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ABSTRACT 

Unemployment , although a common feature of econ omic and s ocial 

l i fe in colonial New Zeala~d, has rece~vea l ittle atten t ion from 

h is torians or economist s for th~ period before 1920 . While 

conctruction of a r eliabl e index of une mployment is not possible 

fr om avajlable data, an intensive ana lysis of pub l ished and oth e r 

of f i cia l source s establishes the significance of unemploy~snt . 

The decade of t he 1 88o ~s , follo~ing as it ~id y ear s of la r g e scale 

immi g r at ion and marked a s it vaa by little overall economic 

g~owth, dre~ attention to t he ins~c~rity of ~~ployme11t for ma ny 

frequ c ~tly encu~. was not su ~fic jent i~ the 9bsence of &n or22~lsed 

l abour ~ovcment, to ~ove policy . 

Ncve:::t.heless a::; pa rt of Ci!:l c vcr·all mo ve towar·ds a regu lative r ole 

i.:i. ma ny economic and socie l .spher es , Gove!.·n~01 • t fot·m:ili:oed 

procedures fo r coping ~ ith uneruploy~ent . The activities of the 

Labour Bureaux in assis ting unemployed to f i nd j obs became an 

i mporta nt part o f t he l abour rnarki'Ot, and a15sisted the co - operative 

wor k s scheme of comple ting ne cessary public works . 

The t hesis suggest& tha t it is this r egulati ve a pproach o f Govern­

me nt wh i ch is t he significant feature . Ot her peri ods and soc ieties 

ha ve had a more we l f a re -or i ented appro~ ch to unemployment . The 

ide ology of work i n a growing colonial economy was f i e r cel y again s t 

a ny form of pauperisat ion , or e ven l ong terra s upport . 
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Unemployment, apart from apparent cyclical influences in the 1880 1 s 

and l ess certainly 1903-1907, was l argel y of a seasonal or 

fri ctional vari ety . Avai lability of sensor.al work in areas 

surrounding moot to~ns absorbe d even skilled workoen who la cked 

employment for summer months . However , wlnter and any slackening 

of pub lic con:, truction works , 'urour,h t high le ,,-els of unemployment 

to ma~y to~ns . Often , th~ee pr obl~ms were exacerbated by new 

i mmigraPts enterin~ tbe job market . 

Because the fluctuationa in employment were so loca lised , the 

efforts of the labour Department in developing e. national labour 

marke t were appropri~te though not uniformly successful . These 

efforts were not geared to find skille~ employment ~here this was 

desjred in many cases, nor was female unemployment adequately 

catered for. 

Assisting mobjlity and identifying employment opportunities were 

important contributions of the Department of Labour. Gove rnment 

also pla yed a limited role as an employer of unemployment workers . 

No government of the period , central or local, w~s clearly and 

unambiguously in favour of providing work as a means of ccmbatti~g 

unemployment. Although the co - operative works system had as one 

cf its functions the provision of a "buffer" for ma:l e unemployment, 

the system cannot be considered purely as a relief work mechanism . 

The l ast two decades of the period are marked by the articulation 

and implementation of the problems and policies i dentifi ed during 

the 1880 1 s. 
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"The curse of unemployment falls almozt in 

equal ratio on th~ individual, on the city , 

and on the nation ••• ~o tramp one street 

after another and from one possible job to 

another, to go from one city to ano ther , and 

l eave one country for another , and all without 

success, is in a word , the reality of 

unemployment . " 

Hon. Mr Paul, New Zealand Parlinmantary 
Debates , ~909 , p . 257 . 

" The Pcrny" 

" Looking for v1ork? 11 he went on . We 

nodded and asked , " Any work where you 

come fro m? " 

" Don ' t kr.ow . I nev~r lcok for it", he 

replied . 

J . A. Lee , Delinquent Days , pp . 72- 73 . 
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PREFACE 

Un emp loyment . The very word r e mains a vote-catcher in New Zealand 

in 1975 . In Ma r ch 1976 , there are 10, 000 or s o ei ther 'u nemployed 

or o n ~overnment spec i al work . At tlme of l ast census (1 971) 

the r e were 1~,168 se l f - declared unemployed . If ordinary people' 

or public f igures wish to raise the spectre of joblessness they 

hark back to t he 1930 1 s . It is s alutary to reflect on the · coloniaJ. 

econo my in which unemploymen t was an ever-pr esent , if fluctuat ing, 

problem . 

Inevitably reflection on pre - World Wa r I unempl~Yr.lent l eads to 

reflection on emp lov_~~.I', t, t he s tructure of the Jabour market, the 

v ery n a ture and mean ing of work i n that c ont ext . Speculation , 

however , must be restrained . This thesis has a muc h more limited 

purpose . At cost , it ha s traversed grou~d which will makd one 

small aspect o f fu t u r e investigation unnecessary . 

This thesis began as a longer project , and c ~r tainly the field has 

only begun t o be exp lor ed . For t hei r assistance in research I 

should like to thank the following : P . S . Harris. G. R . Hawke , 

W.R. Oliver, J . W. Rowe , and other colleagues . 



TABLE CF CONTEI\TS 

Pr eface : 

Chanter One : I nt;:-o duction and Sc op e of Thesis 

Chapter Two : Unem~loymcnt in the 1880 1 s 

Chan t er '!:'hree : Unemployed Ag ita tion 

Chapte r Four : Unemployment 1892-1914 . An Empirical View 

Co-operative 0 orks and Uneruployment 

Che.ptcr .Six : De ba t e and Unemplo yment Policy 

Ch;=.a~te r .Sever : Cone: 1 ud in g IfotG 

Biblio5raphy : 

vi 

Page 

v 

vii 

1 

12 

36 

90 

108 

131 

141 



Figure 1. 

Figure 2 . 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Men Assisted by the Department of 
Labour and Census Unemployment 
Figu1·es . 

Men Sent to Govern~ent Wor ks an~ 
lo Private Employment . 

vii 

Follo'!.'j ng pj>. 

72 

73 



1 • 

CHJ\PTER 1 

Introduc t ion and ~~ope of Thesis 
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( i) TIIE SCOPE OF THE THl'~SIS 

This thesis is an examination of the problem of unemployment 

in colonial New Zealand. While historians have noted scatterert 

instances of unemployed agiLation and distres3 , most often in the 

cor.+~ ...<.t of the "Long Depression' ' or the " Black Eighties" , the.re 

has been no sustained investigat ion of either the' e xtent or 

significance of this problem . 

This theais discusses the ' available l iter ature and statisticaJ 

material on unemployment in pre - World War One New Zea land and 

establjshes thct unemployment was a significant factor in t he New 

Zealand labour mn~ket . Une~ployment was not merely a cyclical 

phenomo non but a structural and seasonal feature of the colonia l 

econoi •. y . 

The body of unemployed men ~as often large ~n major town~ , 

and occusior.ally agitation broke out, fired by the distress and 

urban poverty that destroyed many a settler ' s dream . 

The managem~nt of the unemployed was a major function of ~he 

Labour Department. markirig a s trong government entry into the 

l a bour market . 

Placed in this context, unemployment , and the policies 

developed c onsequent up'on unemployment, fit a pattern o f conflict -

recognition - rationa l isati on1 in New Zealand gove rnmen t before 

World War One, of which the Labour Depa rtment is the c ent repiece . 

The appr oach to these propositions is ·necessarily interdisciplinary. 

Further, the approach is forced to be mor e t han purely 

empirical by the paucity of stati s tical material . Such ma t e r ial 



as has survive'd. is uti1 i.sed in an eff"ort to "map! ' the extent of 

unemployment. 

The unemployme nt situation should be related to the socio-

economic c onditions of that country.(1) Unfortunately our l ack 

of knowledge of the colonial l abour market precludes any 

deffnitive sta t ement regarding socia l relations of production. 

Dispute ,, st ill exists amongst historians as to whether 'or not cl2.ss 

analysis i s appropriate to the study of New Zealand society . 

The writer ' s standpoint is that one could not seriously 

discuss cineteenth century unemployment without using some such 

term as "work ing class!'. Nevert!.'lelec:s tLe re are a number of 

important queEtions which are mainly begged in this thesis so far 

as s ophistication of class analysis is conc erned . 

It is not propos ed to re so J.ve these difficulties in thjs 

the~ is. Cl ass r eferences are ffiain l y in th8 taxonomic vein, rather 

than intended to refer to a particular theory of socia l change. 

No class ideoJ .ogy as such emerged in the controversy in the period 

over unemployment, but the relevance is nevertheless clear . 

Certainly the class structure of colonia l New Zealand as it 

emerges from continuing research will be more complex than a 

bourgeois-proletarian dichotomy. If we are to approa ch class fro m 

the viewpoint of Murxism, then we may safely admit a plurality of 

factors determining the concept of class. A class may have an 

( 1) 111 Kersten 
Creation: 
Employme~t 

Employment 
p. 17 • . 

and K. Wohlmuth, "Political E conomy of Employment 
S ome Critical Remarks on the Possibilit i es of 
Creation in Dependent Economies" in K. Wohlmu th (ed.) 
Creation in Deve loping S oc ieties , New York , 1973 , 
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existence in an economic sense (for example) perhaps one which is 

capable of being delineated (e . g . the wage - earning population) but 

which does not have a consciousness of itself as a class . There 

may be ccncrete reasons for this e . g . e l ements of contradiction 

b etween ~age -earners ' immediate interests , or various racial. or 

ideological factors . These could well turn out , in New Zealand ' s 

case, as Olssen sui:;gests, to give one a "congeries of distinct 

working classes rooted in particular national groups ~ indus tries , 

and communitie s" . (1) 

As noted , ho1rever, these subtleties lie rr. c::. inly beyond the 

immediate ~cop& of this thesis, and terms such as 11 v1orking cla:::;s" 

are us ed rc..ther brcadly . In general uneir.ploymcnL affec t ed nll 

l evels of the working class , t1·adesm~~ . ~ural labourers , and 

unskilled casue l l a bocr , thoush by no means equal ly in all time~ 

and places . 

( ii) SOME OF THF REGEN~ LITERATURE ON UNE~FLQYM~NT 

Two major studies on unemployment in Engl and , both written 

with a traditional historical approach, have been completed 

r ecently . Their findings are discussed be l ow . 

Jose liarris , Unemployment and Politics covers the following 

areas in gr eat detail: 

1. Problems of the labour market ; 

2 . Unemployment and political ac t ion ; 

3 . Regimentation of the unemployed - charity, labour colonies ; 

(1) E . Olssen , " The ' Working Cl ass ' in New Zealand", Ne w Zeal and 
Journal of History, 8 : 1, 1974 , pp . 44-60. 
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4. Unemployment and local administration ; 

5. Evolution of a national policy -- insurance and 

organisation for the labour market .( 1) 

While the detai ls of this study need not concern us here, the 

concludi ~g survey notes the evolution of a consensus on unemp l oy-

ment policy affiongst reformers nnd administrators. There were t wo 

aspE-~cts to this: 

1. " That whe th e r loss of employment Vias ca uce d by per s or:al 

deficienciea or by adverse industrial environme nt, i ts effects 

were socially destructive, economically inefficient and possibly 

even polj_tically dangerous; and the widespread f a tal i s s that had 

characterized administrative a ttitudes to unempl oymen t in the l at e 

nineteenth centu r y had therefore bee~ ~ ep laced by a ccnviction that 

unemploy men t could to a certain 6xt en t b e p r e vent ed , and ought tn 

be relieved ." 

2 . "'l'he results of numerous experiments in the r elief of unemploy·-

ment had shown that voluntary and lo ca l efforts wer~ quite 

inadequate to deal. with a problem that fell s o erratically and often 

unpredictably on different industrie s, different r egions , and 

different types of workmen ." (2) 

The same evolution of attitudes i s not apparent in the New 

Zealand context, as from the earliest days, the colonists looked 

willingly to the central government for assistanc e not only for 

unemployment r elief, but also for othe~ forms of state assistance . 

(1) J . Harris, Unemployme nt and Pclitics : A study in English Socia l 
Policy, 1886- 1914, Oxfor d, 1972 . 

( 2) J. Harris, .£.E_.ci t . , p . 348 . 
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The evolution that does become apparent is from a localised 

response in the 1 880 1 s towards a national employment policy under 

the administration of the Labour Department. Some form of public 

responsibility for provie ion of work had been accept e d from the 

days of the New Zea l a nd Company, although this responsibility was 

nei th e~ always met nor left unchallenged in public discussion. 

The question was posed in rather picturesque manner in the New 

Zeala r!d _Farmer; 

"We cannot boil them (i. e . the unerr:ployed) down like 
surplus sheep, and how to get rid of them is becoming 
a national question ."(1) 

The other r ecent historical treatment o f unemployment is 

that of 1<.D . Brown , Labour and Unerr.ployrrien t, 1900 - ·1g14 . This is a 

revised v~rsion of Brown's Kent Ph . D. thesis of 1969. The ma in 

aim of t h is study is ''to study the activity and effectiveness of 

the :Sdv12.rdian l abour movement". Never the le sf; , and despite it s 

total concent r ation on Britain , the conclusions have some 

comparative value for the present study . Bro wn notes that his 

period saw : 

"A significant change in the attitude of the state towards 
its unemployed. When 11e twentie th c entury began, the 
worke r who had no job sually had recourse to municipal 
relief works set up un er the provisions of t he r e -issued 
Local Government Board circular of 1886, to private 
charity or to the poor law. If he was a trade unionist 
belonging to a society that paid unemployment benefit he 
could, for a time, rely on that. But by 1914 the state 
openly admitted the responsibility by legislating for 
those of its citizens who had no work. The breakthrough 
came in 1905 with the passage of the Unemployed Workmen ' s 
Bill, and four years later the Liberal Government began to 
lay the foundations of a completely new approach by setting 
up labour exchanges. In 1911 the National Insurance Ac t 

(1) New Zea land Farmer, August, 1885; quoted in P .J. Gibbons, 
" Turnine~ Tramps into Taxpayers_": The Department of Labour and the 
Casual Labou!er in the 1B9os . Massey, Thesis, 1970 , p.120. 



brought approximate ly one-third of a ll ma l e workers i nto 
a state scheme o f unemp loyment protection."(1) 

7. 

In New Zea l and , for reasons to be discussed l a t er, r ec ognit ion 

of a role in dealing with the unemploye d en the part of central 

governme nt, c ame earl ier than in Br ~ tain, and in a s omewhat 

dif fe r ent fashion. The developmen t of a labour - exchange system, 

for example, dates from the inception of the La bour Departme nt. 

On the other hand , the New Zea land central government was much less 

ready to l egis l ate fo r relief of t he unemp lo yed . The reas ons for 

these diffe r ences may we ll lie in the d i fferent nature of unernploy-

ment in the two countries . 

There i s a fa i r l y wi de literatur e of an economic nature 

dea l ing ~i th the cause& o f unemp lo yment . Economists have dealt w ~th 

uncmp l oy~en t in two contexts - advanced ind~strial cou~t~iee a~d 

mo dern u nde r developed countries - neither of whi ch is entirely 

appropr i ate t o pre - world wa r one New Zealand. The pr~ncipal conc e r n 

of t his thesis is the mechanisms of c oping with unempl oyment , as 

well as defining the nature of t hat une~p loyment. 

There i s, on the face of it, some considerable difficulty in 

defining the meaning of unemployment . While it will be necessary 

to meet these difficulties in t he estimation of the extent of 

une mp loyment , absolute rigour wi ll not be necessary t hrou ghout. 

Pigou, in his classic study of une mployment. noted the 

ambiguity of the word , but felt that there was : 

''No matter of principle involved : · it is aimply a question 
of the precise sense in which it is convenient to use a 

(1) K. D. Brown , Labour and Unemployment . 1900-1914, London, 1971, 
p .1 64. 
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particular common word . Hence . t h ere are two c ondit ions , 
and t wo only, that our definition must obey . It muG t be 
so fa s hioned as to prove a useful tool in the investi­
gation we have in hand ; and i t mu s t, s u b j ect to that 
condi tion , confor m as closely as possible to the genera l 
dri ft o f popular u sage ."(1) 

8. 

Pigou himself, althou gh he final ly 5e ttle d for the definition 

of un emp loymen t adopted by the 0~:tish Nationa J. Insurance Scheme, 

delineated t wo imp ortan t aspects ~hich will be accepted h e re . 

First, t he r es triction of th e te rm to the wage - earnin g c l ass e s , and 

within that grouping, cons idering only that unemployment which was , 

fro m the workcr 1 s p oint of view , involu n t a ry. Se cond, although it 

will be noted f rom tim e to time as an added clement of hardship, 

"shor t-time " will not be !' e E;3rde d as constitu ting une mp lo yment . 

E f fective l y then unemployme nt in this s tudy wi!l be define~ I 

as the ir..3bili ty to eecure wage em:::i loyn1ent at~ioq;c; t i11en w~o W f~ l'e 

fir mJ.y in the l ab our ru.::J.rket . This definition P. X(_,l ud-::s w!;at ' 1 lu mpen-

prolet&rian 11 element s t he re were in t he Mc.or-:i. popul2 t i on, arH: ·"< J. s o 

u nemployme n t as it aff e cts worr e n.(2) Women will be ccnsidered 

where informat i on permits , but t he y on the whole cons t i tut e d a 

"reserve a rmy of labour " which existing social arrangements wer e 

we ll geared to handle . There were undoubted ly women who ~equir ed 

wage employment for their own support and who from time to time 

were una ble to obtain such employment, and the Labour Department 

did provide some facilities for these women. 

There is also a wide range of literature on unempl o yment from 

a s oc i ological and social administ r ative perspective , little of 

( 1) A. C . Pigou, Unemployment , London , 1914, pp .1 2 -1 3 . 
( 2) The term "lumpen - pro letar:i.antt is used L.1 the sense adopted by 

P . S . Harris, "Indus trial Workers in Rhodes ia, 1946 - 1972" •. Journal 
of Southern Afr i can S tudi es, 1 : 2 , April 1975 , p. 142. 



9. 

which has improved on B. Secbohm Rowntree and Bruno Lasker's 

Une mp loyment : A Social S tudy , which presents the results of their 

1910 rese a rch into the case histories of unemployed workers, with 

emphasis on the causes of unemployment.(1) It i s not the intention 

here to provide a s urvey of the body of sociological literature, 

but me::·ely to point to a few relevant and important treatments of 

the subject . 

The classic modern study, one of the forerunn e1·s of mode rn 

sociological research method s is Marienthal : The_Sociology of an 

Une mployed Community, which was first published in German in 1933. 

The co-authors, M. Jahoda, P . Lnzarsfield, and H. Zeise l, found 

th e effects of unemploymeE t to be "a diminution o f expec tation and 

activity, a disrupted sens e of time and a s teady decline into 

apathy through a variety of stages and attitudeG .n (z) 

There are ohvious ways ~!~ ~hich this study , based on persoDaJ 

observation and describing a cohesive, small , community which was 

"totally unemployed", differs from the present h1F>to:r.ical ::itudy of 

a wider 1 less intense problem . Nevertheless there is a warning 

for the historian in the co-authors ' curt warning : 

"A casual observer is apt to see only what is most. 
conspicuous, namely the occasional revolutionary effe cts 
of unemployment, or particularly heart-rending outbre aks 
of despair. Our detailed enquiry has lead us tc sea more 
clearly the paralyzing effects of unemployment , an aspec t 
that might elude less systematic obseryation ." (3) 

No historian (or economist) will readily concede the ground of 

systematic study to the sociologist, but nevertheless when one's 

(1) M. Jahoda et al ., Marienthal : The Sociolo gy of an Unemployed 
Community, London, 1972. 

(2) M. Jahoda, et al., Marienthal, p . 2. 
(3) M. Jahoda, et al., op. ct~· p.4. 
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evidence is based on written records , particularly when as in thjG 

case heavy r8liauce must be placed on events and statements thought 

worthy of record by the news media., the economic historian can fall 

into the trap of the " casual observer" all t oo readily . 

Theoretically however, the socio l ogical studies of unemploy -

ment such as Marienthal can contr~cute little to the present study . 

An article by the modern sociologist Alvin Ga uldner notes the trend 

with which we are concerned : 

" A transition to a welfare sta te implies a greater involve­
ment of the state in the pla nning for and management of 
disposal strateg ics . In some part, the growth of the 
we l fare state ~eans that the disposal problem is becoming 
so great and complex that it can no longer be left to the 
informnl control of marke t or traditional instilutions . 11 ( 1) 

This conception of the erowth of control fits ~ell with t he 

h istorical findings fnr Bngl~nd of Ha rris and Brown whi s h a re 

discui:;sed. o.bove . The idea is not novt;l , but has the virtue of 

l aying sLress on the real rather the ~ idcolo ~ic~l factor~ l~voJve d 

in movement towards state welfa~e provisions in capitalist society . 

Problems such as ~r.emp1oyment arc reducible at lea ot on a 

theor etica l level to prohlerns of control, and new adminj.strative 

procedures may be seen in this lisht . 

A more ambitious theoretical approach has been attemptea in 

the United States recently by F .T . Piven and R. A. Cloward, 

Regulating the Poor . (2) These wr iters assume somewha t arbitr arily , 

that the chief function cf public relief a rrangeme nts i s "to 

(1) A. Gaulder, " The Unempl oyed Self", in R . Fr ase r (ed . ) , Work , 
London , 1969, p.350 . 

( 2 ) F . T . Piven and R . A. Cloward, Regu l ating the Poor : the F~Jctions 
of Public Welfa r e , London, 1972 . 



regulate labour" . This r eguJ.ation is achieved in two v1ays : 

"First , when mass unemployment leads to outbreaks of 
turmoil , relief prosrams are ordinarily initiated or 
expanded to absorb and control enough of the un~mployed 
t o restore order; then, as turbulence subsides , the 
r elief system contracts, expelling those who ~re needed 
t o populate the l abour market ." (1) 

11 . 

This theory is intended to have the status of an historical 

generalisat i on supported by United States relief statistics. 

Functionally , any relief scheme has some "absorbing" and hence 

" e xpelling" r o le . So far as unemploym2nt relied is concerned 

these functions can be seen as a controlling factor over seasonal 

or cyclica l unemployment . Cl ear l y r e l ief of this nature is ~ot 

likely to perform the same functions in a situation where unemploy-

memt is structura 1 ly induced . More imro1·tnntly in the pr·esent ca.se, 

t~c role of re l ief i8 obs cured by the ma in focus of government 

action - control throueh intervention in the labour mar~~t . 

Nevertheless the stress that the Piven-·Cloward thesiE: pl~~. "c.:=. on 

the l abour-regulating aspects o f unemployment measures i s acceptable 

and useful. 

(1) F . T . P i ven and R. A. Clowar d . .££ . cit . p . 3 . 
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CHAPTER 2 

Unemployment ~n the 1880 1 s 
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The period under conside r ation i s divided for cc nvenience at 

t he time of th e ins titution of the Labour Department as t h e 

si gnificant governm e nt agency for handling une mp loyment . From the 

formation of the Departmi:~n t j_t is possible to make more significant 

qu antitative eAtima tes t han we are P~le to do for the 1880 1 s. 

By t he 1880 1 s it was clear that New Zea l and was taking ou 

many o f t he aspects o f th e old society in Europe . Along wi th th e 

growth of the l~rger to~ns and the beginning s of industria l 

pro du ction , ca~e ur ban dist r ess and unemployment . Working 

conditions during the 1 88o • s have received some attent ion in the 

literatur e , in part icular f o c ussing o n the disc ov~ry of " sw eating " 

in Dunedin . But unemployment ~a5 a problem which was even more 

wid.esp1·ec.d a ;1cl certainl:r affectea a g rcc:.t er numbe r o f pe ople . ~·l,0 

t wo nhenorne~a are 1 of course, by nu mean2 unr elRted . 

It do es not seem tc be possib l e to con s tract a re li~bl~ 

ind8x of unemployment for the decade, though one can say with 

certainty that in certain areas for short periods of time it reached 

crisis p r-o ·por tions. In 1880 in Dunedin the r e was '' h:a.rdly a foundry 

whose h ands ar e not re duc e d by one half - many two-thirds ; and 

short tirri e mu st be counted in ::n e a~mr e . The r e are ninety compositors 

in the city. Of these only sixty are in re gular work , twe nty work 

quarter time , and t en do nothing.n(1) In the building trades , which 

emp loyed ar0und 900 men , at l east half were said to be cut of work 

on any partj.cular day. In De cember 1883 in mid-summer, it was 

(1) J . U. Davis, Plain Talks on Being Out of Work , 1880, p.3 . 
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estimated that in Christchurch alone t here were 700 men out of 

work .(1) 

Throughout the decade Chr istchurch and Dunedin seem to ha ve 

b een the worst hit by unemployment , although after 1885 Auckland 

b e c ame increasingly invo lved. An ~ Jckland M. P . complained in the 

House of Representa tives that Auckland was being u nfa irly treated 

in the distrjbution of government unemployment relief , co mmenting 

that ''it was almo s t i mposs i ble to get a few hundreds set aside for 

necessary works, so as t o relieve the l arge nuwbers who we r e able 

to work and anx i ous for empl oyment but wto could not obtain it . I n 

f a ct, the dis tributio~ of money over the previous four t een months 

had been as follows : 

Auckl~nd £3 ,eoo 

Hawkes Bay £4 , 3G1 

Kelson £1 , 009 

Canterbury £13 ,537 

Ota go £13, 972 (2) 

By 1887 t here were 1,036 people receiving relief money in 

Auckland alone . 

The problem of unemploy~Qnt seems to have been one of i sol a te d 

pocke ts . I t was usually met (or ignored) lo cally, and the un9mployei 

were as likely to move to Australia in search of a job as they were 

to go to another part of New ZeRl and . The move to Australia , wher e 

conditio~s for the working man were reputed to be much better in the 

(1) J . D. Salmo11d , New Zealand Labour ' s P i oneering Days , Auckland , 
1950 , p. 30 . 

( 2) New Zealand Parliamentary Deba t es (N . Z . P . D. ), 1889 , pp .486-488 . 
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1880 1 s, grew to such an extent that New Zealand suffer ed a net out -

flow of people l ater in the decade for the first recorded time.(1) 

It was true that t he 1 880 1 s were a boom period in Australia . 

Butlin 1 s es timates for Gross Domestic Produc t reveal a substantial 

rise in the late 1870 1 s running on through the 1880 1 s . Indeed , 

the G. D. P . estimate for 1889 i~ not r eached again until 1903/04 . (2) 

Dewie has prov ide d an interesting discussion of the inverse 

r elations between the economic conditions in the two cou11tries in 

the late nineteenth century.(3) 

From 1885 to 1891 ther e was a net outflow of popul2tion fro~ 

New Zealand in every year , with the result t ha t a l though population 

grew by 69 . 754 , :i.t di.d so in spite of an outflow of some ·i9,938 , 

The net outflow can be at least partly accounted for ~y a fall in 

the rate of immigration which was by no means uni~fluenced by the 

conditions within New Zea land , which was 1 1 ~0 country for tho labour -

ing man to come to at present . 11 (4) 

After the boom year s of the 1870 1 s when l aree a~ount3 of 

money were expended on immigration by the government , such expendi -

ture dropped off rapidly . Indeed, while the tw o years 1878 -1 879 

saw s ome £278 , 000 spent on immigration , the total for the period 

1880- 1891 was only £294 , 200 . (5) This fall was at l east per tly due 

( 1) 

(2) 

(3) 

(4) 
(5 ) 

See e . g . R. Arno ld . " Some Aust r alasian Aspects of New Zealand 
Life", Nevi Zealand Journal of Histo::-y, 4:1, April 1970 , pp . 54 - 76. 
N. G. Butlin . Australian Domestic Product . I nvestment and Forei ·n 
~orrowing, 1861 - 193 /39, Cambridge , 1962 , pp.10-11 . 
J . A. Dowie , " Inverse Relations of the Austr alian and New Zealand 
Economiee , 1871-1 900", Australian Economic Papers , 2 : 2 , Dec .1 963 , 
pp .151-1 79 . 
J . D. Connolly , Commerce and Reso~rces of New Zealand , 1 ~88 , p . 21 . 
M. F . Ll oyd Pritchard . An Ecocomic History of New Zealand , 
Auckland, 1970, p . 141 . 
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to the recognition by the government of the problem of finding 

employment for the workless men. Amongst the uneruployed there was 

a high degree of agitation for an end to furth e r immigration. In 

February 1880 Vogel was telegrammed in London, "Unem1jloyed numerous 

and increasing . Warn men without means against coming at present ; 

send none you:rse lf."(1) 

From May 1 879 mee tings of the unemployed in Chris te hurch a.nd 

o ther centres had been calling for an end to i mm i gra tion and 

specifically cRlling on the government to prohibit Chinese from 

comi ng to New Zea.land. ( 2 ) The1·e has been a constant elemer•.t of 

racialism in New Z eala~d attitudes to immigration - a racialism 

mo s t evident when New Zea] a cdcr 1 s j Gbs are at s t a k n . Employer gr oups 

from time to time called fo r " As i a tic" ( Chinese ) i mmigra tion - and 

certa inJ.y cheap labour was a fear for t hose few small working sl~ss 

or gD.nitiatio11 s as th e r e we re a.t the time . One minor a::;pect of t h i s 

was thre a tened i mportation cf cheap Jabour from S ou th Afri ca . In 

i88? Vogel \':as accused '.:lf rr.ak~i_ng " capital for P r ate ction out of c~ 

rec ent threat us ed by c e rtain effiploy e rs that they would import 

Kuffir latourn, and the speaker went on to claim that P rot ection 

would turn "our labouring population into Kaff irs instead of 

importing the m. 11 (3) 

But the net outflow o f migrants i s also due to rising rates 

of emigration throughout the period. Total emigration had been 

(1) Immigration Department; dated Wellington , 25th February, 1880 
National Archives IM4/1/2 . 

(2) J.D. Salmond, New Zealand Labour 's Pioneering Days, Auckland , 
1950, p.30. 

(3) A . A. S. Mentea th, Address to the Electors of In&ngahua, 1887; 
p .14. 



rising steadily up to 1886 wlti le immigration fluctuated. 

Year 

1877 

1878 

1879 

1880 

1881 

1882 

1883 

i 884 

18(:5 

1886 

1887 

1888 

1889 

1890 

1891 

I MMIGRATION AND EMIGRATION , 1877-1 891 

(Contemporary Official Es timates) 

Imfl".::.. gra t ion Emigra tion 

12 , 987 6 , 611 

12,263 5' 761 

23,957 5 , 234 

15' 154 7,923 

9,688 8 , 072 

10, 945 7' 1~65 

19,215 9. 136 

20,02 '1 10,700 

16' 199 11,695 

16, 101 15,037 

·13,689 12, 712 

13 ,606 22 ,781 

15, 392 15,178 

15 ,028 16,810 

14, 431 17,629 

Source : New Zealand Official Yearbook, 1892, p . 61; 
1894, p.72 . 

These fi gures, however, understate th~ actual number of 

17. 

emigrants quite substantially. The major s ource of error derives 

from the emigration to Austral ia, the major destination. Many 

people left for Australia without booking their passage and so were 

missed by the returns of the Customs authorities . Although pursers 

I 
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on the ships of the Union Steamship Company filed returns including 

such passengers, there js reason to b e lieve that e ve n these returns 

could be low estimates . " During any period of cheap fares and 

strong competition between rival companies steamers may carry more 

passengers than can lawfully be take~, and of the number in excess 

no return is likely to be ma,.:_c. 11 (1) 

Despite the fact that these figures suggest a net outflow of 

migrants only in the years 1888, 1890, and 189 1, it is clear from 

other estima tes tha t there was in fact a net outflow in every year 

after 1884 . Thus there is recorded a net ou tfl ow of 2 , 744 for the 

year 1885 by estimation from statis t ics of net increase of popu -

lation and net excess of births over rlcaths .( 2) The total ne t out-

flow of population between 1 885 and 1891 was 19~938. By far the 

greater num~er of emigrants went to Austral ia, forming part 0f a 

constantly hi gh flo w of pecple between th e two countrif:!s , ~[1~ · ot;[:;h-

out th e l~ter nine t eentt century there was a flow frox Au~tralia tc 

New Zealand w~ich , except for th e period 1 886 -1 890 either matched 

or exceeded the flo w across the Tasman from New iea l and . Even in 

the period of net emigration from New Zealand an a verage of 9,541 

people crossed the Tasman from Aust r alia every year.(3) 

A large proportion of those leaving New Zealand were married 

men, often leaving their families behind where they became a 

charge on the local charities . The misery caused by unemployment 

is unquestionable , though it has re c eived scant attention from 

( 1) 
(2) 

(3) 

New Zealand Official Yearbook, 1892, p.61. 
M. F . Lloyd Prit 1:::hard , £_£.cit . , p . 142. This rather dubious method 
vf estimation is rough, but nevertheless the best a t hand. 
R . Arnold . nsome Australasian As i::ects of New Zea land Life 1 1890-
1913", New Zealand Journal of Hi~tory, I+ :':, April 1970 1 p.55. 

I 
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historia11s in comparison to the 11 sweating11 dispute . In the main 

centr es destitution induced the esta blis hment of relief d&pots 

controlle d by Citizens Committees. 11There butchers sent surplcis 

meat , while other tradesmen contributed groceries , drapery and 

coal . To afford immediate relie f some of the depots were converted 

into 1 SOUp kitchens ' and hot r~~ps , bread, oatmeal aLd pota toes 

were giv en out to the destitute poor . 11 
( 1) A member of Parliament 

spoke , r athe r belatedly , of 11 hundreds of people who would have to 

leave the colony because conditions were not such as t hey could 

live in i t at prc s ent . 11 ( 2) 

Throughout the decade unemployment ~as a greater problem in 

Christch~rch and Dunedin t han in the other centres . Timaru, 

although on a much sm~ller sca l e , was a lso hard hit at varj.ous 

times. Possibly the concentration in the South was due to the 

seasonal nature of v1hea t cultivatio n and derr.and for lab~"1 r . 1:mt in 

the main unemployment was an urban problem for urban work-ra. 

~hea t ha rve sting really only provided a s upplementary income fo r 

t hose men who were already without steady jobs . Poss ibly a mor e 

i mportant reason for t he concentration of unemployme nt in t he 

southern towns was the fact t hat they rece ived a s omewhat 

disproportionate shar e of the ass isted immigrants during the 1870 ' s 

and were unable to absorb the extra l abour power other t han at timeG 

of peak seasonal/cyclical demand in their surrounding areas . 

It was sel dom that the r e was no wor k available anywhere in 

(1) J . D. Salmond , .£.E. .cit ., p . 29 . 
(2) N. Z. P . D. , 1889 , p-:-ifb7 . 
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the colony , bu t there seems to have been little i ndependent 

inclination on th e par t of t he unemp loyed to move to othe r centres -

certainly not on the scale wLj_ch the activities o f the La bour 

Department w e~e to dncourage in the 1890 1 s. In par t, of cours e , 

s uch reluctance would have be e n the r esult of poverty itGe lf. On 

one o c casion at l eas t the unemployed did raise the demand that 

they be tra nsported to othe r a r eas of the colony a t government 

expense. Whe n the Timaru un employe d demanded governreent ships to 

t ake them t o the North Island in 1883 , th e demand caused enou gh 

controversy for a gove rnmen t inquiry to be ma de into conditions 

t here . No ac tion was ta k en ; the investiga tor was of the opinion 

that many i f not a ll o f the men we re malingerers , a nd realis ed that 

in any c ase the men had really no idea o f employment conditj_ons in 

t he North Is l ar.d . (1) 

It seems probab l e that knowl edge of employmen t conditions was 

t he cruci&l fac t or . This may in part exp l ajn the will i ngness to 

move to Austra lia in sear ch of work, where more r e liable i nfor ma tion • 

on e mp loyment prospects was a vailable. 

The distinction between the worthy unemployed and the 

malingere r is centra l to the s et of attitudes surrounding unemploy-

ment at this time , as it is today . Though s ome we re prepare d to 

voice openly the view that ''i f a h ealthy man i s poverty-str icken 

the fault is not with the labour market, but with the man'',( 2 ) most 

made some distinction, h owever fine. Thus J.A. Connell, addressing 

(1) Timaru Herald, August 23rd, 1883. 
(2) N. Young, The Labou~ Part y in New Zealand, 1892, p.16. 
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a large meeting of working men in Auckland s aid, "There ' s a certain 

class of unemployed, and when you offer him work he say s I want 

seven, eight , or ten shillines a day .••. That's the kind of man no 

employer would care to engage ••.• But as for a man who is prepared 

to work for a fara wage - I tell you I can shake that fellow by the 

hand."(1) 

Another speaker in an addr ess to e l ccto;·s appealed to the 

"indu.st r ious popu l eition of f\ew Zealand, to all those who work, not 

to the ' l0A. :::~er& ' and : sundo1·mers ' for they v;iJ.l also whine to 

others to do wnat they will not clo for thcn.selves ." ( 2 ) 

This e~phasic wcs an iillportant part of the contemporary 

ideology of v1orl'.: , and one \'ihic.h •·:as substantinlly adopted by the 

~orking cldGGe& t hemselves . FrPquvntly the repr esenta tives of the 

un&mploy Ad were at pains to ~oint out that t~ey 11ere ' worthy ' ~uor . 

Ju Christchurch in 1880, whe~ sour kitche ~s anti tne li~e were in 

action, tha uneffipJ.oyed pr~ s 8nle~ ~ peti~ion in wh~ch they asserted 

that " t hey ha ii not come to New Zea land to line up o. t soup ki 'L.chen.s ; 

they wanted. work , not charity" . ()) 'l'h::::-oughout the period govern -

ment assistance seemo to have been regarded even amongs ~ thg working 

classes as very much of a last resort . The Christchurch Co~mittee 

of the Unemployed claianE:d in 1880 that " there are numbers of people 

among the unemployed who cannot bring themselves to dieclose their 

poverty by availing themselves .of the charity which is dispersed 

publicly from the old P os t Of!ice Building. 11 (4) 

(1) J.A. Connell, An Address to the Working Men , 1887, p.7 . 
(2) A. A. S . Xer..teath, 21?.• cH ., p . 14 . 
( 3) W . H. Scot ter , A History of Canterbm-y , Christchurch, -19i:;;r; . 
(4) !!1...ttelt.£.£_1ime~, June 12th , 1880. 
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Of course, the socia l pressures against accepting h andouts 

were very strong . Letters t o th e papers, to say nothing of 

edi torials and public speeches , make plain tha t prevailing 

attitudes towards the claims for go vernmen t assistance were an t ago -

nistic . .S uch ideas were probably best summed up by "old colonia l" 

who wrot e to the editor of Th e Press :-

"I ·have been to a g ood many meetings of the so-called 
unemployed in this country, but I never yet knew a man 
who meant to work and was se lf-respecting who went to 
such a mee ting with a view to asking for gove r nmen t 
assis tance or interference."(1) 

A similar sort of view was expressed in th e House of Repre -

se::ltc.tives \'then it was al leged that "i t was usually th e very worst 

class of l abourer s who r&ceived assistance , and they congregated 

about the towns always ready to agitc::.te for Te li e f". (2) The idea 

that r elief pa;yments 8.ttracted people to the toWES was discounted 

by Sir Ju l ius Vogel ~ho no ted 

"The earnings the unemployed gain by the work offered 
th em are not sufficient to att r act there to the towns 
if legitimate work is to be obt.aj_ned at or d ina ry 
ruling rate s in t he country districts."(3) 

But even so, u rban poverty was most often attributed to the 

failings of the poor. A liberal such as Stout, when listing the 

causes of poverty, began with "Sta te interference with human rights 11 

and continued with "physical weakness", "mental weakness" and "moral 

weakness". ( 4) 

This ideology was so strong in the 1880 1 s, that a largo 

e·lement of i'di.sincentive" was built into all work offered by 

(1) Press, 20th De c ember, 1883. 
(2) N. Z. P .D., 1884, p.232. 
(3) N:z . P:~ . ~ '!887, p .491. 
(4) S ir Robert S tout, Politics and Poverty, 1883, p.8. 



23 . 

Government to the unemployed . 

Despite the vie w of one visitor that " there i s plenty o f 

outdoor re l ief wi sely and k Jndly a dministered by gove rnmen t 

officials,' ' (1) the realities cf relief work cou l d be ha r s h. There 

was coutinu cd dcb&.te over t he 'reaso ri~ble v!age ' for s uch work , 

which was often of a back- bre&king nature . The Immigration Offic er 

for Christchurch reported to !lead Office in 1884 on r elief nark 

being offere d in his area which i nvolved breaking s tones ove r a 12 

or 14 hour day . He commen t ed : 

" P r obably no better test work than this could be found , a 
Jarge number have left and if the present fine weather 
co~tinues I ~hall endeavour to reduce t he number 
considerabJ~1 ne xt "Je c k .''( 2) (Italics added . ) 

Writing to th~ Minister of Immigration , who at the t ime had 

general responsibility for emp loyment in the colony , a Dunedin 

baker \':ho claimed to have the backing of 200 11 t!iecha.nics , ar'.;iscins 

and l a tour e r s" , t!l-'3.intained tha t: 

'' l t is a c ryi~g shame tha t men have in a young country like 
this go t to unite togethe r to demand wha t his (s i c) their 
r ight as 3ritish subjects . \'fork t o enable the m to live as 
well as thejr wealthier neighbours ." (3) 

S o f a r as the question of the "reasonable wage" was conc~rned , 

employers were definite that men were demanding too much . H. D. 

Atkinson in a private letter concerning an employee asked, 

:'Anothe r thing about Fred 1·s labour, what is D. man's l abour 
worth? I consider a ma n's labour is worth what a n 
employer can a fford to pay him and in the present depressed 

(1) Dr J . M. Moore. The New Zealand of Today , 1891, p . 32 . 
(2) Immigra tion D~partment memo dated January 1884 . Natio~a l Archives 

file IM 4/1 /2. Sub5eque n t Immigration Department refer~ .. ces are 
also from this source . 

(3) Letter to Minis t er of Immigration from B . Burnett, dated 20 
hugust, 1883, IM 4/1/2 . 



state of the colony wages are very low. in fact many old 
and exp&rienced hands are at the present time glad to 
get work for their board and lodging and many of them 
cannot get employment even on those terms . 11 (1) 

24 . 

Work however was regarded as a duty rathe r than aG a right 

by employers and colonists . Many 01 the colonis ts who had fought 

hard to build up their current prosperity felt ext remely angry 

that , as it seemed to them , there were now colonists who looked 

t o t he government for help at every opportunity . Many of the 

immigrants were, afte r all , city dwellers by inclination and 

experie nce , and now that tonns had grown up they were inclined to 

stay in them and look for work of an urban variety . ( 2) 

Many of the unemployed however , were not r e cent arrj vals at 

all, as the following table ~uggcsts :-

CHHISTCHUHCH , 9th ;·.;f.\V 1 c6L. to 11th Octocer . 1 e.ei.: 

In colony over 25 years 46 
II II II 20 years 47 
II r: II 15 year-a 51 
II II II 10 years 185 
II II " 5 years 140 
t1 !I " 2 years 37 
II " f l 1 year 25 

under 1 year 27 

Total Applicants 558 

Source : A . J . H.R ., 1884 , Sess . 2 , Vol. 2 , H. 23 

( 1 ) H. D. Atkinson to J . C. Richmond, 15th Oct ober 1886 . Richmond/ 
Atkinson Papers, Wellington , 1960 . Vo l. 2 , p . 537 , G. H. Schole­
field (ed . ) . 

( 2) See W. B. Sutch , The Ques t for Security in New Zealand, Oxford, 
1965 , p. 56 , for the tradeG of new immigrant6 . 
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Indeed there is some evidence t o suggest that there was an 

employment bias against people who had been in the col ony and 

were s t ill , or had become u!1employed . " l:~mployers do not care 

about taki:r:g these so - called unemp:i.oyed and in every case asked 

f or newly Rrr j _ ved people ." ( 1) The gr-ea t eG t concentration of 

unemployed in the table above had been in the c~lony becween 5 

and 15 years , making their time of arriva l somewhere betw een 1869 

and 1879 , This group were therefore " Vogel ~mmigrants " and would 

t end to have le Gs ' means ' than those ei t her before or after them . 

Certainly tho &ssisted immi grants o f the 18'l0 ' s car ried an 

unfortunate s tigma with them . 

Employrrcnt was t~ften available to men at a " r easonllble wage 11
, 

though tr:a t nebuJ.ou:-.; concept was obvi ; usly being progress.i.vc l y 

dt::v c. lued, a:;; the " swea tint;'' controversy bear s ampl e witnesG . 

A\~=~ ;~ wageG ~ere certal~ly fa l ling over the 1870 ' s and 1880 1 s 

f or- near ly all class&s of wage labour . 

W or~ers on government relief wcrk a~ the end of the 1880 1 s 

were ear nin g a rnere 4s per day , (2) and t he relucta nce of unemployed 

me n t o acc ept go7er Lment re l ie f work at such r ates of pay in any 

but t he most s traiten e d c ircumstances , i s underGtandable . Such 

r elucta n ce was part icu l arly r easonabl e whe n many r elief jobs requir ei 

wo r kers t c mo ve a way from poss ible a lternative ecployment . 

Many pri ces , of cour se , were f a lling as well - a f ac t t ha t 

seems seldom to have been noticed i n the c ontempor a r y wr angl es 

(1) Chris tchur ch I mw.igr ation Off i cer to Head Office, 1s t Ncv e mber , 
1883 . IM 4/1/2 . 

(2) A. J . H. R . , 1890 , D10 . 
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AVER/\GE WAGES PER DAY 2 1874 TO 1894 

1874 1884 1894 

General Labourers 7s Od 7s Od 6s 6d 

Artisans -

Bric k layers 11 s 6d 11 s 3d 9s 6d 

Carpent ers 10s 9d 9s 6d 8s 3d 

Masons 12s Od 11 s 3 d 9s 6d 

Painters n . a . 9s 6a 8s 3d 

Plumbers n.a. 10s 9d 8s 6d 

Smith s 10s 9d 10s Od 8s 6d 

S ource : Of.fic~.al Yearbook , 1895 , p .1 6 1 . 

surroundins W~Ge rates . (1) 

No survey of living standa rd exists , u nfor tunately , but one 

m~y doubt t ha t livi ng 3ta~dards generally were f a lling very 

drastically at this tim0 . Such poverty as did undoub te dly o c c~r 

seems l ikely to ha ve be en large ly due to the absence of a regular 

ma le wage e a rne r in the family, be tha t absence due to unemployment . 

deserti~n, or widowhood. 

The dogma of the 'reasonable wage ' seems to have been a ll-

pervasive at this time. It is used repeatedly, from the internal 

reports of the Immigration Department to the editorials of the 

l eading newspapers .(2) Rates of pay for relief work were undoubtedly 

( 1) See J . W. Mc!lraith, The Course of Prices in New Ze aland, 
Welling ton , 1911, pp . 51 - 53 . 

(2) e . g . 1;Lttclton Times . December 19th, 1883 . 
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low. After a great deal of agitation in Christchurch during 1879 

and 1880, the government offered employment on public works. In 

this case the rates offered were 3s 6d per day to sing le men , with 

married men earning 2s a day extra. The work was well out of t own, 

and food was provided by the government for 1s 3d pe r day . Not 

surprisingly, this work was not popular . On some othe r Cantei~ury 

works men were reported to be '' hardly able to make tucker on t he 

pay" • ( ·1) 

By 1883 men were talking of rates of pay such as th is as "a 

disgrace to our social order' ', but cheaper l abour was often 

available elsewhere and employers did not scruple to use it . After 

offering work o.t 2s 6d an hour for extreme!_y disagree3.tle and 

dangerous work, and finding that he could not fill the job. the 

~anager ~r the Lytte lton gaswork - offe red the jobs to prison 

labourer5 wbo C8 u ld not refuse th em . (2) 

Wakefield , in his commentary on New z~a land in 1889 app&rently 

fe l t that the relief pay rates were exorbitant . "The general wel1-

being of the peopJ.e" , he wrote, "canno t be better illustrated, 

perhaps , t han by mecti oning t hat these dr egs of the labouring 

popul at i on /_- i.e . t h e unemp l oyed_7 receive 4s a day , which i s quite 

tw i ce as much as they need t o live on ''.( 3) Most o ther observers 

were more sympathetic to t he p l ight o f t he u n employed . Afte r a l l, 

even if a man c ould l ive on 3s o r 4s a day , he c ou l d n o t a s 

o b viousJ.y support a family on it. 

(1) Canterbury Times , September 27th , 1889. 
(2) W.H . Scatter, £:e_ . cit ., p.61 . 
( 3 ) E . Wakefi eld , .2..E. • cit ., p . 46 . 
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The other aspect of men on relief work with which great play 

was made was their ap~arcnt reluctance to go outside' o f the ~owns 

for work . (1) The gra nting of relief work at 5ome distance from 

the towns was part of the ' test ' 5nvolved in such work , and usuaJ.ly 

no extra rec ompens e was offered for the hardships thie involve6. 

In 1884 , it is only fair to note , some men who haf ueen sent 

up - country tc road work a hundred rniles fro m Christchurc h had been 

allowed an CY::b·a 6d pe r day " on account of the extr a dista.ncP. 11
, 

For married me n , lo be sent into the country on re l ief work can 

only have adde d to the hardships of being unemployed . Often the 

me n were abl e to remit £3 a month for the support of their families 

in the to~n . ( 2 ) The ways in which such conditions haetened the 

developrr. e nt c f 1 ::;v·ca t~ d ' c: hild and femal€- la bOU]' in the lowr.s are 

obvious. 

~he cos t to tho gcvernrnent of providi ng relief work was in 

the :1.cJ. 1n fa.il'J.y minor . From 1884 to 1887 (i':arch years) a tote.l oi 

£22 . 246 . 18s . 6d was expended on ' Grants in Ai d , Unemployed' , three-

quarters of it during the last year . Not all of the work was p3id 

f or by the central government , indeed the sh~re paid by local 

bodie& rose from 4% (1884-1885) to 52% (1886-1887) . The same r eturn 

from which these figures are taken a l so provides some impression 

of t he prov incial unemploymen t relief distribution . 

There were two a r eas of government responsibility for unemploy -

ment in the 1880 1 s - the work of the Immigration Department, a nd for 

(1) f;P.e e . g . W. H. Scotter , £.E_ . cit . , pp.60 and 69 ; E . Wakefield , 
£.E.·~it ., p . 46 ; and N.Z . P . D., 1887 , p . 488 . 

( 2 ) N. Z. P . D .• 1887, p . 488 . 



EXPENDITURE ON RELIEF WORKS - CENTRAL AND J~OCAL GOVERNMEN'I' 

Year 

1 884-.1885 

1885 -1 886 

1 886 -1 887 

Canterbury 

~~.696 

£5203 

£9895 

Ota go Auckland Hawkes Bay 

£128 

£73 

£ 6243 f, 723 

29. 

Source: A. J. L . C ., 1 887 , Ret ur n No. 8 , June 6th, 1887 . " Return 
showing the Works ( paid for out of t he Votes for ' Grants 
in Aid, Unemp loye d ') up on which the un empJ.oyed have been 
engaged in t~e various provincial districts from 1 880 to 
t he 31st ~~1=ircn 188 7 11 • F i gu::'."·es have been rounded to the 
ne are st pound . 

implemen t ation o f reJief work decisions , the Puhlic Works Depar tment. 

Unemp l oymect i s a freque nt t op ic of comment in the Public Wo rks 

Statement presented to FarJ iament each year . 

The Minish~1· for Public: Works noted in 1880 : 

'! The great d e 1Jression fro:n which near J y all our indti s tr :Les 
n a ve s u ffered l ate l y has thrown many work~ec out of employ ­
ment, and the GovernmePt have been ca l led u pon to allevia t e 
t he consequent dis tr ess by f i ndin g work for thern on t hA 
r ailways a11d ro0.ds w;1ich ar e in col<.rse o:t' co::G truct ion . 'Ne 
have thought i t our du t y to co mply with these requ0sts and 
I am sorry to say that no le ss a nu mber than 1674 of these 
me n are now be i ng emp loyed at low wages in various parts of 
the colony . 

Although it is to be de plored that Jn a ne~ country of such 
great natural re s ources as New Zealan d this state o f things 
should exist, yet it is by no means a n ew expe~ience in th e 
history of the colony . At various time s during the last 
twenty years the authorities have found it necessary to 
afford similar temporary employment, but, f ortuna tely, the 
need for t he interference of the Government has in every 
case soon passed away, and has bee n su~ce e ded by a l arge 
demand for l abour in the ordinary industries of the country, 
and a t the highest rates of wages in any part o f the world • •• 
Meantime it i s s a tisfactory to note that although many of the 
men thu s engaged by us are enga g e d i n work to which they are 
u naccustomed, yet from their labour the colony has obtained 
a fa.ir equiva lent from the ou tlay . 11 (1) 

(1) Public Works Sta tement , A. J . ILR., 1880, E1, p.(iii). 
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'rhis last principle was t o underly not only the temporary 

relief work grante d during the 1880 1 s but al30 later. the co-operative 

works s cheme. Relief work of any kind was granted r elu ctantly , and 

oft en s ubj ec t to discontinuance for r easons other than i mprovement 

in t he l ab ou:c mo.rket. The Minister of Public Works , in his 1831 

S t a t em0n t noted t h e s till u nfortunate state o f the labour markPt . 

De spite thi s : 

"the earthworks of ( the Foxton-·We lling ton) par t of the trunk 
l ine •.. were begun in the neighbourhood of Welling ton by 
the l abour of the ' unemployed' ; but fund s not being 
ava ila b le for its continua tion, the works have be en dis­
cont inued ." ( ·1) 

S o parsimonious was the Public Works Department with money for 

work f or the u nemp lo yed during the 1880 1 s, that often the total vote 

was not expended . The vote had rea ched an annua l £ 10,000 by t he 

lat er ~e il rs of the decade , but oft en as in 1888 only a part (in 

this ca ::;;e £5361 ) was e xp ended . " No money", t he Ninistcr stat8d , 

" v.; ~ :; l.!0 expencled which j_s not absolutely required!'. (2) Th~ pr:i.:1c;j_ple 

of ge tting value in return for relief mon 2 y s pe nt was adhered to just 

a s rigidly. 

" We have la.tterl ~r be e n ge tting very fair valu e for the 
money expende d on this class of work , as the men emplo ye d 
have been fairl y good l ab our e rs, and h&ve been engaged, 
whenever pra ctica ble, on roads in the country districts, 
and on r a ilways and other works of a reproductive 
character. The work is generally l e t in piecework 
contracts.n(3) 

Despite the Minister's confidence in 1888 that the £ 10,000 

vote would be more than adequate, in fact the years expenditure was 

(1) Public Works Statement, A.J.H . R . . 1881, D1, p .( ii) . 
(2) Public Works S tatement, A. J . H. R., 188, DI, p.6. 
(3) :..'"·id . 
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£14,361 1 most of it on roa d construction.(1) Undaunted, the vot e 

requested for the ensuine; year was £8,000, " t o be devoted as far 

as poss ible to farming country roads, the work to be done by small 

contracts". 

This hope had been foiled by th e demand for relief emplo:~ent 

durin g the year, and the situation was to continue for so me time. 

A return was t abled in the House in 1889 showing "The Number of 

Men Employed upon Re lief WorkEY in the period 31st March 1888 to 

31st May 1889 . The monthly totals are presented in t he ta Gle be low: 

MEN EMPLOYED ON RE1 I EF WORKS. MONTHLY TOTALS 

Apr:i_l 1888 345 

May 1888 398 

June 1888 515 

July 1888 6?9 

Au gu::.it 1888 727 

September 1888 ,.... o -· 
( ,/:; 

October '1888 809 

November 1888 602 

Decemb er 1888 445 

Januax·y 1889 )lf8 
February 1889 249 

Mar ch 1889 188 

April 1889 172 

Hay 1889 185 

Source: "Return showing number of me n employed 
upon Re lief Works;;, A.J. H. R., 1889 , D. 9 . 

And the parsimony of the Department produced results , a s in his 

1890 report the Minister was able to note that only £ 1,871 of the 

(1) Public Works Statement, A. J . H. R., 1889, D1 , p .1 0. 
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£8000 vo ted had been spent. There was. indeed a significant fall 

in the number o f me n employed . as the table below illustra t es : 

TABJ~ SHOJING MEN EMPLOYED ON REL!FF WORKS, MO NTHLY TOTALS 

March 1889 131 

April 1889 117 

May 1889 166 

June 1 889 •j 99 

July 1889 214 

Augu s t ·1889 213 

September 1889 2L~ 7 

October 1 889 2 20 

Novemb e r 1889 204 

De c ember 1889 n.a. 

January 1890 56 
Febru.ary to Ma y 1890 n i. l 

00u.rce: " :t<e turn Sh owing Me ::i Employed on P.e lief Work<; :in 
the Colony", A. J . H.E. , 1890 , D. 10. 

There are t wo confusing aspec t s o f this r e turn. In the fir st 

place the fi gures for March, April and May 1889 do not tally with 

the figures given in a return of the previous year, which is noted 

above. In the secon d place . alth ough numbers emp loyed ha d clearly 

dropped off, the return notes an expenditure of £ 11,289 for the 

period 31st March 1889 to 31st May 1 890. It seems most likely that 

the divi sion of administrative responsibility for unemployment 

during the decade meant that accurate knowledge was as unlikely as 

cohesive policy . Although the underlying policy was consistent, 

application was no doubt op e n to regional or political pressure. 

The two main objects of government policy seem to have been to 
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get tho unemployed out of the towns and to ensure that where 

government rnoney was spent on their upkeep, it was given in return 

for prcductive work . This approach is illustra ted in a circular 

from the Colonial Secretary ' s Offic e to Roads Boards in 1880 . 

11 uwing to the existing depression , numbers o f men who are 
unable to obtain work have applied to t he Government to 
provide them with employment . The funds now at the 
disposal of the Government , however, ~vil 1 llot admit of 
this being done to more than a very limited extent , and 
only o n works in certain localities . The Government 
consider it very desirable that the 1rnemployed should be 
as i'.luch as possible distributed through the country 
districts, and believe that this object would be best 
attained by the local bodies unde rt~king such works 
within their districtc as their funds •:;ill admit of; a;'.ld 
tha~ their 10cal knowledge, and staff at their dispcsal, 
will enable them to employ the available l a bour to the 
greatest advantage . Under these circum~tance~ . Government 
de~ire to call the atte~lion of your Board to the desirable ­
ness of pruce0dlng wj.t~ such locul works as yo~ may he able 
to p~t in hand , ~ith a v~.cw to r8lieving t he existing 
depression in the la "bour- rna.:d::et . " ('l) 

It is not the main inL3~~ion of this thesis to closely 

examine al l governrue~t action in r elief of unemployment during the 

1880 1 s . For a brief tixe the ce~tral government placed some 

r eliance or. Lhe 11 ~/illage Sett lements" s che:ne introduced by Ballance 

in 1886 . Describ8d by one historian as "the only bri ght spot" in 

unemploymer.t policy a t this time , (2) the scheme , although it did 

put perhaps a thousand poor families on the land during its short 

period of applicatio n had . of course, wider aims than merely r e lief 

of unemployment . 

Certainly the fame of the Village Settlement scheme spread 

far and wide, and a leader of the unemployed agitation in Victoria 

(1) Ci rcular No . 32, NationaJ Arch ives File 80/3117, dated 28th 
June 1880. 

( 2 ) V! • B • Su t ch , 2.£ • c it • , p • 6 3 • 
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Au stralia in 1890 was prepared to endorse it. 

Interviewed by a reporter, the following exchange took place: 

Ro~a: 11 But leaving tha t , the:::-s is that New Zeal3.nd scheme 
of Village Set tlements. They t ell me that 3ettled 
tbc unc:npl~yed trouble jn Ne-w Zcaland'? 11 

Reporter: " I kno VJ it did. I v1as a reporter in Auctland 
at the time, and I had to do any number o f Village 
Settlement meetings 11 • 

Hosa : "'l'hen you know somethint; about it?" 
Reporter : 11 1 knov1 it did its \'fork" . 
Rosa : " Very weJl then, we ask the \ioveri1ment here to 

adopt the scheme in Victoria" . (1) 

Such enthusiasm was scar cely justified by the experience of 

the scheme , and hiscorians ara united in trea ting the scheme as 

scmethir·g of a failure . AH K • .Sinclair noted "Some two Lhousand 

people were settled on p l ols of twenty tc fifty acres, b~t the land 

was often a3 poor as the tenant& , anJ the scheme was not a success .''( 2) 

rt.ilicf work in the co!'lception or' tl1c village scttlen:e:1 L E:ch~me , 

aime~ at dissuaJing idlers fr0~ ~l&iming reljcf unleas absolutely 

neceE:sary . 

Ball ance noted i.n 1891 that " S peaking general] y he thoug!i. t 

that a cure for the attraction of labour to the towns was to be 

found in the village settlements11 .(3) But a detailed appraisal of 

the scheme reDains to be completed. 

More important as a precu rsor of government action in t he 1890 ' s 

was the operation of the Dunedin Labour Bur eau . Th i s b ureau was 

established under a Board of Advice in April 1887 in connection with 

(1) S . A. Rosa , The Truth About the Unemployed Agitation of 1890, 
1890' p . 2 1 . 

(2) K. S inclair, A History of New Zealand, London , 1969 , p . 163. 
(3) New Zealand Herald , 16th May , 1 89 1 . 
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the Immi gra tion Off i ce , t he l ocal Immi grat i on Of fice r be i ng 

appointed Hon . Secretary . The Bureau was closed for a period from 

February to May 1888 when the Immigr ation Officer concer ned was 

cacked . By the t ime the Bur eau had experjenced eleven month~ in 

ac t ion 3 Return was t abled on i ts oper ations , no ting a cos t ci 

only £ 120 per annum ( the Secr etary ' s ~alary) and a fair degree o f 

success i n securi ng employme~ ~ for unemployed worker s i n Dun edi n. 

Some 446 men had been ass i s t ed , 330 se nt to government works and 

11 6 to privatA empl oyers . 

Thie ewbryo of the ne twork of Labour Bureaux which was the 

k e ystone of Governrne~t u nempl oyment pol icy in t he 1890 1 s and 1900 ' s , 

i s perhaps the most 6ignificant development of the 188o •s s o fa r 

as ~overnment ac tion is c0nccrned . 

Th: foJl~~inG c~apter amplif~3s the picture of 188o •s une~pl0y­

!'l'e nt presented in this Ghapter by ex<im ir!ing t!~e " unemployed.: 1 

ac; :i t:.:.tion wr.ich , it it; arguec , the operations of tli~ Labou1· Dcp::;.i-t-

ment were designed to avoid . 
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CHAPTER 3 

Unemployed ALitation 
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The purpose of this ch~pter is to dr~w aLtention to some 

isola tcd instc::.nces of agitation a.r•;ongst t!1e unem-ployed. The spa;·s8 

na ture of labour history in New Zea l and i s grad-.;.aJ ly being 

corrected but it re~ains true to say that we know very l ittle abou t 

the early attempts to organise amo~6~ t the Ne~ Zcal~nd working class 

Organisatj on of unemployed ~orkers i s an e xtremely djfficult 

task, and only jn tte 1930 's has unemployment prcduced any very 

signif i cant l e vel of orBa nisation amon gs t such vorkers. The few 

instances of organisation discussed in thi3 cha~ter revAal ne ither 

depth nor lasting charact9r . The chapter docs not provide an 

overall survey o f agitation amons~t t he unemployed over the Feriod -

a much larger bu t poss~bly not unr~wbrding taGk fo r a l&bour 

histor ic<>r . 

It can be observed from the previous chapter b~d lctP~ 

discucsion . that unAmploym~nt was e social problem 0f 3oruc 

s i gnificance for tne colony . As a socia l problorn , unemployment 

had two major characteri~tics : 

(i) Localie~tinn : in that unemploym~n t wa& by no means ~pread 

evenly over the country in any one yc&r . Nevertheless no 

major district avoided a ser ious l evel of unemployment in 

one year or another . 

(ii) Limited Duration : · by and large unemployment (at least in so 

far as it was a cause of social distress or unemployment ) 

seems to have been a phenomenon of the winter months from May 

to September . 
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Given this Gituation we might expect a number of conclusions 

to emerge fro~ a study of agitation by unemployed workers : 

(1) agi t ation would most like l y a l so be restricted to smal l, 

loc&lised levels - indeed New Zea land at this time was 

characterised by the localj sed nature of ~ost social action. 

(2) in ~ne absence of any organised working class movement, no 

emergence of new policy on the treatment of unemployment could 

be expected from the bottom . There were , it is true, working 

class groups serious l y and continuously concerned with land 

settlement , tariffs , and conditions of entry into trades (e . c. 

apprenticeship). Further, all of these concerns had some 

relationsh ip to fear of unemployment . However , it was some 

decade s before these ind ividual conce rns were coa l esced into 

identifiabJ y "labour mo '.'e ment" pol:i.c.i.~s. 

( ,:.>) o:!.e might e xpec t to :ind occasional outbrea ks of violence 01.;,..: 

tc the frustration from i~t =r~ittent , but for some workers 

a nnual , une~ployment and blso to the lack of consis t ent 

organisation . 

In fact, the picture which emerges from a brief study of the 

"unemployed agitation" of the period supports t!le first two 

hypotheses , but (as other students of the period will be aware) 

there is little or no evidence of violence against either person or 

prope rty . 

The forms of protest adopted by the unemployed in 

their struggles were characterised by optimism, moderation and 

(given the total population) l a rge numbers . Meetings of the 

unemploye d were convened tireless ly and motions were inevitably 

passed condemning the situation and formulating plea5 for help . 
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Mostly, however , the demands were moderate in tone, Go much so that 

the Christch~rch S t ar editorialised in 1884: 

11 No-one, we think, can fairly take exception to the tone 
of t he l e tters writt en by or on behalf of the unemployed . 
On th e whole the a s se rtions are moderate ly worded, though 
they are empha tic as to the existence of a considera ble 
amov.nt of str ess . 11 ( 1) 

In part, a t leas t, such conceptions of the unemployed move-

ments were based on wishful thinking and were the re s ult of the 

soc ial distance between t hose r eporting th e movement a n d those 

invo lve d in th em . One candidat e for Parliament was brave enough 

to question the s treng th of the movement in front of 2 , 000 working 

men i n Auckland, many o f wh o m were une mp loyed a t the time . 

11 We ll, gE::ntlcmen , these sharn sta t esmen t ha t see no fu rther 
than t heir own noses imagine that tho.:;e u neinp loyed. s .. i:-e 
t he most foruidable and powerfu l 
( '· ··--i· c·' 1 r o t>1ey are ') '1'"·· ri. 'JU c - ~.J .... • ........... ,,_,j 

( Emphatically) . I tell you t hey 
the com rr.unity . 11 (2) 

force of men in the country . 
are no th :!.n,?, of the s crt. 
are t he weake s t meMbers of 

The workers pr es e n t proce~ded to constantly dis rupt hi~ 

meeting, but their militancy went no :further than the throwing of 

roll e d-up programme s a t t he platform . 

The weakness of the movements (indeed as a nati0nal entity 

thr::re was no 11 movement 11 to spGak o f at all) ste mrued directly from 

the perception of its leaders and probably its followers as to 

their own pla ce in New Zea l and society . The gentleman who in 1891 

mocked the 11 faith of those classes in the ability of legislatorf' 

to restore prosperity11 (3) assessed their outlook more realistically 

than mo~t at the time . 

(1) Qhristchur ch Star, October 10th, 1884 . 
(2) J . A. Connell, ££•£it., p. 9. 
(3) O.T.J. Aspers, The Man and the State, 1891, p.23. 
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By and large the petitions carried and the motions passed 

at tLc unemployed meetings display a remarkably moderate outlook, 

with the possible exception of t he anger vented on Voge l by state-

aided immigrants who found themselves without jobs in their new 

home. One meeting of such n e;roup decided that "the Ae;ent - Genercil, 

Sir Julius Voge l, ought to be hanged, not by the neck but by ~ne 

hee1 s , for the lies he has told ." ( 1) 'rhere is no evidence however 

tha t they took any steps designed to i mplement t his resolution. 

Mostly the re solutions called for Government to p ro vide work 

at reasonable wages, or when thlngs becarre really depresse~, for 

overseas assistance . The pa s t existence of " Government works", 

the continuing possibility that the Government would get hack into 

public ~arks in a big way . and the f~ct ttat halts in such work~ 

v:ere ne'r<':.' total, all conspi1·ed to make such ap_pca ls for public 

~crks lhc predictable r e&ponse . 

liistorians of the period hqve given a sli~htly amuE ed regard 

to th e petitions to Victoria , Australia , and to the President of the 

United States , asking for aid to emigrate . Such calls fer emigration 

assistance or for overseas aid were more likely designed to 

embarrass the gover nment domestically than to actually succeed in 

obtaining the assistance requested . As one example of this one 

might i nstance the resolution sent to the Gover nment by the Christ -

church unemployed in Mar ch 1887: 

" That since the Government r efuses to provide wcrk and 
private persons have no work to give , the unemployed should 
petition His Excel lency the Governor to memorialise Her Most 
Gracious Majesty to exercise Her perogative during the year 

(1) J. D. Salmond , £E . cit . , p . 29 . 



of Her Jubilee by sending relief to the starving people 
of New Zea l aEd."(1) 
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The leadership of the unemployed and the ir motives remain obscure. 

'fhe Cant e rbury Times described them in 1886 a.s "too wel l-dressed 

and we ll-fed looking to warr ant the attention p a id to the ir 1 fiery 

spouters ' ."( 2) A s i milarly cynical vi ew was taken by the Gov e:::-n-

m~~~ investigator into the demands of the Tima ru unemployed (3), but 

such views may be more expressive of the c l ass bias of their sources 

than of the attributes of the unemployed l eade r s the mse lv ec . In 

the only sustained analysis of the l abour hictory of thi s period, 

Salmond comments that " meet ings of th e unemployed were often 

organised by agitators", but this assertion, apart from being 

p e rhaps tru e by definition, is not backed u p by any evidence what-

soever . (4) Wha t evidence is available suggests that t he leadership 

of the unemployed came primarily fru ili men who were the~selves ou~ 

o f a job . (5) 

The composition of the une mp loyed i s a s elusive as their 

total numbers a t any one point. The first Secre tary for Labour 

apparentl y felt t hat apart from tho s e who v1ere " idle " or 11 sickly", 

o n l y t h ose "of diligent a nd indus trious habits , but trained in .s ome 

calling not required in the colony" would have difficulty in finding 

a job.(6) He instanced the "clerk , shopman , schoolmaster, music 

teacher , governess, the highly educated but penniless man". Such 

(1) J . D. Salmond, .212.•c it ., p.29 
(2) Canterbury Times , March 5th , 1886 . 
(3) Timaru Herald , August 23rd, 1883. 
(4) J.D . Salmond, £.E·Cit., p. 29 . 
(5) See , for example , Christchurch Immigration Officer to · Under 

Secretary fo r Immigration, ._T"YJ.e 12th, 1880, and Timaru Herald, 
August 23rd, 1883. 

(6) E. Tregear, "Labour in New Zealandn, New Zealand Official Year ­
book , 1894 , p.371. 
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evidence as there is, however, sugge s ts the overwhelming pre-

do mL1ance of unskilled labour of a manual variety amongst the 

unemployed as it wiJ.l be shown was to be the case jn succe eding 

decades . At one point in Christchurch whe~ there was a to ~~l of 

558 men r egistere d for r elief work, 35 of them were carpenters, 

412 labourers and 11 were painters.(1) The Dunedin unemplnv~d were 

said to b e composed of "mechanics, artisans, and labourers'', all of 

whcm were certainly penniless but unlikely to have been high ly 

educated.(2) 

(1) William Garrard 

An agitator named William Garrard was acting as a self-

appointed spokesma n for the Auckland un Pmp loyed in the ea rJy 1880 1 E . 

He appears first at a mee ting in August 1880 on the corner of 

Customhou ce S treet and Queen S tre e t a nd was to reappear regularly 

fru~ Lhen on at each bur s t of unemploye d a g itation, becoffiing a ft er 

a time th ~ butt of many ne wspape r joke s . 

Garrard cla imed to have come to Auckland earlier in 1880 fro m 

New S outh Wa les, attracted by reports of plentiful work on good 

wages . From the beginning his imagination seems t .:> ha-re outl'un 
, . 
11.lS 

political organising ability . At his street corner meeting8 he 

informed his audience how he had "battled for the people's rights 

in Sydney", and ti1at he had "conquered the Prerriier o f Ne1•: South Wales 

and compelled him to concede what he demanded. We will compel the 

Government of thia colony to furnish us with employment to make an 

. (1) A. J . H.R., 1884 1 Sess . 2. Vol . 2., H.23. 
(2) Letter to the Minister of Immigration, January 1884, Ii'-14/1/2 . 



honest l iving ." Work at a reasonable wage seems to have been hi.s 

main th eme , but as the Herald commented, 

" Assuredly Mr Garrard 1 s l anguage was not o f a chara.cte r 
to elevate his th e me . If his object was to create amuse­
ment, he succeeded admirably , but it is doubtful if the 
s t yle of his oration was calcu l a t ed to favour the cause 
of the deserving unemployed, or that the working c l asses 
will appreciate such advocacy . 11 (1) 

Ne ve:ctheless , there was a show o f hands i n favour of t he 

provision of day l abour on municipal works fo r unemployed men and 

"five decent - looking men 11 c onsented to act as a co mmittee :or t he 

une mployGd . 

Garrar d convened another meeting three days l ater wh ic h was 

a tt ended by 300 per.sons though according to the newspaper 11a 

considerable numbe r (of these) scarcely come under the category 

of t he unemployed , !'(2) F-c.rther meetings were to be held in a hall , 

br~ i~ fact this was not arranged and Garrard ' s next meeting was 

agc::.in in the stree t. The 300 again present weJ.'e told 11 i t was his 

nope and t r u:o-;t t o find bread for the unemployed in a fort night 1
' and 

pro visi o n was made for a petition to be r eady for s i gning the nex t 

O.ay.(3) 

The Herald had by this time a campaign to ridicule the 

unemployed agitators . admit t edly a task which Garrard's conduc~ 

seems cccasionally to hav~ invited . A rather typical He~ald piece 

is the follo wing: 

" We a. re credibly informed that in the c a se of one of the 
leaders of the 1 unemployed 1 agitation, the que st ion was 
put to h im by a gent leman, ' What is your occupation? ' 

(1) ~ew Zealand He r a ld, August 28th , 1880 
(2) ibid., Augwst 31st, 1880 . 
(3) ibid., Sept~mber 2nd , 1880. 



' A miner ' was the rejoinder . 
' Why ' said t he gentl ema n, ' The Bay of Is l ands Coal Co., 
are wanting miners ; you ou ght to be the l as t man out of 
work! The answer was a significant one , 1 Wh o is going 
to work in that d .•.•.• d hole? ' These are the men who 
are e ver looking fo r work, but in their hearts are 
praying to provi de nce that th ey may never find it ." (I) 

The mee ting next day , att ende d by onl y 50 pe r sons , was 
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adjourne d wi th the pro mis e a t the next meeting of entertainment 

provided by "unemp loyed musicians ". 

The Heral d continued its campaign of ridicule, and Garrard ' s 

next meet ing , a tt e nded by about 100 people "of whom o n l y a small 

nu mber could be classed a s unemp loyed" was labelle d a failure. 

Unmo ved by t he n ews paper taunts, the l e ader s of the agi t ation 

prop osed for mation of an unemployed workman' s union, marche s and 

fu rther ~~~li e mee tings . 

Me e tings had by this time become almost a da ily affair, and 

a"\.. '.::Cc: !t.ee t ing o f 6th September, att e nded by about 80 p eop le "a 

re spe ctali le- l0okirrg tra.de sman , whose name did no t t::::-anspire" addr essed 

the me eting . His story was that 

"He had been deluded into breaking up a comfortab le home 
. in Sheffie ld, and coming out h ere for s teel works , which 
Sir Jul ius Vogel sai d we r e in opera t io n . He brought out 
seven skilled wo~kmen with h im . Forty me n we r e on the 
road to the c olony who were hooked by the same line. 
Where were the steel works? If he ever got back to 
London, it would be a case with S ir Julius Vogel."(2) 

Meanwhile, Garra rd's pe t ition had been circulated and was 

finally s igne d by abo ut 140 men. The petition called on the City 

Council to end the letting of contracts for municipal works and to 

(1) ibid., September 3rd, 1880. 
(2) ibid . ·' Sept ember 7th 1 1880. 



save the contractor 's profit by employing day labourers . The 

profits could he used to employ a larger number of men . Further 

it called on t he Cou ncil, if it lacke d the means to offer employ -

ment to all those who were in need of it , to ask the Government to 

cha rt er vessels to take the unemplo ye d to wherever t hey might find 

jobs. The Heral~ was typically severe : 

" We are afraid the l atter request has very little cha!1ce 
of being ente rtained ; the colonists have paid heavily 
enough through the vote for im mi g ration for the 
i mportation of many ' hard bargains ' from the mother 
country, and are not likely to throw good money afte r 
bad by submitting t~ fresh taxation to defray the 
expense o f their expatriation ." (1) 

Again a few days later Garrard addressed a l a r ge open - air 

meeting with the purpose of discussj.ng the City Council' s offer 

of work for the unemployed at stonebreaking. He r epo rtedly 11 t..'.rged 

that whnt th.:;y wanted was -.·Jork - not stonebreaking" which was a 

frequ en tly used relief provision for unemployment a t a municipal 

lcve J. At this meeting a resolution was passed petitioning t he 

Governme~ts of New S outh Wa les and Victoria to send vessels to 

f e t ch the unemploye d from Auckland . (2) 

Garrard was clearly not the idea l man for organising on 

behalf of the unemployed, h owe ver, and under the strain o f the 

work he wa s doing and the newspaper attacks on him , he became less 

and le s s plausible . In one letter to the Herald, Garrard reques ted 

that "beardless boys and youths" be sa.cked from Go\'ernment jobs in 

order to give adult men employment(3} drawing the response from 

"One of the Unemployed.", 

(1) ib i d. , 
(2) ib id .' 
(3)

. 
ibid. ' 

Septembe r 11th, 1880. 
September 14th , 1880. 
September 16th, 1880. 
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"I have read Mr Garrard'o l ette r •.. and it is my opinion 
that he is doing the cause of the une~ployed more harm 
than good ; If the unemp lo yed are to have a representative 
l et it be someone who understands what he is talking about 
and not such "rotn as Mr Garrard has written ." (1) 

To be fair to the Herald it did admit the existence o f some 

" worthy c1nemployed" at this time, though it felt tha t the problem 

was primarily one of Wellington and "other towns in t he S outh." 

By mid September the pape r r eported a meeting of 150 turn i ng out 

to listen to Garrard, though "there were no unemployed .•• jibes 

and jeers were poured on him by working men frorn every quarter. ~'(2) 

Garrard, apparently stil l un daun t ed , began tc describe 

himself as an "unemployed agitator", and even spoke o f l aunchi!lg 

a newspaper for unemployed workers. The fact that he Eeems a t t h i s 

tim e to have been ve r y much a lone ngita tcr, coupled with his 

inability to get (so far as one can discover) anythin g printed 

othe r than letters and advertisements in the Herald , suggests that 

Garrard was operating in something of a vacuum, though at least a 

h andfu l of unemployed men began to accept stone - breaking .( 3 ) 

The lon.e agitator continued his work thrcugh Septembe r and 

October, lonr, af te r the normally seas onal unemp loyment would have 

ended , and l aunched a new campaign on 5th October with the announce -

ment that with the assistance of men from Victoria and Welli ngton 

he would endeavour to form a labour union.(4) 

A ~e ek later he address ed a meeting o f 200, but no further 

( 1) ibid .' September 17th , 1880 . 
(2) ibid,.' September 18th' 1880. 
(3 ) ibi~ •• September 22nd, 1880 . 
( 4) ibid ., October 6th, 1880 . 
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me ntion was ma de of t hese pla ns. The ope n-air mee tings cor t inued 

until the e nd of Oc tober, with Garra rd t ur n ing his a tt a cks onto 

pris on l a bour wh ich " wa s acting injurious ly on th e intere s ts of 

free l abour and t h os e of t he unernployed."(1) 

By th e end of Nove mb e r, the news pape r was a ble to report ~ ith 

evide nt sa ti s f a ction t ha t in the preceding two weeko no unemploye d 

wha t s oever ha d appli ed for wor k a t the City Council fo r store-

br eaking a nd " v1or k i s ge tting more plenti f ul a s t he summer advanc<}s 

a nd we ha ve hear d t he l as t of t he complaint s for t he p r esent at 

least, as to t he l ac k of e mployme nt by the l a bouring class e s .n (2 ) 

Garra rd occa s ionally r eappea r s in t he newspape r coJ.umns in 

t he follo wing y ear s , but ne ver seems to gain a ny fo l lowing o f 

subs t anc e. His i mporta nce r est s ma i n ly on h i s unsu ccessful at temrt s 

to ge t u nemplo yed agit a tion g o ing on a r egu l a r a nd organised basis. 

( 2 ) The Au ck l a nd Libe r al As s oc ia tio n 

Th ere is anothe r e xcellent e x a mple of a nothe r l e vel of 

agita tioi on behalf of unemploye d wor k ers , a few year s late r bu t 

again in Auc k l and. The relevant documentation for this discus sion 

comes from unpublished legislative papers recently ma de available 

in the Nationa l Archive s.(}) 

The controversy begins in 1885 with a letter from H. W. Fernall, 

President of t he Auckla nd Liberal Association, to the Preffiier, 

(1) ibid., Oc t ober 28th, 1880. 
(2) i o i d ., No vemb er 23 rd, 1880. 
(3) The rele va n t, fi le is Le 1/1886/160. 
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referring to re solutions passed at a recent meeting held und er the 

auspic es of the Auck l and Liberal Association on unemployment. A 

r eque s t was made to the Government to "provide at l eas t temporary 

work for the 335 men (183 of wh om are married men with families ) 

now out of employment h e re."(1) 

T~ o resolutions h a d been passed at this meeting: 

1) That this meeting views with alarm the growing numbers and 

distress of the unemp loyed, the natural result of the bulk of 

the population being employed o~ borrowed money, and is of the 

opinio n tha t the Government has no right to encourage immi­

gration, assisted or otherwise , in the present po s ition of the 

Colony. 

2) That t his mee ting believes that there i s a pr essj_ng need for 

employment being afforded to many indust rioue persons in 

Auckl&nd now un employed , and it urges upon the Goverrment the 

duty o f at onc e mee ting th ~ ~e~essity which has a risen . 

At th is meeting a Committee was fo~med to press for the provisions 

of work for t he unemplo ye d. 

The Minister of Works wrote to the Mayor of Auckland advising 

him that as there was now more employment available, he was to lay 

off 11 40 able-bodied men" from Gtone-breaking. It th"J.s appears that 

the laborious and soul destroying relief stand- by had been resorted 

to on a significant scale. The 40 men were in fact paid off by the 

City Council, but a petition was sent to the Minister requesting 

( 1) Letter da ted August 6th, 1885. 



re-instat ement as othe r work was not in fact available a s the 

Min i s ter believed . 

The Ministe r was cautious, p e rha p s even evasive . 

"It is u ndesirable on the o ne hand tha t we should unduly 
int e rfere with the l ab our marke t by giv i ng charitable 
employment where i t is not abso lu te l y n ecessary , but on 
t h e other hand we mu2 t make sure to pro vi de work for men 
who are willing and able to do it, i f no private work is 
open for t hem ."(1 ) 

By De c embe r the unemployment problem had persisted long pas t 

the usual time and meetings of unemploye d workers were being held 

in the city. At one suet meeting the Mayor of Auckland , Mr W. R. 

Wa d6e l 1 was pr epare d to ac t as chair man and was reque sted to 

forward the contents of resolutions passe d to th e Mini s ter of Public 

Works . It i s of s ome inte r es t to note a sect i on of t his message 

referrin g to the possibi li ty of securing assistance from t he Gove rn-

::1 '::!llt of New South Wa l es 1 a suggestion th e much -reviled Mr Garrard 

had put forward five year s before.(2) In r esponse to the Mayor's 

re que s t s , more money was made ava ilab le for relief work 1 and the 

summer months seem to have been l ess disturbed . 

Unemploymen t re-e merged in April however and another me e ting 

communicat e d with the Minister of Public Works. again through th e 

Mayor : 

"'I'his meeting, recognising the fact that there are large 
number s of able - bodied industrious men out of employment 
in Auckland, very many of whom are unable to provide the 
necessaries of life fer themselves and their families, 
most urgently press upon the Government the duty of 
providing for the necessity which has arisen, by providing 
employment a t a r a te of wages sufficient to secur e the 
means of subsist enc e for those willing to work, together 
with their families." 

( 1) Minister of Publi c Works to Mayor of Auckland, October 26th, 1885. 
(2) Mayor of Auckland to Minister of Public Works, December 5th, 1885. 
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Until this time th e agitat ion had been led by and see med 

in the control of the Mayor, but in May of 1886 deputations began 

to wait on th e Mayor press ing him for action. These deputations 

were no lancer on behalf of, but rather consisted of, the unemployed 

worker s .(1) 

At the Leginnin~ of June the Mayor, who by this time waa 

adopting a more detached tone with respect to the agitation, wrote 

to the Mj_n i ster : 

"I have been requ es ted to forward the accompanying 
r esolut ion, viz. A mee ting of th e unem p loyed was held 
this morning a t a quarter to ten 200 strong . W. G. Garrard 
in the chair •... " 

The unemp loy ed agitator v:as in full busine .ss a ga in five years 

after the earlie r episo de above . Th is meeting in 1 886 ca l .l e d on 

the May or to ask for work and indeed some more relief work was 

provided . 

Unemployment persis ted And indeed worsened a s the winter of 

1886 drew on. The P resident of the Liberal Association, Mr Farnall, 

now re-appears as the champion of the unemployed, with the followi~g 

telegram to the Prime Minister: 

11 Large mass meeting unemployed . Resolved unanimously 
wire you. 750 want immediate work. Many starving."(2) 

Stout replied immediately expressing his concern . 

A further request on the following day from Farnall to Stout 

for some specific proposal to put before a planned meeting of the 

unemployed was answered immediately. This might indicate the degree 

(1) Mayor Auckland tc Minister of Public Works, May 8th and May 12th, 
1886 . 

(2) Farnall to Stout, July 21st, 1886 . 
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of success to be anticipated from the policy of having a movement 

led by a political associate of those in power, and certainly the 

pre ssur e applie d seemed to have been s~ccessfuJ. . Bu t the mee ting 

of unemployed worke rs was not altogether impressed with the Govern-

ment's o.ct:!.o:i. 

The meeting t hanked Stout for his prompt replies~ and noted: 

''i t appre ciates the desire of the Gove r nment to deal with 
the great distress now prevailing throughout the colony, it 
thorou ghly recognises the g r eat difficulty of dealing with 
this question , but i t is at the same time painfully 
i mpr essed with the be lie f that the House of Representatives, 
as at pres e nt cons ti tuted, i s either unwilling or unable to 
cope with it. 11 

The meeting pointed out to the Prime Minister throu gh Farnal l, 

that a possib l e means of providi ng work for the unemp loyed might 

we l 1. be the letting of "the Te Ku iti Contract i:i. small .sectior.s t o 

the unemploye d , on th e same terms as contra ct s ha ve been let to 

the m o n so:ne of the southern l:'...nes. 11 The fina l plea adcpted by t}: e 

meeting was for the sett ing as i de of money voted for immigration 

purpos es , to provide relief work for the unemployed.(1) 

No immediate action was forthcoming on these reques ts and a 

further meeting was held from which Farnall pleaded to Stout: 

" Large me eting ti:lis morning. Work required at o n ce. Great 
distres s prevailing. No present prospect work from Local 
Bodies . 11 (2) 

The reply to this appeal came not from Stout, but from Minister 

of Works, Richardson, offering free railway passes to men leaving 

Auckland to go gum digging at Helensville. The unemployed workers 

were unimpressed: 

(1) FarnalJ to Stout, July 23rd, 1886. 
(2) Farnall to Stout, July 26th, 1886. 



" Mass meeting unemploye d this morning. Reso lved this 
meetin g thank s Ministe r of Public Works for offer but 
he h a s bee n mi sin f or med as to the payable nature of 
work on th e gum fields ."( 1) 
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The Gove rnment by thi s time decided it couJ.d itself do no 

more in the wa y of providing relief work . The last episode of this 

agit~tion is a request from the Auckland Trades Council , 

repres ented aga in by H. W. Farnall, for provision of relief work . 

This is one o!. the fe w instances in the 1880 1 s where trade unions 

directly intervened with r e quests for relief work . 

(3) Re l i e f Worke r s 

Host of t he unempl oyed agit a tio n wh i c h fr eq11entl/ f i. lle d 

the rag0 ~ cf t~e d a ily pr ess du ring t he 1880 1s wa ~ conc e rne d with 

men a gi t a t ing f or wo r k. On a t le a st o ne o c c as i o11, h owever, 

di s cont e nt a rose a mongst men ~h~ h a d been pla ced o n g ove rnment 

employm e nt . 

In May of 1 8 80 there wa s a good deal of discont e nt among st 

men workin g on railroa d construction in Central Otago. At one 

meeting of these workers concern was expressed at the fact that 

the employers "from the governing body dowr.. to the smallest cccka-

too", were trying to u se the existence of unemployment to force 

down labourers' wages . Another speaker urged: 

"That we desire to r ecord our protest against the Govern­
ment o fficials using the term unemployed with reference 
to the man employed o n these works in the broad signifi­
cance with which they use it . Officially they speak of 

(1) Farnall to Richardson, July 2 8th, 1886. 



the unemployed in such a way as to have the general 
public infer th a t they are an improvident class-paupers 
in pocket and p&upers in ability to do a day's· work. 
Otherwise , they say, we would not be here . Such an 
asse rtion applied to the men as a body is without 
foun dation . 11 
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This assert ion having found unanimous support at the meeting, 

the speaker continued: 

"The legislature in t heir· wisdom authorised the initiation 
of th ese works and voted a l arge sum of money for the 
construction of this line deeming it a necessary adjunct 
to other lines , either made or being made, and not with a 
view to transforming this section into a huge workhouse 
as t he policy of the present executive has tended to make 
it •• • • We therefore emphatically protest against the 
Government ~sins Lheir perogative to introduce a system 
of truck in paying and rationing which cannot but prove 
detrimental tn the best interests of t he working me~ . If 
as the px·esent Gove r nment say , they will. not compete with 
private enterprise in public works , the n let them call 
te n ders fGr works sufficient to absorb the pr~sent unemployed 
and cease to u5 e ~ublic moneys in introducing immigrants to 
comple te ;:.' ith the latoar rr.a.rket . n 

The spe aker's workmates app ear to have agreed with these 

rerearks, and the men organised themselves to the extent of e lecting 

a committee and levying members 1s . per month .( 1) 

Another g roup of such workmen at the same time went so far 

as to form a union - the Hindon and Mul locky Men ' s Union , with a 

rudimentary s et of rules of operation . One of the founders 

des cribed the hopes of the men : 

"Shou ld time add strength to the Union, as in all 
probability it will do, owing to the deep felt necessity 
of t he working class taking some action , these rules 
would probably be revised, improved, increased . But 
c rude as they are, coming from the rude bands of the 
unemployed wh o wo~ld not be flattered even with the name 
of navvy, it is only fair that the public should be gentle 
in their criticism . As a !'.llember remarks: 1 We begged 

(1) Otago WitnEss , May 1st , 1880 . 



Suppliantly. We ha ve been r efused . We now eeek a 
l egitimate means of demanding wha t we b egge d - what we 
we r e promised - what we ou gh t to get. 11 (1) 

Wh ile a detailed invest ie(ation has not been made of the 

local press, this organisation seems not to have deve loped 
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s i gnificantly . Of ten the governmen t works were of short duration, 

and ~8 doubt the a tt ention of t he men was directed more towards 

securing a job elsewhere t han to agitation . 

( 4 ) Knights of Labour 

The somewhat radica ] turn of ph::.· a,se adopted in some o f' the 

comment s may suggest a l eft ideological basis to some of the 

ag i tation . There eeems little evidenc e to confirm this , howe ver . 

In Christ church a coincid0nce between the forma tion of a br anch of 

the Knights of L&bour and a relatively organised degree of unemploy~d 

agitation can be noted , but cv~dence doe3 not permit much furthe~ 

specu lation. 

The agitation referred to a rose in Christchurch in mi d-wint e r 

1889 .( 2) Di stress had reached quite significant, but by n o means 

u nprecedented , levels, with outdoor r el i ef , being affor ded to 472 

persons in June by the Char i table Aid Board. At a meeting of the 

Board the "large number of unemployed now in town11 were noted, and 

some loca l relief works were in operat i on. Demonstrations by the 

unemployed had begun as was common in the winter months in Chris t-

church at this time, and the Mayor ha d _ requested some assistance 

(1) Ota o Witness, May 5th, 1880. 
(2) See Christchurch~ Press; July 3rd - 16th, 1889, for the details 

outline d. '/( 
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from Wellington . An advertisement called for an "Unemployed 

Meeting •••. (o f) all Men anu Sympathisers" was placed in the news­

paper, and 60-70 men were organise d to attend the office of the 

Ministry of Public Works seeking relief employment. The l eade r of 

this agitation , W. Powell, was a familj_ar figure of unemployed 

agitation in Christchurch ov e r some years . On 5th July a meeting 

o f 200 ~~t to discuss the situation, in particular the report which 

had j ust been iss11ed by the Government on the "pauperizinr.; 11 effects 

of ou tdoor relief. This report was condemned by the meeting and a 

call made for renewed railway construction, giving both work for 

the unemployed, nnd , it was hoped, sections for t he men along the 

line of the railway they built . 118 of the men present t hen mar ched 

t o the Public Works Office following a cal l to "revive the Knights 

of Labour Socie ty". 

~he next day the unemployed met again in the square and formed 

up behind a banner in black, bearing a cross -bo nes and the worda 

" Work or Food" on it. Meeting th0 men , the Mayor (who seerr:s not to 

ha ve been out of favour with the unemploye d) was ab l e to announce 

that the Government had arranged for some roadmaking fer the unem ­

p loy e d. 

A fe w days later the re appears a report t hat the Knights of 

Labour Organi sa tion had indeed r e for med , and this piece of 

information may well be linke d with t he occasiona l suggestion that 

the agitators had more than seasonal unemployment as their basis 

for agitation. ~h is issue cannot be resolved h e re, though 

certainly the man named as cha irman of a 5 July me eting of the 

unemployed , appears again at a Knights of Labour meeting on 12 July 

which had unemployment as one of its topics for discussion . 



"Cautious", a correspondent to the Editor of the Press 

not ed : 

" I see t ha t · th e usua l unemp loyed demonstrati ons h a ve 
commenced and that the pro minent speakers are the same who 
have been posed as u nemp loyed for y ear s . I begi n to 
wonde r if an easy living is to be got by being the mouth ­
piec e of the i mprovident " ? 

Bu t he was answered s t ei·nly by " Nisi Domi nus F'ru s tra ". 

" He (:L.e. Cautious ) states that the prominent speakers are 
the same who have po sed as unemployed for years . Grant ed. 
Freaks would h ave slipped off and s e cured thei r own 
comfort. These men have st ood by their distressed . brothe r s 
with a pe r sistence Northy of a b e tt er cause • • . conn e cted 
with these men bearing the bl ac k flag and ask ing f or food 
are s ickly wives and thinly clad a n d h a lf fed chi ldre n." 

The agita tion organised by this gr oup dra gge d on for some 

t ime without particular suc c ess . The instance is unusual for th e 

appea r ance of a more l eftist politica l e l ement in t he agi.tators . 

The episodes discuss ed in thi s chapter &re few in number, 

and t hey ar e not intended to pro v ide a sur vey c f agitation in the 

decade. There wore , ind~ed , fe~ jns tance s cf or ganised agi t a tion 

in the decade . Th is i s primar jly r ela t ed to the l ack of an 

organis ed la bc·nr movP!l:eii t on i:J..1!J significa.nt s c a le, as well as to 

the localised and spora dic nature of much of the u nemployment . 

Most workers rendered unemployed, o f course , me r ely sought 

another job, moved t o another town , or made ends mee t as best they 

could until there was employment available again. 

In the event, unemployed agitation does not seem to have been 

responsib le for policy changes in the 1880 1 s, nor to have forced in 

any way the new directions of the next decade. Certainly, in the 

emph~_is placed on accurat0 employment information, on assisting 

• f 
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workmen to find employment, and on devising more effective met hods 

of providing productive public works at low co s t, the deve lopments 

o f the 1890 1 s were to meet most of the implicit requests of the 

1880 1 s agita tion. 
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CHAPfER 4 

Une mplo yment 1892-1914 . 

An Empirical View 
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One o f t he most ob v ious reasons for t he t endency t o gl oss 

over Pre World W~r One une mploymen t i s the lack of readi l y a vailable 

concre t e informat ion on the topic , and even for the period of t he 

operation of the Labour Department it appear s unlikely that the me e t 

intens ive research will provide a satisfactory and c ons j ~ ~ ~n t serie s 

of unemp loyment f i gures . 

The destruction of the Lab our Depar t ment a r chives in the 

Hop e Gibb ons building fire i.!-1 1952 remcived th e mos t like ly sourc e 

of f igures , and th e loss cf c e rtain of the rele va nt Works Department 

fil es in t he same fi re has added to th e di ff i culti8s . But, never t hc-

l ess, from published Labour Department figur es , fro m ce ns us returns, 

and froD Publi~ Works returns and newspape r fi l es, it i s poss i ble to 

fill in the broad outlines . 

PART A 

The only dire ct and offi cia l f igures on t he extent of uncmploy-

ment in this period are census data, and the aggregate figures a re 

present e d in Tab l e One. 

These figures are readily available, though the points may 

nevertheless be made that th e proport ions of unemployed a r e high by 

later s tandards (exclud ing the Depression years) and that there is a 

falli ng trend from the extremely high figure for 1896 . Census forms 

before 1896 did not seek information on unemployment, though some 

contemporarie s were aware of the need for such coverage. Despite a 
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'l'A RLE ONE : Tab l e Showi ng Census Da t a on Unc:r.ip loymen t . 

Ce nsus Date Number of males Proportion pe r 1000 male 
u nemp loyed wage and sala ry earners 

12 April' 1896 14 ,759 100 

31 M::i. rch 1901 8 ,467 48 

12 April 1906 8 ,1 89 39 

2 Apri l 1911 7, 152 30 

15 Oct ober 1916 5 ,920 26 

17 Apr il 1921 11'061 39 

20 Apri l 1926 10,694 31r 

211- f.'iarch 1936 35 ,774 96 * 

*lncJ.udes rue~ on rationed re l ief work but excludes 16i222 partly 
u ne~p loyed but not on relief work . 

s omewhat negative response fro~ Seddo~ , t he incl~sion of t he 

ca teR,;ory " '-~::i.g e -e arner -unemployed 11 in the 1896 cerisut-: app::;.3.r.s to 

derive from an 1895 ques tion in the House by Ha l l - Jones . who said 

that he : 

11 belie·.red th-3.t according to law a c e!lSU'3 would be ta%en 
next ye a r , and . as t he qu es t ion of the unemploy ed h~d 
assumed such large proportions he t hought it wise t o 
ascertain the number of people out c f employment and the 
time such persons had been without employme nt. 11 (1) 

This sec tion analyses the 1896 , 1901, 1906 and 1911 ce ns u s 

results in s ome detail. The reliability of the census statistiGs 

is questionable , bu t it seems likely that while errors will 

certainly be present, thes e may not be serious. 

(1) N. Z. P .D., 1895·, p •. 112. 
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( .. \ 
l. J Tl\~ Bre~kdowr1 of Unemployrnent Into Male And Female 

TABLB TWO : Male and Female Unemyloyment According to Census Returns 

Year 

-1896 

1901 

19G6 

1911 

Male 

14,759 

8 , 467 

8,189 

7' 152 

Female 

2,637 

1,35~ 

1' 372 

1 ,203 

Female unemployment was clearly a s i gnificant, if minority, 

aspect of unemploymen t as revealed by cenus returns . Women formed 

'l 7. 8% of the total unemi:loy ed in 1896 , and 1G.0%, 16. 7% and 16. 81~ in 

t he oth e r three years - a remarka bly constant proportion . 

(i i ) The Industria l Dis tribut ion Of Ma l e Unemployment 
------------~·-----~ ..,~---J.:...--..-

ihe table followin g presents the aggrega t e fi gures for each 

industrial class in the ceb s u s returns, for male s only . 

TA BLE THRE8 : Indus t~ia l Dis trib~tion of Male Unemployment . 

Category 1896 1901 1906 1911 

Professio!lal 3 21 311 364 345 

Domestic 245 164 330 379 

Commercial 

~ 2,245 
785 

Transport 6L1-2 

9L1-1 1,234 

695 535 

Industria.l 7,840 3 ,508 3i918 3,052 

Agricultural(1) 3,916 1' 869 1,941 1,607 

Indefinite 186 1, 188 

. TOTAL 14~ 759 8,467 8, 189 7' 152 

(1) includj.ng pas toral and mining . 
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The next t able shows the industrial distribution of male 

une mp loyment expressing each figure as a percentage of the total 

males unemployed. 

TABLE FOUR: Proportionate Industrial Distribution of Male 
Unemployment . 

Cate gory 1 Sq1~ 1901 1906 

Professional 2 . 2 3 . '? 4.5 
Domestic 1 • 7 1.9 4.o 

Commercial 

~ 
9.3 

15 . 2 
7. 6 Transport 

11.5 

8.5 
Indust:ria l 53 . 2 41.4 47 . 5 
Agricultural 26.5 22.1 23 . 7 
Indefinit e 1 . 3 14.o 

TOTAL 100.0 100.0 100 . 0 

1911 

4.9 

5 . 3 
17.3 
7. 4 

42 . 7 

22.5 

100 . 0 

The main points arisjng from thes e t a bles are the somewhat 

surprisingl y high figures in ea c h year for the une mploymen t am ongs t 

industria l workers ; t he tendency fer the proportions of both 

professional and domestic workers to rise as a proportion of unem-

ployment; and the sharp ris e in, then complete absence of, an 

" indefinite category" wh :Lch may well explain all subsequent change s by 

fJrmal inclusion under other sector headings . 

The census returns enable us t o l ook at male unemployment , by 

industrial distributjon, in yet another way. The following table 

shows the p~oportions of males unemploye d in the active workers in 

each employment group. ~he proportions appear lower than the pro -

portions of labour force unemployed in the aggregate census figures 

used above, as the following figures include (unavoidably for the 
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modern r esearche r u s i ng census r e turns ) both self-e mploye d p e rsons 

and e mployers . Never t heless the figu1·es do provide an impre ss i on 

o f the r ela t ive importance o f unemp loyment for ea ch sect o r . 

TABLE FIVE : P r oport ions o f Ma l e Unemp l oyed Amongs t Those Ma l es 
Ac t ive l y Engaged , By Se c tors. 

Ca t egory 1 896 1901 1906 1911 

Professional 2 . 7 2 . 1 2 . 2 1. 7 
Domes ti c 4 . 2 2 . 5 3.4 3 .5 
Comme r c ia l ~ 4 . 9 

2 . 3 
Tra n sport ) 3 . 0 

2. 2 2.3 
? c:; ']. 5 - . _, 

Indus tria l 11 . 4 1.1 . ·j 3 ., 7 2 . 7 
Agri cultur a l 3. 8 1. 7 1. 7 1 . 3 

Indefinit e 4 .5 24 . 2 

TOTAL 6 . 2 3 . 1 2 . 0 

-------- ·· ··-

Again it wil l b a noted that t he imp~ c t of ~nemploym6n~ on t he 

indus t rial worke r wa s abo ve the average impac t i n each year . One 

in te r es t ing point which emerges is tha t, in t he fi nal t wo census 

years in par ticular, those ma l e work~r s engaged i n domes t j_ c sect or 

o ccupa tions we re amongs t the lliost badly a ffect ed by u nemp loyment . 

What sort of a p a ttern of unemp loymen t do the s e figures 

s u g gest? On e is l oathe to rnake de finit e s tate me nts, given the 

previous ca v ea t s abou t the s t a tistics, co uple d with the fact t h a t 

one has fi gures fo r o n ly four , not ne c essa rily repres entative y ears , 

a nd inde e ~ only o ne da y within tho s e year s . Without some detai l e d 

knowl edge of the pre - World War One labour market , any c omme nt i s 

fraugh t wit h dange r . To give merely one example : seasorial::i. cy . 
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It is not easy to predict the effect which seasonality of 

employment would have on these statistic s . The census data on these 

statistics we r e 12 April, 31 March , 12 April and 2 April, r espe8 tive l~ 

and so any seasonal bias is likely to be constant as between th e flow 

four census years . However it is poss ible , indeed surely c e rtain, 

tha t th e u nemp loyme nt figurer- ..-:·ur the agricultura l sec tor would be 

artificia lly inflated at this time of y ear as harve s ting draws to a 

close. 

Again, all the impre~sionis tic evidence we have , points 

towards a worsening of unemplo yment in the urban centre s in the 

depths of winter . The census measures are t aken in l a te summer­

autu mn, and therefore undoubtedly understate the peaks of u nempl oymen t 

in the years to whi ch they r efe r. 

We may nevertheless make some gener alisat ions about m~ls 

unemployment on the basis of these census r e turns . In the firsL 

plac e unemploymen t emerges for e v e ry sector in each yea :c a .s acco1rnting 

for above 1% of those actively engaged . The a ve ra ge, from a hi gh of 

6.15% goes only so low as 1. 97% . Unemployment , t he r efore , eme r ge s as 

a rather constant f e ature of the labour market to a gr e a ter extent 

than in modern New Zealand, thou gh not perhaps, on a n average , much 

above n0rn;al " f rictional" unemployment in the two later census years, 

especially if allowance is made for the fluidity of e mployment one 

might expect in an immature colonial economy with high rates of 

immigration. The major unemployment problem appears to be centred 

on 1896, and then largely in the industrial sector. 



(iii) The Industrial Distribution Of Female Unemployment 

We may now re p eat lha analysis above for female unemp loyment . 

The three comparab l e tables are presented in s equence: 

TABLE SlX : Industrial Di stribution of Female Ur1employment . 

r::i~; cgory 1896 1901 1906 1911 

Professi.onal 341 312 245 277 
Domestic 1, 421+ 557 5·12 381 

Commercial ~ 103 1 Lt5 208 

~ 75 
6 Transport 10 1 

Industr ia l 750 377 464 335 
Agricu.1tural 2 

Indefinite 45 
--- --

TOTAL 2,637 1 , 359 1,372 1,203· 

TABLE SE'v'EN : Froportions of L:·~usc:r~.al Dit;tribution of Fe~1ale 
Unemploy~ent. 

Category 1896 1901 1906 1911 

Professional 12.9 23.c 17.9 23.0 

Domestic 54.o 41.0 37.3 31.? 

Commercia l 

~ 2.9 
Trans port 

7.5 10.6 17.3 

0.7 o.4 0 . 1 

Industrial 28 .4 27.7 33.8 27.9 

Agricultural 0.1 

Indefinite 1.7 

TOTAL 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 



TABLE EIGHT : Proportions of Female Unemployed Amongst Those 
Females Actively Engaged, By Sectors. 

Category 1896 1901 1906 

Professional 4.7 3.5 2.3 
Domestic 6.2 2.0 1. 7 
Commercial '\ 

~ 1. 8 
Transpc•r c 

1. 9 1. 7 
2 .1 o.8 

Ir1dus trial 5.7 2.3 2.5 
Agricultural 0 .1 

Indefinit e 1. 9 

TOTAL 5.0 2 . 1 1.8 
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1911 

2.1 

1 • 1 
1 • 6 
0 .1 

1. 7 

As one wou ld expect a different pattern emerges for femaJ.e 

unemploy~G nt. In particular we should note : 

(a) th e grea ter importance of ur;.-:;mployment Rmongst the prof csc:ioria l 

class in the fe male employc•..o.nt . 

(b) the similarly greate r importance of unemployment amongst domestic 

workers for female unemployment. 

(c) the significant extent of unemployment amongst women working in 

the industrial occupational class . This aspect gives the lie to 

the attempt by the Department of Labour to prove that women's 

unemployment, if important at all, was basically a question of 

placing domestic servants . 

(iv) 1896 Returns in More Detail 

For both females and males, the 1896 return indicates the most 

severe levels of unemployment, an~ accordingly the returns for 1896 



are ana l ysed in some more de t ail. 

The tab) e below lists the occupational classes for ma l es in 

which t he highest levels o f unemployment were found . 

TABL~ NINE: Male Unemployment By Occupation Groups - 1896 Census . 

Une~p loyed Tota l % Unemployed 

1 • Cook (other than hot e l or 
dome st ic servant ) 56 404 13.9 

2. Anima l + . vrainer , horse breaker 4 8 461 10. L~ 

3. Cl e rk, cashj_er, bookeeper 356 3186 11 • 2 

4. Shipmaster, offi cer, seama n 401 2821 14.2 

5. Stevedore , lumper 131 823 15.9 

6. Comp ositor ·104 908 11.5 

7. Book-binder , machine ru le r 59 2 17 27 . 2 

8. Engine, boiJ.er maker, mec~anical 
ene;inee T, fitter etc . 197 1625 12 . 1 

9. Shipwright, boat builder, 
de.signer , ·uorke l"' 72 415 17.3 

10. BecL ma ttre.ss, hammock mak~~. 35 272 12.9 

11 • Brass founder , moul d Ar , e t:.: . 22. 155 ,. LL -., 
I I • .::.... 

12. Mc.son , hewc::r , hodrnan , etc . 83 335 24 . 8 

13. Bricklayer , labourer, etc . 87 3·77 :J ./ 10.4 

14. Carpenter , joiner, l abour e r, e tc. 708 6335 11 .2 

15. Plasterer , labourer , etc . 30 2 17 13.8 

16 . Na vvy , r oad , railway l abourer, 
etc . 263 2333 11.3 

17. Engineer, firernci.n, (undefine d ) 108 873 ·12 .4 

18. Labourer (undefined) 3922 16299 24 . ·1 

19. H-0rticulturalist, gardener 286 2197 13.0 

20. Quarrym::i.n , la·oourer, etc . 23 117 19.7 

TOTALS 6,991 40 , 82 6 17 .1 
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Severa l points s hould be noted concerning this table : 

(a) the impor tance o f the categor y " labour e rs (undefined)" suggests 

the exten t of une mployme nt am ongst uns killed work e rs . This 

category, as well as having the second highes t proportion of 

unemplo ye d of any of the oc cupatioual ca tegories, accounts on 

its own for 26.57% of all ~~:2 unemployment recordad in the census. 

(b) This fi gure , of cour s e, i s only a part of the contribution made 

by unskilled worke r s to u nemp loyment. Takin g only the cate gories 

listed in the table above, it will be clear that ma ny categories 

include bot~ skilled and unsk illed workers . 

(c) In addition to the gr eat bulk o f uns k i l l ed l a boure r s amongst th e 

unemployed , s ome s ma ller occupa tiona l groupings suffered 

ap pare ntl y ha rsh l e ve l s of unemp J oyment . The book - binde rs ar~ 

t h e mos t o u t s t a nding exa mple of thiG. 

Befo r 0 l ec::.vir.g tho ce ns u s fifji..;:ces a not e •) f wc. :r :rt j_ni_'; ,=; 'c o11_-1 d be 

ente red. ,!', s v; i th rn~ny soc i a l s t a ti.sti r; .s , t oo great a. r e l::L:--u c. ~ s!-iou ld 

not be pla c ed on pinpo i ~t a ccurac y . Censu s r e t urns on unempJ.oymen t 

ha ve da me pa r t i cu l a r rl r~wba cks . I t is po.::sible tha t e x:tr er.::ely s hort 

term unemploy rn ~nt inflates the f igures e.g. a bookbinde r mig~t lis t 

himself as un e mploye d in respe ct of his trade yet be engage d in- some 

other form of work. Equally howe ver that same bookbinder, if he was 

out of work y e t envisage d an early return to employment , might not 

mark himself as unemployed. 



PAR·r B : .L ABOFR DEPAR'l1M~;NT FIGURES 

The formation of the Department of Labour (originally t he 

Bureau of Indu s tries) J.e d to a flood o f sta tistical ma t e r ial which 

has been l i ttle u se d by historians , perhaps because o f the l aborious 

task invoJv e d j .n compiling serie s from scattered da t a .( 1 ' 

The Department did not publish figure s for u n employment as 

suc h before the 1920 1 s, and the most revealing figur e s o ffered are 

for persons "ass isted" by the Depart men t. 'l'he significan~e of thes e 

figures i s diff icult to a sc erta in in the absenc e of i nfo r ma t i o n as 

Lo how many persons applied for assistance . That there was some gap 

Lctwonn applicants and pe r s on s assisted (inde ed often u very 

si~~ifi cant g~p) is strongly sugges t ed by, among8 t J.ess directly 

infor me d sources , comme~ts in t he monthly report s of various cf the 

lor~ J a5en tG of the Dcpartm9nt o f Labour . 

~wo cxsm~les o f such a discrepancy ma y suffice to make the 

po i nt : 

11 a l a r ge rrntnber called s 2eking e:nployment during the fi r st 
weeks of the re rio i :i:-1d 107 were a s s ist e d ." (2) 

11 a l though 102 men hnve been sen t to employment, the r e are 
still over a hundred men calJing at tnis off ic e f o r work .!' (3) 

The gap between app l icants f or wor k and pe r sons ass i s t e d was 

no doubt large r in yea r s o f h i gh d i stress fr om unemp loyme nt, b e ca u se 

of the increased difficulty the Labou r De partmen t found in plac ing 

unempl oyed men with pr i va t e employe r s, and t h e la c k o f h a s te with 

(1) These a re contained in b o th the Annual Report o f the De p artment 
o f Lacoi.~r :for each year ( published in ~pend1:c es to . the Journals 
o f th e House o f Repr ese nta tive s - see Eiblio0 raph y for details) 
and in the Journal of the Department o f Labour , which appeare d 
monthly from 1894 . 

( 2 ) Jom:E3l of the De pa_tme n t of La bour , December , 1914. 
( 3 ) ibj._<:l ., J anuary , 1915 . 
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which g overnment work was often afforde d. 

The persons assisted by the Department were sent either to 

private employment or to Government works. The proportions of 

labour se~t to each type of work vary widely from y enr to year. 

Government works ab s orbed from 33 . 2896 (1 891 - 92) to 83.31+'.'f. ~~')02 -

1903). High rates of emp loyment of applicants on government works 

were likely to be associated with the periods of most serious 

unemployment , as th e " employme~1t bureau" aspect of the Department ' s 

work became overshadov1ed by the "relief" a.spei:;t . In this respect it 

should be noted that the census returns for 1896, 1901 and 1906 were 

all for years which sh0w relatively high proportions of men aGsisted 

by bein g sent to govern~ent Darke . This may mean, it sho uld be 

r.oteJ, tl·t.::+- tJJ.e c e n::;us yea rs cleaJ.t with previously 

'l'l~e fi gures for rnt::ll assisted by the Department in aggre,;ate 

are therefore possibly a less accurate reflection o f trend of 

unemploymen t than are the figures for men aent to governmen t works . 

A late r chap ter examines the figures for men emp loyed on government 

co-operative works in some detail . The main problem with the u se of 

these figures as an indicator of le~els o f unemployment i5 tha t 

clearly some proportion of men emp loyed or1 os t ensibly "re lie f 11 work 

under the co - operative system, wo~ld have been employed on government 

ccnstruction work in the absence of unemploymen t in any case. Thus 

we cannot assume that men either sent to or working on government 

works , form a part of an unemployed sec tion of the labour f orce . 

There is., nevertheless, an independent value in an examin.::i.t ion 
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of th e available statistics on persons assisted by the Department 

of Labour. The value lies not only in the indication given by 

c e rtain aspects of the data , with regard to trends and levels in 

unemployment, but also in th e evidence the data constitutes with 

regard to the manner and success of the Department ' s operations. 

In this ~cttter sense the series prese nted here amplify the known 

details of the Labour Department's ear l y years which are discusGed 

elsewhere. 

The figures for me11 assjsted by the Lepartment in aggregate 

are presented below : 
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TABL1~ Tf'.~N : Men Ass isted By The Dep<--rtmen t of Labour Bureaux 
1892-1915 (March Years) . 

-------
Year Total Dependants 

Sent to 
Pr ivate Governmen t 

1891-92 2593 4729 1730 863 ( 10 rnths) 

1893 3874 7802 2518 l.) ) 6 

1894 33lf1 7942 1019 2322 

1895 3030 8883 894 21 36 

1896 28'?1 8424 708 2163 

1897 1718 4719 652 1066 

1898 20~55 4928 544 1491 

1899 211 5 4759 638 1i+77 
•i900 2 ·1 4-7 4471 486 1661 

1901 312Lf 5432 519 260~ 

1902 1850 274'? -.. r'\c 
.:_)"_;!() 1lf _::;4 

1903 3?04 5934· 580 3124 

'i904 2860 3085 1216 16 1
-1 11 

'1 -. I""\ r-

I '')\.1_/ 3'i30 34?5 '!960 ,..i" nr-. 
I I ( \J 

·19G6 6712 ?351 1929 4'?83 

i9C7 7393 4187 2718 4675 

1908 630~· 41+08 2977 3328 

19C9 10391 7510 1+1 90 G201 

1910 8506 10164 5059 3477 
1911 7102 8454 425·1 2851 
·191 2 5735 4233 3450 2285 

'l9 '1 3 5848 5122 3705 2143 

1914 561+5 4295 3505 2140 

191.? 7515 8342 3673 3842 

Source: Annua l Reports of the Depar t ment of Labour, A.J.H.R . , 1892-
1915. 

These figures will be discussed in some detail . They should 

first o f all be compared with the census data on unemployment 

presented in the first section of this chapter. As graph 1 illuRtr a t es , 
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the "fit" between th e two sets of figures is not gocd. 

Thus , whereas in 1896 some 2871 men were a~sisted by the 

Department of Labour, male unemployment for April 1896 was 14,75 9 . 

Similarly, March 1901 census figures show 8467 males unemployed, 

whil~ ln the year to March 1902 only some 1830 mules were assisted 

to find employment . I n April 1906 , 8189 males were returned as 

unemployed, and over the following year 7393 were assisted, while 

in 1911, the corrparable figures show 7152 une~ployed and 5735 

assisted . 

Clearly the figures for men a ssis ted by the Deportment to find 

work bear no constant rela tionship to census une mployment . Indeed 

~rguably the comparis ons presented in the para graph above Buzgest 

merely an impressive increase in th e .I:epar tment • s efficiencj i:t 

placing uncoployed men . 

This impression is further stren gthened by the evidence of 

one of our di.saggregations of the "men assist~d11 s tatistics . Much 

of the unemployment s uffered by those assist ed by the Department was 

appare~tly cf rather short duration, and t he figures presented in 

the next table indi cate a progressive fa ll in the number of months 

of unemployment suffered by those assisted by the Department . This 

fall perhaps suggests the increasing effectiveness of the Labour 

Departme nt's activit ies t hough one must emphasise that we cannot 

assume that those 11 not assisted11 by the Departme nt h a d a simil arly 

brief time out of work . In some few cases men were assisted more 

than once in a year . 
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TABL V. ELEVEN : Table Showing Men Assis ted By The Eureau And The 
Numbe r Of Months Unemployed . 

Mar ch Year s Tota l Mo n ths Ave r age Months 

1892 (10 mths) 2)93 6276 

1893 3874 7973 2 .06 
18i;!, 33Li 1 5903 1. 77 
1895 3030 5723 1. 89 
1896 287'1 5681 1. 99 
1897 1718 3091 1. 80 
1898 2035 3301 1. 62 

1899 2115 3489 1. 65 
1900 21 4? 3114 1. 45 
1901 312~· 3918 1. 2_5 

1902 1830 2310 1. 16 

1903 370Li 5131 1.39 
1901+ 28Go 2267 0 . 79 
190.:J 313C' 2268 0 . 72 

189.5-1905 ave~2ge nur!lbe:- of month3 J nerr. p J.oye C. -· 1.52 

Sour ce : Annual Ec:po rts of the: Department of Labour, I\ .. ,J : H '.b , 
1 ~92-1905 . 

Tab le Ten a bo ve , wi th which we began our dis cussion of the 

Labour Department statistics , o ffe~ed a breakdown of me~ assisted 

in t e r ms c f t he type of work which the y were sent . For most of ~he 

period, more men were sent to government works t han to priva te 

emp l oyment . This was true f or every year with the exception of 1892 , 

1893 , 1905 , 1910, 1911 , 1912 , 1913, 1914 a nd could perhaps reflect : 

( a) the disinclina tion of govern men t in the ea rly year s to offer 

government work - a disinclination which the s uccess o f the 

co-operative works sys t em dispelled; and 
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( b ) t he tightness of the private labour market 1894-1909; and 

(c) t he r ecovery of the pr jvate labour marke t in the years i mmediately 

preceding World War One. 

It i s th e trend in the se fina l years which is the most 

difficult to underst and . It may p~dsibly be tha t t he re was a change 

in Depa r tmenta l policy at t his time , but no evidence has been found 

for this . 

The next graph shows t he dist ribution of men assisted be t ween 

the t wo different areas of emp loyment. There seems r eas on to be l ie v e 

years in which the lbbour marke t was ~ost depressed would be 

tl1ose in which th e se~ding of men to g0vernmen t works reached & peak 

vis a vi~ 8urrounding y~ars . On th i s basis we would identify 1894 , 

1896 , 1901, 1903, 1906, 1909 and 1915 as years in wh~ch un emp Joyme a t 

mjght be r egarded as a rnor~ serious probl0~ . As we sha~l se~ i n a 

l ater chapter , however, there are aspec t s of Governwent W ork~ policy 

which suggest that criteria nthe r than purely the l ack of private 

employment, might have governed the distribution of men ass i sted . 

I t i s a l so possible t o get some i ndicat ion of the geographica l 

dis tribution of unemploymen t for t he period covered by Labour Depart­

ment fi gures . One of the most im9or t ant appar ent funct i ons of t he 

De partment ' s acti~j. ties see ms to have been the s moothing out of 

re gional fl~ctuations in t he numbers of u nemp loye d workers . 

The f igur es in Tab J.e Twelve give some indication of tho 

geographical di~tribution o f unemp loyment . 



f.'ABLE 'rWELVE : Table Showing Men Assisted by the Department of Labour, by District, 1894-1914. 

M:arch Akld . ( 1 ) G- B. Wn . N. Wn . S . N. Cant . S . Cant . Wst . N. O. Dnd . Invgl . Year 
-·-

1894 351 60 158 1300 409 16 302 92 359 294 
1895 268 197 308 9.54 281 51 139 65 505 262 
1896 261 152 399 852 260 85 2·13 167 273 209 
1897 158 1 'l7 281 531 235 45 33 23 155 140 
1898 233 119 163 839 209 63 69 87 190 63 
1899 333 133 70 804 161 .'58 164 48 267 77 
1900 261 201 178 61 .3 125 44 86 63 536 L~o 

190 1 913 '175 161 688 308. 65 71 96 530 117 
1902 161 132 144 561 296 53 13 3b 401 31 
'1 903 911 170 118 908 c; '1 7. _, .) 65 41 8 83 407 111 
1904- 992 50 69 864 293 108 2_30 44 175 ;; ~ 

·-' :J 
190.5 105? 126 9 930 362 82 21+9 6 239 70 
1906 1991 151 151 269 16~53 713 132 629 155 217 
1907 2055 130 380 2143 77.3 98 lt06 143 11 40 120 
1908 1878 239 488 ;950 320 37 317 19 941 116 
1909 2250 560 495 257 <3 173,2 1 Olt 1250 14 121+9 159 
1910 1599 322 573 2'141 1032 57 700 11 1882 189 
1911 1450 433 358 1972 67? 3 614 7 1497 91 
1912 1250 229 431 1714 842 - 345 35 832 57 
·19 13 1011 169 - 2230( 2) 1079 (3) - 31+5 - 989(4) 25 
1914 858 2L•2 - 2135(2) 1211(3) - 168 - 1002 (4) 29 

Source : Annual Repor ts of the Depnrtrner.t of Labour., A . . J.H.R_., 189L1- - 1914 . 

Notes : (1) Auckland, Gisborne-Hawkos Bay , Wel~inJton North , Wel l ington South, North 
Canterbury , South Can terbu1·y, liv est:.i ::=:nt1. , N')rt h Ota go, Dunedin , Invercargill. 

( 2) All WellinBton District. 
(3) All Canterbury Djstrict . --.J 

( 4) All Otago District . O'I . 
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The following major points are to be noted : 

( a ) The Wellington South district is consiHtently t he area which 

assisted the highe s t numbers . Only the years 1901 and 1903-

1906 does another district (in each case Auc k land) r ecord 

higher figures . 

(b) m\e North Is l and shows a higher number o f people assis ted 

throughout the period wi t h the except ion of 1906 . In general 

th e distribution of men assis t ed, as between the Is l ands , seems 

to have been disproporLiona te t o population, as t he tab le below 

indicates more c l early . 

TABtB TPiqTE:CN : Dis tribution of Per sons Ass i sted Compared •;; i 1.h 
Population 1896-1 911. 

Ccnsu::i Y2 a rs 

1901 

1906 
19~ 1 

NortJ.1 Island P opulatiou 
% 

48 .46(1) 

52 . 9 

55 . 7 

Persons 1\.ssisted 
cJ 
{v 

58.0 
62 . 0 
42 . 8 

59.3 

(c) The third obvious point to observe from the table showing the 

provincial distribution of men assisted is the propensity for 

wide fluctuations in the figures for individual districts f~om 

year to year . 

(1) European Popula tion only 
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The first t wo points are probably reflections of the same 

situBtion . There seems to have bee n someth i ng of a " drift" in 

search of employment from the South Island to the North, a nd 

~ ellinBton was the ma j or point of dietribu t ion . This would 

na t uralJy be expected in view of the tendency for population in the 

North Island to r ise faster than t he South Island - possih~~ 

par t of the same process . 

It should be noted that the t able does not show the area in 

which the men assisted by the Labour Department became unemployed 

nor does it show the a r ea in which the men eventually r eceived 

empl oyment , but r athe r the point at which the Labour Dep&r t mcnt was 

first able to of fer them assistance . This assistance might be a job 

in th ~ area conc e rned , hu t it might a lao consisL of arrangeme ~t s for 

a job i~ ~om~ other ar~as . Such a job woula most likely be on 

governme~t works , but ~e~ were also frequently sent to other areas 

v:h•?1·e i·he Government hoped pr ivate employmen t - e . g . bush felling -­

wou ld be found . 

In May , 1897 , to give an example of t he way ic which the Soutt­

North drift and disper sal f r om Wellington operated, the We lling t on 

Agent for the Department reported " a fair number of applicants h.:tv~ 

been passing through from the South and have gone on lo the country 

distr i-.::::ts . "(1) But of course , only those who were found employment 

b y the We llingt on Agent would appear in his "men ass i sted" r eturn . 

All of the major cities begin to report arriva l s from the country 

districts in search of jobs a s the harvest ends . 

(1) Journal of the Departmen t of Labour , May, 1897 , 
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The drjft of unemployed workers fro m South to North is more 

clearly indicat ed i n the next table. A brief comparison of this 

t a ble ~ith table thirteen will immediately show this . Thus, whereas 

in 1896 , 53% of men assis t ed were ass isted in the North Island , only 

50. 37~ of those whose "place of or igin" was in New Zealc.nd , were 

North I3 la~ ders . Aga in in 1901 the equivalent figures are ~?~ and 

57% and for 1911, 59% u.nd 48% . Interestingly, 1906 s hows an 

opposite sil~&tion . 

The interpre t ation of Tabl e Fourteen is hampered by the lack 

o f in forn~ation as to th e precise mea ning cf the category " place of 

01· :i.gj.n", This i s one of the many problems which the abse nce of 

depart1c~tal archives seem like Jy to preclude from s olution. The 

re 1. u1·n~ sc:ein mo3l l~.ke ly, hov1eve r , to refer to place oi' l as t re sider..ce , 

rat~~r th~n p J &c~ of birth , ziven th e overwhelmjng pr ~porticn o f New 

Zealanders in th~ figures . ~he table does, nevertheless , sugge& t 

th~t b~ the 1890 1 2 a t leas t . the problem of une~ployment ~as ra ~her 

nore thhn a problc~ of irnxigrant absorp t i on . ~he evidence from t~e 

Labcur ~apartment suGges t s low l evel3 of aliens in the ranks of th~ 

u11err.pJ.cyed i!1 the I 89c 1 s , bu t ris ing to 307~ on average in the years 

be l \'I e e n 1 9 0 3 a n d 1 91 ; t • 

To return to the aggregate figures presented here for men 

assisted by the Depa rtment of Labour , and their relationship to levels 

of unemployment . A certain scep~icism as to the value of using the s e 

figure s as indicative in any exact way of unemployment levels has 

been expressed a bove. 

! P . Belsha w has made the most sustaine d examination of post 

World War One unemployment in New Zea l a nd . Be l s haw regards the 
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TABLE FOURTEEN : fab l e Showing Place of Origin of Men Assisted by 
the Department of Labour 1892-1 914 . 

March 
Year 

189Lt 

1895 

·1896 

1897 

1898 

1899 

1900 

1901 
~, 902 ( 2) 

190) 

1905 

1907 

1908 

1909 

1910 

1911 

191 2 

1913 

1914 

North 
I~land 

767 

1322 
1480 

1466 

1424 

963 
1284 

1182 

1'j 02 

15 '72 

1247 

2865 

2770 

26 83 

3471 

2916 

2?63 
20 1-11 

1801 

1674 

South 
Island 

1791 

2257 

1654 

1498 

1406 

728 

726 

905 

992 
126G 

919 

or,!+ ;; ( . 

11 02 

2 724 

2936 

2271 

4533 

3899 

3037 
2195 

2149 

1804 

Australia 

28 

218 

165 

31 

13 

13 

5 
16 

20 

Li 2 

3.'> 

461 

485 
421 

485 

227 

218 

259 

320 

335 

Great 
Britain 

7 

77 
42 

35 
28 

14 

20 

12 

33 
143 

96 
'164 

236 

399 

571 

1053 

831 

1679 

1372 
'1018 

1148 

1467 

1643 

Others 

91 

149 

99 
223 

92 

66 

92 

111 

189 

Source : Annual Reports of Labour Department , A. J.H . R., 1892-191 4 . 

Notes: (1) 10 months only 
(2) Total - 1828 rather than correct total of 1830. 
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s tat ish cs for unf'mployed assisted as liuseful as a rough guide to 

unemploymcnt11
• Ile notes that they do not give total numbers of 

unemployed , but quotes the 1932 New Zealand Official Yearbook to 

the effect tho.t t hey may be re garded. a s "roughly symptomatic o f t he 

general unemploy~e~t situa tion . ' ' In a ll, Belshaw concurs wi t h t~e 

Yea r book ' s interpretation that th e r e lative movements su6ge &ted by 

the Departme11t ' s figures overstate the r ela tive movements in unemploy-

men t. Belchaw concluded en this basis t hat unemployment was less 

serious a ft er the war (until 1926 at leas t) than it had been in the 

decMde before the wa r . (1) 

No definite conclusion may be r eached rega rding Belshaw ' s 

assEsRment , other than t o ~ate what has previously been suggested, 

i.e . i..i1&.t : 

(b~ ~~~~ ffi&y ~ell fluctuate accor6ing to criteria othe~ than those 

of t he e xtent of u~employment . 

Other evid~nce of a fa r less sys t ematic nsture t ends to suggest 

that t he Labo~r Department ' s figure s give a low e~timate of unem9loy-

ment. In 1887 , and with undou b t ed exaggeration , it had been claime d 

in the House by an M.P . that 

11 the number of cases brought before the Govarnmen t does 
not rep r esent a tenth of the people who have nothing to 
do . There are hundreds of ~eople throughout the colony 
who do not know how to get thei:- daily bread . "( 2) 

I n those days . unemployment came to Government attention 

( 1 ) $ 00 J. P . Belshaw , " Fast - War Unemployment and Unemployme nt P olicy 
in New Zealand'', Bull etin 23 , Auck l and University College , 1933 . 

( 2 ) N. Z . P . D. , 1887 , :9 -:-z+ 89 . 
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through agitatio~ or the reports of Charitable Aid Boards , and l ess 

of a stigma Gee~s tc have been attached to the Labour Depurtment . 

Nevertheless , app~icat ion to the Department could often mean being 

sent to co - operative works in one of the more distant r eaches of the 

colony, a~d hence might well be treated as a last step . The 

existence of union employment books would confirm this situation . 

The pre ference provi&iona wh i ch were gradua lly included over the 

years around the turn of th e century in most union awards . typically 

included a provision that the Union maintain , in a suitably central 

locatior.. 1 en "employment booktt in whi.ch were kept the name.:; of Union 

mer.:be:rs who •:1e r e se'=king war!~. 'rhe use of these books , about which 

~o qua~tit~live s stimate is possibl~, ITTQY we l l have been a signifj_ -

caDt f:::..ctcr i.r.. uw:::mp loyed workers aer;u:cinG employi•ient in the ir own 

The Govern!?ic!1t was stubbot·n ill regarding tl 1 r~ l e vr. l of 

appJ i~aticn~ to the Department as a measure o: un9mplcymcnt . T _n 

daily jncre~si~g n~mber of unemployed in ~ellington'', Seddon r epli ed 

as foJ.Joms : 

" The Go·,,ernm2nt is not l?.\'/3re that the l1·J.:~ber of unempJ.oye:i 
is increasing daily . ~·:1cre i.s ar:d has be en work pro 11:i.d0d 
for tho:::;e who re q• .. dre it . The m1m~:icr cf ffi('n ·1.ho applied 
for work from ~st July to the 15th July, 1905, was 103 ; 
the ~umber se nt to work for that per~cd waG 73 . The 
numba~ »ho applied for work from the 31st Augu=t to the 
13th Septem~9r . ~905 , was 74 ; the number 3ent to work was 
56 . Eo that it will be seen tha t the ~~mber of applicants, 
instead 0f increasing . has dropped off frox 103 to 74 ; and 
01 the 74 , work was found for 56 . thus le~ving . excluaive 
of other fiho h&ve not applied . or who have applied since , 
18 unprovided by the State with wo r k . "(1) 

( 1 ) N. Z • P. D. ~ 1907 , p . 1 7 . 



It was precisely the group who did no t apply for work at the 

Labour Department , who would no doubt have bolstered the unemp loyed 

figures. Some quite detailed estimates certainly suggested higher 

figures . To ~ive merely one exampl e , Mr McLaren estimated on the 

basis of information supplj ed by uni~Ji secretar ies from their 

employment books that : 

" There are in V!ellir.gt·:in at present l-1909_7 about a 
thousHnd men out of work ; in Auckla~d . fjve hundred; 
Chr:i..stchurch, four hundred ; Du!iedin , one hundred ; 
InvercargilJ, three hundred ; West Coast , four hundred ; 
WC?.nganui district. , two hundred ; and Timaru , one hundred . 11 (1) 

McLc..ren ' s total estimate of 3000 r.ien out of work in the colony 

a!- that O!!e dn te, may be compared with the 562 men a::;sisted to .find 

\'IO!'k in th<3 t month (June) . It is only fair to add that the next 

month ea~ 1202 r.ie~ assisted by the Department , and that Lhe year 

1909 2?..'.'' the t1iehest nurnuer of nn~n assisted of z.ny yc·ar in the period. 

covered . 

There is another series of figures nhich are tangent iall y 

r elated to unemployment . which relate directly to the expenditure 

of the Charitable Aid Boards . During the period 1897-1 908 the 

Inspector of Hospitals and Charitable Institutions endeavoured to 

collect information as to the reasons why people were becoming 

charitable aid recipients . (2) There was at this time a very 

determined. effort t.(' cut do·11li on char itable aid expenditure , whlch 

was r egarded quite widely as being a cause of "pauperizatior:". 

Cver the period, and in the distric t s which r eplied to the 

( 1 ) N. Z • F • D. , '1909 , p . 1 22 • 
( 2) See AnnuAl Report of the I~spcctor of Hospit3ls a nd Char·itable 

Institutions , A. J.H.R . , H. 22 , 189?-1908 . 
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Inspector' s queries, there we r e 24,018 recipie nts of charitable aid, 

o f wh o m 3558 had beco'.'lle recip i .e nts primarily because of "lack o f 

employment ''· The table below indicates the fluctua ting degree to 

which poverty re s ult ed from lack of employment . 

TABLE FIFTEEN : Table Showing Percen t age of Cases Handled by Various 
Charitable Ai d Boards , Wh ose P r imary Cause of Poverty 
was "Lack of Employmen t". 1897-1908 . 

1897 14.09 1903 19.L~1 

1898 13.62 1 90~ 15. o_s: 

1899 14. 72 1905 22 . 51 

1900 17. 18 1906 19. 81 

1901 13.41 1907 16. 54 

1902 15.36 1908 c:; ? <; 
../ • L-. ! 

Source: 

It seems reas o nable to assume tha t in the years in which ''la ck 

of employment '' appea r s a.s the most p:r-e'1a l ent cause of poverty, 

unemployment was at its most serious level. I f one identifi.e s , say 

1903 , 1905 and 1906 as the most serious years o f unemployment ; then 

the fit with year s identified on the basis of government works 

employment as years of most serious employment is c lose . By the 

sec ond crite rion, 1901, 1903 and 1906, t hey emerge as t he worst 

years of those covered by the charitable aid survey . If nothing 

else, this rou gh similarity helps to identify 1903-1906 as years of 

significant unemployment . 



UNEMPLOYED WOMEN ASSIS TED 

We have seen from the analysis of census r eturns a bov e that 

unemployme nt amongs t the fem a le l a bour force was quite significant, 

and by no means entire ly confined to the domest i c service sec tor. 

This is not the place in which to survey t he question of f e~ale 

parti cj~ation in the colonial labour force, but a brief ind ica tion 

of t heir treatment by the Labour De pa rtment is given. 

The Women's Branch of t he Depar tment of labour was formed in 

1897, and the followi ng table lists the number of women who applied 

in each Marc~ Year . All women we re placed as domestic se r vants . 

Tho re1nark~b le aspect of the operations of the "/omen ' s Bra?'.lch , 

or as it v1as l a t e1· called the Domes tic Ser vants Bre,nch , was its 

complete concentration on placin g woru2n seeki ng employme nt as 

domestic se rvan~s . And this desvite the fact thbt many working 

v;orr.en, l'.lore importantly many u,:.c.::1·-,J. ove d 'No:ck ing wome n, harJ no::; bee'1. 

working as domestic se r van ts but in oth er j.ndustrie e . 

The available statistics on the ac tivities of the Women 's 

Branch are analysed furthe r in Table Seventeen. 



TABLE SIXTE8N : Women Assisted by Department of Labour . 

March Year Tota l Assis ted 

1898 695 ( 1) 

1899 324 

1900 256 

1901 256 

1902 219 

190;. 339 
1904 386 

1905 181 (2) 

1909 2255 

1910 •••• ( 3) 

1911 2245 

191 2 2215 

1913 2072 

191 4 2163 

191 5 2 165 

1916 2192 

·1917 -1957 

191 8 1692 

1919 1552 

1920 1L~06 

Not es : (1 ) plus 20 w o~en placed as casual charwomen 
( 2) the Women ' s Bran ch closed in October 1904 
(3) no t available 

86. 
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Marital Status : A breakdown of wome n ass i ste d by ma rital 

statu s i s availab l e f or the March Year s 1899-1905, 1909 , 1911-1915. 

The l arge maj ority in every year were single or widowed women . 

TABLE SEVENTEEN : Mar ital Status of Wome n Assisted . 

Year Marrie d Widows/Single 

1899 65 259 
1900 43 213 
1901 58 198 
1902 61 158 

1903 70 269 
1901T 68 318 

1905 38 143 

: 909 517 1738 
1910 

19'l 1 417 1828 

191C: 445 1770 
19'13 438 163'-r 

1914 493 1670 

19!5 562 1603 

Dependent Children 

This preponde r ance of single women will also account for the 

smal l number of de pendent children recorded f0r women assisted by 

the Department . The se figures ar e only available for 1899-1905 and 

1909 . For t hese years the ave r age numbe r of dependent children was 

80 compared with t he average number of women for those years of 527. 

It seems most l i kely that women ~ :th children either had a man to 

suppor t t hem or became r e cipients of various form~ of charity to 

sus ta in t h ems e lves and their chi l dren. 



Where Women Assiste d Came From 

The returns also record a column " Where from" for wom en, 

which is summa rif: ed below: 

TABLE EIGHTEEN : 

Place of Las t Res i d ence : Wome n Assisted by Women's Branch of 
De~~r~men t of Labour . 1899-1915 . 

March Year North Island S outh Island Overseas 

1899 292 25 7 
1900 228 20 8 

1901 222 25 9 
1902 16? 42 10 

1903 240 71 2R ,_ 

1901+ 260 72 54 

1905 120 43 18 

n .a. 

1909 1039 954 266 

n.a. 

1911 1156 760 329 

1912 1079 702 434 

191 3 1027 635 410 

'1914 1238 624 301 

1915 1272 717 176 
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The distr ibution as between the North Island and South Island 

may well reflect the distribution of the women 1 s branche s, or the 

availability of domestic employment - some such explanation must 

ace aunt for the North Island 1 s consisten t1 y higher share . The 

"oversea!:: " category is a fluctuating one, and often reacts in a 

different fashion to the male figures. 

This lengthy survey of the available data provides the most 



detailed picture of unemployment, though the data do not enable us 

to construct a reliable index of unemployment. If one may summarise 

th e major points which arise, these are: 

(i) Unemployment was a significant factor in the labour marke t 

in many years, affecting both male and female, skilled an~ 

unskilled labour; 

(ii) The effects of une mployment were nevertheless felt unevenly 

by the various trades, regions, ancl years ; 

(iii) A major effort by the Department of Labour to regulate 

unernpJ.oymcnt met with mixed success, but overa ll provided men 

with work, government works with labour and private employers 

with an unemployment buffer, in ~ fairJ.y effective mannEr . 

(iv) The redjstr:ibution of labour v;hich was a feature of the 

~epart~ent 1 s work , fol lowed the patterns 0¥ de~ographic 

dev elopment in ageregate terms, but no doubt al8o urged labo~r 

to more remote areas then it migh t otherwiee have driftei 

t owards. 

(v) The fluctuations in unemployment on a total basis were wide, 

and do not reflect any obvious cyclical trend. 

None o f these early conclusions regarding u nempJ.oyment are of 

a heavily significant character , but the preceding chapter 9rovides 

the detailed analysis of the available data which may encourage 

further research. In particular much o f the detail can with value 

b e r ead in conjunction with P. Gibbons' analysis of the Labo~r 

Department.(1) 

(1) P . Gibbons, .£.E.C:i.t .. , -;'.)assim . 
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Chapter 5 

Co- operative Work~ and Unemp l oyment 



91. 

The whole thrust of the Labour Department ' s activities was, 

as Gibbons portrays it, the regulation of unemployment . It 

represents the efforts of a government to control in a coherent, 

r a tional way, this troublc c cme social problem . The activities of 

the Dcp~.~tment h a ve been described in the previous chapter so far 

as assisting workers to find employment is concerned . This chapter 

examines one of the more innovative a spe cts of the Department 1 s 

work - the co-operative works system . 

In looking at the development of this system of public works 

it i s necessary to keep in mind two aspec ts of previous thinking 

and action on the problem of unemploymen t: 

( a ) the desire evident throu ghout t he 1880 1 s that relief works 

provided with public mone y sh ould provide a t least an equivalent 

return . The Fublic \'Iorks Sta t-: .. ;--~-cc.s often deplor ed the ne c:e s~;ity 

for prcviding relief employment and pointed to the rGturn s nev2rthe -

less being obtained . 

11 Mean tL:1e it is satisfac t ory to note that al though many of 
the men thu5 engaged t y us are e ngaged in work to wh i ch 
they a re unaccu 8 tomed . yet from their labour the colony 
has obtajned a fair equivalent for the outJ ay ."(1) 

Again, in 1888: 

"We have latterly been getting very fair value for the 
money expended in this class of work, as the men emp loyed 
have been fairly good labourers, and have been engag~d, 
whereve r pr8cticable, on roads in the country districts, 
and on rail ways and other works of a reproductive 
character. 11 (2) 

(I) A. J . H.R., 
( 2) A. J.H . R. , 

1 880 , E.I, p.iii. 
1888 , D 1, p.6. 
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So that the idea of o. system that. at once providcn employment 

for workless men and con:pletecl necessary pub] ic works , was central 

to thinking in this area during the 188o •s . Indeed , public 

financ i al thinking bejng as it was , the " ~conoinics 11 could easily 

ouhvt=> ip;h the 11 ·,·1e lf :o.1·c" aspect of i:;uch 1·:or-k.s , as when the earthworks 

for ~~~ FoxtoP-~ellington p~rt of the trunk line were begun near 

We] l ington by unemployc~d J.e.bour , " but funds not bP. ing ava ilable for 

its continuance , the works h3ve been discontinued'' , t~ough the 

demand for work continuc d . (1) 

( b) the ~econd important piece o f background t o be kept in mind, is 

the regulativ e . even re pressive a ttitudes of officialdom towardD 

unem}Jloy e d worker~ . This hc.s been ciiscussed. earl ier in r e lation to 

the 1880 1 .s , C'li;rl a lat.0r cha~1ter vdll suggest. a similar approa~h . 

Tre,t~ar h ims elf epitom.c sN; this attitude : 

" The pr .,·0c nt 8~1st0 1!1 of ch.::ir:itc.hle aid is faulty in the 
ext!'C !llC , •~nd it v:il1 ne:;d tf.e attention cf our wise.:=t 
men to 01~a~ize a scheme tt~i will deliver us from the 
networ~: o f o~r p.resen t difficult ie::; . Tht d~p·;nclent 

c l asGes should be divided in~u three distinct orde rs -
·;i~, t he helpful poor, wh0 ouJ.y need ~u:..uauce and 
direction t o e nc-.ble the work and the worker to be brought 
toe;ethej·; the ~1clpless _r,oor. v1ho are to ~e regarded as 
subject s fo1· b011evole!1 t aiJ; a.rid the C!"iminally lazy poo:-. 
who sr.onld be <.;omuc lled to wort . if necessary under 
res t.ri:.: t:ion . " (2) -

The co-operative works , indeed moc t of the Department 's 

activities, were aimed at the firGt group , though the "test" aspect 

of such work was aimed at sorting out the third group from the 

others . 

Like the labour b~rcaux , the co-operative works system emerged 

(1) A.J . H . R. , 1881, D 1, p.xv . 
( 2 ) Annual Repor t of Department of Labour, A.J . H.R ., 1893, p . 2 . 
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from an experiment into a fully developed rational poli cy . In the 

case of co-operative works there was good precedent , as many of the 

publj_c works in the 1880 1 s had been l et on small piece - work con-

tract.s. 

This contract system , however , had a number of problems: 

( a; contractors, who in turn employed labour, were often vicious 

employers, and many labour disputes were occurring on public wo r ks; 

(b) sub-contracting be came common , and the effect on conditions of 

work was often akin to " sweating"; 

( c) the public works let on this basic did not alwa ys assist, and 

sometimes had a bad e ffect on, the employmen t situa tion in the 

district s~rrcunding the works. This ha ppened either beca use cf 

the haphazard att r actio n of ~en to areas in which contracts had been 

let or b c;cnuse the c;ontrC:tctor brought a gang of workmen with him 

from a rre vious contract . 

Under the co-operative works system, small cont r acts were let 

to groups of workmen , followin g a valuation by Public Works officials. 

These contract rates could be varied to avoid either excessive 

returns or unrealistically low rates if the work proved more 

difficult tha~ anticipated . The Gystem was t ried out first on some 

small formation-works on roads and railways, and with Seddon ' s 

enthusiastic suppor t, became widespread . Following the success of 

the system on the Ngakawau Railway works, Seddon announced the 

extensj_on of the system to other road works ; 

"Previously, the Government we r e paying 4s .6d . per day t o 
the men, and the result wa& ~hat the State received but a 
poor return for its pittance, as no interest of course was 
taken in the work. Now the wen - some se venty in number -



are paid so much per chain for the work, and t he total 
cost has not exceeded what it would have been had the 
work been done by contract. and the men employed are 
well-sa tisfied. 11 ( 1) 

There is no question tha t the scheme was succesBful, and it 

be came t hP basis for public v1ori:s in the colony f o1· mo.ay years . 

An~ although the co-operative works are discussed here i n 

connection vii th the problem of uuernplc·yrnen l:, no pretence is made 

that this was their major object - they were mainly a desirable way 

o f getting various worts completed . Seddon himself made this clear : 

" The contentio!1 that , when A. large amount of lauoi..'r is 
une mployed, pres~ure which is well - nigh irresj.s tible 
woul d be broue;l:t to bear on the Government to find 
employme~t. has proved to be a ltogether erroneouG, as 
i s evidenced by t.lv.: lar c;e rcJd1; ct ion in the number of 
men employed on the Government co-oper~ tive wcrk3 during 
the lu..st few months . 11 ( 2) 

By 1893 , hoc·:ever. !~he letting of work.:> on the co-operat'vf' 

syste~ had entire ly re p l aced r ~~i~i ~ork s . (3) 

In 1894 the new system bega n to meet so~e pressu~e , as a b~d 

harvest and othe r economic difficulties . thr e w a number of men o~t 

of work. The Pub lic Works Statement noted this, and rec o g~ised the 

need to r esp ond to the demand for public works labour, if only to 

the extent that such works were required.(4) In the foll owing year 

the problem persisted, and Seddon , noting the expansion of e~ploy-

ment on co-operative works , saw some emerging difficulties: 

( 1) 
(2) 
(3) 
(4) 
(5) 

" Under the co-operative system a large per c entage of the 
men emp l oyed have never previously done any navvying 
work , many of them being skilled artisans u~accustome d 

to l abouring work".( 5 ) 

A.J.H . R., 1891' D 1' p .16. 
A.J.H . R. , i 892 ' D 1 , p.7. 
~! .H. f:., 1893 , D 5B . 
A. J . H. R., 1894' D 1 ' p.2. 
A . ~T . H.R . , 1895 , D 1 ' p.v. 
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Seddon was keen for local authorities to adopt ~he system as 

well, for such works as they carried out in their areas with support 

from central government grants -in-aid. His comments at this point 

on the virtues of the co-operative system bear quotation at length. 

"The adoption of this .syl'.:;t.em would in.sure a living wage 
being earned by the mPn employed; and it would also hav~ 
the effect of more easily regulating the l abour ma1·Ket . 
Thus, when there was a dearth o f prjvate employment , the 
number of men engaged by the Governmen t and the local 
authori ti es could be increased; and when private employ­
ment was plentiful , correspondingly, the number of men 
employed by the GovErnment and the local authorities could 
be decreased, thus equalising the work and insuring a fail' 
return during the whole of the year . At t he present time, 
during some months of the year skilled workmen and 
labourers are fully engaged , Rhilst again for some months, 
a very large perce~tage a re unemployed . What has been 
earned during the bu~y season i s eaten up dur i ng tte 
period of :idleness , and thus the men at th e end of the 
yeai" find the; n1se lve;:i nc better off . 11 (1 ) 

But, although S eddo~ shews in this analysis an understanding 

of th e protlems posed for workmen by seasonal cyclical une~ployme~ t , 

the ext~nsion of co - operative wcrks on the tasj_s envjsaged by the 

Goverr,r:.·:"n1. ·::2.s never really an answer to this problem . nGood. 11
, 

!' produ-:tive " wor·ks co-c:.ld not te turned on and off to met;t the 

demands of the labour market. This meant that either work had to be 

planne d on a full-year basis , even i f this at times induced labour 

shortages for private industry, or remain as at best an anc illa r y 

device for combatting unemployment which was also an appropriate 

method for completing many types of public works. In the event the 

co-operative works ma intained a compromise between the t wo - enabling 

politicians to emphasise whiche ver aspect was most opportune at the 

time. 

(1) A~J.H . R., 1895, D 1, p.v. 
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This chapter now proceeds to look at the re sults of s oITe 

empirical re search into the operations of the co-operative works 

syste r.i . 

Mo n empJoyed on Government co-operative works were selecte d 

b y the va rious Labour Eur eaux under the following criteria : 

1. Applic a nts not previously employed on Government c o-operat ive 

works ha d priority of claim ovsr men who have r ecent ly be en 

so employed; 

2 . Men re s ident in the neighbourhood of the works hnd priority 

ov er non-residents ; 

3 , Ma rri s d men had priority over si~gle me n; 

4. In r e cord in g the a p p lications of men who had previous ly b esn 

emplo ye. d on Gov e rr_m e n t co-opera ti v-e 1·1ork s , the da t e.s vrh e n they 

l eft r-ou ch works ·,·;ere nc~ed, an d t hoc e 1 011gest off suci1 work.:: 

were cons ide r ed first . 

5 . All applicants fo r work had to have bee n at l east fourtEen days 

o ff such works prior t o re-re g is t r ation as app licants f or f urther 

work; 

6. If t here were mor e applicant s for work than th e r e were vacancies 

to fill, a ballot was taken to determine t he part i cu lar men to 

be employed . S uch ballots were conducted in the presence of t he 

men interested , and members of local bodies could als o be present if 

t he y wished .(1) 

(1) H.J. Blow, "The Co-opera tive Sys tem of Constru.cting Public Works", 
N. Z. O. Y.B., 1915, pp . 240 - 241 . 
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Summarising, we can say that eligibility for employment on 

co-ope rative works began with unemployment and policy was aimed a t 

avoiding the creation of a "class" of co-operative works n a vvy, by 

enforcing breaks i n continuity of employment and giving first 

ch o ice to local residents and those n~t pre viously employed on such 

works. 

From the inception of the system in 1891 1 i ts use built s l owly 

f or the first co~ple of years, but soon came tc account for all but 

a handful of state construction projects . Table One prese nts t he 

mo~thly average for each ye&r of men employed on co-operative works 

for 1894-1915 . The series begins in 1894 frcw the beginning of full 

operation of both the co-operative works system and the l abour 

bur ea.ux network. 

TABLE ONE : Men Employed on Co -operative ~orks : Monthly Ai~~~ge for 
Each Year , 1894 - 1915. 

189t+ 1869 1905 4561+ 

1895 2455 190G 71 19 
1896 2293 1907 5281 

1897 2493 1908 6508 

1898 2725 1909 7063 

1899 2975 1910 4926 

1900 3408 1911 6343 
1901 5213 1912 64?1 

1902 2649 1913 4771 
1903 4226 191 4 4630 

1904 3356 1915 5836 

Source: Journals of the Denartment of Labour, 1894-1915 . 
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A tendency for r ather wide fluctuat ions i n the number of men 

employed on the wor~s from yea r to year will be noted . Two 

explana t i ons of this seem theore ticaJly possible : 

( a ) t he works functioned (at l eas t above a certain minimum of 

perhaps 2500) as an unemployment buffe r, absorbing 

u Pcmployed workers when necessary ; 

(b) employment on co -operative works may merely have fluc tua t ed 

a ccording to available finance , po litical dicta t e . changi ng 

n ecessity fo r public works or some similar governmental 

cancer~ . 

The second explanation Reems more likely to be vaJid t han the 

first , though tte evidence remains rather ambiguou~ . ~hj_lo the 1896 

employment of men on co-op~ra t ive work~ is relatively Jo~, the cen~v~ 

unemployment figures for that year are 0b~ornally hiG~ • Th50 ~ay 

l &rgeJ.y be accounted for by the r elat i ve youth of the co- 0peratj_ve 

bystem ~t th~t time . Certainly , there does app~ar to be a roueh 

correspondence between the period around 1907 -1 909 , which other 

evidence identifies as a period of significant unemployment , aud a 

certai n peak in the employment of men on co - operative works . This 

pea k may h owever , mere ly r eflect t h e rush to complete the North 

Island Main Trunk Line . 

Tabl e Two d e ta i l s t he monthly data on employment of men on 

co-operative wor ks . This table give s the most detailed pictu re 

available o f the s cope of co-oper ative works activity . This table 

may be compared with the following, ma t ching, table giving the 

monthly figures fo r men assisted uy the Department of Labour . 



TABLE T\,O: Total Number s Employed on Co - operat ive Work . 

Year Jan . Feb . Mar . Apr il .May Jur:c a uj_y Au.,sus t Sept . Oct . Nov . Dec . 

1894 - 2062 1862 1640 1740 1774 1668 1788 1981 1991 1952 2111 
~ 1895 2010 2272 2237 21 96 2300 2486 2559 2634 2764 2702 2749 2553 
~ 1896 2128 2259 2211 2283 zi.~86 229) 2206 2296 2226 23.33 2472 2409 

,...~ 1897 2261 2132 2442 2417 2518 21; 91 2585 2793 .?.755 2499 2555 2477 
,;; -< 1898 1987 2017 2253 2L~99 2Lr68 264) 2860 3249 3286 3412 3242 2789 g ~ 1899 2387 2569 2499 2666 2876 320? 3159 3335 3348 3240 3241 3183 

< 1900 3093 2976 272Lr 2852 303lr 3193 31r03 3656 3818 3899 4030 4230 

~ ~~g~ 4L~63 4939 2526(1) 5569 5668 5.::;09 5627 5334 5589 5389 5015 4249 
2918 2420 769(1) 7L,8(1) 81~(1) 20~•:3 22<.;0 2366 25t,6 2780 3039 3438 

l"< 1903 3393 4296 5109 5469 5616 5163 4608 3994 3681 3373 3112 2907 
1904 2790 3002 3527 3808 3901 3"D,.. o,,o 3705 3t~42 3159 3081 3047 3114 
1905 3072 3414 4018 Lr229 4239 4~68 4560 4852 5192 5339 5499 5897 
1906 6346 7028 7761 8246 (8336(2' 76i•f) (5876 _, ' 7393 7273 6753 6741 6677 6479 
1907 6267 6272 6378 564L1 5371 5261 5073 4873 4683 41158 4490 L.609 
1908 5083 5986 5952 6024 5836 5744 5866 6315 6706 7324 8206 9062 
1909 9403 9917 9750 8862 8062 6605 6201 4307(3) 5117 4820 4572 4394 
1910 4381 4614 4858 5028 4778 4808 46?6 4748 5005 5216 5560 5440 
191 1 5731 6440 7000 6886 6517 6534 62~9 6382 6008 6180 5967 6333 
1912 6544 7201 7765 7528 7342 7020 6826 6l1.51 6086 5373 4972 4553 
1913 4169 4717 4900 5119 5185 52L l1 i.~?6'+ 4730 4765 '+681 4568 4lt14 
1914 4160 4340 3989 4339 45·16 498L ::-1 .. a,. .5503 5Lr76 5C:88 6307 6261 
1915 6163 6339 6383 63 80 6212 '.556'1 562? 5734 5878 56~4 5327 4807 
1916 3977 3714 3651 3564 3311r 30'76 2962 2749 2608 26~7 2637 2630 

'° '° Notes : 1 . exluding men employed by Public Vorks Depa~t~8~l . 
2 . two entries appea:- for thi s month 
3. incomplete return 



TABLE THREE: Men Assisted By Department of Labour . 

Year Jan . Feb . Mar . April May June 

1894 n . a . 274 188 241 433 262 
1895 251 303 31 8 425 529 411 
1896 284 281 284 220 153 i LrO 

1897 138 11 0 114 200 156 ·188 
1898 189 155 249 166 267 213 
1899 127 112 81 49 202 192 
·1900 211 114 153 226 239 323 
1901 425 252 205 249 180 192 
1902 34 11 9 61 128 182 167 
1903 751 649 432 371 274 16'1 
1904 316 307 327 256 257 233 
'1905 337 306 339 352 392 404 
1906 752 802 730 543 5'14 594 
1907 462 764 563 354 445 57c· 
1908 651 876 804 668 532 546 
·1909 846 11 84 1029 707 645 562 
1910 688 736 638 498 531 522 
19·11 455 693 701 468 459 411 
1912 368 491 530 611 517 522 
1913 368 542 542 1t48 '-+02 477 
1914 363 522 530 467 5'+? 448 
1915 478 690 558 434 L~~O 1;,2 9 
1916 3)9 423 352 301 175 227 

Average month = 396 . 

July Augu s t Sept . 

231 356 163 
363 259 331 
131 ~ 82 154 
289 21 Lr 142 
309 276 172 
260 147 270 
300 223 280 
~84 231 238 
260 1 Lr6 295 
200 1 L,8 247 
192 209 213 
554 580 468 
661 788 666 
49L 388 L.09 
585 ~202 816 

1202 881 593 
635 597 667 
418 514 592 
523 494 530 
457 576 589 
.596 645 766 
1.j55 ei62 585 
204 257 298 

Oct . Nov . 

211 232 
279 127 
143 182 
98 135 

181 137 
11+ 4 179 
412 157 
135 138 
211 288 
21. i 194 
291 322 
460 636 
634 575 
353 39f-
91+G 999 
634 709 
559 665 
499 571 
444 397 
418 463 
821 964 
682 612 
249 246 

Dec . 

231 
200 

61 
60 

106 
73 
82 
69 

188 
117 
175 
.)82 
529 
)EC 
948 
513 
589 
4'14 
354 
353 
545 
355 
246 

~ 

0 
0 . 
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One may abstrac t from thes e detailed t ab les , for th e purpo s e 

of identifying seas onal trends . 

TABLE FOUR : 

.T ~. --:.o.ary 

February 

Mar ch 

April 

May 

June 

Co -operative Works Emp loyme nt: Ave r age f or Each Month 
over Per iod 1894-1916 . 

421Lf July 4174 

4387 August 4295 
4632 Septembe r 4323 

4693 October 4293 

4700 November 4314 
4410 Decer11ber 4275 

No wide f luc tuations are evident betv1een the montns , thou ch 

some seasonal element does appear from the lower fi gures fo r the 

winter months of July and Au guAt , which were no doubt due to the 

difficulty o f providing produc~~o~ road or rail formation employ~~nt 

in adverse weather conditions . These months we re a l so , it would 

seem from th e :nore impressionistic evidence of "unemployed agitat i onn, 

the worst time of th e year for distress and unemployment in th e towns. 

The months when most men were emp loyed on co -operative works were 

frcm March to June - following the end o f seasona l work in the 

country areas and up t o the depths of winter . 

The monthly figures for men assisted by the Depa rtment of 

Labour show a rather different pat tern, although again the dispar it ies 

between monthly averages over the whole period are r a ther small . 



TABLE FIVE : Men Assis ted By Department of Labour : Average For 
Ea ch Month Over Peri od 1 894 -1916. 

J·anuary 397 July 413 

Februa ry 465 August 442 

March 422 September 412 

April 364 October 392 

May 368 Novemb er 405 

June 356 December 319 

102. 

The factor s governing this pattern are probably more complex 

than those governing emp loyment on co-opera tive works . Low months 

( April, May , June, December) a r e most likely associated wi th the 

increasing difficulty j_n finding jobs o ve r Apr il -June, and the 

approach of the ho liday season in December . : t is note worthy taat 

in July and Au gust a relatively l a r ge number of men wer2, on avera ge . 

assisted, thou gh in t hese months there tended to be fewer empl oyed 

on co-operative works . 

It shou l d also be noted, from obs e rvation of these figures 

that many men employed on the co-operative works must h ave gone to 

them directly rather than through the Labour Department as ''men 

assisted" . There were, after all, a fairly constant number of aro:ind 

4,000-5,000 men employed on co-operative works. Although one expects 

a high turnover in such work there appears to have been a monthly 

flow of men from the Department of Labour of perhaps 140-180, given 

that only about half of the total men assisted were sent to such work . 

It is possible to say something briefly about the type~ of 

labour employed on co-operative works, although one can do so only at , 
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a high l evel of aggregation . The table be low shows the dis tribution 

of employment as be tween nartibans" and "labourers". 

TABLE SIX : Distribution of Employment on Co-operative Works as 
Between Artisans and. Labourers , 1894-1916. 

'fatal 
Monthly 

'.l.'otal 
Monthly 

Year Artisans Avcra~e Laboure r s Average Notes 
Artisan Labourers 

1894 1194"' 108 19375* 1761 *11 '.11onths 

1895 1801r 150 27658 2303 
1896 1 59L~ 132 25878 2156 

1897 1957 163 27967 2330 
1898 1746 145 30959 2579 
1899 1827 152 33874 2822 

1900 1988 165 38911 3242 

1901 2746* 249 57131+ 4760 *11 r.ior. t!:"_ s 
~-1 inc o:npJ.': te 

1902 169y• 188 24477+ 20:J9 "' 9 monthc 
-l 3 inc0mpJ.e Le 

1903 ~353 196 48368 4030 
19QL;. 2091 174 58181 3181 

1905 2212 184 52567 4380 

1906 3257 250 89292 6868 13 returns (2 May) 

1907 2868 239 60511 5042 

1908 3223 268 74881 6156 

1909 3587 297 78423+ 6535 +1 inccmple t e 

1910 3927 327 55185 4598 
1911 4115 343 72002 6000 

191 2 1~419 368 73242 6103 
1913 4629 385 52627 4384 
1914 4439* 403 51124* 4647 ""11 months 

1915 8245 687 61790 5149 
1916 6E.27 552 30952 2579 
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What emerges from this table is that the vast majority of 

the workers on co-operative works we re employed in unskill ed 

navvying jobs. As has been previously suggested, many of the men 

doing su ch wo r k would have been unused to it . 

The distribution of the men onto c0-operative works of 

different kinds is shown, again at the broadest level of aggregation : 
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TABLE SEVEN : Men Employed on Roads and Rail/Buildings Monthly 
Avera.€e for Each Yea.r, 1891-2/1915. 

March 
Roads Rail/Bu ildings To ta l 

Year 

1891 - 92 261 527 788 
1892-q-z, 280 842 1122 

1894 933 1015 '1 948 

1895 1103 962 2065 
1896 1572 764· 2336 

1897 1459 854 2313 
1898 1552 890 2442 

1899 1613 1194 2807 
1900 1825 1243 3068 
1901 1820 2090 )910 

1902 1894 2673 4.56 7 

1903 1319 1733 3052 
190/r 1493 2305 3798 
1905 1407 21 19 3526 

1 9G~ 341+0 2345 5785 
1907 2393 4614 7007 
1908 2132 3000 51 32 

1909 3482 4031 7513 
1910 1762 392Sl 5691 
1911 1920 3450 5370 
1912 3128 3418 6546 

191 3 2730 3098 5828 

191 4 1964 1944 3908 

1915 2494 2234 4728 

S ource: N. Z .O. Y. B. , 1915, p . 763 . 
Note: These f i gures differ from tho se in Table One of this chapter 

which re fe r s to calendar , rather than March Years . 

The work p er f ormed was orga nised in the labour intensive way 

common to a ll 1890 1 s construction work . To illustrate this, it 

appears that t he to tal expenditure on co-operative works was £929,962 

"· r 
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for the fiv e years ended 31 March 1896. Of this, no less than 

£6 10, 941 was accounted for by wage pay~ents. 

Average earnings of the men appea r to have been comparable 

to rates tha t might be earned elsewhere . The Publi c Works S t ate-

ment for 1896 ga ve the f ollowing tabul3tion of earnings on the 

co -ope r a tive works : 

TABLE EIGHT : Earnings for Day on Co - operative Works: Various 
Classes, 1896 . 

Navvies 

Concreters 

Fencers 

Bushmen 

Labourers 

Plate -layers and Ba l las t e r s 

Ca r penters ( Buildings) 

.Painters 

Carpenters ( Ra ilways ) 

Tunnel-men 

Slaters 

Masons 

Bricklayers 

Pll!mbers 

Plasterers 

Source : A.J.H.R ., D 1, 1896 , p. 3 . 

?s 2d 

?s 2d 

?s 5d 

?s 7d 

7s 8d 

?s10d 

8s 1d 

8s 3d 

8s 8d 

9s10d 

10s ii-d 

10s 8d 

10s 8d 

10s10ci 

12s Od 

The work done by co-operative gangs was measured monthly, and 

payments made to the head man of each part y for division amongst the 

· gang . While it is not our purpose here to assess the role of 

co-operative wo~ks, some drawbacks to this system are clear. John 

A. Lee points to one of these: 



" We were walking .::it the end of seasona l unemployme nt, 
unfit and uns killed for ava ilable bus h-whacking a nd 
without the resources to s ee us through a contract 
even h a d we been fit."(1) 
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although men who ha d no money could be given free railwa y passes 

to travel lon g dis t a nces to co-ope rative works, this monthly pay-

ment system would have de terred, if not precluded, many rr-D from 

making the venture, even though some Departmental credit was 

available for tools and s t8res. Furthe r, because co-operative works 

were often in remote places, marri e d men were virtually forced to 

le ave wives and children. 

Nor was it possible for men to work particularly hard, or 

strike a lucky pa tch of work, as it rema ined government pol ic y to 

pre vent the me n earnin g high wages . Hours were for this reason 

restricted to 1 ~8 per we ek , and En g i nee r s h a d p o;::er to a lter contra ct 

te1·!r. ::; ::_; they felt earnings were unduly high . 

The co-or,e rative works syste m it is a.rgu.ed, w;;.s not a "relief" 

system in j_ts main intent and did not function as such to any large 

extent. Nor was it a "cure" for unemployment in the sense of 

providing workless men with an opportunity to make a steady living 

or accumulate savings. Perhaps it should most a ccurately be seen as 

an appropriate means of developing public works in the colonial 

labour market - and a useful adjunct to the Labour Department's 

regulative activities - providing employment, rather than relief. 

(1) J. A. Lee, Delinquent Days , p.79. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Debate and Unemployment Policy 
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Unemployment , it is argued h e re , c ontinued to be a problem 

throughout the pre-war period , though seldom becomin g as importa nt 

from the point of view o f agitatio n as during t he 1 880 1 s . The 

purpose of this chap ter is to d i scuss some of th e debate or public 

discussion on u11employrnent from the fi:::cmat ion of t he Labour Depart-

men t onwards . 

The literature on the period, it has previous ly been suggested , 

underestimated the extent of unemp lo ymen t, a s was ofte n the case 

amongs t contemporaries. When the Unemployed Advisory Board for 

Sydney investigated labour conditions i n New Zeala nd in 1900, they 

rA ported c oncerning the co-operative system : 

" Certain fac t s resp'"cting i t are beyond quest io n : First, 
i t absorbs the unemployed and ex~l~ins to a large extent 
t he fact that since the &doption of the syctem , eight 
y eclrs ago, there has been no 1 unemp loyed ' agitat iofi in 
New Zealand . 11 ( 1) 

Others, as always , had oversta t ed the problem as wildly as 

s u ch repor ts understated it. In 1893, Otto Kr ipman ( Wa lter Manning) 

i n expanding upon, amongst othe r sccial evils, u nemp loyment p ainted 

t he following black picture , 

" Althoue;h we lwve not for some time be en trea t ed to 
meetings of the u nemployed congregated in our pr incipa l 
t own s c l amouring and agitating for t he i nstitution of 
re l ief works ••• yet t here is a large une mp loyed class 
loca ted in all our l arge centres a n d drifting a bout th e 
country . There i s a much larger number of per s ons 
draggin g out a precar i ous exis t ence by caeual or inte r­
mitten t labour, be ing restricted to t he r anks of the 
' err.players 1 re serve force • ••• " ( 2) 

(1) " Report on Labour Conditions i n New Ze ala nd" , Journa l of t h e 
Departmeht cf Labour, 1900, p . 169 . 

(2) Otto Kripmant Social Letters to Women on_Women ' s Suffrag : , the 
Modern Social System , Pover ty, and t he Extens i on of State Aid 
to Labour , 1893, p . 27 . 
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Undoubtedly, as was stated previously, the ope rations of 

th e Department of Labour and the co-operative works together did 

much to re move or r educe this 'c lass ' of unemployed , but t he 

success, as shown by the continuing need and demand for their 

serviceD , was limited. 

Certainly relief of un emp loy men t was consj_dered important 

enough on regular occasions to produce calls for assistance through 

the Parliamentary system. 

In 1895 the problem of th e "unemployed" became acute, despite 

the operations of the Depar tment . In Jun~ the Minister of Lands ~as 

r equested to op0n up new lands for occupation by the workmen engaged 

upon th e necessary reading, and drainage etc., as a mea s ure to meet 

" the d :i_ ff ic1; 1 ty which undoubtedly existed - that of want of employ -

ment by a l arge number of col0ni.s+.n 11
• In reply, McKenzie expressAd 

syrnf~tjy but r eite rated th e eovernraent position on such measures: 

"The Government wore pushing on o.s fast as they could in 
t his direction but there was a considerable amount of 
difficu lty first in gett~ng land where works w~re 
nece suary , &nd •..• it would be unde sirable to make wor k 
which was not necessary . To find these tw o conditions 
existing together - that was , suitable land and necessary 
work - was a difficult matter, and t he Government coul d 
only proceed with this system as opportunity oscurred . (1) 

In -t he nex·:: month, l egislation to deal " comprehensively and 

permanent ly with the 'unemployed ' d i fficulty" was reques ted in the 

House in vi ew of what was seen as t he ' 'fact that at the present time 

the 'unemployed ' difficulty had reached a stage of acu teness almost 

u nexampled in the his tory of the colony". 

(1) N. Z.P. D., 1895, pp . 9?- 98. 



Seddon contested the assertion that unemr loymen t was as 

important as Wi:JS claimed, though it was "severe". Howeve r 

"to give the unemployed nothing but le gisla tion wol1ld 
be to put them in the position of asking for bread 
and giving the~ a stone . Nothjng th a t could be put 
on th e statute book was goi~g to solve the 'unemployed ' 
difficulty". 

111 . 

The long-t e rm answer w2. u to extend settlement a.nd provide the 

une mployed wi t h l and .(1) 

Government ma intained this polic y virtua lly unchanged throu gh -

out the pe riod af ter the formation o f the Labour Department -

provision of an employment service, provision of work where (a) need 

was clearly seen and (b) "reproduct i ve " wor k was ave.ilabJe, and 

finally e xtension of l and set tle men t as the long term s olution . This 

policy refle'.~t s the agricultural orieHtation of the s oc iety , t.h e 

ex i s t ence of contin~ ing un errp loyment was not i dentified as being of 

the same ioportance as un employment i n an industrial socis~y. 

Government was most re luctant to cons i der th e n ew schemes 

occasiona lly promot ed to ' so lve ' the unemp loyment problem . One such 

scheme, again from 1895, conce rn e d the go ldfields . The goldfields 

in the colony were to be divided into dietricts, une mploye d workmen 

put to work on the m at "a reasonab l e and fair rate of remunera t ion" ~ 

and all gold obtaine d was to become the property of the Crown .( 2) 

The Go~ernment see ms to have been unwi lling to encoura se the return 

t o the gold mining industry which this would have encouraged, and 

probably the men were more pr ofitably employed from a social p oin t o f 

v iew on r oading and rai l ways . 

(1) N. Z. P . D. , 1895 , p.282 . 
( 2 ) N . Z . P . ~. , 1895 , pp .1 38- 139 , 620- 621. 
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From 1896 to 1902 the prc,b lem of uner.1ploymen t was no t a 

ma jor ~atter of concern in Parliament though deba te on such rela t ed 

matters &8 the Levin Stat e Farm is not unc ommon, and the operations 

of t he emp loyment system seem to have been r egarded P S satisfactory . 

The Departmant was by no means entir e l y success ful in iroc ing out 

di f'".: ..., .. : c;ions in the l abour market . 

In 1903 the work of the Labour Eureaux was discussed in th e 

Eouse . The bureaux were r a the r aptly describ e d as " a sort of 

registry off jce for the Public Works Department" and one M. P . 

cori'plained that " whi l e it certainl y did perform the work o .f fi nd ing 

employment for a c ertain c l ass, it did not do t~a t work a l one . It 

did little in the way of dis tributing labour for t he ordinary 

employer . " (1) 

Answering t hia point t he know ) edgsa ble J . A. MiJ.l a r noted 

tha l wrd le th e 11 regiotry offj ce for the Public lf.'orks 11 descript ion 

was a.ccurate , 

"that was c aused. by the fact that the Ar bitration Cour t 
awards said tha t a book contai n ing a list of uneocployed 
in a ny tra de was to be kept •• . t o which employers in 
that trade had to go when they we r e in want o f a man . " 

Millar fav oured the centralising of these two employment 

sources , in addition to better provision for women seeking employ-

ment . (2) 

As some speakers noted, the idea that the Labour bureaux 

only found work on government works , was not accurate, as our 

earlier discussion has showr., though certainly this was an 

(1) N. Z. P . D., 1903, p . 678. 
(2) N. Z . P . D. , 1903 , p.680. 
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important part o f their work . 

Though most speakers were critical o f aspects of the 

burPaux 1 work, some endcrsed thei r o pe r a t ions. As Mr Hogg from 

Masterton noted : 

" tne r esult had been that a great dea l c.f s uffering 
had been prevented , and men who had been trave ll in~ 
about, some in actual hunger and want . ha d wi thin a 
r easonable time found work ."(1) 

The prevalence of lengthy trave l in search of work was not 

ended by the Department , though a better chance was offe red of 

actually obtaining emp loyment at t he end of the journey. 

Other speake rs were scathing in their criticisms : 

,' the Departms~ t had been very useful in keeping New 
ZeaJ_anders irori1 getting ·nork , whereas sca. l ly·.'1 ags 
fro~ other pl~ces cou l d always fi~d work i n preference 
to Ne~ Z ealan~ers . IL hi s district (Symes, Pa tea) 
while genuine, honest, bona fide sett l e rs ~ere in want 
of work , the Bureau alwa.ys sent people just L111ded fr orn 
Au3tralia Rnrl other places to do the work anci t o snell 
th·3 1 u nerr.ployed 1 ranks i n th e district. 11 (2) 

It i s not intended here t o examine c lose ly the o perat i ons of 

the Department and thus duplica t e the work of Gibbons ,( 3) but some 

r emarks on the two diff icult ies raised in the debat e summarised 

above ar e necessary . 

(i) The Role o f the Department in Finding Work for New Settlers 

This was a major aspect of the Department's work , as our 

earlier discussion has shown . A table showing the "place of origi n" 

r1) N.Z.P.D. 1 1903 , p . 681 . 
(2) N. Z . P . D. , 1903, p.681 . 
(3) P .J. Gibbons , Turning Tramps into Taxpayers, pass im. 



of mc11 assisted by the Department was presented in an earlier 

chapter. This table showed that while the majority of persons 

assisted were Ne w Zealanders , many of those assisted gave their 

l ast country of residence as either Aua tralj.a or Great Britain.( 1) 

Even given the ambiguity of the term " pla ce of or:igin", i+ 

i s clear that finding work for new arrivals was a disproportionate 

shar0 of the Department ' s work though n o t to extent implied by 

some speakers in the debate . There are two m&in r easons for this: 

(a) t he employment book system which serviced loca l 

union members; 

(b) the probable greater efficiency of the bureaux in 

t he main centree , to which places ne~ immigrunts i~ 

the r.iain c arne . 

Concern about thi~ had been expressed in 19C2 whee t he 

proble~ was r aised of an influx of moneyless people from Auatral ~~ . 

Ward ( Acting Premier at the time) made the Government 1 3 p olicy on 

such entry severely clear : 

"It v1as not the intention of the Government to introduce 
any l egislation to opera te against the coming into the 
colony of British subjects, even if unfo.:::'tuna te ly. they 
were unemployed from other parts o f the world, so long as 
they were British . Fluctua tions of employment in British 
countries , as in others , were bound tc occur in conse­
quence of the variations of trade in different parts of 
the world , and as a British colony ••• . it would be 
imprcper to attempt to bar the way to any fellow British 
subject who might be in trouble elsewhere . 11 ( 2) 

Nevertheless. on arrival in New Zealand, it does not seem to 

ha ve been Gcve~nment policy to treat new arrivals mor e favourably 

(1) See Table 14 , Chapter 4 . 
( 2 ) N. Z . P . D. , 1902, pp . 14-15 . 
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than local re s ident s . Answering a complaint about Australians 

bejng sent ta co -operative works in Taranak i while the r e were local 

men without jobs , the Ac ting Minis ter of Labour, Hall-Jones, stated: 

" Wh e re it was a ques tion of New Zealanders again.st new 
arrivals the New Ze a l ande r s shou l d certa inly have the 
preference ." (1) 

But in t he eyes of s o me , a t least, the problems were c a u sed 

Ly the ability of, in particular, Au s tra lians to en t er free ly. The 

working class conc ern with the emp lo ymen t effects o f i mm i g ration has 

b een a cons t ant factor in New Zea l a nd politics. The same flo w of 

Au s tralians we re a ls o causing conc e rn in Auck l and . According to 

Mr Napier , o ne of their M. P . 1 s: 

11 I t was many year~ sincA the peop l e of Auc kla nd had bEen 
troubled. with an ' unemplo yed ' difiicul ty . Ee migh t s<:.i.y 
tha t t he fact th~t the r e were a number of me n out of 
emp1oymen t. wc:ts not owing to any dim·i n.1i t:.i.on in the 
prospority cf ~uckland . or to any fal Jing off in its 
commercial or in dus trial progress or in its public worke . 
I t 1·12s r:w.j_n J. y 0.'.1e to an ircflux of unskilled l abour :::ror:! 
Australia and from othe r parts of the colony , o~ inB t o 
the attraction of extensive public wori<S •. . . "(2) 

Investigations by the Minister of Public ~ arks fo und a n 

element of truth in these assertio ns, a nd Hall-Jones noted the 

exis t e nc e of " a fe w agitators", a f ew people who had co me from 

Australia , and a few young me n who had come in from the country as 

they usually did to the large c en t res during the winter months. 

"If they placed a ll the recent arrivals from Australia on 
their works they would soon h a ve as many others arr iving 
to fill their places. In taking men onto the public works 
he should c e rtain ly give preference to our own co lonists 
and the sons o f our colonists." 

(1) N. Z .P.D., 1902, pp. 4 60-461. 
(2) N. Z . P . D., 1902, p.466. 
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The reports of the local agent of the Depar tment t ake 

part icular note for 1901-1903 of the num~crs of men from count ry 

districts coming into Auck l and for the winter months . 

(i~) Travelling in Sea rch of Work 

Travelli~g in search of employmeni remained an important 

aspect of the employnent market in New Zeul and , intleed the operations 

of the Labour Department encouraged it, as an alternative to 

unemployed worke r s congr~gat ing in the towns and agitating for 

relief . 

As Gibbons notes, "it r:-5.s ascertain3d Lhat while the }ar;;er 

towns were ~ the lab0uri r1g cJ asses , the timaller towns ::.ind va:ricus 

districts Viere minu1E. the labou~ required , even to perforrr. the 

seasonal rel{uis i t.e ·:101· k ••• " ( 1) ft nrl whil e t~is ic: an o':er-s ir:!plifie d 

view, it is true that one of the Departments main functions was to 

regulate the a imless dr~ft ing in Eearch of work from dis tr ict to 

district cf the colony which was beginning in 'Lh::l 1880 1 s and 1890 1 s 

to become a major part of th e labour marke t . 

The swaggie has become a n important part of New Zeal and folk -

lore , and many aspects of life on the swag are well known . The 

monthly reports of t he local agents of the Department of Labour , are 

pe rh&ps the most impor tant source of detail on the importance of the 

phenomenon . The most common areas for swaggies seem to have been 

the eastern plains of the South Island and the lower half of the 

(1) Gib°t)ons, op . cit ., p . 34, quoting Lewis , Labour Bureau in New 
Zealo.i1d , p . 1. 
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North Isla nd. The followin g extract8 from Department of Labour 

journa l s illus tra t e t h i s move ment of l a bour over a number of months 

in 1897. 

May 189z 

Napier: 

Hastings: 

Ormondvill e : 

Pahia tua : 

Tenui: 

Wellington : 

June 1897 

Napier: 

a large numb e r of men are comin g to the town in 

anticipation of getting some work that will ha ve 

to be unde rtake n in consequenc e of the l a te flood. 

a large number of swaggers have arrived, but many 

of them are idle . 

there ar e a good ma ny local men idle, and s wagze r s 

are to be seen tra ve lling t h e roa ds looking f or 

work. 

a good ma ny loc a l me n h a ve be e n out of ernployGe nt .. 

.. several s wa gge r s ha ve pa ss e d thr ough ma king 

towards Hawkes Bay . 

several s wa ggers pas sed through but fail e d to get 

employment. 

A fair number of applicants have been passing 

through from South and have gone on to the country 

districts. 

a considerable number of men have made their way 

into Hawkes Bay, thinking work would be plentiful 



Ormondville : 

Woodville : 

Palmerston North : 

Pa tee.: 

Huntervil.le : 

P ahiatua : 

Eketahuna : 

Blenheim: 

Christchurch: 

Jul:v ~~97 
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after the recent floods, but as local men have 

been principally emp loye d many are in consequence 

idle. 

most of the local men are at work . The number 

of swaggers, however, is on the increase . 

there is a cons iderable increase of swaggers this 

month, many of whom are really anxious to pr ocure 

employment. 

the number of swa gge rs are now on the increase 

althou~h there a r e few local men idle. 

a number of s waggers passed up and down the coast 

during th e month . 

very few men on tte roa ds . 

several swaggers have passe d . 

a number of swagge rs on the road seeking work . 

there are a number of swaggers on the ro ads . 

Rabbit poj_soning will commence next month, which 

will, to a certain extent, find employment for 

those now out. 

the numbers of unemployed are on t he increase, 

consequent on the finish of potato digging . 

Wairoa, Ohingaiti, Patea, and Pahiatua note swaggers . 



August 1897 

Auckland : 

Woodville : 

11 9. 

me n are arriving da ily from the goldfields and 

elsewhere seeking work. 

swa~gers are rather nu me rous, but some of them 

are of the class that do not like work . 

Palmerston North : swaggers are increasing . 

Pahiatua : many of the local r esidents , more especially the 

single men , have gone into the back country 

seeking work at bushfelling . 

Tenui : se vera l men from the S outh Is l and have found 

employment in the district during the month. A 

few swaggers on tbP ~c ads . 

Ot&ki : th ere are & f~~ men o n the roads looking for 

work, but al1 thuse able t o u se an axe can, as a 

ru le , find work . 

These brief extracts from a few monthly reports o f lo ca l agents 

illustrate the nature o f the itine r ant work-seeking process . The 

seasonality, frustration, long distances, and recourse to perhaps 

unaccustomed work , which in the main the operations of the Department 

r egulated r athe r than eliminated, are all amply portrayed . 

The DE;:!par tment assis ted the " employment shifting" process in 

two main way.s : 

( a) geographical : by providing better informa tion with re gard 

t o employment conditions in the various districts, a nd even 
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finding firm jobs in other districts for u nemp loye d worke rs. 

Some problems remained, as the extrac ts above have shown , in 

r egard t o the some t imes e rroneous nature of i nfor ma tion 

provided . 

(b) int~r -trade : while an effort was made to find ski lled jobs 

for skille d workmen on the pr ivate m&rket, mos t o f ten skilled 

work ers assisted by the Depar tment we re found jobs of an 

unskilled varie ty. As Gibbons described th is process : 

" skilled tradesm en whose oc cupation was undergo i ng 
r at ionalisation , mechanisation or just pla in 
depr ession, were assisted by the depart me nt towards 
t he unskilled field . 11 (1) 

This d oes not ref l ec t badly on the Department i tse lf. Skilled 

tradesmen were ~ore l ikely to be u nionised an6 consequently 

have access to the benefits of the union empJ.oyment book and 

oth er agenc i es . If r ecou:- ~8 ~as had to the services of the 

Labour De partmen t, other than i n the sma ller centres , such a 

move reflec t ed the ser ious nature o f the employment co~diticns 

for tha t trade . Whi le the Department could, through t he 

Public Works Depa rtment, make employment available, it cculd 

not so easil y provide work in the particular trade desire d. 

(c) seasonal : by g iving access to government works more easily 

in the winter months when casual eraploy me nt was more d ifficu lt 

to find. 

(1) P . Gibbons, QE_.cit., p.33. 
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Travelling in search of work was not, as on e might expect, 

uniformly popular amongst the une~ployed, espe cia lly amongst married 

men with children who rece ived the highest prjority for Government 

assistance. The Department had r ecognised reluctance t o trave l 

long djstance$ for work as a rigidity factor in the labour market~ 

from its very inc eption, and this was one of the rigiditi~0 it trie d 

hardest to ove rcome . In 1893, iE assessing the national employment 

situat ion as "fairly good" it wa s noted: 

"Ther e are, no doubt, ma riy men out of employment in the 
lar ge cities , but t hat is th e case eve n in times of 
exc eptional prosperity. There are soxe men who will 
not l eave t he to~ns and go into the country; others who 
ar e physicall~ incap~ble of do ing s o; ther efore, it must 
not be c oncluded the t be cause these men are idle the r e 
is no work to be ob tained . "(1) 

Many of t hese reluctant men we r e married , who , if th~J 

trave lled any di.stance to seek employwent would have to J. eavt:: their 

wiv ~2 Q~d families behind . In some cases theDepar~men t di d se~d 

f amilies ~ ith men to jobs which the y had se cured a nd certainly 

Tr e gear felt t hat th e y ought to be compelled to go with the men . (2) 

But it would be grossly mistaken to portray the Labour 

Department, or indeed Government policy as a whole, as being g e ared 

primarily to overcome unemployment. Soon after the debate on the 

Labour Depe rtment which pro rr.pt~ d the digression abcve. concerli was 

again rais ed at the numbers of unemployed in the· North Island. A 

Masterton member claimed that employment was being denied to men 

because of a downturn in public works activity . 

( 1) Jour na J. of the 0epartment of Labour, 1893 , p . 31 . 
(2 ) Journal o f the Deuartment of Labour, 1894, April, pp . 1,5; 

P . Gibbons, £E·~ it ., p.j9 . 
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Seddon r epl i ed in normal f ashion by ques tioning the extent 

o f unemployment , b l aming indigent Au s tralians , and making Government 

policy on provision of unempl oyment as clear as possible : 

" As far as the Government were concerned , he would at once 
speak p l a inly, and say that he should n ot deem it 
suffic ien t to ~arrant a large public works expenditur e on 
any ~iven work because t here were a large numbe r o f men 
o~c of employment . If that was held to be a suff icient 
ground fo r putting an extra numbe r of men on t he works, 
then it would be a very bad one ." (1) 

Reliance for employment would r emain on private e nt erpris e , 

assisted by Labour Department re gu lations and local body works in 

cases of emergency . 

Unemployment became sutje c t o f newspaper and popu l ar deba te 

when cor dit~ons became very difficult, as in Wellington in the winter 

o f 190'1, 'J'he E v~;....:.'1i!' <t Pos t files a re traced through briefly he r e, to 

r einfor·ce the argurc1ent co:lcerning a ttitudes to u nemp l oyment e,nd also 

tc cs"..: a blj_s h the pojnt that J~ aL'.•1. .. .r :Uepartm':?nt activities wE::rc ty n o 

mE::ans all thb t was n ecessary for e ffective treatment of the p roblems 

posed by u~employment . 

S carc i ty o f work emerged in a number of trades early in the 

y ear. A mee ting of the Bricklayers Union late in Janua ry drew 

attention to the number of their members wh o were jobless despite a 

Journa l of the Departmen t of Labour not e to the contrary. On any 

day, it was said, twenty bricklayers were out of work in Wellington .(~ 

Other trades were in a similar position, and as the middle of winter 

approache d , applications £or assistance to charitable bodies became 

more numerous. Part of this was a continuing problem of poverty, 

(1) N.Z.P.D., 1903 . p .424 . 
(2) ~n:illg P o s t, January 29th, 1907. 
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such as the yearly pr oblems f ace d by the District Nursing Guild of 

the S t. John Ambulance Associat ion.(1) 

"For the next two months, the resources of the district 
nurses will be taxed to the uttermost, but when the 
worst of the winte r i s over, it i s hoped the work will 
slacke n down, and life bec o me a little easier for the 
sick poor." 

Bu t unempl oymen t remained a significant factor in poverty . 

Also in July, a woman applicant f or r elief from the Well i n g to n 

Bene volent Institution exp l ained that her husband was an unemployed 

drainlayer. She r eceived little s ympathy , the Trustees fe e ling 

that her hus band should seek some o th er typ e of work. One, arguing 

for a r eturn to " our old rules", noted : 

" When we us ed to send a man up to di g in the ga rden at 
Ohiro(2) he didn 't come back for a bec ond lot, he a l ways 
u sed to ge t a job after one day of that."(3) 

But the Chairma n, Rev . W. A. Evans, remained of the opinion 

that nearly all the cases of d~Qtjtu t e persons r eceiving aid we re 

deserving : "They are , l a rge l y , a de cent s e t of people " . (4) 

At a lat e r meeting, Evans not ed t ha t the number of poor was 

gre a ter than in the previous yea r , and tha. t "the poverty is deeper, 

more dis tress ing'' · He produ ced statistics comparing r el i ef returns 

f o r the months of April, May and June, over a three year per i od . (5) 

(1) Evening Post, July 2nd, 1907 . 
( 2) The site of the W. B. I. Home h ousing about 100 des t itut e men and 

women in 1907. 
(3) Evening P ost, July 3rd, 1907 . 
( 4 ) Eve n ing Post , July 17th, 190?. 
( 5 ) Evening Post , July 29th, 1907 . 



Year 

1905 

1906 

1907 

TABLE ONE 

Rations Given 

11 , 81+4 

8,969 

13,629 
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This major relief role remajned necessary despite the employ -

ment activities of the Department , and the insistence of many that 

unemployed were mere ly loafers . 

Unemployment again became a matter of significant Par liamen-

tary deba te in 1909 whe n estimates as h i gh as any for the whole 

period were made as to the numbers of men without work. But some 

were fetal~stic re gardinc unemployme~ t : 

" The question seems to me to be one something like that 
of the fa~mer and his crop. The farmer has a seed­
t ime and a harve s t . The seed-time of the unemployed 
seemG to run over mast of the year , and the harve st 
seems to come without fail annually when Parliament 
meets . 11 (1) 

Such attitudes reflect the unchanged attitudes of many in 

power towards the ~nemployed ; quite late in our period, une mployment 

was still seen as the creation of slothfulness .( 2) Others were of 

more sympathetic inclina tion, h owever, noting the difficulties faced 

by many men on relief work . (3) 

In the 1 909 debates centring ostensibly arcund whether or not 

New Zealand should be represented at the Imperial Conference, 

(1) 
(2) 
(3) 

N. Z.P . D., June 11 th, 1909, pp .1 8 -19. 
See e.g . Evening Pos t, August 10th, 1907 . 
N. Z . P . D., June 11th, 1909, p.68. 
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explana tions given for the continuing problem posed by unemploy-

ment ranged from res triciions on returns to ca pital and private 

enterprise in ge neral, to the equally hoary cry of land monopoly: 

"The reason we have so much une mp loyment i n this country 
is b e cau3e the l and is not pro perly dist r ibu te d •••• 
There i s plenty of food for the people in this country. 
We have a fert ile soil; we have a good clima t e . Out of 
a fp~ acr es of our bu sh l a nd a ny man with health, and 
etrength, and ener gy can easily ca rve an exce llent ho me 
for himse lf and his fami ly."(1) 

Thi :; continuing myth of t he " settler", bedevilled debate on 

serious socia l que stions, as so many leading fi gures in public 

debate ignored the reality not mere ly of people 's wisheG, but of 

t he emerging class s truc t ure a round t hem . Peo ple , ve ry oft en , 

neithe r wanted , nor were equipped , nor were able tc settl1= the 

l and . (2) 

And those who did s ett le the land, of co urse , had ma nfully 

to ehoulder the bur de n : 

" m.::i. ny of the countr y se ·i:tl~rE: were put t o heavy 
expe ns e in mai nta.ining t h ese une mp loye d men • 11 

( 3) 

Nor, of cour se , did shi f ting the men out of town into the 

count ry , r ere ove the problem, particularly whe n government works 

were so lia~ le to end suddenly . As one M.P. cl aimed : 

"During the la .st few months I have se en more men carrying 
swags in the co~ntry districts than at any othe r tim e 
during the l as t t we nty years. Wha t i s the caus e o f this? 
The administr ation of Gover nment - because in my district 
during t he last two or thrte weeks , on the Stratford­
Ongarue Ra ilway line, t hey have dismissed some two hundre d 
men from the co-operative works, an d on the co -operative 
roadwo~ks i n t he Patea and Waitotara counties nearly 
every -man has been dismissed . 11 (4) 

(1) N.Z.P. D., June 12th, 1909, p . 1c.:; . 
(2) See, in this connection , P. Harris, "Mythology ci.nd Socie ty", 

Political Sc i ence , 27:1, De c ember 1975, pp . 25-39. 
(3) N. Z. P. D., June 1ith , 1909, p .1 05. 
(4) N. Z. P . D., June 12th , 1909, p.119. 
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The figures used were subsequentJy refuted by the Minister 

of Works ,(1) but that fluctuation in government works employment 

waG a s ignificant factor in throwing men onto the labour market, 

o f ten in ina ppropria te places, is certain . 

One me mber , Mr McLoren, who had close trade union contacts, 

was able to make a valuable contribution to the debate . In his 

speech McLa ren surveys most distr i cts of the country , noting 

particular problems in each . One detailed investigation had been 

made in Christchurch of 199 unemployed men. Most of these men were 

married, and even some single men had dependents, but t~e survey 

revealed some severe problems in length of une mployment : 

One month 50 

Two months 72 

Three mo~ths 45 

Four iYiontrLs 20 

Five months 12 

McLaren commente d , " throughout tho13e \'1ho have been out the 

longest period are mostly men who have arrived in this country as 

immigrants , and they have never got i nto proper employment at all . (2) 

In another debate in the same year , McLaren was to advance 

the argument further , claimi ng a thousand men in We l lington alone 

were cut of work, and causing a problem of definition : 

" As to men who are working on one day of the week , or 
who are earning on an average 10s to £ 1 a week , are 
they employed or unemployed? In my judgement they are 
unemployed and they form part of the unemployed problem 
which this as well as other countries have to face . "(3) 

( 1) N . Z.:R_~ .• June 12th, 1909 , p . 120 . 
(2) N. Z . P . D. , June 13th , 1909, p . 122 . 
( 3) N. Z.P.D . , Appendix, 1909 , p . 51 . 
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The spokesman who saw themselves in th e role of defenders 

of Labour, dwelt fr equ ent ly, during 1909 , on unemployment. In the 

Council, Mr Paul in a l engthy appeal noted: 

" The thing that amazes me i s that Parli&.rnents never seem 
to rea l ise the gravity of this question unless some o f 
th e unemployed promote a demonstration and people s t a rt 
breaking things . 11 (1) 

Paul was o f th e opinion that unemployment was a periodically 

r ecurring rather tha n a constant prob l em . I t was also a problem 

which could be so l ved , given unemployment insurance, a perfecting 

of th e labour b·...:.reaux , and "facilities for bringing the men and 

the l a nd together". 

The introduction of unemploymen t insurance was not proposed 

as a solution on its own: 

"If Par liament were to introduce unen1ploye d insur·aEce 
with th e object of permanently settling the une mployed 
problem, as I have said, it would make a mistake , 
although at the same time I admit it would be a helpf~l 
palliative . 11 (2) 

And indeed there was little danger of Par liament rushing t o 

introduce any s u ch scheme . Mr McLa r en took the i ssue up in the 

House about a yea r af ter the Paul proposal, c..sking the Prime 

Ministe r whe th e r such a scheme would be introduced for those in 

skille d trades . He also a dvocat e d reserves of land for unemployed 

men to work on, and "any scheme for the regulation of employment 

in seasonal and other trades , so as to secure greater regularity 

of employment th r oughout the year and the prevention of stagnation 

during the winter months. 11 (3) 

(1) N. Z , P . D. , October 19th, 1909, p.25 8. 
(2) idem . 
( 3 ) -Ll":"P . D., October 26th, 1910, p.41. 
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Ward was at that time considering various unemployment 

insurance sche~cs operative in Europe but would give no definite 

commitment. Such a scheme was finally announced in the 191 1 Budget . 

F'inally the recognition was made that publj.c works and a.n employment 

policy were not reaching the whole probleffi. However insurance was 

not seen as ending the old policy . 

11 \·Je have a large number of public works going on , and if 
u nemployment is acute we send the unemployed to the works 
which are carried on in that way. T~a t has been really 
our Sc' r.::ty - valve for the unemployed difficulty . " ( 1) 

Co-incident with the suggection of unemployment insurance in 

the limited form envisaged, was the announcement of a commission to 

investigate changes in the cost of living . 

There is n thesi~' on the development of unemploy ment insurance 

by J . K. Chilwell . (2) Though unempl0ymcnt ifisurance wa s discussed 

often enough after 1911 , nothing was done to introduce it . 

Ward bad been very impressed by the une mployment insur?nce 

scheme introduced by Lloyd Geor gc , (3) and noted in his Financial 

Statement : 

"I crn1 of the opinion that the t ime has arrived when a · 
pr actical scheme of insurance against unemployment and 
sickness should be established in thi~ country , and to 
enable it to be car ried out on effective lines , I 
pr opose to set up a Commi ssion of representatives o f 
employers and employees o f the Dominion to e xamin e int o 
the scheme submitted t o t he Br i tish Par l iament • .. in 
order to adapt it to our circums t ances, and to make 
provision for r el i ef on a scal e that will meet the 
cir cumstances of those wl10 wbe t r:e r from sickness , 
i ncapacity or other causes find themselves u nable to 
obt ain or a va i l themselven of work ." (4) 

( 1. ) ~ . Z . P . D ., September 14th, 1 9 11, p . 583 . 
( 2 ) J . K. ChilwelJ , Unemployment Insur ance in New Zealand , 1883-1 929 , 

Victc r ia , Thesis, i9~9 . 

(3) See Chilwell , _2E.cit . p . 8; Otago Daily Times , May 8 t h , 19 11 . 
(4) A.J .H. R. , 1911, B. 6 , p . 28 . 
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The scheme envisaged by Ward would have worke d through the 

friendly societies, but, as it ha ppened . it was not until Ward was 

again made Prime ~inister in 1928, that a committee of enquiry did 

meet. 

In the 19 11 ele ctions Massey too l eapt onto the idea of 

unemployment insurance , and Ch~2~~11(1) quotes his e lection policy 

in this re gard : 

" ( We are) • • • quite willing to take the lead and place 
a scheme on the Statute Book t c provide for insurance 
agains t sickness as far as the workmen we re concerned; 
and for e_mployment e.s fa r as it was possible . " 

But no moves were made by th e 1911-1914 Governnent to move 

along these lines , though Massey aga i n used th e promise in the next 

election , saying t hat th8ir delay was in order to let t he British 

scher:ie ha·;e " a fair trial" . 

For the press discussion of these proposals, an d the ~evelop -

ments in this field in l ate r years, the reader is referred t~ Chil -

well ' s thesis . The press discussion , in particular , am~ lifies many 

of th e points made in this and preceding chapters . 

The debate on une mployment and the public understanding of 

the causes and consequences of it, advnnced rema rkably little after 

the late 1880 1 s and the formation of various labour bure a ux . S o 

far frorn being inc l ined towards . far - sight ed policy fo r mation in th i s 

area , Government, other parties and the press, remained defensive 

and cautious . 

(1 ) J. K. Chilwell , ,££ . cit. , p.9 ( empha sis added ). 



130. 

Th e pattern o f u nemp l oyment generation had no t change d -

r ather small and weak i ndustry, seas o~ality , fluc tuating works 

programmes , combined to ma j ntain a ce r ta i n l evel of ffien wi t hou t 

wo r k . Cyclical f l u ctua tions which added t r ade smen to t he job 

queues, would continue to p r esent a problem . In the concluding 

c hapter some o f the more theor~ ~ ~ca l aspects of t he p~ ob lem a re 

examine d , and the de t ai l of s t atis t ic and de bate , se t i n a context . 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Concluding Note 
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(i) Unemployment Po licy 

These days, the proponents o f an " active employmeri.t policy" 

are prcminent in debate on the New Zealand labour marke t. A 

recent paper by Prof . F . J.L. Young , discusses the id ea o f an 

" act.i ' : c emp loyme nt policy" in modern Neu Zealand . ( 1) It is not 

the present concern tc discuss the app licability of these ideas 

today, but a l engthy quotation wil l serve we ll to intro duce our 

present discussion . 

( 1) 

"Traces of ac t ive employment policy are evide nt in the 
me asures taken by the Vogel Ministry to crea t e jobs. 
They became still more apparent i n the polic i es pur sue d 
by Reeves and Tregear in promoting labour legislation 
in th e 1890 1 .s and early 19C0 1 s . Factory and. safety 
le gis l ation underlined the community ' s insiEtence t~at 

work rnust be performed only under acceptable conditions . 
The ~ac~inery developed for industri~l conci liation and 
&rbitration sought to bring o~rtPr and c~uity into labou~/ 
man~gem e rt reJ.ations. Repr e5entatives of e~ployers end 
worke r- s v1ere requir:::d. ':o o!'ga.nise arcd a.ccept c e!'ta.jn 
resLraints on private "1. ctivity . ... n 

"A con1mon thread runr;.j ng t~1I .. c1.1 gh a ll thcL~e IYi easures is t!1e 
desire for stability of expectation : the certainty of a 
job with acce~table t erms of employment and fair treat ­
ment. Indeed the ear ly develofments wt:re i nextr-ical.JJ.y 
involved with the combat ting of unemployment and the 
establishment and maintenance of community standards . 
The e me r gence of the Labour Depar t m3nt was clos ely 
associat ed wi th theGe needs. Even before it appeared , 
the Labour Bure au established by the Bal l anc e Government 
of 1890 had set up a round 200 agencies throughout New 
Zealand. Their ta sk was essentially th a t of a modern 
employment service : the colle ction of in format ion 
concerning unemploymen t and j ob vacancies and , in some 
cir cum stances . the provision of free railway travel for 
une mpl oyed persons going to distant jobs . Suc h measures 
and the l ater gr ow th of an effective factory inspectorate 
indi cate ccncern for ma tters f a lling into the area of what 
is now t ermed a ctive employment policy. 11 (2) 

F .J .L. Young, " Active Emp loyment Policy. The Challenge of Full 
Emp loyment in a Changing Soc.Lety", Occasiona l Papers in 
Industrial Relations , No . 15, 1975. 
F. J. L. Young, £E_. cit . 
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This ma y be stre tching the point too f ar , but ne verthe les s 

the action o f the state enterin g th e l a bour market in a positive 

way , as an alte rmi tive t o we 1 fare activity, is the significant 

policy point to eme rge from this study . It has been pointe d out 

that the " emp loyme nt policy" was by no means completely effe ctiv e . 

To understand this we have t o go back , to categorise the une~pioy­

ment and to discuss its development. 

In one sense , we a r e seeing a problem of u nderempJoyme nt 

rather tha n unemployment, if the workforce is seen as a wh o le over 

a span of a year or more . This is s trongly sugges t ed by t h e short 

period o f unemp loyment experienced by most of t he men assisted by 

t he Dera rtment of Labour. 

What accounts for the "intermittent unempJoyment and u~der ­

emp l oymer. t" ( 1) Vihi ch was a constant f ea ture of the colon ial 

e1.: ,, ::: ._.., ::; ;r ? Economis t s identi fy a numbe r of 11 type.s n of unerr.p2. o y;nc n t: 

Cyclica l Unemploymen t: affecting many trades and i ndus t ries 

due to a s lu mp in genera l trade or production; 

S eas ona l UnemEl oymen t: annually recurring une mp loymen t of 

worke r s from seasonal industries where no alternative employment 

is available in t:te "off" season; 

Structura l Unemployment : arising from techn ologica l change 

or some othe r factor which permanently leaves an industry with an 

unemployment problem; 

(1) F.J.L. Young 1 ££.cit., p~4. 
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Frict iona l Unemp loyment : temporary unemploymen t in trans-

ferring from old j obs to new , u sually ascribed to l ack of mobility 

or retraining . One could a l so ide ntify an "unemplo yab le" element 

in any work-force, or more properly, a section of the workforce 

who s e int e llectual, physical, or psychologica l s tat e means t hat 

special provision i s required for their employment. 

The failure of this thesis to develop an a cce ptable index of 

u nemployment has prevented the identification of a defin i te 

£Y_c l ical influence of trade on emp loymen t l evels . Ne verthe l ess , 

one can point to a genera l trade depr ession affe cting employment 

l eveJ.s in most of t he 1880 1 s , and in i s ola t e d years a fter that. 

But _,, ... ... -
O.....LOU fri~ticnal problem 

with the adjustment of new immi Grants to the colonial employment 

s t ructure . Sust~ined and determined e fforts were a t tempted in the 

18?0 1 s and l ater by way o f 01·1':: ::.' s to the Age nt-Ger.erRl in London . (1) 

But these efforts to get a m~tch between the skill s required in th e 

l abour marke t and the skil ls p ossesse d by n ew ar rivals we r e by no 

means completely successful. 

One might also see as frictiona l une~ployme nt, that se cticn 

which aro se largely from unwillingness or inability to per form 

hard manual work in a distant rur a l environmen t. 

Equally clearly, we can identify a seasonal element in 

employme nt. Harvesting , s he a ring and simila r work was available 

in a ll but the worst years of absorbing surplus labour from nea r b y 

(1) See R. Dalziell, The Origins of New Zealand Diplomacy, 
Wellington, 1975. 



135. 

towns. Bu t whe ther the unemployed townsman in the depths of 

wintsr was Ftn agricultura l labourer in sea.1·ch of winter wo1'k, or 

an une~ployod city work8r who, frustrated in his search for work 

went to the countryside for harvest labour, cannot be answered 

definite ly. Perhaps h e was both . 

fhe actions of the Department of Labour were cl ear~y designed 

to cope with the frictiona l and seasonal elements in the employment 

situation. Moving men around the country, or at least regulating 

their movement around the country, and ident ifying jobs for them, 

were f alter ing steps in this direction. 

The second area of entry into the labour market was in the 

pro vis i0n of emplo yment for workless men . No gover n ment in the 

period, central or loca l, was clearly and unumbiguouslj in favour 

of p~cvidin~ work as a means of comba tting unemployment . It hi:: s 

!Je-:>·, :::,u.ggc-s ted that 1,he co-ope ra t j_ve works sys tern canr.ot be 

considered purely as a relief work mechanism . Nevertheless part 

o f it s function was seen to be the provis:i.on nf a "buffe r " for 

male unemployment. 

What emerges from the study of government action in this 

area is the determined effort to avoid welfare payments . In this 

aspect government administration can be set apart from th e later 

Labour approach. Much government activity was directed at keeping 

people out of the perceived danger of "pauper ism", first by "test 

work" and the like, but later by entering the labour marke t in a 

positive way, attempting t o avoid the possible problems. 

It is interesting also to note, that despite the continuing 
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cry on t he part of many commentators t ha t " getting th e man onto 

the land" was the mean.s o f ove rcoming unemployment, at no point 

after t he VillHge Se t tlement~ scheme was a det e rmined effort made 

by Government to achieve tl1is. Seddon was jnclined on occasion to 

suggest that me n wor king on c o-operotive works would be able to 

earn enough to settle uear the ro2j5 they had built . 

There was a good deal of small - sca le l and settlement in lots 

of 5 to 20 acres in the vicinity of road makinG and als o near to 

larger farms where clearing and fencing jobs would be available . 

The Land~ for Settlement Schemes were also not insigni f ican t end 

may have provided an outlet for many men who might otherwiGe have 

been condemned to casua l . l abouring or unemployment . There is, 

nevertheless ~ot an y sig~ificant evidc~ce that mos t co - operat ive 

wor~men ~ as such , were able tc se t tle land very ext encively . The 

Annu3.l ncpor ts c f:' the Land Depa rtr:1r:r1t sho1u some of the a reas o :' 

S UCC f:SS . ( ·1 ) 

Part of the problem was the n e n themselves . Hii; torical 

resear ch is mn k i ng it abund~ntly clear that the New Zealander of 

t he 1880ts aJ1c3 1890 t s W3.S a very r eluctant settler . There was a 

t endency to congregate in towns - this was after all the life to 

which many were accustomed. This was b~und to c aus e unemployment 

problems, a nd mos t could doubtless have been so lved by a more 

vi gorolJ.G settlement process . But it was neve r t rue 1 as often 

asserted, that men had only to strike out i nto the country to find 

work . For if work was found , it migh t las t a few weeks , per haps a 

(1 ) An nua l Report of the Lands Depn:rtment, A. J . H. . R . , C 1 , 1 890- 1906 . 
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day, and t hen the t rudge bega n again. This meant the creation of 

a small sub-class o f men who travelled in s earch of work, and many 

of wh om kept tra velling long after t he initia l reason f or t heir 

ramblings hbd gone . We can once &~ain use John A. Lee to i l lus -

trate this: 

" We decided to spend s o m'= o f our l ast fe\'I shilling.:. and 
go by tra in to Masterton, where we we r e told we would 
find wcrk , but when we reached Mast~rton the freezing 
works were clos:inc down and un011iployc:d v1ere plent i fu l ... 11 

And so the tramp began again . 

The organ i sed labour movemen t ne ver coped with unemployment -

indeed they r emained ill-equipped t o do so as late as the 1930 ' s . 

The ir organioing prc b l ems were acute e nough wi thout a ttemp t ing to 

do more than keep a lJook of their unem})lo;yed merr.bcrs, o.r~d i n an.y 

case , t hey sec~ to have ~hared the rathe r fatalis tic attitud~ cf 

many others in public life . If unemployment occurred every year 

there was , perhaps little to do , but ask for relief work, assis t 

with r aising r elief mo ne y , and hope for b e tter time s . 

In 1891 a deputation o f the Tradca a n d Labour Council in 

We l l ington , accompanied by t~o me mbers of the House of Rcpre -

sentatives , met the Prime Mini ster to di~cuss rising unemploymen t 

in the city . " It was " , said G. Fisher M. H. R., "a very p i tiable 

business , bu t he wie hed to say on behal f o f the men tha t t hey had 

n o desire , having regard to t he we l fa r e o f t he country and t he 

difficul ties of the eovernment , to magnify the ques t ion . " It was 

e s t imated that the r e were 300 u nemployed. pe r haps 500 , i n 

We l lingt on city a l one . 

The Trades a n d Labour Council , i n 1891 , r e presen ted only men 
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employed in the variouR skilled t rades , and t he Premier's reply 

is illustrative: 

''He considered Lhat i.t wEw the duty of the Trades Counci l 
to take the lead in this matter and ascertain ho\'I many 
were out of enploymcnt , and even if there were only 
twenty , to make an earnest attempt to ge t them employ­
ment ." 

The Gov:rnment, howeve1· , did not see itself as in a posit ion to 

afford suiLable eraployment to skilled workers . 

Government ~orks, as subsequently developed . did provide 

s ome such opportunities for tradesmen , but mo1·e often such worker:: 

had to accept l abouring work . When Gove rcment entered into 

regulation of the labour ma~ket~ it did not do so on the basis of 

providing relief , but of fjtting the ~~n to the jobs that were 

avaiJablc or could reasoHa.bJy be made a vai l able . Work , !'lot 

welfare, was the a im . 

Unemploy~ent was ~ot rne~ 0 ly 9 proble~ of depression of the 

1880 1 s , 1920 ' s and 1930 ' s, but ~dS a constant if fluctuating 

aspect of economic life . For working class people, in years of 

poor union prote ction , often high imm.i.gration: and fickle internal 

business conditions, periodic unemployme nt wan always possible , 

and for many it was a way of life. 

The tone of this policy i$ more punitive than protective, 

however . The basis for it seems to be a belief not ''that every-

one hc.s a right; to a job", but rather "tha t everyone should work" . 

It can therefore be misleading to view developments such as 

those of the Labour Department considered in this thesis , as an 

embryo of the welfare state , still l ess of socialism , with or 
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without doctrine. The policies developed were, in a meaningful 

scfise , pragmatic: men we re out of work, but work, though it may 

not suit some of the men, was there to be done . If unemployment 

was met by rel ief payments , working class p e ople would bec ome 

depe ndent on them, con gr ega te in towns, and unemployment would 

be co me even more of a problem. Given this problem, the~~ were 

two broa d possibilitie s : sett l emen t on the land, and gove rnment 

assis tance to find work, or perhaps provide work . 

There is no sharp break in the ideoJ.o gy of Governme nt actio n 

in unemployment from t hat e vident during th e 1880 1 s, howe ver bot h 

le gislation and adm inistration moved a g ood deal. 

( i i) Ur:~m~Jo~' rr.en t e n.d Soc i e ty 

~here i s al•:;ays a dr.:.nger for the rese r:<rcher , that in 

c oucentrating o n one aspect o f an economy or society~ the small 

will be magnified , and the insignificant made to seem o f grea t 

i ruportance . While historians have not made a s ustained examination 

of unemp loyme nt in the period treated here moat have note d the 

existence of unemployment . 

An area where employme nt policy has, it seems, been some­

what overlooked , is in discussion of the activities of the Labour 

Dep~rtment. Undouttedly pensions, factory legislation and th~ 

Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration machinery were of greater 

long term importance, but at the time the immediate problem of 

emp!-yment was as absorbing of time and effort as many individual 

aspects of the so cial legislation. The attention paid to the 
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matter by the Department of Labour Journal reflects more than the 

p~rsonaJ concerns of its editor . The unemployment policy required 

no compiex legislation , no bitter debate, nor was it either a 

brilJ iant suc cess or failure. But it r ema ins imr;or t ant to an 

understanding of how go vernment administration worked, and 

respon~ed lo the demands of economy and society in colonial New 

Ze<=lland . 

Hopeful l y this thesis v1ill draw attention to the importance 

of unemployment in this period of our history . 
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