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Colonial Culture and the Province of 
Cultural History* 

IF S O C I A L HISTORY dominated the historical profession two decades ago, 
some fairly conventional wisdom goes, its status has since been supplanted or 
at least chal lenged by cultural history. It is not simply that historians have 
abandoned categories such as experience, labour and organization in favour of 
discourse, representation and memory: some have, but others have reconceived 
some of the former set of terms in the light of the latter. When New Zealand 
historians survey the relationship between their field and overseas developments, 
they sometimes posit a t ime lag between New Zealand and the historiographical 
metropolis. This might have been a plausible way of explaining the entrenchment 
of social history in New Zealand in the 1970s, since there was scarcely any 
older academical ly recognized tradition of social history in the country prior to 
then. In the case of cultural history, though, the relations between historical 
practice in New Zealand and in Europe and North America are less adequately 
explained in terms of intellectual distance looking our way, because there has 
been, if not a bibliographically dense tradition of cultural history, an enduring 
complex of assumptions about colonial culture and about the tasks of cultural 
history. 

These assumpt ions , the locus classicus of which is E.H. M c C o r m i c k ' s 
Centennial volume Letters and Art in New Zealand, are twofold.1 The first is 
that settler culture is centrally concerned with 'national identity' , and that New 
Zealand cultural history should be too. Leaving aside the question of its cultural 
politics, this approach fosters reductive interpretations of particular cultural 
artefacts, shor tchanging currents of the past not easily accommodated to a 
nationalist reading. (Phoenix , for instance, is usually discussed as earnestly 
nationalist, when it was earnestly internationalist as well.) On another level, the 
association between national identity and cultural history poses serious problems 
for periodization. Organized as it is around stages of cultural 'matur i ty ' , such a 
narrative is undermined by the way the national ' coming of age ' has always 
been a moveable feast (New Zealand has been described as coming of age in. 
among other years, 1901, 1916, the 1930s, 1940, 1953. 1981 and 1984). 

The second cardinal feature of this tradition is that, rather than follow the 
advice of McCormick ' s Centennial colleague Oliver Duff, who, in lieu of a full 
bibliography, directed those curious about New Zealand life to 'any street corner, 
saleyard, railway station, woolshed, sewing meeting, tea-room or back-blocks 
hut ' , historians tended to work f rom McCormick ' s premise that the work of 
artists and writers offered special interpretative access to the national culture.2 

Hence the device of a chapter on high culture as a conclusion to the nation's 
history in Keith Sinclair 's A History of New Zealand, W.H. Oliver 's The Story 
of New Zealand, and The Oxford History of New Zealand? While this approach 
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does not amount to equating culture in an anthropological sense with culture in 
Matthew Arnold 's sense, there is a return of the Arnoldian repressed in the way 
'letters and art ' are privileged as ways into culture generally. 

The most sophisticated and fruitful approach to New Zealand cultural history, 
the work of Peter Gibbons, is both the most effect ive (postcolonial) challenge 
to this tradition, and one of the most successful New Zealand engagements 
with the linguistic turn. This essay examines the di f ference Gibbons ' s approach 
has made to New Zealand cultural history, and also probes its limits. It raises 
some questions about how New Zealand historians might approach subjects 
such as emotion, belief and everyday manners — subjects that necessarily fall 
outside the scope of Gibbons 's approach, and whose study is perhaps inhibited 
by other aspects of local historiographical custom. In ranging over a large terrain, 
this essay ventures well beyond the areas for which I can claim any specialist 
knowledge. Even so, there is much that I will neglect here. The discussion is 
concentrated in the twentieth century, and is confined largely to Pakeha culture. 
It would have been presumptuous to attempt more. 

The key texts are Gibbons ' s long chapter on 'Non-f ic t ion ' in The Oxford 
History of New Zealand Literature and his doctoral thesis on Johannes Andersen.4 

The nub of their combined argument is that an important part of the work of 
colonization is done through writing. It is not simply that writing is done by 
colonists, and colonists are by definition the agents or heirs of dispossession, 
and therefore writing is implicated in colonization. This proposition has moment 
as a political position, but as a tool for analysing (rather than merely labelling) 
Pakeha practices it would not take us far. What makes Gibbons ' s account of the 
relations between colonization and culture so powerfu l is that he demonstrates , 
in detail and with extraordinary sensitivity, how the processes of the appropriation 
of the indigenous (Maori culture as well as land and other taonga), the eradication 
of indigenous people and things, and the imposition of European patterns onto 
exis t ing terrain all regis ter in Pakeha wr i t ing as well as in the mater ia l 
transformation of Aotearoa. 

Gibbons 's fol lowers have sought to apply this insight to a variety of cultural 
phenomena. In my own work 1 have tried to show how historians in the 1920s 
and 1930s may be read as furthering the colonial project — both in their strategies 
of incorporation (as in T. Lindsay Buick 's romance of the Treaty of Waitangi) 
and in their modes of e f facement (for instance, local historians' vocabulary of 
origins — 'first ships ' , 'early se t t lers '— implied a 'waste lands ' narrative).5 

More indirectly and imaginatively, Kirstie Ross has shown how ' |w]r i t ing New 
Zealand as a natural scene' is a way of effacing at once Maori and the process of 
settlement, colonizing culturally in the act of obscuring territorial colonization.6 

Cultural colonization enables us to relate Pakeha writing about Maori to 
other kinds of Pakeha s igni f ica t ion ( someth ing that the ideas of ano ther 
prominent historian of Pakeha discourse on Maori. Michael Reilly, do not enable 
us to do).7 It gives us, in other words, a f ramework for making 'colonial culture ' 
a meaningful term. It does what metanarratives are supposed to do. ordering 
historical material and bringing out its broader implications, without stretching 
research on to a Procrus tean f r a m e . It i n f o r m s and in te rsec t s with o ther 



84 CHRIS HILLIARD 

metanarrative concerns, including gender, rather than displacing them. Moreover, 
because it is organized around a process that does not depend on points of 
complet ion or 'matur i ty ' , cultural colonization al lows for more flexible kinds 
of periodization, able to deal with overlapping trends, than does a 'national 
identi ty ' approach. 

Cultural colonizat ion 's emphas is on intertextuality and the production of 
knowledge compels certain methodological baselines (a subject to which I 
will return) and opposes the 'old historicism' that characterizes the discussion 
of culture in, say, Sinclair." However , within those limits it has accommodated 
a variety of methodologies. Gibbons 's study of Johannes Andersen, for instance, 
pays close attention to the workings of institutions and interpersonal networks 
in the product ion of discourse; his essay in The Oxford History of New Zealand 
Literature is. not surprisingly, much more textually focused. In the hands of 
other writers, cultural colonization has been deployed in the context of textual 
analysis inf luenced by the new historicism (in my own work), and in studies 
in formed by post-s tructural is t geography (in the case of Kirstie Ross and 
Giselle M. Byrnes).9 

If. here and in other writings, I have been monotonous in stressing the virtues 
of Gibbons ' s approach it is because while it has been taken up by a number of 
historians, there are many others investigating related topics whose work would 
profit f r om a serious engagement with Gibbons ' s ideas. (Examples that come 
to mind are RG. McHugh ' s work on 'Whig ' constitutional narratives, Stuart 
M u r r a y ' s study of 1930s literary nat ional ism, and Paul Star ' s research on 
nineteenth-century conservationists.)1 0 The 'cultural colonizat ion 'approach has 
been the decisive influence on my own writings on New Zealand history. I now 
wish, however, to probe some of the limits of this approach. The word ' l imits ' 
has pejorative connotations, but it is meant here in a literal sense. After all, an 
analytic approach is made powerful in part because of its limits. 

I have argued that cultural colonization makes a decisive and salutary break 
with the McCormick tradit ion's metanarrative principle of organizing cultural 
history under the rubric of national identity. Cultural colonization's relation to 
another aspect of McCormick ' s legacy — seeing cultural history largely in terms 
of intellectuals' endeavours — is more complicated. On the one hand, its attention 
to less exalted writers and thinkers challenges the song-of-allegiance attitude 
still often adopted (in conversation if not in print) toward cultural 'p ioneers ' . 
Gibbons, for instance, has used a 'derivative' or 'second-tier ' figure like Andersen 
to reveal a great deal about the intertextual and interpersonal networks that 
produced the 'discourse of New Zealand' in the early twentieth century, revealing 
more, I suspect, than a comparable study of S. Percy Smith or Elsdon Best 
would. Others influenced by Gibbons have also examined 'second-t ier ' writers 
and institutions, though not exclusively so (Ross Galbreath 's work on Walter 
Buller is a case in point).11A similar shift in emphasis can be seen among scholars 
approaching New Zealand cultural history f rom other angles, such as Anthony 
Dreaver in his biography of Leslie Adkin and Stephen Hamilton in his work on 
periodical literature.12 The assumption that there is a necessary connection 
between (what strikes us as) the aesthetic or theoretical accomplishment of 
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individuals, texts or institutions, and their significance in their own period — 
an assumption that hampers Sinclair 's A Destiny Apart, for instance — has 
been cogently challenged.1 3 

On the other hand, however, there is a continuity between the McCormick 
approach and the cultural colonization approach in that both treat culture less as 
a dimension of history in general than as a province of history delimitable by its 
materials. In the case of cultural colonization, that material has tended to be 
narrative. To date, those historians most influenced by Gibbons have concentrated 
more on written texts (scientific works, ethnographies, histories, writing about 
' the land ') than on art, iconography and material culture. In his early manifesto 
on 'writing, identity, and colonisation in Aotearoa ' , Gibbons drew attention to 
the colonizing work of coins, stamps, curios and so on as well as written texts, '4 

though it may be that the sorts of analysis of art and artefacts fostered by cultural 
colonizat ion nevertheless focus on how they may be ' r ead ' in relation to 
narratives (in the way, for instance, that pastoral images and the commercial 
appropriation of Maori designs imply narratives of possession).1 5 

While nothing is independent of signification — il n 'y a pas d'hors-texte — 
there are things that are outside narrative, or whose narrative aspect is not the 
most important thing about them. Phenomena that are not narrative, or are not 
only narrative, such as emotions, religious experience, or etiquette, are not well 
served by the optic of cultural colonization. I do not wish to imply that Gibbons 
has dismissed such things as insignificant: in his teaching, he has encouraged 
research on a host of non-narrative activities, such as twenty-first birthdays and 
other New Zealand 'r i tuals ' ; and in his 1993 meditation on ' transporting culture" 
he affirmed the value of studying sporting events, railway accidents, royal tours, 
and so on.16 My point is that the heuristic f ramework of cultural colonization 
cannot cogently analyse such cultural events and practices. Its methodological 
principles make it a cultural history whose primary disciplinary reference point 
is intellectual history; a cultural history concerned with the kinds of phenomena 
I have just mentioned would have social history as its primary reference point, 
though it would, of course, be much more concerned with questions of textuality 
(as distinct f rom narrative) than traditional social history was. 

Beyond these methodological concerns, however, there is a point I made 
ear l ie r in a d i f fe ren t con tex t : whi le hardly any th ing in N e w Zea l and is 
unconnected with colonization, not everything is adequately explained by its 
colonial entanglements . Gender is a case in point. At important points the 
discursive work of colonization interlocks with the discourse of gender (in the 
'p ioneer ' myths of masculinity that Jock Phillips has mapped, for instance).17 

But other aspects of gender relations, and even gendered narratives, are much 
more effectively interpreted in terms of more general international developments. 
Here one could cite Frazer Andrewes ' s research on white-collar masculinity, or 
Bronwyn Dalley 's work on narratives of sexuality.18 The one recent attempt to 
find in 'the psychology of settlement' a skeleton key to twentieth-century Pakeha 
gender relations (and almost everything else), Stephen Turner ' s 'Set t lement as 
Forgett ing' , founders as it depends on easily rebutted personal impressions and 
an indiscriminate conversion of the span of New Zealand history into what is, 
in effect , a 'New Zealand mind' .1 9 
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Appeals for a cultural history with an eye on social history have been made 
before, most notably and most quotably by Jock Phillips in his 1990 article 'Of 
Verandahs and Fish and Chips and Footie on Saturday Af te rnoon ' . Phillips 
criticized 'a continuing failure to employ the whole range of approaches open 
to the historian in order to evoke the history of a culture in all its richness — its 
smells, its tastes, its fashions, its words ' . 'We don ' t ' , he went on, 'have much 
" th ick" description, as Clifford Geertz puts it, nothing with an eye to ritual and 
the physical furnishings of culture as in Rhys Isaac's The Transformation of 
Virginia.. . . We know so little about our ways of life, our popular culture — the 
ways we have dressed, the foods we have eaten, the houses we have inhabited, 
the games we have played. '2 0 

As Phillips wrote, labour historians had already begun answering his charge 
that New Zealand labour history had little to say about working-class life rather 
than trade unions. Some of the forays in the 1991 collection Culture and the 
Labour Movement grappled with commonplace details of working lives, such 
as nicknames.2 1 As well as Harry Braverman and 1970s and 1980s traditions of 
British cultural studies,22 the influence is also evident of historians of early 
modern popular culture and popular protest, such as Natalie Zemon Davis, E.P. 
Thompson and Robert Darnton. But I think one can also detect the influence of 
Cl i f ford Geertz in this work on labour, and. as Phil l ips 's reference to him 
suggests, Geertz is an important, though not a lways direct, influence on New 
Zealand historians attempting to engage with 'everyday life' and material culture. 
It is worth pointing out that Geer tz ' s influence creates problems as well as 
opportunities, since in New Zealand as in other historiographies, enthusiasm 
for the idea of thick descr ipt ion has not a lways been accompanied by an 
equivalent appreciat ion of Geer tz ' s c o m m i t m e n t to analysis . (The f amous 
cockfight ing essay, after all, is no mere tell-us-about-your-trip exercise.)23 Too 
of ten ' thick descr ipt ion ' becomes an escape clause f rom the exigencies of 
historical analysis (just as the term 'microhis tory ' is now being co-opted as a 
just if icat ion for projects whose wider significance has not been sufficiently 
established or even thought through). 

Most of the recent work on the material dimensions of New Zealand history 
gets round this trap, embedding its descriptive passages in broader explanatory 
schemes.2 4 The irony is that the contextual materials used to interpret objects 
are of ten drawn f rom the documentary realm that historians of material culture 
tend to depreciate in their defences of histories focused on artefacts. The objects 
themselves are simply described within a matrix of signification and significance 
derived f rom elsewhere.2 5 The objects are not, as it were, setting the agenda, 
whereas they do in some of the most accomplished histories of material culture 
in and for other countries.26 

Much of the scholarship responding to or in harmony with Phillips's appeal 
for a cultural history more concerned with the everyday has concentrated on the 
material. There is more to life than material life, but New Zealand historians 
have tended to keep their distance f rom research on emotion, self-presentation 
and self-understanding, the quotidian habits of thought and belief. This charge 
applies less to historians of the nineteenth century. In Nearly out of Heart and 
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Hope, for instance, Miles Fairburn dissects a complex of animating beliefs about 
self-help and selfhood.2 7 For the twentieth century, however, such concerns are 
much less in evidence; even religious history, a field that is in part defined by 
mat ters of bel ief , has been pr imar i ly social , inst i tut ional and doctr inal . 2 8 

(Though religious historians may rightly point out the culpable marginalization 
of religious history in New Zealand.)2" Why have twentieth-century New Zealand 
historians paid so little attention to inner structures and events of belief, emotions 
and psychology? 

One reason (I will touch on another later) is, I think, the particular effect that 
the array of emphases on textuality and discourse inaccurately but conveniently 
labelled 'the linguistic turn' has had on New Zealand historiography. Historians 
interested in, say, masculinity, femininity or consumer ism are now most likely 
to study 'representations o f ' masculinity, femininity or consumerism.1 0 Shift ing 
one 's focus f rom .v to representations of x can be seen to inoculate a scholar 
against naive assumptions of a congruence between 'representation' and 'reality', 
or between text and belief. The renunciation of such positions is seen as the 
hallmark of methodological sophistication — even though an implicit no-smoke-
without-fire approximation or correlation between (a suff icient number of ) 
representations and belief is typically what just if ies the topic as a significant 
one. Assertions of the relation between power and knowledge notwithstanding, 
a decision to study representations as more or less closed systems reduces 
textuality to a practically formal category. It divorces experience and textuality, 
whereas the original appeal of the concep t of representa t ion was that it 
problematized relations between the two. Needless to say, not everyone working 
' a f te r ' the linguistic turn at the seam of social and cultural history relies on this 
separation. Bronwyn Dalley 's work 011 crime, sexuality, and the narrative webs 
enveloping them, and Margaret McClure 's discussion of the meanings of physical 
labour, both work f rom the premise that a range of phenomena may be ' read ' as 
' texts ' of s ignif icantly di f ferent kinds, and that t racing the interact ions or 
slippages between such ' texts ' will pay interpretative dividends." But the extent 
of the 'representations o f ' syndrome, especially at the level of postgraduate 
theses , m e a n s that we shou ld be m i n d f u l of the o p p o r t u n i t i e s lost by 
circumscribed appropriations of the linguistic turn. 

Audacious work by historians of the United States and Europe makes it clear 
that wr i t ing about the inward docs not necessa r i ly invo lve a b a n d o n i n g 
methodological sophistication. William M. Reddy has developed an approach 
that combines psychological research with speech act theory. Arguing that 
expressions of emotion are 'per format ive ' as well as 'constat ive ' , t ransforming 
emotional experience even as they represent it, he demonstrates this approach 
through a study of the t ransformat ion of ' sen t imenta l i sm' in revolut ionary 
France. '2 Other scholars have insisted on the value of a history of emotions 
without insisting 011 a particular approach to its study. In American Cool, Peter 
N. Stearns, one of the most persistent exponents of the history of emotions, 
addresses the ongoing interdisciplinary debates 011 the role of social and cultural 
construction in emotions, but f rames his empirical work in a manner compatible 
with a variety of positions in these debates. Stearns 's argument, based primarily 
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on prescriptive literature, about the formation of a post-Victorian 'emotional 
cu l tu re ' that emphas i zed the con ta inmen t (and infant i l iza t ion of ) ' undue 
emot ion ' , clearly has repercussions for a wide array of historical issues.33 Still 
other scholars explore the role of emotions in other historical processes without 
reference to any particular psychological or psychoanalytic model, such as Hasia 
R. Diner in her art icle on the role of ' Jewish s h a m e ' and 'Ir ish gui l t ' in 
immigrants ' coming to terms with American life.34 

The same can be said of one of the few New Zealand forays into the history 
of emotions, Deborah Montgomerie 's essay in The Gendered Kiwi — which, 
also like Diner 's article, writes emotion into an explanation of a process of social 
'adjustment ' . Montgomerie explores the role of desire and emotional experiences 
in men ' s and women ' s responses to the disruption and trauma of war and their 
subsequent efforts to restore 'peace ' to their lives. She answers traditionally 
social history questions about the 'gender order ' through structures of feeling 
that are at least in part culturally specific and contingent. 'The ways the men and 
w o m e n w h o l ived th rough the war have wri t ten and spoken about their 
exper ience ' , Montgomer ie observes, 'highlight the extent to which gender 
continuity was maintained, not just because it served the interests of the state, 
but because it also served the emotional and social needs of individual New 
Zealanders. Writing the private and psychological dimensions of experience into 
our social histories of gender is not easy, but it is necessary if we are to understand 
the elasticity and persistence of gender asymmetry. '3 5 Montgomerie thus deals 
with quest ions of emotion in ways that work them into — indeed, make them 
central to — the f ramework of critical analysis, when, faced with such moving 
material, it would have been so easy to capitulate to flat descriptiveness. 

A cultural history concerned with emotions and the everyday habits of mind 
and body would also make a worthwhile contribution to other areas of New 
Zealand historiography not a lways associated with cultural history, such as 
political history. As Raewyn Dalziel once remarked, political history 'became 
unfashionable in New Zealand before it should have' .3 6 It is striking to compare 
French and British historiography, where the linguistic turn has recast and 
reinvigorated a subdiscipline previously eclipsed by social history, with New 
Zealand, where most of the political history that now gets published takes the 
form of biographies. This 'bias towards biography ' has meant that less attention 
is being paid to important matters that cannot be satisfactorily analysed by way 
of biography.37 

T h e sa l i en t e x c e p t i o n he re is the c o l l a b o r a t i v e p ro jec t on pol i t ica l 
conserva t i sm in the twent ie th century proceeding under Miles Fa i rburn ' s 
direction at the University of Canterbury. This project 'consists of a systematic 
exploration and analysis of the social foundat ions of the electoral domination 
of the mains t ream conservat ive polit ical part ies in New Zealand over the 
twentieth century. The key concern is to elucidate any structural factors that 
explain these parties ' mass appeal, especially their capacity to win the votes of 
a large minority of manual workers and their families, a phenomenon known in 
Britain as "working class Toryism". The methodology will consist of a mix of 
micro-history and statistical analysis. '3 8 
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Language like 'social foundations ' implies ties to an older electoral sociology 
and social history of politics which, in the British literature on 'working-class 
Toryism' , at least, have been displaced by approaches more concerned with 
particular political negotiations and cultural interpretations. However, Fairburn 
has indicated that the Canterbury project is to deal with cultural and ideological 
factors.39 One body of overseas work that might be relevant to or stimulating in 
the New Zealand context is that of Ross McKibbin . In an influential essay 
published in 1990, McKibbin argued that Conservat ive hegemony in inter-war 
Britain depended on securing the vote of a significant portion of the working 
class (especially women) as a result of a Baldwinian idiom of a politics that was 
supposedly above 'poli t ies ' , in which organized working-class action could be 
stigmatized as 'political ' and as such inimical to the 'nat ional ' interest.40 

In his subsequent book. Classes and Cultures, McKibbin widened the scope 
of his inquiry and investigated the ways in which everyday practices helped 
construct a culture of conservatism in the inter-war period. Working in a not 
especially ' theoretical ' way with autobiographies, contemporary sociological 
invest igations, and histories of insti tutions, he explored, fo r instance, the 
development of new forms of middle-class sociability in response to changes in 
the occupational and residential changes in the composit ion of the middle class 
and the decreasing significance of divisions between Protestant denominat ions. 
Different sectors of the middle class were ' increasingly brought together by the 
development of an "apolit ical" sociability based upon "depoli t icized" social 
relationships, the elimination of "divisive" or "embarrass ing" behaviour, and 
an emphasis upon personal qualities such as niceness and humor. ' The remarkable 
growth of lodges. Rotary and the Lions was partly a result of this trend 41 Such 
changes in etiquette and conversational norms 'promoted a lack of seriousness 
in personal relations: never to talk about politics or religion is, af ter all, never to 
talk about two of the most interesting subjects in human history. By encouraging 
the belief that all re la t ionships , howeve r intr insical ly pol i t ical , could be 
depol i t ic ized , this social style b e c a m e cruc ia l to the d e v e l o p m e n t of an 
"apolitical" anti-socialist vocabulary: it was the Labour Party which dragged 
"politics" into everything, which took everything so "seriously", which politicized 
human relationships by emphasizing conflict instead of good humour. '4 2 

I am sure I am not the only New Zealand historian to find eerie similarities 
between the picture sketched here and Pakeha culture. Whatever the validity or 
otherwise of such a response, though, it is clear that looking at social customs, 
manners, humour, and emotions such as envy has a great deal to offer the study 
of not just political conservatism but Pakeha culture generally. It would help us 
understand, for instance, what became of the psychic structures of Protestantism 
in New Zealand. Consider the Leslie Adkin who emerges f rom Antony Dreaver 's 
sensitive and inspired biography.43 A fa rmer ' s son works convert ing rough hills 
into fa rmland even as he collects geological samples and puzzles out the 
environmental history of the district. A man raised in a strict Methodist family 
is pulled away f rom the chapel and manly responsibili t ies by that curiosity, 
which takes hold of him like an addiction. A person independent to the point of 
i c o n o c l a s m in his e t h n o l o g i c a l and g e o l o g i c a l w r i t i n g is i n s t i nc t i ve ly 
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conservative in his politics and social attitudes, enlisting as one of 'Massey ' s 
Cossacks ' against the striking militants of 1913. A man who courts his future 
bride with conventional sentiment and subscribes to countless orthodoxies also 
takes thousands of distinctively composed photographs, and finally rejects the 
obligations of the farmer-patriarch to work as a scientist. In placing lives like 
Adkin ' s in the context of New Zealand culture, we often have little more to go 
on than anecdote and received wisdom about 'pur i tanism' and the like. We 
have not been in a position to examine historically what cultural and psychological 
' g r ammar ' might relate repression to expression, conformity to individuality. 

Other biographies, such as Michael King 's life of Frank Sargeson, also raise 
such questions, as does Lawrence Jones ' s literary criticism, and there is a long 
tradition of cultural crit icism about Pakeha habits of thought and action.44 Yet it 
has been some time since this was seen as an appropriate area for more general 
(that is, non-biographical) study by New Zealand historians. Phillips's A Man's 
Country? is one of the rare books in recent t imes to have addressed itself to 
topics of this sort. Perhaps this tradition of cultural crit icism strikes other 
historians as too closely identified with particular voices or positions: academics 
mindful of expatriate experiences (J.B. Condl i f fe , W.H. Pearson); journalists 
(Gordon McLauchlan); ' interesting transients' (Anna Kavan, Austin Mitchell).45 

Beyond such identifications there is the graver problem that a cultural history 
concerned with what both Pearson and (to invoke an occasionally useful myth) 
an 'ordinary person' might call 'New Zealand culture ' smacks of a hunt for a 
ch imer ica l ' real New Z e a l a n d ' , and as such appears to fl irt with all the 
essentializing, reification and exclusion perpetrated in the name of that quest 
ever since visitors and Pakeha 'nat ives ' started it. 

Yet historians can avoid those dangers, by thinking comparatively and by 
attending to historical contingency rather than speaking in overly general and 
analytically slippery terms that segue into an unwitting acceptance of the notion 
of a national 'spiri t ' . What is the chronology of perceptions of Pakeha society 
as conformist and repressed? Is the 'provincial ' society that mid-twentieth-
century poets, fiction-writers and cultural critics rebelled against an older version 
of the ' snobbism' that Andre Siegfried noted at the turn of the century?46 To 
what extent did A.H. Reed create this culture, and to what extent did he inherit 
and profit f rom it? (A cultural history version of the ' long pink cloud ' syndrome 
obtains, whereby we have more research on intellectual dissidents than on 
middlebrow f igures such as the Reeds.)47 In his essay in The Oxford History of 
New Zealand on cultural developments f rom the 1890s to the 1930s, Gibbons 
posited a shift in the second decade of the twentieth century towards a more 
stagnant and conformist Pakeha culture.48 (The blandness of twentieth-century 
journa l i sm, for instance, s tands in contrast to its f rankly opinionated and 
combat ive nineteenth-century counterpart .) Miles Fairburn 's excellent essay 
rehabilitating the Massey years as a critical period prods us in a similar direction.49 

Whether or not detailed empirical research — on reading tastes, on public 
speaking, on voluntary associations, on education, and so on — finds a genuine 
contraction in Pakeha horizons in the Massey years, and how far it conf i rms the 
complaints of the intelligentsia. Gibbons and Fairburn have at the very least 
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made a case to answer. They also push us to question the pervasive tendency to 
attribute inhibitions and narrowness to 'p ioneer ' values, especially puritanism 
and utilitarianism. Apart f rom anything else, that tendency downplays class 
and changes in urban- rura l relat ionships. And the more one considers the 
(admittedly formalized) energy of civic life in nineteenth-century New Zealand 
(in the larger towns, at least), the less twentieth-century cultural life seems like 
an uninterrupted continuation of a nineteenth-century story. 

This raises the question of how generally useful the term 'colonial ' is to 
characterize twentieth-century New Zealand culture. As I have made clear, after 
Gibbons one is compel led to see Pakeha nat ional ism, li terary product ion, 
dealings with landscape, flora and fauna, and so on, as colonial activities; their 
colonial nature is not diminished by the attenuation of New Zealand 's ties with 
the imperial centre, because it is the dynamic of appropriation and ef facement 
that makes these things colonial. Things become less certain when we shift our 
attention f rom culture as a project to culture as a predicament. I am thinking of 
the ' ob j ec t ive ' condi t ions of Pakeha prac t ices , such as the imperial and 
international economy of texts and other cultural goods, and the protocols for 
their use, that in part structure Pakeha activities. At least since McCormick , 
New Zealand historians have been discussing the ways in which imported 
traditions were modif ied in the colonial environment.5" They have tended, as 
Gibbons notes in 'Transporting Cul tures ' , ' to discover or isolate the moment 
when local culture ceased to be something " t ranspor ted" and had become 
transformed into an indigenous phenomenon — a newly native Phoenix, as it 
were, rising f rom the ashes of inappropriately transplanted old world taste and 
form. ' As he points out, though, this line of inquiry is not inseparable f rom so-
called Creole nationalism, and researching the extent of, or relations between, 
the 'diffusion of cultural traits ' and ' independent evolut ion ' in New Zealand 
practices and institutions is an important part of the country 's history.51 

Public libraries, learned societies, and a host of other institutions invite 
investigation in these terms.52 So do the civic and organizational habits that led 
to their formation: what Erik Olssen has called 'our enthusiasm for forming 
commit tees ' would bear investigation in relation to the associational culture of 
nineteenth-century Britain.53 Capitalism in New Zealand, too, requires thorough 
investigation along these lines. New Zealand was annexed at a complex and 
fraught point in the history of British capitalism. Early Victorian economic theory 
and practice were powerful ly shaped by a confluence of evangelical theology 
and political economy.54 New Zealand historiography has not, to my knowledge, 
registered the impact of this way of thinking about religion and economics, but 
it is worth bearing in mind that Thomas Chalmers, the man after whom Port 
Chalmers was named,55 was not only a key figure in the Disruption within the 
Presbyterian Church, but also the leading evangelical economist.5 6 

As well as ideological structures ' t ransported ' f rom Britain, we could also 
benefit f rom study of more abstract structures of thought, feeling and action, 
such as the apprehension of time. Early twentieth-century Pakeha texts frequently 
evoke a sense of accelerating time and of an unprecedented threat to a passing 
world. (H. Guthrie-Smith expressed this well in Tulira. f11 used to attribute this 
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solely to the presence of colonization: but it is strikingly similar to Victorian 
perceptions of industrialization in regions such as Lancashire, where locals felt 
a p ress ing need to sa lvage ba l l ads and p rese rve d ia lec ts in an t iquar ian 
publications.5 1* W h e t h e r this is an u n d e r s t a n d a b l e c o i n c i d e n c e or twin 
manifestat ions of a disseminated ( 'mode rn ' ? ) 'Brit ish ' way of perceiving time 
might repay investigation. 

Explaining the mutations of the 'old world ' inheritance in the colonies, the 
Australian historian John Hirst argued some years ago, is the 'central problem' 
for historians of settler societies.59 Clearly, though, a settler society's cultural 
' inputs ' do not cease with its 'first ships ' , and they emanate f rom other places 
as well as the imperial metropolis. 'Americanizat ion ' is a conspicuous example, 
though it would be interesting for New Zealand historians to reach back past 
World War II. A notable American export to Britain in the inter-war years was 
an apparatus of book clubs and other institutions of 'midd lebrow' culture, 
marketed to and in part creating a public distanced f rom elitism and identified 
with a degree of both consensus and self-development.6 0 Was New Zealand 
party to th is? If so. how did this deve lopmen t intersect with the Reeds, 
Whi tcombe and Tombs, radio and the Listener? 

New Zealand ' s position in international networks of cultural production, 
consumpt ion and distr ibut ion is usually likely to be, to use Hirst ' s word, 
'dependent ' : but the utility of calling it 'colonial ' is another matter. This question 
is significant in part because in the twentieth century the imperial 'centre ' itself 
was under the influence of American cultural ' imper ia l ism' , thus tangling the 
metropol i tan-colonial relation. But there is also the issue of how different New 
Z e a l a n d ' s posi t ion is f r om other d e p e n d e n t but not colonia l cu l tures or 
communi t ies . New Zealand historians are usually exhorted to compare the 
country with other colonies and ex-colonies, but it would also be profitable to 
think about New Zealand with an eye on other, non-colonial 'peripheries ' of 
London (or London, Oxford and Cambridge) within Britain. How does the place 
of a town in Yorkshire in the circuit of information, taste and consumption 
compare with that of Johnsonvil le and Geraldine? In what ways are attempts to 
preserve and reinvent local identit ies, cus toms and dialect in the English 
provinces (to say nothing of Scotland and Wales) similar to and different f rom 
the ident i ty indust r ies of set t ler co lon ies? As well as enr ich ing colonial 
historiography, bringing together the metropolitan with regard to the provincial 
and the metropolitan with regard to the colonial could valuably problematize 
the idea of the metropolitan itself. 

Among other things, this sort of inquiry would be one way of making New 
Zealand history speak, rather than just listen, to international historiographical 
d iscourse . Several New Zealand his torians have lamented New Zea land ' s 
isolation f rom this international mainstream, some on the grounds that the rest 
of the world does not know how much it is missing, and others on the grounds 
that such a turn would help overcome the parochialism of some areas of New 
Zealand historiography. The British imperial historian A.G. Hopkins has been 
quoted as saying that the reason the histories of Canada, Australia and New 
Zealand are seldom taught outside those countries themselves is that they remain 
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' t rapped in the idea of teaching the history of the nat ion-s ta te ' for ' local 
consumption ' . 6 1 Not surprisingly, Hopkins ' s solution to this problem is the 
reintegration of these dominions ' histories into imperial history. A more forceful 
connection of New Zealand history with British imperial history is not the only 
means we have of r e scu ing his tory f r o m the nat ion — Pat r ick W o l f e ' s 
orchestrat ion of a d ia logue be tween Austral ian and other histories on the 
fundamentals of ' race ' is an example of another way of proceeding — but it is 
an important one, and one which would be situated within an existing range of 
sophisticated analytical frameworks.6 2 

Cultural colonization serves this internationalizing purpose too, directing 
New Z e a l a n d h i s to r i ans a w a y f r o m ' na t i ona l i d e n t i t y ' and t o w a r d s an 
international field of postcolonial inquiry. It has accommoda ted a range of 
topics and methodological approaches, and it will continue to inform New 
Zealand cultural history. As I have argued, though, cultural colonization should 
be supplemented by other histories, of emot ions , of everyday behaviour, of 
m a i n s t r e a m cu l tu ra l n o r m s . In these ca se s , as well as that of cu l tu ra l 
colonization, a more extensive engagement with overseas historiographical 
problems is not incompatible with an engagement with pressing concerns in 
' local ' cultural politics. I do not believe that the sorts of cultural history I have 
advocated here are necessarily of interest to scholars alone. I disagree with 
Jock Phillips when he suggests that public curiosity about, or desire for an 
explanation of. New Zealand and its past should necessari ly be seen, and 
responded to, in terms of 'nat ional ident i ty ' . 6 ' Discipl ined and thought fu l 
historical work that does not take con t r ibu t ing to na t ional ident i ty as a 
touchstone can still draw in a general readership. As evidence one could cite 
the public successes of Judith Binney 's Redemption Songs, Claudia Orange ' s 
The Treaty of Waitangi, Bel ich 's The New Zealand Wars, (and, perhaps more 
pertinently in this context, / Shall Not Die) and Montgomer ie ' s The Women's 
War.M The weight of history, as it were, is behind an orientat ion towards 
'national identi ty ' , but it is possible for historians to write for readers 'hungry 
for the words that will show us these islands and ourselves ' without having to 
of fe r them a prefabricated ' home in thought ' . 6 5 
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