hume, John Millar, William Robertson 
and Adam Ferguson.4 

Smith and his contemporaries saw societies commonly progressing through 
four stages of historical development: the age of hunters; the age of shepherds; 
the age of agriculture; and the age of commerce. Each stage, distinguished by 
its mode of subsistence, had associated with it different divisions of labour, 
types of production and consequently different conceptions of property, law, 
manners and forms of government.5 The principal motor for change was 
population growth; it put pressure on resources and created an imperative to 
escape the limitations of the existing mode of subsistence. Movement from one 
stage to another saw a multiplication of arts and skills as well as an expanded 
division of labour. By the age of agriculture, instead of individuals being self-
sufficient, as they were assumed to have been in the hunter state, each performed 
highly specialized tasks within an advanced system of commodity exchange. 

As John Pocock has argued, what Meek described as a 'four stages theory' 
can in fact be reduced to two: vagrant savagery (hunters and pastoralists) and 
sedentary civilization (agriculturalists and commercial society).6 According to 
Pocock, it was the introduction of the heavy-plough and the permanent settlement 
and social intercourse that accompanied it that was the watershed of development 
for enlightenment historians. 

In the early nineteenth century, savages were recognized as varying greatly 
in their moral and physical condition. 'They are found in all the grades of 
advancement, from utter barbarism to semi-civilization.'7 Savagery and 
civilization were the two poles of a lengthy spectrum whose principal intervals 
were the four modes of subsistence, though as we shall see, numerous other 
criteria were used to determine a nation's ranking. By the end of the eighteenth 
century a standardized description of savagery had gained currency in Britain. 
It was a tight, somewhat circular, theoretical model, which, in the hands of 
many early nineteenth-century adherents was highly resistant to ethnographic 
evidence inconsistent with it.8 

Savagery was a condition of 'vagrant liberty'. Savage nations were nomadic, 
lacking any permanent abode. They were also scattered communities of limited 
size: living by the chase necessitated large, sparsely inhabited hunting grounds, 
while pastoralists required extensive ranges.9 Without comforts and conveniences 
— forever at the mercy of nature —savage life was wretched. With their 
subsistence level so marginal, and with incessant conflict between the small, 
independent communities, life was precarious.10 There were few divisions of 
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labour; each individual (male) was both a hunter/shepherd and a warrior, able 
to perform numerous generic tasks." Without leisure and specialized 
occupations, there were no arts or letters. Without a written language, knowledge 
could not be preserved and accumulated. Being thus confined to a limited 
repertoire of traditions, they exhibited no progress.12 Law did not exist. Given 
that property did not extend beyond mere possession, there was no occasion for 
law and regulation.13 Since the accumulation and unequal distribution of wealth 
was impossible, there was a high degree of equality and independence and few 
distinctions between men. Such societies were considered natural, rather than 
political, because there was little or no authority or subordination except for 
intermittent delegations of limited authority to a military leader in times of 
necessity.14 So strong was each individual's spirit of independence that, military 
campaigns aside, no other concerted, co-operative endeavours were undertaken. 
Thus there was no civil government — without property to secure, government 
was superfluous; without habits of subordination, no sovereign could be 
established. When injuries were suffered, the only recourse was to the rude 
justice of nature — the law of retaliation. Though savage men enjoyed a rough 
equality, their wives were treated as virtual slaves, burdened with heavy labour 
and denied conjugal affection.15 

Property in the savage state was deemed to be extremely limited in extent — 
the institution of property reaching its full development only in the age of 
commerce.16 The history of property was presumed to be a movement from the 
'loose and transient occupancy of the savage' to the 'comprehensive, subtle, 
and anxiously minute code of property' of a civilized state.17 William Blackstone 
(1723-1780), in his influential Commentaries on the Laws of England, 
expounded his version of the Lockean account of the development of property.18 

As God's donation, the earth was originally the general property of humankind. 
In the 'state of primitive simplicity' all necessities could be acquired from the 
public stock, 'as may be collected from the manners of many American nations 
when first discovered by the Europeans; and from the antient method of living 
among the first Europeans themselves'.19 In the earliest ages, however, the 
communion of goods applied only to the substance and not the use of a thing. 
'For, by the law of nations and reason, he, who first began to use it, acquired 
therein a kind of transient property', a 'right of possession' in something that 
'continued for the same time only that the act of possession lasted'; 'Conceptions 
of more permanent dominion' over the very substance of a thing developed 
'when mankind increased in number, craft and ambition'.20The precariousness 
of living by the chase induced the domestication of livestock, and new ideas of 
property. Such changes were necessary, for Blackstone, to minimize disputes 
and to secure the increased amount of labour invested in things. A 'kind of 
permanent [private] property' arose first in dwellings, then in flocks, then in 
land for agricultural use in the neighbourhood of towns, with all other land 
remaining in common. Blackstone connected the rise of agriculture with the 
decline in the availability of new unoccupied sites for (temporary) possession, 
the constant occupancy of the same spot, and thus the overconsumption of 
nature's bounty. Tillage overcame this crisis, and also necessitated private 
property in land so that the benefits of one's improvements could be enjoyed. 
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The savage condition affected and reflected the savage character. Since 
savages made no effort to ameliorate their miserable existence — the natural 
world was left relatively untouched — they were considered lazy and lacking 
in industry.21 Besides indolence, improvidence was the other universal trait 
ascribed to savages.22 Despite their aversion to regular toil, however, they were 
capable of great feats of endurance and displayed great ingenuity in pursuit of 
prey and in war. The passion they were accredited with displaying with primitive 
intensity was revenge. 

Vengeance excepted, savages, according to Smith, grew up accustomed to 
practising great self-denial and to exercising complete control over their 
passions.23 Able to endure great hardships, and displaying little emotion, even 
to the point of death, primitive individualism meant they expected no sympathy 
from others.24 Jealous of their own autonomy, each pursued their own affairs 
with a callous indifference to the needs and sufferings of others.25 Such emotional 
detachment pervaded even the family, which Robertson described as a grouping 
assembled almost by accident, given the perceived absence of ties of affection 
or the recognition of mutual obligations.26 Their taciturnity and their ability to 
conceal their passions also meant that savages acquired habits of falsehood and 
dissimulation: 'they are all equally impenetrable, and that, when they have a 
mind to conceal the truth, no examination is capable of drawing it from them' ,27 

The most ready and common analogy employed to account for the character 
and manners of the savage was to consider 'him as child in intellect, and, at the 
same time, in physical powers and passions a man'.28 Such an analogy was 
more than a simple rationalization of the paternalistic treatment accorded to 
rude nations. Since every civilized nation was presumed to have its remote 
origin in the savage condition, savagery itself was represented as the childhood 
of more advanced nations. Adam Ferguson, referring to the American Indians, 
reflected: 'it is in their present condition, that we are to behold, as in a mirrour, 
the features of our own progenitors . . . . If, in advanced years, we would form 
a just notion of our progress from the cradle, we must have recourse to the 
nursery, and from the example of those who are still in the period of life we 
mean to describe, take our representation of past manners, that cannot, in any 
other way, be recalled.'29 

Scottish Enlightenment notions of savage nations living in the 'age of hunters' 
and the 'age of shepherds' derived from French travel reports of the North 
American Indians and the descriptions of the Germanic tribes furnished by Caesar 
and Tacitus.30 For Robertson, studies of North American Indians verified the 
testimony of the Roman authors regarding that condition, which he summarized 
as: a hunting or pastoral mode of subsistence; feeble civil authority; retention 
of individual liberty and independence; justice extracted privately.31 Given 
similar conditions, the manners and character of the ancient Germans and 
contemporary American Indians ought to be the same. Though Robertson did 
acknowledge the heterogeneity of the various peoples inhabiting the Americas, 
and posited various factors to explain discrepancies, he was insistent that a few 
exceptional cases did not contradict the generic nature of the savage condition. 

Among the many influences affecting a nation's progress was the extent and 
nature of its intercourse with other nations. For Scottish Enlightenment thinkers, 
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the gradual formation of barbarian kingdoms upon the ruins of the Roman Empire 
was an episode in European history that strikingly illustrated this point. Rome's 
collapse, for Millar, was that of a despotic, effeminate, but refined empire giving 
way to a free spirited, vigorous and rude race of conquerors. The victors, however, 
learnt much from those they subjugated, acquired many of their civilized habits, 
utilized their administrative, agricultural and technical knowledge, and in settling 
down to rule their conquests, advanced rapidly from their earlier barbarity.32 

Those nations living in relative isolation from outside influences were understood 
to advance at a slower pace. The political economist and divine, Richard Whately 
(1787-1863), utilized this observation in his degenerationist criticism of the 
stadial history; he denied both that humanity's condition could have been utterly 
brutish and that, unaided, savage nations could exhibit improvement.33 The 
Bible's Genesis described an original creation where human beings far exceeded 
savages in their sophistication, even if they lacked the refinement of present 
times. Savagery, for Whately, was consistent only with degeneration from an 
earlier stage of advancement. However, in making the point that no savage 
nation could improve without intercourse with more civilized neighbours, and 
thus denying one version of the stadial history that premised advancement upon 
a natural or spontaneous response to population pressures, Whately only 
reinforced the contention of Millar and others that intercourse between nations 
was itself an important mechanism for change. For Millar, North American 
Indians were in a static state because of their isolation from outside, civilizing 
influences. Ernst Dieffenbach, a German naturalist employed by the New 
Zealand Company to undertake scientific explorations in the new colony, 
illustrates the same view with reference to the Māori of New Zealand: 'They 
are a people, decidedly in a nearer relation to us, than any other; they are endowed 
with uncommonly good intellectual faculties; they are an agricultural nation, 
with fixed domicile, and have reached the farthest point of civilization which 
they possibly could without the aid of other nations, and with the example of 
history.'34 

Based upon glowing reports of its fertility and suitability for English plants 
and animals, and its future prospects as an important strategic and commercial 
centre, New Zealand was often described as the antipodes of England. But given 
the model of savagery that was prevalent, there was another sense in which 
New Zealand, in the mind of early Victorians, came to be thought of as the 
'Britain of the Southern hemisphere'. Likening their colonization of New Zealand 
to both the Roman and the later Anglo-Saxon ascendancy over the Britons and 
Celtics, they saw that 'in these remote islands a process is going forward like 
that which took place in our own native land, when, under Hengist and his 
followers, the Anglo-Saxon race poured into it, and effected a total change in 
its population — its language, religion, and customs'.35 

In terms of their advancement in civilization, Māori were frequently compared 
with the early Britons.36 'What the Briton was to the author of the immortal 
"Commentaries", so is this antipodian barbarian to us'.37 Captain FitzRoy, on 
his first visit to New Zealand as master of HMS Beagle, considered the country 
to be 'two thousand years behind our own in point of civilization' and in his 
journal quoted extensively from Sir James Mackintosh's descriptions of the 
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early Britons in his 1830 History of England?* Juxtaposing Cook's report of his 
first encounter with Maori, with Caesar's account of his first invasion of Britain, 
Louis Chamerovzow, secretary of the Aborigines Protection Society, judged 
Māori bolder, and therefore superior to his British ancestors.39 Arthur Thomson, 
a surgeon with the 58th regiment, agreed that pre-contact Māori were more 
civilized than the ancient Britons. In fact, 'with the exception of cannibalism, 
their condition will bear comparison with that of the Scottish Highlanders in 
1700'.40 

Where their intellectual forebears in Scotland had read Tacitus alongside 
North American travel books, and found that the nations described in each were 
essentially the same, early Victorians read the growing volume of literature on 
Pacific peoples in light of the same classical sources.41 The purpose of most 
comparisons with Saxon tribes was to reiterate the universal features of the 
savage state; the validity and utility of such comparisons were presumptions of 
the model of savagery. John Dunmore Lang, for example, saw New Zealand 
'parcelled out among innumerable chiefs, each of whom is independent of every 
other. The authority of these chiefs, moreover, like that of the chiefs among the 
ancient Germans, according to the historian Tacitus, is recognised only in time 
of war.'42 

The stadial framework offered Englishmen a lens with which to view and 
'understand' not only the recently encountered indigenous inhabitants of the 
South Pacific, but also their own history and identity. While on the one hand the 
savage state was the antithesis of their commercial and civilized society, it was 
also a picture of their infancy. Like a photograph album of one's juvenile years, 
it could excite nostalgia and romanticism, but also embarrassment and rejection. 

In mid-June 1845, there was a three-day debate in the British House of 
Commons on the government's management of New Zealand affairs. The 
opposition's attack was led by Charles Buller, who sought to deflate the relatively 
high opinion in which many British observers held Maori. He attacked the 
common comparison of Māori to the Anglo-Saxons of Britain. Against his list 
of living artifacts from Anglo-Saxon culture, Polynesians appeared to come up 
well short: 

I am asked to believe that the tribes of New Zealand, clothed in mats, ignorant of the use 
of any metal, feeding on rats and fern-roots, till Captain Cook gave them the potato, and 
scattered in filthy huts, present an aspect of equal civilisation with our Saxon ancestors, 
when they had laid the foundation of half our present towns and cities, covered the land 
with those churches of which some still remain to excite the admiration of our architects, 
and divided the country into our present division of shires, and hundreds and parishes — 
who possessed the foundations of our Parliamentary Government, of our common law, 
and our jury trial — for whom Alfred and the Confessor had legislated, Bede written 
history, and Dunstan reared an ecclesiastical polity 43 

Buller is clearly attempting to distance himself, and his Anglo-Saxon race, 
from Pacific peoples. But that he was obliged to do so is evidence that the 
opposite tendency — of identification — was sufficiently pervasive as to elicit 
his spirited rebuttal. 
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Early Victorians assumed the unity of the human family despite marked social 
and physical differences between many societies. In order to accommodate this 
unity amidst diversity, Whately pictured a ladder with 20 or more rungs; at the 
top were the civilized races of Europe; at the bottom he placed the aborigines of 
Tasmania, Papua New Guinea, Tierra del Fuego and the Bushmen-Hottentots 
of South Africa. 'Though the two extremes present such a prodigious contrast', 
he argued, smaller distinctions between specimens of the race characterized the 
gradual ascent of the ladder towards civility.44 Though the mode of subsistence 
was an important determinant of what rung of the ladder different peoples were 
placed on, the idea of 'savagery' was a diffuse one, and the criteria used to 
classify and rank savage nations were eclectic. In addition to the mode of 
subsistence, political organization and system of laws, the checklist included 
bodily aesthetics, intelligence, moral character, cultural artifacts, technology 
and military prowess. Charles Darwin, visiting New Zealand briefly in 1835, 
compared Māori unfavourably with the Tahitians he had recently encountered: 
'If the state in which the Fuegians live should be fixed at zero in the scale of 
government, I am afraid New Zealand would rank but a few degrees higher; 
while Tahiti, even when first discovered, would have occupied a respectable 
position'.45 So acute were the powers of observation of this distinguished 
naturalist, and so disagreeable to him was their facial tattooing, that he boldly 
declared that 'one glance at their respective expressions, brings conviction to 
the mind, that one is a savage, the other a civilized man' 

Compared to most of his contemporaries, Darwin's was a rather low ranking 
of Maori. In December 1840 Lord John Russell, the new Secretary of State for 
the Colonies, conveyed to Governor William Hobson the British government's 
solicitude for the aborigines of New Zealand. The reasons why 'New Zealanders' 
were considered to be deserving of special concern and protection were that: 
'They are not mere wanderers over an extended surface, in search of a precarious 
subsistence; nor tribes of hunters, or of herdsman; but a people among whom 
the arts of government have made some progress; who have established by 
their own customs a division and appropriation of the soil; who are not without 
some measure of agricultural skill, and a certain subordination of ranks; wjth 
usages having the character and authority of law.'47 His assessment — that they 
were sedentary agriculturalists with governmental structures and property 
relations — assumed the model of savagery and accorded M ori a relatively 
high place on the ascent towards civilization. However, when reading this 
'enlightened' appraisal of their character, one must take note of the repeated 
qualifications: not mere wanderers; some progress; some measure of agricultural 
skill; a certain subordination of ranks. Later in his instructions, when dealing 
with the difficulties in getting 'New Zealanders' to perform manual labour, 
Russell reminded Hobson that 'we shall have to contend with all the bad habits 
of an indolent, predatory, and wandering life', and that their 'conversion into 
useful labourers' was always susceptible to a 'relapse into barbarous usages'.48 

Given that for Enlightenment thinkers the living remnants of the savage 
condition had been the aboriginal inhabitants of America, it is not surprising 
that North American Indians had come to occupy a benchmark position on the 
ladder between savagery and civilization. Herman Merivale, lecturing at Oxford 
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in the early 1840s, noted: 'The North American Indians are well known to us by 
description; the favourite study alike of philosophy and romance for these two 
centuries, their character is fixed in our minds as almost the type of that man in 
a savage condition' 49 Thomas Malthus systematically compared different Pacific 
peoples, including New Zealand Māori, with North American Indians.50 The 
governor of New South Wales, Sir George Gipps, in a debate in 1840 on a bill 
dealing with the status of European titles to land in New Zealand prior to the 
Treaty of Waitangi, outlined his assumptions about the savage condition.51 He 
presumed a generic state, and refused to admit any differences between the 
aboriginal inhabitants of North America and those of New Zealand. Gipps's 
bill was vigorously opposed by William Charles Wentworth (1790-1872), an 
influential Sydney lawyer. In response, Wentworth, comparing Māori to 
American Indians, argued: 'They are, in fact, in a superior state of civilization, 
and ought not to be deprived of any rights which have been granted to an inferior 
people'52 H.S. Chapman, the author of many favourable reviews of Wakefield's 
colonization projects, also placed Māori one step in advance of American Indians 
on the ground that they were 'cultivators', not simply hunters.53 

While the Americas had furnished Europeans in the early eighteenth century 
with their standard view of the savage condition and the developmental paths 
from it, the exploration and colonization of the Pacific in the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries elicited some adaptations of the stadial theory.54 

In his History of America, William Robertson, for example, had accredited the 
domestication of animals with considerable symbolic and functional importance. 
It was the step with which human beings distinguished themselves from the 
rest of the animal kingdom, but also a technological advance that assured them 
the means to secure their dominion over the natural world.55 Without the aid of 
domesticated animals - horses and bullocks in particular - the savage was unable 
to cultivate and transform the wilderness. However, in the Pacific, given the 
absence of large land mammals to be tamed, a special dispensation had to be 
made. Craik, for example, chiding 'theoretical writers' who assumed that the 
pastoral stage must precede the agricultural, saw that in New Zealand progress 
to the agricultural state had been achieved without the intervening step of 
domesticating animals.56 

The 'insular situation' of virtually all Pacific peoples was another physical 
factor thought to have a bearing on developmental processes. Commenting on 
the 'great Aptitude for Civilization' of the 'New Zealanders', the Reverend 
Samuel Hinds, a chaplain to Bishop Whately and an ecclesiastical apologist for 
the New Zealand Company, made special mention of their 'insular situation' in 
his evidence before the 1838 House of Lords Select Committee on 'The Present 
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State of the Islands of New Zealand'. 'They are not Savages who can fall 
backwards and backwards upon their Woods; the New Zealander is hemmed by 
the Water and must come across civilized Life either for Good or Evil' ,57 Charles 
Terry elaborated upon the same theme in his book on New Zealand: 'The 
American and Canadian Indian is a hunter, ranging the woods for his subsistence, 
and when the stranger settles on his lands, he retires to the backwoods. To him 
such forest is a home, and like the animals he hunts, he shuns civilised man, and 
migrates further into distant wilds. Far different is the New Zealander. He is no 
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hunter, he dwells where he was born, on the land of his forefathers, cultivates 
his ground for kumeras and potatoes, which with fishing, furnish his 
subsistence.'58Lacking 'back settlements' to which indigenous inhabitants could 
retire, the colonization of island nations was obliged to proceed in a manner 
different from that which pertained on large continents. Terry, like virtually all 
his contemporaries, drew a sharp contrast between the aborigines of Australia 
and New Zealand. Australian aborigines were hunters and wanderers who 
withdrew into the territories of neighbouring tribes as European pastoralists 
invaded their ranges: 'The New Zealander has no animals to chase, but dwells 
in his native villages and cultivates the soil.'59 Unlike North American and 
Australian peoples, who could and did flee from contact with Europeans, 'he 
[the New Zealander] is desirous that the European should dwell near him, that 
he may be initiated into the customs and advantages of civilized life' ,60 

Despite its rigidity, the stadial model could accommodate some variation. In 
explaining differences, climate, in particular, was often posited as a determining 
factor. The basic contention was that since tropical climates supplied in greater 
abundance the necessities of life, human subsistence required little exertion; 
such circumstances induced an enervation of character. Temperate climates, by 
contrast, demanded of their inhabitants physical robustness and a more arduous 
and ultimately more dynamic interaction with nature.61 This type of analysis 
was used by James Busby in his early report on the inhabitants of New Zealand62 

In extolling their 'noble qualities', he compared them with other Pacific peoples 
in the tropical zones. Unlike the latter, 'New Zealanders' were not 'enervated 
by a voluptuous climate, and furnished, by the spontaneous bounty of the soil, 
with a profusion of the necessities and luxuries of life'. Similarly, Craik compared 
Māori favourably with the 'timid and luxurious Otaheitans', as well as the 
'miserable outcasts of Australia'.63 

Māori were considered far in advance of Australian aborigines, who were 
universally consigned to the lowest rung on the ladder of savagery. Busby, who 
lived in New South Wales for a number of years before taking up residence in 
New Zealand, was typical in assessing Australian aborigines as so degraded 
and brutish that they had no rights or pretensions to any property in the land 
they wandered over, comparing them with 'their fellow wanderers the 
Kangaroos'.64 Wakefield considered the natives of New Holland more brutish 
than brutes because of the alleged absence of co-operative endeavours among 
them. They 'never help each other, even in the most simple operations', rendering 
their condition 'inferior' to that of some of the wild animals they hunted.65 

According to at least one European observer, Māori ranked themselves as high 
above 'their miserable neighbours' as Europeans ranked themselves above 
Māori.66 

Lord Stanley, Secretary of State for the Colonies, in a despatch to Governor 
FitzRoy on 13 August 1844, commented at length upon the recently completed 
'Report from the Select Committee on New Zealand' and its implications for 
British policy in New Zealand. Stanley rejected Gipps's blanket description of 
savage society, which had been adopted by the committee. He instead 
acknowledged various stages of development and the political consequences of 
these differences: 'There are many gradations of "uncivilized inhabitants," and 
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practically, according to their state of civilization, must be the extent of rights 
which they can be allowed to claim, whenever the territory on which they reside 
is occupied by civilized communities. And it can not be denied that, among 
"uncivilized nations", the New Zealanders hold a very high place, certainly far 
above the inhabitants of the other Australian colonies.'67 

The prevalence of the standardized scale of savagery is witnessed by the 
strategies employed by those Europeans, usually missionaries, who were 
concerned with the welfare and fair treatment of Māori, to resist some of the 
implications of the model. Although, as we shall see, there were those who 
attempted to step out of the stadial theory, most played by its rules. Thus to 
refute classifications of Māori that carried pernicious consequences — non-
recognition of their property rights for example — arguments were made for 
their location on higher, and therefore 'safer', rungs of the ladder. Sometimes 
they were represented as standing almost at the top, on the very threshold of 
civilization - described, with some uncertainty, as both 'semi-barbarous' and 
'semi-civilised'.68 Montague Hawtrey, though himself fabricating from 
secondary sources his own ethnocentric, rigidly class-stratified picture of Māori 
society, sought to deny that the principal tenets of the savage classification 
were applicable: '[they are] not a horde of wild savages, each doing what was 
right by his own eyes, and only yielding a temporary obedience to the wilder 
and more ferocious savage who by strength or cruelty gained the ascendancy 
over his immediate circle, but a people having laws, and institutions and a social 
order defined in great exactness, and suitable to their circumstances'.69In a 
similar vein, a publication of the Aborigines Protection Society noted 'the 
cultivation of the ground, the construction of their houses and fortifications, 
and more especially their large double canoes' as evidence of their 'capacity for 
civilization', 'seeing that these works require, not merely skilled labour and 
experienced judgement in individuals, but also a considerable amount of 
organised cooperation, and such an accumulation of means, as makes it evident 
that the rights of property were recognised and respected'.70 

Most European observers judged Māori to be 'superior' specimens of the 
human family, not because of an appreciation of the unique achievements of 
their culture to date, but because of anticipation of their rapid 'progress'.71 The 
arts of civilization that Māori were rapidly adopting and excelling in were 
commercial ones - labouring for wages; acquiring European agricultural 
implements and developing commercial horticulture; setting up boat-building 
and trading companies; and, as a consequence of these activities (as well as 
land sales), accumulating capital. The other developments within Māori society 
indicative of an 'aptitude for being improved by intercourse with civilisation' 
were their 'manly' resistance to initial European incursions; their conversion to 
Christianity (understood as an abandonment of pantheistic beliefs and savage 
practices like cannibalism, infanticide, slavery, and polygamy, as well as a 
'softening' of their 'savage' fierceness); their rapid acquisition of literacy in 
written Maori as well as spoken and written English; their interest in European 
commodities and a more general curiosity to see and explore the European 
world; and the desire, apparent perhaps among some chiefs, for 'the benefits of 
regular government' .72 
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Despite these 'optimistic' signs, Europeans remained fascinated and revolted 
by the residual 'savagery' of the 'New Zealanders'. This was marked by their 
cannibalism; their apparent practice of infanticide; the rudeness of their 
agriculture; the practice of utu which was interpreted as a primitive right of 
retaliation; slavery; the low status of women;73 and what was perceived as an 
anarchic condition of unrelenting internecine tribal warfare.74 Buller, for example, 
in his House of Commons speech, made much use of the practice of cannibalism 
to diminish the standing of Māori. 

The categorization of societies as either savage or civilized had real effects. 
Savage nations were understood to lack property rights in the territory they 
occupied, and were therefore vulnerable to acquisitions of territory by European 
states. The history of the evolution of property which formed part of the stadial 
model was generally employed to limit the rights of property enjoyed by 
indigenous peoples.75 Gipps's leading principle, which proved to be influential 
for colonial policy with respect to New Zealand, was that: 'The uncivilised 
inhabitants of any country have but a qualified dominion over it, or a right of 
occupancy only; and that until they establish amongst themselves a settled form 
of government, subjugate the ground to their own uses, by the cultivation of it, 
they cannot grant to individuals, not of their own tribe, any portion of it, for the 
simple reason, that they have not themselves any individual property in it.'76 

The assumption was that given this low level of advancement, their 'right of 
occupancy' could be nothing more than a transitory use-right, as articulated by 
Blackstone. However, Blackstone's emphasis on title to property deriving from 
first occupancy was also used in support of arguments that could undermine the 
model of savagery. Gipps's opponent, Wentworth, argued that prior to the 
assertion of sovereignty over them by European nations, 'uncivilised tribes' 
enjoyed 'natural', 'primitive immemorial rights' of domain and empire; 
consequently they could alienate their land to whomever they wished. By 
imputing 'pre-existent' and 'imprescriptible' rights to the 'primitive possessors 
of the soil', Wentworth was departing radically from the assumptions of the 
stadial view wherein property rights and the exercise of sovereignty were not 
natural (transcendent or ahistorical) entitlements, but were dependent upon and 
varied with different modes of subsistence. Singleton Rochfort, a lawyer acting 
for Busby, in an argument that sought, like Wentworth's, to validate his client's 
pre-1840 land titles in New Zealand, quoted extensively from Blackstone and 
the book of Genesis to demonstrate that first occupancy did give rise to 
indisputable title.77 

Some nineteenth-century commentators attempted to ground property rights 
upon the expenditure of labour rather than on occupancy. If the right of property 
derived from labour, and savages did not labour, they could not acquire a property 
in things. Thomas Arnold distinguished the common from private property on 
the basis of this notion of improvement through labour: 'The air belongs to 
nobody — the open sea belongs to nobody, and for this reason — because man 
has done nothing, can do nothing, to make them better for his use than God 
made them from the beginning . . . . Man has nothing to do with them but to use 
them as he found them; and therefore over these God has given no dominion — 
they are not his property at all.'78The dominion of humankind over land, by 
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contrast, was defined by and conditional upon subduing it. For this eminent 
Victorian, and many of his contemporaries, savages who 'hunted over', rather 
than subdued or cultivated a territory, had neither laboured upon it, nor improved 
it and therefore could acquire no property in it. 

Views such as these did not go unchallenged. Demanding consistency of 
application from those like Arnold who contended that the right of property in 
land derived solely from labour, Louis Chamerovzow and George Selwyn, 
Bishop of New Zealand, pointed out (in separate publications) that were such a 
principle applied in England, titles to all barren and uncultivated land would 
become void, and that most of the aristocracy would be dispossessed of their 
landed estates in favour of their agricultural labourers.79 Though Chamerovzow 
did not dispute that necessity could induce civilized nations to take possession 
of the uncultivated lands of savage peoples, he denied that this amounted to an 
'abstract right of extinguishing native title'. Savage nations possessed a right of 
occupancy that was properly terminated only through purchase. 

Also advanced was the claim that prior to the introduction of government 
and law as recognized by Europeans, talk of 'rights of property' was 
anachronistic. Busby, the British resident in New Zealand from 1833-1840, 
whose upbringing and education in Edinburgh would have furnished him with 
appropriate cultural baggage,80 denied that pre-contact Māori had any 'rights' 
of property.81 Before Māori acquired European notions (and values) concerning 
property, no such rights existed. Busby asked: 'of what use is it practically, for 
a man to say I possess a right to my property, when there is no law to define the 
obligations which are created by such a right, or government with power to 
administer the law, supposing it to have existed? New Zealand was, in an 
emphatic sense, a country without a law and without a prince.'82Busby held the 
view that Māori did recognize, antecedent to civil law, natural rights of possession 
derived from both occupation and the incorporation of labour, which could be 
of both an individual and collective character.83 He accepted that there were 
customary practices in regard to land tenure, that tribal property extended over 
the entire country and that boundaries were known. Despite all these 
considerations, Busby maintained a sharp distinction between the institution of 
property in a civilized community and 'the state of things existing amongst a 
savage people who have never known law or submitted to authority; amongst 
whom land had never been a subject of exchangeable value, and when the power 
of the strong arm overruled all natural rights'.84 Any title to property that might 
have been established in that state was insecure, both because of the constant 
warfare, and because of the absence of law, means of adjudication, and written 
records for the settlement of disputes. Without the security afforded by civil 
institutions and a legal system, property had little or no meaning or value. 
Consequently, he argued that the relatively low prices paid for Māori land by 
individuals (himself included) before 1840, and by the government after 1840, 
were fair. Commenting on the validity of the sale of the Waitara block, Busby 
sided with Governor Browne.85 He considered that the Māori vendors had 
undisputed title based upon actual possession, and that the right of veto upon 
the sale claimed by the rangatira, Te Rangitake Wiremu Kingi, was merely the 
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exertion of pre-civil might that could no longer be condoned in the post-Treaty 
environment. 

George Clarke, Chief Protector of the Aborigines, replied directly to Busby 
with his own pamphlet. He rejected the stark contrast between savagery and 
civilization that Busby drew; law did not have to be in written form to be 
operative; and the reality of chiefly authority was far from the caricature that 
Busby had painted.86 Clarke made the abstract sociological claim — removed 
from the stadial history paradigm altogether — that 'it is morally impossible 
for the human family to live in communities numbering hundreds or even 
thousands without laws by which to regulate them'. The analogy he used to 
discredit Busby's assertion that 'the Maoris had not law because it was not 
written' was linguistic: 'he might say with equal truth that they had no language 
because they were without a Grammar' ,87 He also pointed out the inconsistency 
in Busby's claim to have made a fair purchase of land from Māori before 1840. 
How could he have purchased that to which Māori lacked rights of property? 

Other observers took a similar tack. Rochfort, acting on behalf of Busby in a 
land claim, argued before the judge that the assumption (ironically made by his 
own client) that rude nations had no laws was wholly unwarranted: 'The bare 
fact of a number of persons, ho we ver untutored, living together as a body politic, 
argues the existence of laws and institutions; since without them such a 
community could not exist or hold together for one moment.'88 Rochfort also 
alleged, contrary to Busby, that Māori enjoyed the same security of life and 
property prior to European contact as Englishmen enjoyed in their country. 

Such arguments, made before judges, parliamentary select committees and 
colonial governors did not, however, carry the day. The dominant view embraced 
the model of savagery outlined earlier. Early Victorians believed that God had 
ordained that the human race should people the globe, and that through human 
labour God's creation should be perfected and completed. The perfection of 
human beings lay in the development of their higher faculties, both moral and 
intellectual. Each individual and society had been endowed with unique 
capacities and resources that were meant to be developed and augmented. How 
a society used the territory it inhabited, what human adornments it added to the 
world, and the moral character of its members, as evidenced by its laws and 
customary practices, constituted the 'worthiness of the occupiers', and 
consequently the strength of their title to the soil. 

To justify European colonization, Busby appealed to this notion of 
'worthiness' when he chided Māori for their failure to fulfil divine prescriptions: 

The earth is the universal heritage of man. Such races as have been faithful to the Divine 
command, having filled the face of the land allotted to them with cities; and fields of 
waving corn; and pastures covered with flocks; have, therewith, established laws to 
regulate the title to land amongst its inhabitants, and power to protect them against 
foreign aggression. But the case of the New Zealanders was widely different. There is 
every evidence from the time they first became known to civilised nations that they had 
been carrying on a war of desolation, tribe exterminating tribe; spreading desolation 
over the country where God, in His providence, had placed them, instead of fulfilling 
His divine command to replenish it with inhabitants and to subdue it to their use.89 
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Even the staunchest defenders of Māori interests accepted Vattel's argument 
that civilized nations did, under certain circumstances, have a right to encroach 
upon the territory of savage nations. But unlike the promoters of colonization, 
much greater regard was placed on the conditional nature of that right. Vattel 
stipulated that in the present age the violability of rights of property varied with 
land use that agricultural nations held territory with a stronger title than pastoral 
or hunting societies; that encroachment upon the underutilized territories of 
other nations was justified only if the colonizing nation was already maximizing 
its use of its existing lands and that pressures of overpopulation at home required 
urgent alleviation; and that the savage nations enduring such incursions should 
suffer, at the most, confinement to a somewhat reduced territory.90 

The contention that rights of property and sovereignty were conditional upon 
the mode of subsistence, or more sweepingly the 'worthiness' of those claiming 
them, could be wielded as a two-edged sword. Wentworth, as we have seen, 
contended that immemorial possession was the most secure title one could have 
and that 'this title is in no way affected or qualified whether the present or past 
races of such people have been cultivators of the earth, shepherds, hunters or 
fishermen'.91 However, if, for the sake of argument, title to property was to be 
conditional upon the mode of subsistence, the rights of the 'New Zealanders' to 
their soil were rock solid; they were an agricultural people. Wentworth gave 
proof of Sydney's dependence upon tons of agricultural produce imported from 
New Zealand. Applying Vattel's test to the New Zealand case, Wentworth found 
neither 'pressing necessity' at home, nor hunters or pastoralists to be displaced 
in the colony, that would justify a limited right of settlement. In fact, one was 
obliged to admit, argued Wentworth, that the 'New Zealanders' had better title 
to their land in New Zealand than the European settlers of New South Wales 
had to theirs. 'It rests, indeed, on a much broader [foundation], for we are 
essentially a pastoral people; they are essentially an agricultural.'92 

Like his predecessors, the new Secretary of State, Earl Grey, offered lengthy 
advice to the Governor of the colony of New Zealand concerning the 
management of relations with Māori. In a letter to Governor Grey accompanying 
a new charter for the colony in 1846, he stated categorically that he dissented 
from the opinion that the aboriginal inhabitants of any country held proprietary 
title over all the territory they made use of, without regard to the mode of 
subsistence they practised and the nature of the 'use' they made of it. He quoted 
from Thomas Arnold, and restated the simplified reading of Vattel's argument 
that property rights derived from the bestowal of labour, and that the hunting-
grounds of savage tribes — upon which no improvements have been made and 
therefore no rights of property established — might be legitimately encroached 
upon by European cultivators. While Earl Grey recognized that the 'New 
Zealanders' were rude agriculturalists rather than mere hunters, their limited 
population and the limited extent of their cultivated grounds indicated that they 
were unable to occupy and subdue the whole territory. 'Civilized men' with 
'industry and knowledge' were thus entitled to subdue all that remained 
'vacant' ,93 Though the Governor did not entirely share the views of his superior, 
he had the purse and the will to purchase from Māori vast tracts of land to 
satisfy settler demand. The ultimate effect for Māori of Governor Grey's 
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purchasing policies was to be the same as Earl Grey's more expansive conception 
of the crown's domain.94 

Did savage nations exercise sovereignty?95 Early Victorians gave different 
kinds of answers to this question; the prevailing reply was in the negative — 
savage nations, by definition, were incapable of exhibiting those attributes. 
Another, more pragmatic response was to answer: yes and no. Semi-sovereign 
nations might fall under the protection of an 'older' state in expectation of their 
eventually coming into their majority. In marginal cases, the tacit diplomatic 
concession (recognition) of sovereignty by another sovereign nation might tip 
the balance. A minority answered in the affirmative, so long as certain minimal 
conditions were fulfilled. 

Concerning Maori, the Governor of New South Wales thought that the colonial 
secretary, Lord Normanby, concurred with his own view that savage nations 
lacked sovereignty. Reading Normanby's instructions to William Hobson, Gipps 
argued that: 'It is true Lord Normanby has said, "We acknowledge New Zealand 
to be a sovereign and independent state;" but it is equally true that he qualifies 
it afterwards by adding, "As far at least as it is possible to make that 
acknowledgement in favour of a people composed of numerous and petty tribes, 
who possess few political relations to each other, and are incompetent to act or 
even to deliberate in concert".'96 Gipps averred that this qualification (or 
ambiguity) reduced Normanby's estimation of their rights of sovereignty to 
that granted to the native American Indians. Gipps interpreted recent US Supreme 
Court decisions on indigenous rights, in particular Johnson v. Mcintosh, as' 
implying that only a 'right of occupancy' and a limited right of sovereignty was 
attributed to the native Americans. It was a right circumscribed by the 'perfect 
dominion' of the European colonizing power. 

Though various acts of state treated New Zealand as if it was a foreign and 
independent nation, Gipps denied that New Zealand was fully independent. 
The relationship was in fact one of 'superiority and protection on the one side 
and of dependence on the other'. He dismissed the declaration of independence 
as Busby's silly and unauthorized 'concoction': that 'paper pellet fired off at 
the baron de Thierry'. He further denied that independence was a sufficient 
condition for the exercise of sovereignty: 

. . . it is not independence which confers on any people the right of so disposing of the 
soil they occupy, as to give to individuals not of their own tribes a property in it; it is 
civilisation which does this, and the establishment of government capable at once of 
protecting the rights of individuals, and of entering into relations with foreign powers; 
above all, it is the establishment of law, of which property is justly said to be the creature. 
Independence without civilization could no more give to the New Zealanders the right 
to dispose of their soil to strangers, than it could take the tattoo marks off their faces, or 
give them garments wherewith to cover their nakedness.97 

Applying stadial assumptions, he argued that the more savage a people, the 
more independent they were. In the pamphlet version of his speech, this rhetorical 
slippage in meaning from the 'independence' of nations vis-a-vis each other — 
their external sovereignty — and 'independence' understood as relative freedom 
of action enjoyed by individuals within a society, was fortified by an extensive 
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quote from the section of William Robertson's History of America summarizing 
the shortcomings of political institutions of the Indians of the Americas.98 Gipps 
took this as a standard description of all savage societies, 'New Zealanders' 
included. 

For Busby too, the savage state implied natural independence — an absence 
of both law and sovereign authority; it was a condition of perpetual war, in 
which might, not right, prevailed.99 He claimed that this was the situation in 
New Zealand before annexation. He refused to recognize chieftainship as a 
form of political authority, interpreting Māori chiefly power as nothing more 
than brutal intimidation exercised by means of superior intelligence and bravery: 
'No man, who was not a slave taken in war, admitted the existence of any right 
in another to interfere with or control his actions. The idea of authority as a 
right, or of obedience as a duty, had no existence in their minds.'100 

Busby was not alone in holding this view. That political ties were feeble 
among savages was a nostrum of the model. John Ward, a director of the New 
Zealand Company and able apologist for its schemes, advised prospective 
immigrants that among Māori, 'liberty depends upon the protection which each 
individual can give himself; consequently, although the territory is divided among 
various independent tribes, there is no regular system of law, or government, in' 
any' .101 Lang, like many others, looked favourably upon other Polynesian groups 
with more consolidated 'monarchical' institutions, finding the local and 
parcellized sovereignty exercised by competing tribal configurations in New 
Zealand anarchic.102 Joel Polack also lamented 'their incongruous system of 
polity' and the incessant strife it engendered. He too looked to Oceania for 
superior models.103 Commenting on the state of government in New Zealand, 
Darwin considered the application of term 'government' to New Zealand 
inappropriate. In his mind none existed: chiefly power was weak and lacked 
legitimacy; 'proper' laws were unknown; redress for injury could only be 
extracted privately, if one possessed the means. Darwin thus simply recited the 
standard characterization of the savage condition.104 Hobson's judicious 1837 
'Report on the State of New Zealand', which was to bring him to the notice of 
the colonial office and lead, ultimately, to his appointment as first Governor, 
made the same observations: 'At present, not withstanding their formal 
declaration of independence they have not, in fact, any government whatsoever 
. . . [T]he disunited state of the tribes, and their jealousy of each other, render it 
impossible to enact or execute laws' ,105 Hobson's proposal at that time was the 
establishment of 'factories', enclaves of British authority, that would function 
as safe havens amidst the lawlessness, and as models of civil government that 
might eventually be imitated. 

Before a House of Lords select committee on the state of New Zealand in 
1838, Samuel Hinds had supported the New Zealand Association's colonization 
proposal and dismissed Hobson's speculations about factories. As a pupil of 
Whately's, he considered savages to be incapable of improvement except through 
the intercession of civilized nations. Any such intervention, however, had to be 
decisive and robust.106 For Hinds, Māori were to be led up the ladder of civility 
with the stern paternal guidance one would show a child: 'It is not, therefore, 
that we take the Sovereignty from him; we purchase the Right of participating 
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with him in the Sovereignty, and by so doing we enable him to become the 
Sovereign of the Country, which he is not at present'.107 What Māori society 
lacked, in his view, was a 'principle of combination': one sovereign exercising 
dominion over the whole of the territory. 

Edward Gibbon Wakefield, in evidence before another select committee on 
New Zealand two years later, denied not only that a 'general sovereign power 
over the whole' existed in New Zealand, but even that individual tribes exercised 
sovereignty over their own tribal areas. Under repeated questioning, he admitted 
that chiefs possessed the power of life and death over their inferiors, and that 
the territorial districts of each tribe were fairly well defined. However, he refused 
to recognize that authority as 'sovereign authority'. He declared that they ruled 
instead with 'a law of passion': 'it is savage nature; it is the state of things in 
which the idea of sovereignty cannot be conceived, or of law or justice'. Sitting 
in the Westminister committee room, Wakefield averred with absolute certainty 
that Māori: 'had not the words which belong to the existence of sovereignty, 
and they had not the words because they had not the idea; and having neither 
the words nor the idea, of course they had not the thing'.108 

When Hobson returned to New Zealand in 1840 as consul to treat with Māori 
for the cession of sovereignty of all, or parts, of the country to Britain, he acted, 
in this official capacity, on an assumption about the sovereignty of New Zealand 
different from that which he had earlier held, and which Wakefield and Busby 
and others also articulated. By the late 1830s, the Colonial Office policy was 
that Britain, in its diplomatic and legislative practice of the previous two decades, 
had unequivocally affirmed and respected New Zealand as an independent and 
sovereign state. Having extended this recognition, the only approach consistent 
with it was to secure secession of sovereignty by treaty.109 Normanby's 
instructions to Hobson were to act on this assumption, mindful though they 
both were that the attribution of sovereignty was not unproblematic. 

A minority held the view that savage nations did exhibit sovereignty. A nation 
or a state Vattel defined as 'a political body, a society of men who have united 
together and combined their forces in order to procure their mutual welfare and 
security'.110 Having set up a public authority — a sovereign — such a society 
was deemed to be a sovereign state. So long as it 'governed itself by its own 
authority and its own laws' it was 'truly sovereign and independent'. Sovereignty 
comprehended the 'right of supreme jurisdiction, by which the Nation regulates 
and controls at will whatever goes on in that territory'.111 Quoting extensively 
from Vattel, Rochfort argued that 'from time immemorial the islands of New 
Zealand were owned, possessed, occupied, and inhabited, by a number of 
sovereign and independent nations' exercising sovereign powers in their 
respective territories.112 Each tribe, without regard to its size or rudeness, had a 
status equal to that of the British nation. He repeatedly likened the Treaty of 
Waitangi to the 1707 Union of Scotland. Both exemplified the union of distinct 
sovereign nations into one.113 

Louis Chamerovzow's disquisition on the land question in New Zealand 
endeavoured to convince his audience to adopt the same view. Again quoting 
extensively from Vattel, he argued that Māori were a self-governing nation and 
therefore did deserve recognition of their sovereign status: 'If native tribes, that 
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is, Aboriginal nations are to be shut out from the great system of inter-national 
polity, and declared incompetent to exercise the sovereign power over 
Themselves, simply because they differ from us in customs and habits, then is 
there opened a wide field for oppression, injustice and inhumanity. Upon this 
principle, there would exist no safety for any people; for it would suffice to set 
up a standard of civilization, and to declare war against all who did not attain to 
it.'""Wentworth raised the same thorny question when he quoted the American 
journalist Calvin Colton, a critic of the expansionist policies that had dispossessed 
American Indians:' And there is no community even of barbarians, without law 
— and never was and never can be. Are not the barbarian's right of jurisdiction 
and his territorial title as good and as sacred as the civilised man's? And if not 
what makes the difference? Civilisation? What is civilisation? Who will define 
the boundary between the two conditions? . . . What then is it that endows man 
with his rights? The form of humanity — that is i t ."" 

The notion of savagery that has been the subject of the preceding discussion 
is not fully comprehensible without consideration of its opposite term, 
civilization. Craik's vision of a future, 'civilized' New Zealand is most instructive 
in this regard: 

When the natives shall become intelligent enough to clear the forests and cultivate their 
deserts — when towns shall rise up upon the banks of rivers instead of the solitary hut 
upon the naked rock — when the waterfall shall turn the mill-wheel, instead of dashing 
idly to the sea; then shall the merchants of London, and Liverpool, and Glasgow, have 
their correspondence with the descendents of the poor savages whom they taught to 
copy our arts and our luxuries, and the sons of a Shungie and Tupai Cupa shall give a 
new impulse to the lathes and founderies of Birmingham and the looms of Manchester."6 

Civilization was everything savagery was not. It was understood as the 
conversion of a land to a new set of uses through the clearing away of indigenous 
flora and the introduction of intensive cultivation of the soil, as well as the 
harnessing of natural sources of energy to sustain an industrial economy. It was 
the conversion of an indigenous 'savage' people into a 'civilized' society through 
the abandonment of existing tastes, needs and customs and their replacement 
with the refined needs, appetites and work-ethic of commercial societies. 
Civilization implied bustling urban settlements, international networks of 
commerce and communication and sophisticated manufacturing catering to 
refined comforts. 

As Olssen has argued, proponents of colonization, like Wakefield, elaborated 
a theory whose principal object was the successful transplantation of civilization 
into the wilderness of New Zealand. This Enlightenment experiment also 
attempted to transform and amalgamate the 'savage' inhabitants of those isles 
into a civilized European society. The racial component of the experiment, 
tendentious and ultimately stillborn though it was, should not be dismissed as a 
mere clever ploy in an orchestrated campaign to secure the government's approval 
of their colonization plans. Their stated goal, 'that of reclaiming and cultivating a 
moral wilderness — that of civilizing a barbarous people by means of a deliberate 
plan and systematic efforts', was part and parcel of their larger scheme."7 
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There were, of course, numerous risks and difficulties associated with this 
ambitious project. One fear, which derived from the stadial theory, was that 
rather than civilized Europeans converting Māori to their form of life, conversion 
in the opposite direction — slippage back down the scale of savagery — was 
also possible. European history had taught Craik, and other proponents of the 
stadial model, that degeneration frequently occurred during periods of large-
scale migration. Customary practices could easily be forgotten or subverted in 
far-flung settlements. The Wakefieldian theory of systematic colonization was 
thus embraced as a preventative against the dangers already manifest in European 
incursions into the south sea islands up till that time.118 

It is interesting that the 'state of nature' motif was applied most often in early 
New Zealand, not directly to the inter-tribal warfare of the Māori, but to the 
lawless condition of the Europeans in the Bay of Islands and the frictions thus 
generated with the local Māori. The rendition of the situation as chaotic, in 
which 'there are not in force within the said Islands any laws for the protection 
of life, liberty or property' was the principal device used to agitate for more 
systematic British intervention. In the oft-repeated descriptions of the activities 
of these 'devil's missionaries' - crews with licentious habits, escaped convicts 
and European scum - we have the much deplored spectacle of 'civilised men 
corrupting savages'. However the prospect most terrifying to the promoters of 
civilization and colonization was that of Europeans becoming 'one with' the 
native people: 'there are men, whose character is more degraded and fatal in its 
contagion than that of even the convict men who are flying from the gaze of 
society, whose moral feelings they have so outraged as to be no longer endurable, 
men who, for the sake of freely indulging the most brutal appetites, and content 
to meet the savages halfway — to live as they do, to go to war with them, to 
marry with them, to practise all the impurities they practise, and to become one 
with them.'119 

Systematic colonization was designed to avert 'horrors' such as these. The 
'wilderness', whether peopled or not, posed the danger of corruption and 
degeneration. '[Colonial] society commonly falls back into the primitive state, 
- to that backward stage in the social progress when everyone, or nearly everyone, 
is a cultivator on his own account'.120 Wakefield's scheme for selling of land at 
a 'sufficient price' was primarily intended to preclude this. Instead of thin, 
dispersed settlement, Wakefield's formula was designed to preserve 'civilised 
concentrations'. 

The stadial view of history and the standardized model of savagery it generated 
underpinned British policy and practice in the South Pacific in the first half of 
the nineteenth century. The various actors — the colonial office, secretaries of 
state, governors, colonizing bodies, missionary societies, and colonists — all 
shared the same conceptual framework. Unsuccessful challenges to the dominant 
view confirm its importance. It was an ideology that was used as a justification 
for colonial practices detrimental to the rights of indigenous peoples. Besides 
noting that certain material interests were served by these views, I have tried to 
indicate the ways in which European representations of the 'savage' were 
inescapably bound up with their self-representations as 'civilized' commercial 
societies. Assumptions about the inferiority of non-European societies were 
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not adjuncts to their broader economic and historical understanding of the world; 
they were integral to them. Although 'savagery' and 'civilization' were 
constructed as polar opposites, the notion that an historical ladder separated 
them, and that in the present age it could be rapidly traversed in either direction, 
had the potential to subvert any sharp division between the two types of societies. 
The 'scientific' ideas of racial difference that replaced the stadial model in the 
second half of the nineteenth century were, in part, an attempt to rule out such 
slippage. 

PAT MOLONEY 
Victoria University of Wellington 
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