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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 . 
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