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 Chapter One 
 
Coming to the thesis 

 

The imagination in its loyalty to possibility often takes the curved path rather than the 

linear way.1  

 

I began this project in the context of increasingly strident public anxiety about the emergence 

of an apparent problem of boys’ educational underachievement in New Zealand. A sense of 

crisis was pervasive. Boys here, it appeared, were in serious trouble. They were deemed to 

be failing at school compared to girls, and that ‘failure’ was perceived as both a reflection of 

and a contributing factor to a wider social crisis for them. Dominant accounts attributed boys’ 

underachievement at school, and by implication their social problems, to the ‘feminisation’ of 

education and often of the society as well. In this moment boys were constituted as the ‘new 

disadvantaged’, educationally and socially. 
 

 My original concern was to map the emergence of key discourses about boys and education 

in three central domains, the media, educational and state discourses. This process was to 

have included a small case study in one or two schools that had developed strategies to 

address the ‘problem’ of boys’ educational underachievement. As well, I attended a 

conference which focused on boys and education in July 2000 to gain a preliminary sense of 

how educationalists were talking about issues for boys. My intention was to critically analyse 

‘texts’ from these various sites utilising a genealogical lens. And - because a genealogy 

presupposes the historicity of discourse - I intended to contextualise them in terms of their 

antecedents. I also wanted to include a comparative element in the project, since anxiety 

about boys had been the focus of intense educational and public debate internationally for 

some time before it emerged in New Zealand. This comparison would serve to point up what 

was specific about the discursive constructions of the ‘problem’ here. Given the constraints 

of time and distance, I looked to critical feminist and pro-feminist literature to give me a 

sense of how discourses about boys’ educational underachievement were framed in 

Australia and the United Kingdom.  

 

The early research process placed me simultaneously in the present and in the past; delving 

through contemporary and critical accounts of boys’ educational underachievement, while I 

                                                 
1 O’Donohue, J. (1999) Anam Cara: a Book of Celtic Wisdom. New York: HarperCollins: 193. 
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explored some historical and secondary material about earlier moral panics which had boys 

at their centre. I was struck, at the outset, by elements of continuity that were evident despite 

the significant social, economic and political shifts that marked the passage from colony to 

the ‘knowledge society’. It was clear that in each moment of intense focus on ‘problem’ boys 

- the late nineteenth century, the 1950s and the late 20th to early 21st century - the society 

itself was in flux. Each of these periods of “anomie”2 were characterised by perceptions that 

the norms and moral values that underpinned the society either had yet to be established, or 

had been lost or abandoned. This sense of a moral vacuum appeared to generate enormous 

anxiety amongst the middle classes in particular. What united these moments was that this 

anxiety appeared to coalesce in a generalised concern about particular groups of boys, 

though this was invariably underpinned by multiple issues. Where the discourses of the 19th 

century and those of the late twentieth diverged most notably was in the discursive 

construction of problem boys that dominated. Over time a significant shift had occurred, 

away from prevailing characterisations of them as ‘villains’ in the society to their constitution 

as ‘victims’ of it.  

 

The conceptualisation of boys as victims was a powerful and persistent element of the 

contemporary New Zealand discourses about boys’ educational underachievement which 

were characterised by a stubborn tendency to elide differences between boys, as I show in 

Chapter Eight. Despite strong evidence that educational achievement was impacted more 

substantively by social class and ethnicity for both sexes, these accounts remained rigidly 

focused upon the gender gap in education. And they simultaneously privileged, and 

reinscribed, stereotypical biologically deterministic accounts of masculinity that enabled the 

discursive construction of boys as an homogenous group. While this narrow understanding 

of masculinity could be traced back to Victorian - and earlier - conceptualisations of sex 

differences, it seemed to me their proponents maintained an obstinately ahistorical position. 

This was reflected most clearly in the way they framed social and educational problems with 

and for boys as something new, which helped promulgate an aura of urgency and crisis. Yet 

while they denied the past, the more closely I analysed them the more it seemed to me 

discourses about ‘poor boys’ - and poor (impoverished) boys - were heavily inflected by 

entrenched, though not necessarily always conscious, ideas about gender, ethnicity, social 

class and education that were rooted in it. 

 
My growing sense was that discursive constructions of the problem of boys’ educational 

disadvantage were mediated by and filtered through historically produced socially embedded 

                                                 
2 See Durkheim, E. (1984) The Division of Labour in Society. New York: New York Free Press. 
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scripts which bracketed out differentiation by social class, and conceptualised ethnic 

difference in terms of enduring notions of cultural deficit. This feeling was reinforced by my 

graduate teaching experiences at the time. I was disconcerted not only by the resistance 

among many undergraduate students to the idea that social class might have a negative 

impact on educational achievement, which I felt reflected a very strong investment in the 

idea of an educational meritocracy, but by what seemed in some cases to be almost a 

‘psychic block’ when it came to thinking class per se. Rather than being confronted with the 

“unease and evasion”3 Andrew Sayer (2002) notes is characteristic of British students 

introduced to academic explanations of social class, the reaction amongst some of my 

students more closely resembled blank incomprehension. I felt as if I were speaking through 

a sheet of thick glass: they could see my lips moving but could not hear what I was saying.  

 

The mainly white, middle class young women who responded in this way seemed utterly 

unaware of their own class privilege; to a degree that reminded me of a line from Australian 

feminist writer Drusilla Modjeska (1994) about authorship and the masculine normativity that 

underpins it. She writes, “Because the masculine assumes the universal, men wear their 

certainties, their agency so lightly that very often no one notices: it is like the air we 

breathe”.4 I felt I was facing a similarly deeply embedded and equally unconscious 

assumption, in this case of middle class experience as the ‘norm’. I also felt this extended 

beyond the ahistoricism and apoliticism attributed to the generation who matured in the 

context of economic and educational restructuring these women belonged to, the “children of 

Rogernomics” as they have been described in New Zealand.5 Informed by my reading 

secondary accounts of state and social formation during the colonial period and Corrigan 

and Sayer’s (1985) work on British state formation, I understood  this response to be as 

much cultural as it was generational.6  

 

This apparent difficulty recognising, let alone speaking, class difference did not apply in 

discussions about ethnic disparities in education however. Much more obvious here were 

elements of discomfort, ambivalence, and resentment. My impression was that there was 

                                                 
3 Sayer, A. (2002) ‘What are you Worth: Why Class is an Embarassing Subject’, in Sociological 
Research Online available at www.socresonline.org.uk. 
4 Modjeska, D. (1994) The Orchard. Sydney: Pan Macmillan: 140-141. 
5 Peters, M. and Marshall, J. (1996) Individualism and Community: Education and Social Policy in the 
Postmodern Condition. London; Washington D.C.: Falmer Press. 
6 Belich, J. (1996) Making Peoples: a History of the New Zealanders: From Polynesian Settlement to 
the End of the Nineteenth Century. London; Auckland: Allen Lane; Penguin Press; Fairburn, M. 
(1989) The Ideal Society and Its Enemies: The Foundations of Modern New Zealand Society, 1850-
1900. Auckland: Auckland University Press; Orwin, D. (1999) ‘Conservatism in New Zealand’. 
Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Auckland; Corrigan, P. and Sayer. D. (1985) The Great Arch: 
English State Formation As Cultural Revolution. Oxford and New York: Basil Blackwell. 
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less a sense of “liberal guilt”7 among these young women, than a feeling of active resistance 

to the idea that educational and other disparities experienced by Maori and Pacific Island 

people might have structural causes. At one level I think these kinds of responses were 

generational and they were the by-product of two decades or more of Maori and feminist 

politics of identity, together with the neoliberal vilification of the welfare state. In the first 

instance a “politics of recognition”,8 shaped primarily by claims for tino rangatiratanga9 and 

institutional biculturalism, threatened some elements of Pakeha society as I explain in 

Chapter Seven. It has over time also contributed to ‘Treaty fatigue’,10 even amongst some of 

the more liberal middle class members of the society, as well as increasing resentment of 

affirmative action policies and the ‘privileges’ accorded to Maori because of their status as 

(wronged) tangata whenua11 amongst others. 

 

At the same time, these students have grown up in a context within which liberal feminist 

discourses of gender equality have become institutionalised to some extent. As I point out in 

Chapter Seven, not only do does liberal feminism lack a substantive, or indeed any, 

structural critique it is underpinned by a conception of equality that pivots on the inclusion of 

women in the liberal/capitalist politico-economic system. Education has been a strategic 

arena for liberal feminists and middle class girls in particular have been the beneficiaries of 

their educational initiatives, as I show in Chapters Seven and Eight. These discourses have 

tended to obscure differences of ethnicity and class amongst girls and emphasise individual 

potential instead. It may be that the internalisation of the liberal feminist mantra that ‘girls can 

do anything’ has reinforced individualism amongst these young women, resonating as well 

as with already embedded culturally produced assumptions about educational meritocracy 

here. If girls can do anything, and middle class girls’ climbing rates of educational 

achievement is interpreted as evidence that all girls can, why not other ‘disadvantaged’ 

groups?   

 

                                                 
7 Rata, E. (1999) Political Economy of Neotribal Capitalism. Lanham, Md: Lexington Books. Rata 
refers here to an emergent postcolonial politics, what she sees as a politics of guilt amongst liberal 
Pakeha in response to the Maori ‘renaissance’ of the 70s. It was expressed most clearly perhaps in 
protests over the 1981 Springbok Tour. I discuss postcolonial politics in Chapter Seven. 
8 Fraser, N. (1997) Justice Interruptus: Critical Reflections on the "Postsocialist" Condition. New York: 
Routledge. 
9 Tino rangatiratanga means absolute sovereignty, which, because of its centrality to the Maori 
language version of The Treaty of Waitangi, underscores Maori claims to partnership in 
Aotearoa/New Zealand. 
10 This might be understood as a negative public reaction to ongoing political and ownership claims by 
Maori  that emerged  with the ascendance of bicultural politics in the late 80s. 
11 Tangata whenua are the ‘people of the land’, that is, the indigenous people of Aotearoa/New 
Zealand. 
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In turn, this sense that educational achievement and the socio-economic advantages it 

brings really is the outcome of innate intelligence and individual effort has been strengthened 

by a neoliberal (re)turn to and extension of possessive individualism. This has involved 

neoliberal co-optation of feminist arguments for women’s full inclusion in the economic 

sphere, and enabled the discursive construction of a gender neutral, entrepreneurial subject 

for whom self-responsibility, self-actualisation, work and consumption are apparently 

inseparable.12  

 

More generally, Nancy Fraser (1997) and Wendy Brown (1995) have both argued that 

feminist identity politics have helped to displace class politics in the West.13 That is feminism 

has, along with race-based identity politics, contributed to a decline in critiques of capitalism 

and to the displacement of a politics of redistribution with “the politics of recognition”.14 This 

is not to mobilise nostalgia for the Keynesian moment, which I suggest in the thesis was not 

necessarily the apotheosis of class politics in New Zealand that it has been held up to be. 

Rather it is to suggest that feminism and biculturalism have not seriously challenged the 

multi-faceted and historically informed nature of social inequality in capitalist societies and, 

therefore, they cannot help but reproduce “the silences constituted in discourses of 

subordination”.15 Wendy Brown argues that 

 

On the one hand, various marked subjects are created through very different kinds of 

powers-not just different powers. That is, subjects of gender, class, nationality, race, 

sexuality, and so forth are created through different histories, different mechanisms 

and sites of power, different discursive formations and different regulatory schemes. 

On the other hand, we are not fabricated as subjects in discrete units by these 

various powers: they do not operate on and through us independently, or linearly, or 

cumulatively. Insofar as subject formation does not take place along discrete lines of 

nationality, race, sexuality, gender, caste, class, and so forth, these powers of 

subject formation are not separable in the subject itself.16  

 

                                                 
12 Du Gay, P. (1996) Consumption and Identity at Work. London; Thousand Oaks, California: Sage; 
Rose, N. (1999a) Powers of Freedom: Reframing Political Thought. Port Chester, New York: 
Cambridge University Press.  
13 Fraser, N. (1997) op.cit; Brown, W. (1995) States of Injury: Power and Freedom in Late Modernity. 
Princeton, N.Y: Princeton University Press. 
14 Fraser, N. (1997) op.cit. 
15 Brown, W. (2005) Edgework: Critical Essays on Knowledge and Politics. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton 
University Press: 84. 
16 Brown, W. (2005) op.cit: 123. 
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The shift to a politics of recognition coincided with potent neoliberal critiques of welfarism 

through the 1990s. These criticisms engendered an environment within which the benefits of 

Keynesian socio-economic management to the middle classes, that is the parents of these 

‘children of Rogernomics’, were (conveniently) forgotten. They have grown up, instead, in 

the context of intensive and varying forms of ‘beneficiary bashing’, and hegemonic 

discourses of welfare ‘dependency’ which have become institutionalised in policy and as 

social ‘truth’. While, as I suggest in Chapter Four the vilification of the ‘undeserving’ poor is 

nothing new here, the problematic subjects of these contemporary campaigns and 

discourses have been racialised and their ‘dependency’ - that is their poverty - 

individualised.  

 

The racialisation of ‘problem’ populations is not simply the product of economic, political and 

social neoliberalisation. This has occurred over time in a shift away from institutionalised 

discourses about class deficit characteristic of the 19th century to notions of cultural deficit in 

the mid 20th century. Although these ideas have since been discredited, the tendency to 

problematise ethnic groups on the basis of their difference from a white middle class norm 

remains very deeply embedded in New Zealand. This is the case I suggest because ideas 

about cultural deficit are not separable from the historical conditions of possibility that have 

mediated a cultural predisposition to class ‘blindness’. Instead they are mutual and entwined 

products of the social, economic and political processes involved in the development of a 

colonial “social imaginary”.17 Within this imaginary, as I illustrate in Chapters Two and Three, 

it was ‘respectability’ rather than social class that operated as the key signifier of collective 

identification. It demarcated the boundary between those who ‘belonged’ in the nascent 

society and the others at its margins.  

 
Conceptualising ‘respectability’ 
Respectability and class are inevitably entangled, however. Regardless of the form it takes 

respectability is always bound up with ideas about morality and value, and “[c]lass is made 

through cultural values premised on morality …”.18 For the working classes the desire for 

respectability was underpinned by the need for validation; the longing, that is, to be a 

                                                 
17 Poovey, M. (2002) ‘The Liberal Civil Subject and the Social in Eighteenth Century Moral 
Philosophy’. Public Culture 14 (1) :125-145; Taylor, C. (2002) ‘Modern Social Imaginaries’. Public 
Culture 14 (No.1): 91-124. 
18 Skeggs, B. (2005) ‘The Making of Class and Gender Through Visualising the Moral Subject 
Formation’. Sociology 39 (No. 5): 969. 
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‘subject of value’. The middle classes embodied that value, thus respectability was, and 

continues to be, tied up with class.19  
 
The relationship between respectability and social class is not incidental. It is the product, in 

the English context, of a long process of socio-cultural and economic transformation which 

began with the Reformation and consolidated in the period from the late 18th to mid 19th 

century.20 The ontological and epistemological shifts that occurred during this period 

produced a conception of ‘society’ understood in terms of “mutual service” and underpinned 

by the twin principals of “prosperity and security”.21 This notion of mutual service depended 

on new understandings of ‘natural’ human behaviour conceived “in [masculine] terms of 

profitable exchange” and “economic activity”.22 With these new conceptions of human being 

and interaction, “new principals of sociality” emerged that centred work and family.23 Both 

were considered pivotal for an ordered society and both were conceived as productive, and 

emblematic, of moral subjectivity.  
 

Essentially, however, this modern order privileged a bourgeois moral ethos. It was 

instantiated, not only in a gradual transformation of liberal philosophical ideas about human 

nature to ‘common sense’ social truths, but by concerted efforts to normalise possessive 

individualism and universalise “bourgeois values, aspirations and images” through the 

juridical repression and moral regulation of the working classes.24 As I show in Chapter 

Three, ‘modernity’ was the product of a mutually constitutive process that comprised the 

“making up” of working and middle class collective identities and the emergence of liberal 

government.25 The institutionalisation of a bourgeois moral ethos in the liberal state and in 

the society informed new conceptualisations of the working class, as a problematic social 

category.26 The problematisation of the working classes helped to consolidate bourgeois self 

and collective identification, and it reinforced the fantasy of middle class respectability.  

 

As Stuart Hall has argued, it is “the constitutive outside”, the necessary ‘others’ that enable 

the consolidation of the process of identification which “entails discursive work, the binding 

                                                 
19Skeggs, B. (1997) The Formation of Class and Gender: Becoming Respectable. London: Sage 
Publications. 
20 Corrigan, P. and Sayer. D (1985) op.cit.. 
21 Taylor, C. (2002) op.cit: 96. 
22 Ibid: 99 
23 Ibid 
24 Corrigan, P and Sayer, D. (1985) op.cit: 193 
25 Ibid: 119 
26 Corrigan P, and Sayer, D. (1985) op.cit.; Skeggs, B. (1997) op.cit. 
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and marking of symbolic boundaries”.27 We make ourselves up in the stories we tell; 

identities always “arise in the narrativization of the self, but the necessarily fictional nature of 

this process in no way undermines its discursive, material or political effectivity, even the 

belongingness, the ‘suturing into the story’ through which identities arise is, partly, imaginary 

(as well as symbolic), and therefore partly constructed in fantasy, or at least the fantasmatic 

field”.28  

 

Middle class self-definition pivoted upon a “double opposition to both extremes of the social 

space”; the ‘dissolute’ aristocracy above them and the ‘degraded’ working class below.29 

Conceptualisations of the rough working class were, however, entangled with older 

discourses of racial difference, thus “the cultural accoutrements of bourgeois distinction were 

partially shaped through contrasts forged in the politics and language of race”.30 The 

imagined decadence of the aristocracy and degradation of a racialised working classes, as 

much the product of unconscious middle class fears and anxieties about the tenuousness of 

their social position as any reality,31 were the necessary fictions that enabled the constitution 

of middle class selves, their assumption of moral superiority and their signification of 

respectability.  
 
It was not simply that the middle classes claimed respectability,  it also was invested in them 

by the liberal state and used as the measure against which working class subjectivities and 

life-ways were found wanting. Assumptions about the pathological ‘otherness’ of the working 

classes informed new technologies of governance developed to reform, reconstruct, 

socialise and moralise them.32 To bring them closer, that is, to an approximation of the 

idealised liberal subject upon whom modernity was conceived to rest. These discursive and 

material processes mediated the embourgeoisement of the English working classes, their 

internalisation of a bourgeois moral ethos and their desire for respectability.  

 

These subjective and collective shifts were, of course, neither uniform nor complete. While 

working class ideas about what constituted respectability “implied some acceptance of 

                                                 
27 Hall, S. (1996) ‘Who Needs Identity’, in S. Hall and P. Du Gay (eds) Questions of Cultural Identity. 
London; Thousand Oaks, Calif.: Sage. 
28 Ibid: 4 
29 Zizek, S. (1999) Ticklish Subject: an Essay in Political Ontology. New York, Verso: 186-187. 
30 Stoler, A. (1995) Race and the Education of Desire: Foucault's History of Sexuality and the Colonial 
Order of Things. Durham: Duke University Press: 5.  
31 Walkerdine, V. (1995) ‘Subject to Change Without Notice: Psychology, Postmodernity and the 
Popular’. In S. Pile and N. Thrift (eds) Mapping the Subject: Geographies of Cultural Transformation. 
London; New York: Routledge. 
32 Corrigan,P. and Sayer, D. (1985) op.cit. 
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bourgeois ways, [they were] reshaped to fit the possibilities of working class life”.33 What is 

important here is that working class conceptions of respectable selfhood were constituted 

against their ‘rough’ others, though the boundaries between respectability and roughness 

were constantly shifting and open to subjective interpretation.34 These interpretive 

movements were enabled by distinctions within the English working classes which “retained 

earlier overtones of artisan independence”.35 That is, narratives of self and collectivity 

produced within the working classes, tied historically to the influence of occupational 

differences on identity formation, continued to inform their perceptions of what constituted 

respectability and its antitheses. Moreover, these meanings were constantly being reworked 

relationally in the everyday interaction between different groups of working class people.36 

Thus the self conscious retention of a “culture of tradition” enabled the English working 

classes to maintain, to some degree, “a tradition of culture”37 in the face of strenuous 

attempts by middle class philanthropists and the liberal state to remake them in a bourgeois 

image.38  

 

Becoming respectable  
As I show in Chapter Two, social formation in the colonial context pivoted on the denial of 

traditional culture shaped by class based identification. I argue that the embourgeoisement 

of the respectable working class settlers contributed to their repudiation of militant class 

politics, and class as means of collective identification. And, the acts of symbolic and 

physical violence against them during this epoch of transformation mediated the intensity of 

their investment in the notion of respectability. I suggest these experiences informed a 

foundational act of forgetting - informed by the twin imperatives to ‘get away’ and to ‘get 

ahead’ - that, together with specific socio-economic and political conditions in the colony, 

enabled the fantasy, myth and ideology of the ‘egalitarian’ nation to take shape. This act 

constituted a rejection of their traditional culture by these first “orphans of the imagination” 

which had been characterised by the formative and sometimes violent, and violating, 

elements of class struggle that ushered in modernity.39 It contributed to the emergence of a 

“middle class society”40 and the formation of a colonial social imaginary shaped by a 

Victorian ‘trinity’ of materialism, individualism and moralism; best expressed in the promise 
                                                 
33 Davin, A. (1996) Growing Up Poor: Home, School and Street in London 1870-1914. London: Rivers 
Oram Press: 70. 
34 Ibid 
35 Ibid 
36 Ibid 
37 Ibid 
38 Fuentes, Carlos, original source unknown, cited in Jenks, C. (ed) (1993) Cultural 
Reproduction. London; New York: Routledge: 3. 
39 Ibid. 
40 Orwin, D. (1999) op.cit. 
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of social mobility and the possibility of attaining respectability - and the desire to “get ahead” 

in order to achieve it.  
 
Respectability ‘stood in’ for class both as a means of self identification, and as the condition 

for ‘belonging’, and it was closely entwined with ideas about responsibility. Although how 

responsibility and respectability were understood was differentiated by class, gender and 

race. The male working and lower middle class majority based their claim for respectability 

on the practice and ethos of hard physical work.41 This would enable their self sufficiency, 

signifying their responsibility and allowing them to create a distance between themselves 

and their ‘rough’ others; the poor, the vagrant, and the Maori indigenes an ‘absent presence’ 

in the forming society. In the notion of work, like that of family, fantasy, myth and ideology 

operated together. As the marker of male identity it fulfilled the fantasy of an appropriately 

gendered self, unambiguously defining the boundaries between masculinity and femininity. It 

also served, as I noted above, to differentiate between respectable and rough masculine 

selves. Myths of individual and national identity were encapsulated, and entwined, in the 

“belief in vigorous work [that] was central to colonial culture, and [in] the narration of stories 

of work [which were] vital to definitions of manhood and colonial identity”.42 And it operated 

ideologically in a number of ways: by bolstering the individualisation of responsibility for 

welfare underpinned by the liberal conceptualisation of a minimal role for the state, and 

enabling the development of a capitalist economic system; by supporting the truncated 

liberal model of egalitarianism, and the apparent dissolution of class-based distinctions 

between men;43 and by providing one central pillar of support for the emergence and 

institutionalisation of a male breadwinner paradigm, and the development of a ‘gendered 

culture’ more broadly.  
 
The other mainstay of the breadwinner model and gender culture was the family. For settler 

women responsibility and respectability were inevitably bound up with their family role. If 

men’s identification as masculine was tied to the fantasy, myth and ideology of work and 

their place within the public sphere, women’s sense of a feminine self was historically 

intertwined with the private realm of domesticity. By the 19th century the pre-modern sense 

of a “naturalised femininity” rooted in the family had intensified, and their responsibility for 

the moralisation and socialisation of individual family members was extended to a central 

                                                 
41 McClure, M. (1993) ‘On Work: Perceptions of Work in Late Nineteenth Century New Zealand, 1870-
1900’. Unpublished MA thesis, University of Auckland. 
42 Ibid: ii 
43 James, B. and Saville-Smith, K. (1994) Gender, Culture and Power. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 
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role in “the humanisation of the public sphere”.44 This shift was a product of modern 

conceptions of ‘the social’ that I described above.  
 

In the beginning phase of settlement, as I suggest in Chapter Two, out of necessity the 

boundaries of responsible and respectable femininity were more fluid. By the early 20th 

century what counted as respectable femininity became constricted and framed in narrow 

(bourgeois) terms of women’s role as dependent wife and mother, and moral guardian of the 

nation;  “bourgeois women in the colony and metropole were cast as the guardians of the 

morality of their vulnerable men and national character”.45 In the fantasy of gender 

identification a feminine self was constructed not only against ideas about natural masculine 

self interest but in counterpoint to ‘fallen’ or ‘defective’ female others. The moralising and 

socialising role of women was tied to the myth of the modern, progressive colonial nation-

state and the ideology of ‘the family’, and femininity became defined “almost exclusively [in 

terms of] women’s [supposedly biologically determined] nurturant and maternal capacities”.46 

Femininity and family were thus bound together; defined, delineated and circumscribed by a 

bourgeois moral ethos and mode of being. 
 

The upper middle class colonial minority embodied respectability. In them the Victorian 

‘trinity’ materialised most clearly; in their ownership of property - which signalled their 

‘propriety’ and in their family structure which represented - in microcosm – ‘the modern moral 

order’. As I noted above however bourgeois self definition, individually and collectively, 

depended utterly upon imagined differences between themselves and their ‘rough’, 

‘immoral’,  and ‘dangerous’ others. In the colony, and at ‘Home’, “middle class distinctions 

were made not only in contrast to a European-based [and ‘debased’] working class but 

through a racialized notion of civility”.47 This notion of civility was based, as Edward Said 

(1993) has argued, on racial boundaries constituted in terms of an absolute ontological 

distinction between the Occident and its others.48  

 

Maori cultural difference thus represented the complete antithesis of civility. Their social 

organisation and family structure contravened bourgeois norms utterly, automatically 

excluding them from the ranks of the respectable. They could achieve a modicum of 

respectability however by assimilating themselves to European world-views and life-ways. 
                                                 
44 Riley, D. (1988) Am I That Name?: Feminism and the Category of Women in History. Houndsmill, 
Basinstoke, Hampshire, Macmillan Press: 46-47. 
45 Stoler, A. (1995) op.cit: 135  
46 James, B. and Saville-Smith, B. (1994) op.cit: 32 
47 Stoler, A. (1995) op.cit: 99 
48 Said, E. (1994) Culture and Imperialism. London: Vintage: 129. 
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That is, by accepting Christianity, practising possessive individualism through individual land 

ownership and wage labour, and adopting the patriarchal nuclear family form, Maori could 

become ‘civilised’ and have a limited form of respectability bestowed upon them. Their 

acculturation however could only occur through education, and from the outset it was 

perceived as crucial first by the missionaries and then by the state that Maori be schooled.  
 
For the European settlers the relationship between education and respectability was 

differentiated by class and it shifted over time. Schooling was the central mechanism through 

which the minority elite and upper middle class ensured social reproduction and maintained 

their signification of respectability. For the working classes education became important to 

their achievement of respectability when it became tied more closely to their social mobility, 

through what were largely rhetorical claims of a meritocracy bound up in turn with the myth 

of the egalitarian nation. From the outset education was essential to the production and 

reproduction of gendered selves and the gendered culture. As I show in Chapter Four it also 

quickly became a key site for the state in the socialisation, normalisation and moral 

regulation of the society’s problematic members, those who potentially represented 

respectability’s constitutive limit; ‘deviant’, ‘delinquent’ and ‘defective’ children.  

 
Conceptualisations of respectability were bound up with entrenched ideas about self and 

family responsibility, as I noted above. The tenuousness of colonial existence intensified the 

attachment to responsibility/respectability, as markers of differentiation and belonging, 

amongst the lower middle and working class settlers. For these groups their self 

understanding in terms of the responsibility/respectability relation created a necessary, if 

artificial, distance between themselves and those conceptualised as the society’s “enemies 

within”. These included, but were not confined to, the undeserving poor who were not just 

vilified in the Victorian moment but conceived of as “a race apart”.49 What counted as 

responsibility and respectability was differentiated by gender, reinforcing differences 

between and within the sexes, and mediating the expression of proper (in both senses of the 

word) colonial masculinity and femininity. They also served as markers of difference from the 

settlers’ racial others, reinforcing a collective identification based upon the presumption of 

racial superiority. The absent presence of Maori and their absolute otherness mediated a 

sense of belonging to an emergent nation whose boundaries were more overtly delineated 

by race than by class. Thus responsibility and respectability, as intertwined signifiers of 

identification, pivoted on exclusions as indeed they had to since “identities can function as 

                                                 
49 Stoler, A. (1995) op.cit: 127 
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points of identification and attachment only because of their capacity to exclude, to leave 

out, to render ‘outside’, abjected”.50  

 

Such was the investment in these ideas that responsibility and respectability came to 

represent shared “rules of recognition and realisation” amongst the settlers.51 Bernstein 

argues that “[r]ecognition rules create the means of distinguishing between and so 

recognizing the speciality that constitutes a context, and realization rules regulate the 

creation of specialized relationships internal to that context”.52 In the colony, responsibility 

acted as a rule of recognition - that is it functioned as a mechanism of differentiation 

between valid and invalid selves and groups, and in its association with independence, it 

marked out the colonial context as an ‘egalitarian’ space in contrast to the parent culture. 

Respectability, as the rule of realisation, was the signifier of belonging that stood in for social 

class among the settlers as a means of collective identification. The 

responsibility/respectability relation was thus saturated with class, not only because how this 

was understood differed by class, but also because the internalisation of a bourgeois moral 

ethos - the Victorian trinity - was its precondition. As I have indicated above, though, class 

was not the only category of differentiation that mediated these rules of recognition and 

realisation, they were gendered and racialised as well. 

 

It is through rules of recognition and realisation that socially constructed values and 

meanings are transmitted within a society, and their internalisation by individuals is crucial to 

cultural belonging and cultural reproduction. These might be understood as essential 

filaments in the “webs of significance” that make up the ‘culture’.53 Responsibility and 

respectability as rules of recognition and realisation were thus constitutive elements of the 

colonial social imaginary, and they were reinforced and reproduced in part through the 

recontextualisation of “Victorian values” by the colonial state. In Chapter Three I argue that 

the Victorian trinity of materialism, moralism and individualism, underpinned by the alignment 

of a Protestant ethos with capitalist ‘virtues’ and enmeshed with the 

responsibility/respectability relation, was institutionalised in and by an emergent liberal 

paternal state at the end of the 19th century. The taken-for-grantedness of this relation 

underpinned dominant liberal perceptions that capitalism was integral to modernity and the 

construction of the modern democratic nation. As well as being profoundly bourgeois, this 

vision was deeply gendered. 

                                                 
50 Hall, S. (1996) op.cit: 5, original emphasis. 
51 Bernstein, B. (2003) Class, Codes and Control, Vol. 3. London, Routledge. 
52 Ibid: 15, original emphasis. 
53 Geertz, C. (1973) Interpretation of Cultures: Selected Essays. New York: Basic Books: 6. 
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Modernity and masculinity: public men and private women 
Liberal conceptualisations of modernity and bourgeois assumptions about masculinity were 

inseparable. They were bound together in the ontological presumption of the possessive 

individual - liberalism’s central subject, the separation of the (feminine) family and 

(masculine) civil/political society, and in the masculinised liberal/capitalist state.54 The 

possessive individual was not only bourgeois in his actions but masculine in his ‘nature’; 

autonomous, diffident, independent, outwardly oriented and inherently political.55 Thus “the 

central terms of liberal discourse assume[d] that men circulate[d] in civil society while women 

were stationed in the family”.56 The state was masculine, not only in terms of the gender of 

those who embodied it, but in the liberal paternalism that framed its “juridico-legislative 

dimension” and its capitalist aspect which provided “capitalism’s mooring in private property 

rights as well as active involvement in capitalist production, distribution, consumption and 

legitimation”.57 

 

The masculinism of the liberal colonial state materialised firstly in the intersection between 

capitalist precepts of property ownership, bourgeois conceptions of women’s inherent 

moralising role, and liberal political rights. Democratic rights were initially granted to men in 

the colony on the basis of property ownership. These were extended to include Maori who 

held individual land titles, signifying their ‘civilisation’, and to working class men as ‘owners’ 

of their labour. Thus the relationship between liberalism and capitalism helped produce and 

reinforce the narrow model of male egalitarianism that characterised the colonial moment. 

Franchise was given to women on the assumption of their ‘natural’ feminine role in the 

socialisation and moralisation of the society, and hopes of their mediating influence on baser 

masculine impulses in the sphere of politics.58 The presumption of women’s difference was 

inscribed in the democratic political process, not transformed by it.  

 

Secondly, the masculinism of the liberal/capitalist state underpinned legislation that served 

to institutionalise the patriarchal nuclear family. With industrialisation, for example, working 

women became the focus of public and state concern about threats to their reproductive 

role. The introduction of the Labour Law regulations in 1873, and the findings of the 

Sweating Commission in 1890, resulted in heavier regulation of the conditions of women’s 
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employment.59 As well, the establishment of the Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act 

(1894) enshrined the rights of the working man in the notion of a ‘fair wage’.60 This was 

based upon the assumption of his extant or eventual support of a dependent family, and in 

combination with other policy measures that protected the male worker, it contributed to the 

development of the ‘wage earner’s’ welfare state. Not only did this disadvantage vulnerable 

women without a male provider, it mediated an historical pattern of very low levels of labour 

market participation amongst New Zealand women, particularly married ones. And it 

contributed, over time, to the institutionalisation of women’s claim to citizenship; that is, their 

rights to welfare on the basis of their domestic relationship with men.  

 

State control of education strengthened its constitutive and regulatory roles in the production 

and reproduction of gendered normativity. The institutionalisation of the normative masculine 

subject of modernity in the colony was facilitated by the state through its intervention into the 

administration of industrial schooling in 1867, and the development of a national education 

system from 1877. In the first instance, the state was concerned to become more actively 

involved in the socialisation, moralisation and control of the problematic working class, boys 

in particular, for economic and social reasons. Secondly, despite the rhetoric of male 

egalitarianism, the national system was designed to reproduce social stratification through 

the production of respectable male working class subjectivities and middle class male elite. 

State education became a key mechanism “in shaping particular social construction[s] of 

what it [meant] to be ‘male’ in New Zealand society”.61  

 
The move to state led education laid foundations for the emergence of a liberal paternal 

state in the colony; “[i]n accepting education as its legitimate business the state was claiming 

the authority to protect all children and the responsibility to protect society”.62 This shift was 

rationalised in terms of the urgent necessity to develop a viable capitalist economy and 

liberal democracy.63 In Chapter Four I suggest that the state’s recontextualisation of socially 

produced discourses about the problem of ‘larrinikism’ was one mechanism that enabled it to 

rationalise the intensification of its control of education at the time. In this moment as “the 

scope of the state was extended by making formal education a public concern” the functions 
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of education were to be “to be shaped by the role and the nature of the state”.64 The liberal 

modernist project, the production of a gendered (class-based and racialised) culture and the 

expansion of capitalism - enmeshed in the colony - thus pivoted on education.  

 

Corrigan and Sayer (1985) have argued that “[c]apitalism is not just an economy, it is a 

regulated set of social forms of life” and forms of capitalist sociality are context specific and 

historically contingent.65 What emerged here was a ‘middle class society’ dependent upon a 

collective attachment to a bourgeois moral ethos, and a gendered and racialised culture, 

underpinned by the myth of egalitarianism. Together these elements shaped the subsequent 

development of a male breadwinner paradigm within which particular conceptions of work 

and family - and differentiated notions of responsibility and respectability - were enshrined. 

And it mediated the creation of a national education system designed at the outset to 

reproduce the social privilege of middle class boys, and to normalise and embed capitalist 

relations of class, gender and race considered necessary to shape and consolidate an 

emergent liberal democratic nation-state. The inequalities that inhered in this model of 

sociality were smoothed over by the fantasy, myth and ideology of an educational 

meritocracy, and the promise of social mobility (and respectability) that it contained.  

 

Despite their reconfiguration over time, the foundational discourses about family, work and 

education that were constitutive elements of the colonial social imaginary continue to 

resonate. They remain enmeshed with responsibility/respectability as rules of recognition 

and realisation, signifying the “thick continuities”66 that bind together the past and present, 

linking the original “orphans of the imagination” to their ‘postcolonial’ descendents. The 

enduring influence of these discourses in the culture has been mediated by the 

liberal/capitalist state. Through its regulation of education and the family, as well as in other 

ways, the state continues to play a central role in their institutionalisation in the society and 

in reshaping them.  And education remains both as a nexus of the state/society relation, and 

as a key site of discursive struggles within and between them.  

 
In this thesis I utilise discourses about ‘problem’ boys in different historical moments to 

examine changes and continuities in the configuration of the state/society relation, and to 

explore education’s pivotal role within it. My central theoretical claim is that the discursive 

production of meaning about education occurs not in schools but within the wider society. I 
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argue that the institutionalisation of particular discourses about education is, however, 

powerfully mediated by state formation at each juncture. This claim is predicated on the 

assumption of a complex interrelationship between state and society; one that is 

underpinned by a perception of the state both as both a cultural/discursive construction and 

as an assemblage of institutions, and thus  profoundly embedded in the society, not distinct 

from it.67  

 

Such a conceptualisation, which draws on both Foucauldian and Gramscian theoretical 

frameworks, enables an analysis of social power relations that recognises the complex, 

multi-dimensional and unstable nature of power. It recognises both the constitutive and 

coercive modalities of state power and its ambiguities, that is, its operation as “an 

institutional field that is primarily a field of struggle”.68 In the first instance, through its 

recontextualisation of expert knowledge, the state plays a significant role in the constitution 

of individual and collective identities.69 Secondly, it is coercive both in terms of its 

authoritarian governance of ‘problem’ populations and its regulation, in various ways, of 

other subjects and institutions.70 Finally it is the site of external and internal discursive 

struggle, and these struggles contribute to the ongoing processes of state formation.71 

 

While internal and external transformation over time has wrought inevitable changes in state 

form and techniques of governmentality, I maintain there are discernable continuities 

between the liberal/paternal state and its predecessors particularly in terms of defining and 

regulating the central function of family, work and education in New Zealand. As I show in 

Chapter Five, for example, the Keynesian welfare state was instrumental in embedding the 

nuclear family in Pakeha culture, and institutionalising it in social and economic policy. By 

the 1950s the family had become entrenched as the signifier of the ‘moral society’ and the 

materialisation of its bourgeois standards and values, not least because the male 

breadwinner paradigm was absolutely central to Keynesian techniques of socio-economic 

management. In this moment of “prosperity consensus” the ideal of the meritocratic society 
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appeared close to realisation.72 The boundaries of class seemed no real obstacle to social 

mobility and the attainment of respectability in the context of relative male working class 

affluence and the state’s guarantee of educational equality of opportunity. I argue, however, 

that in reality Keynesianism did little to challenge the pattern of gendered and racialised 

inequalities that remained a legacy of the colonial moment. If anything the liberal bourgeois 

standards and values of the middle class society, upon which these exclusions were 

premised, became more deeply entrenched with the intensification of state intervention in 

the society.  

 

The intensity of social and political investment in the family was reflected in the level of 

anxiety at what was presumed to be its failure in the context of an apparent ‘epidemic’ of 

juvenile and ‘moral’ delinquency at the time. In this chapter I show that while there was little 

consensus on what constituted ‘failing families’, there was general agreement that working 

mothers were a significant part of the ‘problem’. I argue that anxiety about delinquency was 

partly the consequence of concerns about the social reproduction of the moral middle class 

and the maintenance of its guardianship role. Middle class respectability was perceived to be 

under threat from women and girls who contravened bourgeois gender norms, and by the 

affluence and excessive materialism of middle class boys. As well, despite the 

disappearance of overt references to class, concerns about working class boys operated as 

a subtext in delinquency discourses. And, although largely invisible in these discourses, 

when noted Maori delinquency was conceptualised wholly in terms of cultural deficit.  

 

Education also came under attack for its supposed contribution to the problem of 

delinquency, although criticisms of it not only varied, they were often diametrically opposed. 

From the standpoint of some commentators, schooling was both too authoritarian and highly 

selective, reflecting a society that was deeply conservative and - despite claims otherwise - 

stratified by social class. They argued that schooling alienated youth in New Zealand, 

mediating their delinquency.73 Others criticised the education system for its liberalism, 

claiming that a consequent lack of ‘standards’ and discipline played a significant role in the 

production of delinquent youth.74  
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As I illustrate in Chapter Six, critiques of liberal schooling in the 1950s and 1960s were part 

of longstanding discursive struggles over education that had intensified in the 1930s, partly 

as the result of structural change and the emergence of ‘new’ liberal middle class identities. 

Included amongst these was a stratum of psychological ‘experts’ who, along with teachers 

and bureaucrats, would comprise the network of expertise central to Keynesian welfarism. 

These shifts produced new conceptions of ‘personhood’, and a new understanding of human 

subjectivity that was implicit in ascendant discourses of citizenship and democracy at the 

time, though as I argue in the chapter they reinforced rather than challenged bourgeois 

normativity. 

 

It was the imbrication of these influential ideas that underpinned the major reform of 

education by the first Labour government from 1935. Labour’s educational reforms were a 

fundamental element of the project of “liberal collectivism” that signalled the instantiation of 

the Keynesian welfare state in New Zealand.75 The universalisation of secondary schooling, 

in particular, was perceived as essential to both the creation of a liberal democracy and the 

demands of a modern economy. As the relationship between education and the economy 

strengthened, schooling became more closely enmeshed with responsibility/respectability as 

rules of recognition and realisation across class boundaries. Underpinned by the notion of 

equality of opportunity, these shifts embedded the myth of an educational meritocracy and 

tied the promise of social mobility more closely to educational achievement. The possibility 

of realising respectability through educational success, however, remained strongly 

impacted by class, ethnicity and gender in part because different understandings of 

education’s purpose were mediated by these axes of difference. 

 

The emergence of a liberal middle class also discursively reshaped the relationship between 

education, work and respectability. The constitution of their identity pivoted on a dissolution 

of the distinction between work and play.76 Progressive education was perceived by this 

fraction as utterly crucial in the production of subjects for whom work - conceived of as “a 

personalised act in a privatised social structure” - was intrinsic to self identification and 

personal fulfilment.77 So too was the ‘pedagogical’ family, the other key site for the 

production of the future professionals and fully rounded citizens perceived as fundamental to 

the national and international expansion of liberal democracies. This conceptualisation of the 
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family pivoted on the role of mothers in the development of psychologically sound children, 

particularly boys, hence public and state concern about working mothers.  

 

Educational underachievement, tied up with discourses about the ‘delinquent boy’ amongst 

other problem categories, was associated with social deprivation understood in terms of 

family dysfunction and cultural deficit. These new conceptualisations justified intensified 

surveillance and intervention by the state in ‘problem’ families, and schools and teachers 

played a significant role in their ‘diagnosis’. The liberalisation of education and the family 

were, therefore, fundamental mechanisms of Keynesian governmentality. The ‘new’ vision of 

subjectivity that underpinned it, however, continued to be class, gender, and race specific. 

So that, despite educational reform, the central subject of education remained the white, 

male bourgeois individual.  

 

Chapter Seven maps away the shift away from Keynesian welfarism by the early 1980s, and 

the recontextualisation by the state of neoliberal and managerialist discourses which centred 

an apparently class, ethnic, and gender neutral entrepreneurial and responsibilised 

subjectivity. I trace the reconfiguration of fundamental discourses about work, family and 

education that resulted from this shift. I argue that the neoliberalisation of the state, the 

economy and education intensified the cultural value accorded to responsibility as a shared 

rule of recognition. While what counted as respectability became confined to the pursuit of 

‘enterprise’, conceptualised in education in terms of school markets, competitive students 

and the exercise of parental choice. Simultaneously, however, the social polarisation that 

resulted from economic and educational restructuring made the possibility of realising 

respectability through educational success much harder to achieve for some social groups. 

And, although middle class educational advantage increased during this period, the 

intensification of positional competition within the middle classes partly because of more 

obvious achievement by girls as the result of liberal educational feminism, heightened 

parental anxiety. For the parents of middle class children, responsibility became limited to 

choosing the ‘best’ education for their children regardless of the social impacts of that 

choice.   

 

The period of economic and social flux that I describe in Chapter Seven mediated 

widespread concerns about a so-called problem of boys’ educational underachievement. In 

Chapter Eight I trace the emergence of these discourses in New Zealand and I show that 

boys are problematically positioned, against girls, as the ‘new’ educationally disadvantaged. 

I utilise some of the extensive critical feminist and pro-feminist literature that has been 

produced internationally in my analysis of them. This work usefully critiques the dominant 
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discourses about masculinity and schooling, and the gender politics that underpin some 

claims of boys’ disadvantage. The literature is, however, constrained by its own gender 

frame of reference and thus can only gesture toward the complex operation of gender, class 

and ethnicity that mediates educational experiences and outcomes for boys and girls. 

Moreover, these writers wrongly assume that meanings about the ‘problem’ of boys’ 

educational underachievement are produced within schools. Thus, they cannot account for 

the multidimensional, historically embedded, contextually specific and socially produced 

understandings about education, gender, class and ethnicity that I argue powerfully inflect 

contemporary and historical concerns about different groups of boys in New Zealand. In the 

chapters Eight and Nine, I show that these shared meanings resonated in mutually 

constitutive media and educational discourses about the problem of boys’ educational 

underachievement, and in official texts.  

 

I use system theorist Niklas Luhman’s (2000) work to explain how the structural operation of 

the media produces, reproduces and reinforces the particular social ‘truths’ about education, 

gender, ethnicity, and class that inflect dominant representations of boys’ 

underachievement.78  I think, however, Luhman’s theory is problematic in two interrelated 

ways; firstly he overstates the media’s autonomy from the society and secondly he has 

nothing to say about the role of the media in social relations of power and control. In the first 

instance, in order to produce its own version of knowledge the media must draw upon the 

combination of “stories, myths and commonplaces [and] theoretical narratives” that comprise 

the contemporary social imaginary.79 As I show in the thesis, our social imaginary bears 

traces of earlier cultural scripts and, despite claims to neutrality and truth that underpin 

‘expert knowledge’, it is inevitably partial. Both commonsense and expert knowledge, bound 

together in the social imaginary, are “self-authenticating (if not self generating): they produce 

the terms by which they can be understood in producing the conditions in which some 

understandings count more than others”.80 And the media is key in this process, it both 

mobilises and reinforces those understandings through its selectivity.  

 

Thus the media is utterly implicated in social power relations; it plays a fundamental role 

here in reproducing Pakeha culture as “the culture that dominates the public life of the 

society - the political and legal institutions, the schools … [and] is so commonsense as to lie 
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beneath the level of consciousness”.81 Whether or not the media is ideologically biased in 

the neo-Marxist sense is arguable.82 However through the assumption of a normative 

Pakeha, bourgeois subjectivity - as much a product of its reproduction of the silences that 

underpin this truncated understanding of ‘culture’ as one of representation - the media 

performs ideology. The silences convened through the selection processes of the media, like 

those of the culture it represents, are regulatory and like speech they “harbor meaning”.83 At 

the same time, the media plays a central role in the production of individual identities and 

cultural reproduction through the circulation of “‘desired’ and regulatory images of what 

makes us human” engendering, for some, a sense of belonging.84 The media, therefore, 

operates as one mechanism of “symbolic control … whereby consciousness, the 

dispositions and desire are shaped and distributed through forms of communication [and 

meaningful silences] which relay and legitimate a distribution of power and cultural 

categories”.85  

 

 In Chapter Nine, I suggest the media is implicated not only in the constitutive modalities of 

state power that underpin neoliberal governmentality, but its more coercive aspects as well. 

The Education Review Office [ERO], as an agency of state governance, mobilised the media 

in strenuous efforts to responsibilise teachers and regulate self-managing schools; key 

actors and sites for the production of the self-responsible, entrepreneurial subjectivities 

considered necessary by the state for social cohesion and global competitiveness. ERO 

utilised the publication of its reports similarly, and in the chapter I analyse three reports 

which reflect the shift from an emphasis on girls’ disadvantage in the mid-90s to a stress on 

boys’ educational underachievement by 1999. I argue  that, despite the change of focus, all 

of the reports were underpinned less by a concern about gender issues in education and 

more by ERO’s desire to ensure that schools and teachers carried out their mandated 

responsibility to address ‘barriers to learning’ for individuals.  

 

I suggest that, while ERO’s discursive construction of the ‘problem’ of boys’ educational 

underachievement resonated with media and educational discourses, its central concern 

was with mediating the risk to the state that the underachieving boy represented. What 

                                                 
81 Bell, A. (1996) ‘We’re Just New Zealanders’: Pakeha Identity Politics’. In P. Spoonley, C. 
Macpherson and D. Pearson (eds) Nga Patai: Racism and Ethnic Relations in Aotearoa/New 
Zealand. Palmerston North: Dunmore Press. 
82  See Hall, S. and Critcher, C. et al. (1978) Policing the Crisis: Mugging, the State, and Law and 
Order. London and Basingstoke: Macmillan Press Ltd. 
83 Brown, W. (2005) op.cit: 83, 84 
84 Blackman, L. and Walkerdine, V. (2001) Mass Hysteria: Critical Psychology and Media Studies. 
Houndsmill, Basingstoke; New York, Palgrave: 4. 
85 Bernstein, B. (2001) ‘Symbolic Control: Issues of Empirical Description of Agencies and Agents’. 
International Journal of Research Methodology 4 (No.1): 23. 
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constituted a risk for the state - and thus central to its “core problems”86 - in ERO’s view was 

difference, best managed by the neoliberal, technocratic approach that characterised its 

modus operandi. Against claims that neoliberalism represents a radical break from the 

past,87 I argue that difference continues to be invoked against an ideal model of respectable 

bourgeois subjectivity, reconfigured in the neoliberal context into an apparently class, ethnic 

and gender neutral entrepreneurial/consuming neoliberal self.   

 

Despite the discursive shift away from concerns with the gender gap to an emphasis on 

ethnic disparities in state discourses, as I illustrate in Chapter Ten, this idealised self 

appears to have morphed into the feminine/feminised (bourgeois) subject of postmodernity. I 

problematise the apparent class and ethnic neutrality of this postmodern subject in the first 

instance. Secondly, I suggest that the heavy dependence of third way social governance on 

women’s affective labour in the private spheres of family and community maintains 

boundaries of feminine respectability produced in earlier moments, while the expectation of 

their paid employment adds another dimension to it. I suggest that because they have both 

the cultural and material capital to realise this new dimension of respectability, bourgeois 

women continue to embody it.  

 

While the primacy of work in the third moment might seem to maintain the boundary of 

masculine respectability I suggest the ‘feminisation’ in multiple ways disrupts that boundary, 

especially for working class men. I suggest, however, that class and ethnicity are bound up 

here and I question whether the third way reconstitutes what counts as respectability for 

Maori and Pacific Island people. Despite the centring of expansive forms of family and 

community structure which appear to respond to ethnic difference, I argue a bourgeois 

model of family behaviour remains the signifier of respectable family practice. And I suggest 

that, given their high rates of unemployment and continuing poverty in a context that 

privileges a moral ethos of work, these groups remain the constitutive outside of 

respectability. 

 

Finally, I question the struggles over representation within the state and between the state 

and the middle classes that I argue continue to problematically re-invoke a politics of 

recognition. I argue that in order for the third way to exorcise the “spectral presence” of 

liberalism and become a ‘third space’ in a substantive way, new multi-tiered 

                                                 
86 See Dale, R. (1989) The State and Education Policy. Milton Keynes [England]; Philadelphia: Open 
University Press; Lewis, N. (2000) ‘Restructuring Discourse in the New Zealand Restructuring 
Experience 1984-1995: the Practices of the Education Review Office’. Unpublished PhD Thesis, 
University of Auckland. 
87 Lewis, N.  (2000) op.cit. 
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conceptualisations of social justice that reflect the diverse needs of a globalised, multi-

cultural knowledge society need to be created and practiced. 
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Chapter Two 
 
From outpost to ‘Arcadia’?: settlement and social formation in the colony 

 

Being nowhere in particular, and without traditions to adhere to,  

we could be whatever or whoever we chose.88 

 
Introduction  
In Chapter One I argued that contemporary discursive constructions of boys’ educational 

underachievement are filtered through, and partly the product of, culturally produced scripts 

about class, ethnicity, gender and education that bear traces of the past. These social 

meanings remain inflected by constitutive elements of the colonial social imaginary; in 

particular discourses of family, work and education which were, and continue to be, 

inextricably entwined with responsibility and respectability as rules of recognition and 

realisation and thus markers of belonging and differentiation in the society. In the next two 

chapters I trace the development of that imaginary and its materialisation in a “middle class 

society”.89 

 

I argue here that the distinctive pattern of social formation90 that emerged in the colonial 

context resulted from both the reproduction of deeply embedded understandings of self and 

society that were the product of an earlier social imaginary and the settlers’ self-conscious 

repudiation of the traditional class culture that had formed them.91 On the one hand, the 

                                                 
88 Jones, L. (2000) Book of Fame. Auckland: Penguin: 13 
89 Middle class in this usage refers to a “moral category defined more by its political values, social 
attitudes and moral qualities than by common social or economic position”. Orwin, D. (1999) 
‘Conservatism in New Zealand’. Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Auckland: 114. 
90 I do not use the notion of social formation in the traditional Marxian sense which privileges class 
formation and class relations over other kinds of social relationships. Instead I conceptualise it in 
terms of the development of the historically specific pattern of class, race and gender relations which 
together continue to inform, in often subtle and complex ways, the contemporary social, economic 
and political relationships in New Zealand. As Roxana Ng (1993) has argued “class cannot be 
understood without reference to ethnic and gender relations, and that gender and ethnic relations 
cannot be understood without reference to class relations”. Ng, R. (1993) ‘Sexism, Racism and 
Canadian Nationalism’. In S. Gunew and A. Yeatman (eds) Feminism and the Politics of Difference. 
Wellington: Bridget Williams Books Ltd: 205. 
91 Ideas about nations and nationalism and the concrete forms they take both draw on and are a 
rejection of “the large cultural systems” which precede them. Anderson, B. (1991) Imagined 
Communities: Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Nationalism. London and New York: Verso: 
612.  
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“embourgeoisement”92 of the respectable working class settlers contributed to their rejection 

of class as a means of collective identification and to their investment in respectability as the 

signifier of belonging. That investment was intensified by often brutal class struggle, and the 

coercive attempts by the English state and philanthropic middle classes to reshape the 

working class, which characterised the ‘modern’ moment. The duality of these experiences 

informed a powerful desire to forget the past; to ‘get away’ and to ‘get ahead’.  Together with 

the socio-economic and political exigencies in the colony this act of forgetting helped shape 

the idea of the ‘egalitarian’ nation; an idea, woven from strands of fantasy, myth and 

ideology into a “national imaginary”93, that would endure into the 21st century. 

 

Despite the rejection of class identification that informed their will to forget, the settlers 

invested heavily in a notion of respectability-bound up with ideas about responsibility - that 

was saturated with class. As I show in this chapter and the next the responsibility/ 

respectability relation, while expressed differently in terms of class, race and gender, was 

underpinned by a bourgeois moral ethos reinforced in the colony by emergent socio-

economic and political structures. Paradoxically, this engendered a model of social 

organisation underpinned by the idea of male ‘egalitarianism’ essential to the myth of the 

‘classless’ nation at the same time as it mediated the emergence of a ‘middle class society’ 

built upon the fundamental trinity of Victorian bourgeois principles; individualism, materialism 

and moralism. These contradictory elements would, over time, become embedded in the 

national identity of Pakeha New Zealanders. In this chapter I show how this distinctive 

pattern of social formation emerged. I point to the complex motivations for annexation of 

Aotearoa, the varying – and sometimes conflicting- expectations and aspirations of the 

architects of settlement and the settlers themselves, and the realities of colonial life that 

worked together to create it. And I argue that it was the repudiation of class politics across 

boundaries of social class that unified what were otherwise disparate and potentially 

conflicting visions for the new society. 

 
Section One: Securing the colony: moral and material imperatives 
From the 1790s there was some European presence in New Zealand comprising a mostly 

transient collection of sealers and whalers; the advance guard of emerging industrial 

                                                 
92 This refers to the internalisation by the working classes of the bourgeois moral ethos that became 
bound up with English national identity. Corrigan, P. and Sayer, D. (1985) The Great Arch: 
English State Formation As Cultural Revolution. Oxford and New York: Basil Blackwell.  
93 Brickell, C. (2001) ‘Whose "special treatment"?: Heterosexism and the Problems with Liberalism’. 
Sexualities 4 (No.2): 211-236. 
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capitalism.94 In 1814 a small influx of missionaries arrived and established the first mission 

station  at  Rangihoua  in  the  North Island.  By the early 19th century these disparate groups 

constituted a small “semi-permanent” population.95 Organised settlement began in 1839 with 

the arrival of the first influx of immigrants brought by Edward Gibbon Wakefield and the New 

Zealand Company.96 Annexation by the British Crown and the founding of the colony 

followed closely behind in 1840.  

 

In the historical literature the rationale for annexation is open to at least two interpretations. 

Liberal commentators suggest that it was motivated primarily by increasing pressure put on 

the British colonial office due the emergence of a variety of social problems brought about by 

unregulated settlement.97 As well as concerns about the dangers facing early settlers there 

were also fears about the impact of uncontrolled settlement on the Maori population, 

particularly among the resident missionaries. Contact with Europeans endangered the Maori 

population in a number of ways: firstly access to European weaponry intensified intertribal 

conflict; secondly as more settlers arrived interracial conflict began to erupt, and thirdly more 

contact increased the risks of the depopulation of Maori through disease.98 In this view a 

strong humanitarian element underpinned the colonisation of New Zealand, reflecting a shift 

away from the earlier, more autocratic and destructive settlement policies to “a new and 

noble beginning in British colonial policy”.99 This shift was context specific however, and 

“more sophisticated models of classification, and a generally more humane, if still highly 

patronising” 100 understanding of indigenous people was extended only to those, like Maori, 

considered superior to other native populations.  
 

                                                 
94 Belich, J. (1996) Making Peoples: A History of the New Zealanders: From Polynesian Settlement to 
the End of the Nineteenth Century. London; Auckland: Allen Lane, Penguin Press. 
95 The sealers were mostly ‘Australian’, though there was a British and American presence as well. 
The missionaries, though predominantly British (denominations), also included French Roman 
Catholics. See Belich, J. (2001) Paradise Reforged: A History of the New Zealanders From the End of 
the Nineteenth Century to the Year 2000. Auckland: Allen Lane, Penguin Press: 130-135.   
96 Wakefield, a passionate advocate of the ‘art of colonisation’ and laissez faire capitalism saw the 
country as a potentially “productive field of employment for superabundant capital”, and a means of 
addressing “the want of room” in Great Britain for the healthy operation of ‘competition’ and for “the 
means of a comfortable subsistence according to the respective standards of living established 
among the classes” that made for it. Wakefield, E.G. (ed) (2001) A View of the Art of Colonization, 
with Present Reference to the British Empire; In the Letters Between a Statesman and a Colonist. 
Ontario, Canada: Batoche Books Ltd (originally published 1849): 24-25. 
97 Gardner, W. (1992) ‘A Colonial Economy’. In G. W. Rice (ed) The Oxford History of New Zealand 
(2nd ed). Auckland: Oxford University Press: 109 
98 Belich, J. (1996) op.cit: 156 
99 Sinclair, K. (1996)  A History of New Zealand (rev.ed.). Auckland: Penguin Books: 70 
100 Pearson, D. (1990) A Dream Deferred: The Origins of Ethnic Conflict in New Zealand. Wellington: 
Allen and Unwin, Port Nicholson Press: 40. 
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Against claims of English altruism Marxist writer David Bedggood (1980) argues that 

annexation was motivated primarily by economic imperatives driven by early capitalist 

expansionism, and the humanitarian policies implemented by the British state were 

underpinned more by expediency than ‘good intentions’.101 He considers the Crown’s 

humane policy of ‘moral suasion’ rather than military might, for example, to have been less 

about official resistance to the use of force than a case of the lack of an adequate army. The 

apparent humanitarianism of the British state also stemmed from the unintended outcomes 

of some of its policies rather than by design. The Treaty of Waitangi, an exemplar of this, 

was never intended to include provision for the retention of Maori land ownership in his view. 

Instead its original intention was to allow the Crown exclusive rights to purchase so it could 

resell cheaply bought land at a substantial profit,102 benefiting capitalists and enabling state 

funded immigration and infrastructural development. The sole motivation for annexation, he 

claims, was “the universal expansion of the capitalist mode of production” and the alienation 

of Maori land was absolutely pivotal to this project.103 Amongst other things, this resulted in 

“the forcible destruction of Maori society”. 104  

 

As I suggest below both accounts of the imperatives that drove annexation are problematic, 

however Bedggood (1980) correctly emphasises the destructive impact on Maori of the drive 

to acquire their land which was so crucial to the settlement process and the development of 

a capitalist economy. Early economic relations in Aotearoa were shaped from the 

amalgamation of British capitalism and traditional Maori modes of production which worked 

to their economic advantage. For some time after annexation Maori monopolised trade and 

benefited materially from their interaction with the incoming settlers, who depended on them 

for the production and provision of foodstuffs and other crucial resources.105 The end of 

Maori trade monopoly was mediated by a number of factors, not the least of which was the 

loss of their numerical dominance around 1858. Increasing Pakeha demand for land 

following annexation precipitated Maori political activism which undermined their economic 

participation, and eventuated in a fierce struggle between Maori and the Crown over land 

                                                 
101 Bedggood, D. (1980) Rich and Poor in New Zealand: A Critique of Class Politics and Ideology. 
Auckland: George Allen and Unwin. 
102 This policy of ‘setting of a sufficient price’ was rationalised by the argument that land sold too 
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103 Bedggood, D. (1980) op.cit: 23 
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during the 1860s.106 Their depopulation through war and disease, the loss of their land by 

legislative and illegal means and a disintegrating external market, resulted in a significant 

shift in the balance of power away from Maori which would not be recouped.107 And they 

would remain at the margins of the middle class society, an absent presence, well into the 

20th century. 

 

Despite elements of truth in both versions of the annexation story neither is satisfactory. The 

humanitarian thesis glosses over the significance of economic imperialism and, while 

Bedggood (1980) emphasises this, he ignores the socio-cultural influences of the period. 

Both oversimplify the more complex and perhaps more contradictory reality wherein 

economic and socio-cultural elements were inextricably entwined. Annexation was 

underpinned by both evangelical and capitalist imperatives woven together in the shape of 

an organisational and ideological alliance between “evangelical humanitarianism” and 

imperial expansionism.108 This alliance was organisational in that the missionaries played an 

essential role by educating Maori in Western social practices - especially the ‘arts of honest 

labour’109 - in laying the foundations for imperial expansion. It was ideological because these 

practices were underpinned by an integration of Protestant and capitalist values considered 

superior to the life ways and world views of other races. The central aim of this alliance was 

the ‘conversion’  and ‘civilisation’ of Maori to as close an approximation of an English ‘elect’ 

as they could become, given their ‘racial inferiority’. Conversion here meant conversion to 

Christianity and to capitalist sociality, interwoven in Victorian sensibility. Maori salvation 

depended upon their induction into the “moral and industrious habits” that signified civility.110 

This idea of civility, which was underpinned not only by racial distinctions but those of social 

class as well, was integral to notions of respectability. 

 
Section Two: Constructing a Victorian social imaginary 
Together these spiritual, moral, and material dimensions were fundamental to English 

national identity. Their imbrication with “Englishness” resulted from a long process of socio-

cultural and economic transformation.111 From the Tudor period English nationalism derived 
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from the expansion and increasing dominance of Protestantism.112 Far more than simply a 

religious creed understood in the contemporary sense, religion was central to the social and 

political life of the nation. Moreover while it was “an integral part of political culture”, the 

singular domain of the ruling classes, its tenets also contained the possibility of both a 

radical “political and religious inflexion”.113 A ‘radical’ reading of Protestantism enabled the 

emergence of notions of self governance and individual legal rights which were to become 

absolutely central to the “embourgeoisement” of English society, and the naturalisation of 

capitalist sociality. They were also the basis for the beginnings of a collective working class 

identity. Although, ironically, these principles would be used to rationalise the oppression, 

exploitation and intensive regulation of the English working classes in the 19th century. 

 

The ascendancy of Protestantism was seminal in the formation of the British state, mediating 

a break between religion and the royal power that enabled the state to gain authority over 

the Church. The coincidence of this important transformation with the “evangelisation of the 

populace” mediated the development of an early form of nation state, following the 

Reformation, that was vital to an emerging national identity within which the English of all 

classes perceived themselves as “an elect nation”.114 The partial secularisation of English 

society, however, displaced religion “as a dominant legitimating code for and within the 

state” and provided the conditions for a “move towards solid bourgeois values of law 

property, ‘liberty’ and civility”.115 This shift, and the emerging influence of possessive 

individualism, marked the beginning of broad cultural change and the embourgeoisement of 

the state.  It also signalled a move from external coercion in the form of the church to the 

internalisation of “disciplines of conscience and sect [which was] thoroughly consonant with 

a wider embourgeoisement of social relations and identities”.116 The aristocracy was not 

exempt from this transformative process, it altered their composition and provided the class 

Wakefield drew many of his “cultured men of capital” from during the colonisation of New 

Zealand two centuries later.117  

 

The secularisation of English society was not complete however and the influence of 

Protestantism helped shape English society through the 18th and 19th centuries, not least 

because of the affinity between the “Protestant values - individualism, sobriety, abstinence, 
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labour - and the moral relations of capitalism”.118 The relationship between Protestantism, 

bourgeois values and capitalism underpinned the entwined ideas of “material and moral 

progress”119 central to 19th century liberalism and dominant understandings of modernity.  

 

As I suggested in Chapter One these foundational discourses - constitutive of the Victorian 

social imaginary - were institutionalised not only in the gradual transformation of extant 

social truths by new philosophical ideas that informed new understandings of economy, 

society and state but  through coercive practices intended to embed them. They emerged as 

well, that is, from concerted efforts by the English state and philanthropic middle classes to 

reshape the English working classes and entrench possessive individualism. This was 

nothing short of a “moral revolution” wherein “abstract forms of property [came] to be what 

[was] represented politically, enshrined in law, culturally articulated and, above all, 

normalized as a new moral code of individualized character”.120 In this moment government 

became defined “as guaranteeing the rights and freedoms of men of property against, above 

all, the claims of labour: the new working class being made and seeking to make itself during 

those years”.121 The ‘working class question’ became the focus of government; engendering 

the institutions, laws and practices that combined novel forms of juridical repression and 

moral regulation - in emergent techniques of liberal governmentality- that would become 

fundamental to “the modern, democratic nation state”.122  

 

The process of ‘civilisation’ thus not only took the form of imperialism where “it elevated the 

military and moral ‘character of England throughout the world”, it was going on within 

England at the same time.123 One element of this internal civilising project entailed the 

transmission of middle class views-of the country as an ‘elect’ nation-to the working classes. 

At a deeper level this “national system of improvement” involved the “moralization and 

socialization” of the working classes; their inculcation, that is, into a bourgeois value system 

with its specific, and entwined, form of socio-economic relations which would provide the 

basis for capitalist sociality.  I discuss the influence of these ideas on the development of a 

liberal, paternal state in the colony in the next chapter. I want to make two points here 

however; first these shifts represented the institutionalisation of a bourgeois moral ethos in 

the English state. Secondly the state, in its both constitutive and coercive functions, played 
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an absolutely essential part in attempts to remake working class subjectivities into the image 

of bourgeois respectability.  
 

By the 19th century bourgeois subjectivity had come to signify respectability which was in 

turn bound up with notions of morality: “respectability was the means by which morality was 

made public and seen to be an object of knowledge. Respectability embodie[d] moral 

authority: those who [were] respectable [had] it, those who [were] not [did] not”.124 This 

respectable/moral bourgeois self and collective identification was formed against 

assumptions of working class and racial difference, and inferiority. Thus, the processes 

involved in the transformation of the working class into “moral individuals … in the bourgeois 

image” were attempts to suppress difference.125 Yet at the same time the constitution the of 

bourgeois depended upon it: 

 

the working class is a category that came into effect through middle class 

conceptualisations. These conceptualisations were produced from anxiety about 

social order and through attempts by the middle class to consolidate their identity and 

power by distancing themselves from identifiable ‘others’. The middle class came… 

to recognize themselves through difference: a difference they produced through the 

generation and distribution of representations of different ‘others.126 

 

The conceptualisations of difference that operated as fundamental ‘truths’ in the Victorian 

social imaginary were interrelated rather than discrete. Discursive constructions of racial 

difference were underpinned by embedded perceptions of “a fundamental ontological 

difference between the West and the rest”127. In turn racism underpinned other categories of 

differentiation, including class and gender, through the “phenomenon of ‘depreciation’ and 

‘racialization’” whereby fundamentally different groups were understood as ‘invalid’ in 

analogous ways.128 Categorizations of race, for example, interlocked with class through the 

generic definition of the ‘dangerous classes’.129 Those who were relegated to this class, 

including the ‘undeserving’ poor, were considered to be not just an aberration but a race 

apart. Similarly, sexual difference was racialised in that women were considered ‘naturally’ 
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inferior to men and thus “not fully human”.130 As I illustrate in Chapter Three these categories 

of difference mediated colonial politics and the formation of a liberal paternal state by the 

end of the 19th century, forming the basis of  an “historical system of [entwined and] 

complementary exclusions”131 that, I argue in Chapter Ten, continues to operate in subtle 

ways. 

 

These foundational discourses of difference underpinned the bourgeois moral ethos that 

informed colonial evangelism - imperial and moral - and they were central to the notions of 

responsibility and respectability which operated as rules of recognition and realisation in the 

colony, signifying belonging and delineating difference amongst the settlers. In the next 

section I explore their impact on colonisation and their mediation by the exigencies of 

settlement. I tease apart the processes of settlement and social formation; the beginnings of 

nation building with and against the parent culture.   

 

Section Three: Populating the ‘promised land’: the settlement process 
Organised settlement began in 1839 under the auspices of Edward Gibbon Wakefield, and 

the New Zealand Company. In Wakefield’s view, and that of the capitalist aristocracy he 

represented, the primary of objective colonisation was “to provide a productive field of 

employment for superabundant capital”.132 In order for that to occur the socio-economic 

relations that underpinned capitalism needed to be replicated in the colony. Thus, from the 

outset, his approach to settlement was socially selective and it was never intended that all 

classes of British society should be encouraged to emigrate. The New Zealand Company 

focused its efforts upon two particular social groups; the ‘decent’ rural labouring classes, the 

raw material from which colonial capitalism and a modern nation would be constructed, and 

the capitalist gentry whose role it would be to direct this process. Both were seen as crucial 

to the economic and social viability of the colony. It was during this initial period of settlement 

that the largest number of the English gentry arrived, and it was from this class that the early 

‘ruling elite’ would be drawn. 133  

 

Despite efforts to exert control over emigration through the selection process intensified 

migration from the 1850s brought with it much broader occupational strata than was either 
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anticipated, or desired.134 By the end of the settlement process, the population was made up 

of a “non-affluent” but fairly heterogeneous majority of ‘decent’ working and lower middle 

class settlers.135 Not only was the settler population more diverse than intended in terms of 

occupational strata, it was more diverse racially as well. Despite assumptions of cultural 

homogeneity in historical accounts of settlement (partly a function of the founding myths 

generated by the “colonising crusaders”136 themselves), there was a large degree of social 

fragmentation within the settler population particularly in terms of ethnic diversity.137 There 

were substantial numbers of Scots and Irish migrants, who considered themselves ethnically 

distinct groups. Given that the process of consolidating ‘Britain’ was still under way, it is not 

surprising that the nationalities it would later comprise still considered themselves “distinct 

peoples”, and had “different economies and societies as well as cultures”.138 

 

While these cultural divisions were accompanied by different religious affiliations, the 

predominance of Protestantism among the settlers may have allowed the formation of social 

bonds and a sense of common identity between these otherwise disparate, and sometimes 

antagonistic, groups. 139 As I noted earlier, individualism comprised a central strand of the 

Protestantism/capitalism relation and thus was one important common value that bound the 

diverse settler population together. And it was to become a very powerful element, if not the 

only one, that contributed to the emergence of the ‘middle class society’ and creation of a 

collective Pakeha national identity. Moralism was an equally powerful, though perhaps more 

oblique, facet of this relation. While there were differences between secular and religious 

views of morality, they converged in embedded ideas about the social and moral value of 

possessive individualism fundamental to the Victorian social imaginary. These provided the 

moral justification for materialism - the desire to ‘get ahead’ - that comprised the third 

element of a collective settler identity.  These shared principles not only bridged the cultural 

gap between the settlers they also mediated class differences as well, as I show in the next 
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different streams of migrants representing a variety of occupational strata arrived, and “it seems 
unlikely that most English migrants were farmers or farm workers” (Ibid: 333). 
135 These included “casual labourers, skilled wage earners, shop-keepers, office staff, small farmers, 
tradesmen and their families”. Thomson, D. (1998) A World Without Welfare: New Zealand's Colonial 
Experiment. Auckland: Auckland University Press with Bridget Williams Books: 4 
136 Belich, J. (1996) op.cit. 
137 What is important about the diversity of the population is that, in Belich’s (1996) version of the 
settlement story, there were the two central discourses that underpinned the propaganda campaign 
for the “colonising crusade”, the Arcadian myth and the Utopian myth. These were framed differently 
depending on the weight given to ethnic racial difference within the settler population. I discuss this in 
more detail below. Belich, J. (1996) op.cit: 287 
138 Ibid. 
139 Ibid: 297 
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chapter. That they did so reflects the embourgeoisement of much of the emigrant population, 

despite its diversity. 

 

The settler population while far from ethnically homogeneous was, initially at least, fairly 

uniform in terms of gender. As was the case with other colonies, greater numbers of men 

tended to emigrate than women. Single, working class male migrants to New Zealand 

predominated well into the settlement period, their numbers peaking in 1867 when they 

outnumbered women approximately two to one.140 This was a significant problem from 

perspective of the architects of settlement, since women were perceived as absolutely 

crucial for the “social health” and ‘civilisation’ of colonial society.141 Not only that their 

economic roles, as potential servants and in terms of the productive capacities of colonial 

households, were fundamentally important as well. The drivers of colonisation “wanted 

servants, and they wanted brides-to-be, to sop up, civilise and anchor chaotic surplus 

males”.142 I begin to explore the impact of embedded assumptions about the social and 

familial roles of women on the formation of a “gendered culture”143 below. 

 

From 1831 to 1881 more than 400,000 migrants arrived in New Zealand, the majority of 

these (300,000) remained.144 The sheer magnitude of this diaspora requires explanation, 

and traditional historiographies have tended to read it wholly as a response to the privations 

wrought by the development of industrial capitalism during the early 19th century. 145 There is 

little doubt that socio-economic conditions in Britain were critical by the time organised 

colonisation began, or that the chance to escape them played an important role in the 

decision to emigrate for many. In his passionately angry account of the impact of 

industrialism on the British working classes, with its bitter critique of laissez faire capitalism, 

Friedrich Engels (2001) wrote  

 

Everywhere barbarous indifference, hard egotism on one hand, and nameless misery 

on the other, everywhere social warfare, every man’s house is under siege, 

everywhere reciprocal plundering under the protection of the law, and all so 

                                                 
140 Fairburn, M. (1989) The Ideal Society and its Enemies: The Foundations of Modern New Zealand 
Society 1850-1900. Auckland: Auckland University Press: 165. 
141 Belich, J. (1996) op.cit: 307 
142 Ibid: 334 
143 James, B. and Saville- Smith, K. (1994) Gender, Culture and Power. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press. 
144 Belich, J. (1996) op.cit:  278 
145 Sutch argues that steadily rising rates of unemployment and poverty amongst the working classes 
with the emergence of industrial capitalism was the main impetus behind the mass migration of 
working class Britons. Sutch, W. (1941) Poverty and Progress in New Zealand. Wellington: Modern 
Books: 24 
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shameless, so openly avowed that one shrinks before the consequences of our 

social state as they manifest themselves here undisguised, and can only wonder that 

the whole crazy fabric still hangs together.146 

 

British society was in flux as the transformations engendered by industrial capitalism created 

increasing discontent amongst the working classes, and social critique amongst the 

‘intelligentsia’. The Chartist movement, which advocated universal male franchise as the 

basis for the political representation of all classes, arose from this turmoil. These and other 

movements for social justice such as Owenism147 played some part in influencing 

emigration; not only in terms of their promise that a more just society could be created away 

from the constraints of the English one, but as a means of rationalising an escape from the 

social turmoil occurring there. Demands for political equality and increasing working class 

militancy tied up with them, caused no small degree of concern among the middle and upper 

classes, and in the Church.148 

 

While the desire to escape these conditions was undoubtedly a powerful imperative for 

migration, particularly among an impoverished and embattled proletariat, the assumption 

that little encouragement to emigrate was necessary needs to be questioned. At the least it 

underestimates the sheer enormity of the act of immigration for individuals and families, both 

in social and economic terms. This perception also overlooks how the promise of a new 

society was built upon aspirations of and assumptions about change and continuity, both 

within the immigrant population and amongst the drivers of settlement, that were often in 

tension with each other.  

 

One particularly poignant example of how disparate aspirations for the colony impacted 

negatively on the working class population can be seen in problems that arose from 

Wakefield’s attempts to limit landownership, through the mechanism of “sufficient price” in 

the initial stages of settlement, to the wealthy. A significant outcome of this policy of offering 

land as a source of investment to wealthy capitalists was that high rates of absentee 

landownership occurred. This situation left working class settlers without access to land of 

their own or employment, and many suffered the miseries of poverty as a result.149 As I show 

in Chapter Four, extensive and obvious poverty fuelled a great deal of anxiety about the poor 
                                                 
146 Engels, F. (2001) The Condition of the Working Class in England. London, UK: ElecBook: 81 
available online at http://site.ebrary.com/lib/auckland. 
147 Sutch (op.cit: 25) also suggests many Britons emigrated to New Zealand influenced by Chartism, 
while more recently, Belich has pointed to the influence of Owenism - a form of utopian socialism - on 
perceptions of the potential for creating a more equitable society here, Belich, J. (1996) op.cit: 293 
148 Sutch, W. (1941) op.cit: 26 
149  Stephenson, M. (2000) op.cit: 130. 
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working classes and their potential threat to social order, and to the economic viability of the 

nascent colony. 

 

There is contention in the literature, however, about the role of land ownership in the 

formation of class relations at the time. Some liberal histories argue that land ownership was 

spread more widely amongst the population, circumventing the reproduction of the English 

class structure in the colony.150 Miles Fairburn (1989) suggests that claims of settler poverty 

have been overstated, and argues that there were comparatively high rates of ownership 

among the working classes which were actively supported by legislation in order to ensure 

their self–reliance and independence.151 Land tenure, in his view, provided a means of 

subsistence and obviated the necessity to depend wholly on wage labour for survival in an 

unstable economic environment. He argues the comparative independence of colonial 

working men meant they “did not constitute a uniform, separate, specific economic class in 

the West European sense”.152 Bedggood (1980), in complete contrast, claims that land 

ownership was in fact central to the differentiation of settlers “into rich, middle and poor 

peasantry according to the rent on their land”, providing the means of social mobility only for 

those at the upper end of the social spectrum and enabling “the establishment of rich 

capitalist farmers linked to the merchant-capitalist class which would become the basis 

of…the ‘national bourgeoisie’ ”. 153 

 

Neither of these positions is unproblematic. While they interpret the land ownership/class 

formation relationship quite differently both invoke the conceptualisation of New Zealand as 

an ‘Arcadia’, implicitly privileging “the farm-first mythology”154 of economic development. 

Fairburn’s (1989) thesis, which I explore in more depth below, ignores the fact that an absent 

land-owning elite, while comparatively small, was able to acquire and develop the best 

property. He assumes, as well, that the working class landowners had the skills and 

resources to tame and cultivate what land they owned. This assumption in turn relies on two 

central liberal myths of colonisation; firstly this implies the land, as the term Arcadia 

suggests, was both fertile and abundant and Fairburn (1989) argues strenuously this was 

the case. Secondly, it assumes that a significant number of the rural working classes 

emigrated here during the settlement period, bringing with them the requisite skills with 

which to build an agriculture-based economy. In the first instance, other commentators have 
                                                 
150 See for example Arnold, R. (1976) ‘The Village and the Globe: Aspects of the Social Origin of 
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suggested that New Zealand was not necessarily as uniformly fruitful and plentiful as the 

emigration ’propaganda’ had promised.155 Moreover as I noted above, a far greater cross 

section of the working classes emigrated than liberal histories tend to acknowledge thus not 

all those that managed to acquire land had the ability to make it productive enough to live 

on. In addition, the costs associated with subsistence farming meant that farmers needed to 

subsidise their incomes with wage labour. Given the fragmented nature of settlement and of 

the working classes themselves, and the tenuousness of subsistence farming, Fairburn 

(1989) perhaps overstates his case. 

 

While Bedggood’s (1980) account highlights some of circumstances that engendered 

poverty and hardship for many of the working classes lured here with the promise of land 

and an ‘independency’, it too is open to criticism. This is partly because he assumes fairly 

uniform economic development based upon agriculture that is more mythical than real.156 

More importantly, in his somewhat formulaic interpretation of the role of land ownership in 

class relations which suggests the emergence of a fairly homogeneous “national 

bourgeoisie”, he overlooks the fragmentation of the middle class itself. Belich (1996) argues 

there were “at least three tiers of middle class respectability”, the top tier which comprised 

“wealthy farmers, urban business families and manufacturers”.157 The next level, which 

emerged by the end of the century, consisted of “private sector bureaucrats”, and there was 

further fragmentation in the lower middle class into “small but secure businessmen, master 

artisans and medium farmers”.158 The middle classes were, therefore, far from the 

homogeneous unity that the concept of a “national bourgeoisie” implies.  

 
The lure of land, and the promise of social mobility attached to it, combined with socio-

economic and political conditions at home mediated mass migration of Britons to the colony. 

Nonetheless, emigrants (of all classes) needed to be “prised out of their … contexts by 

powerful myths and prophecies”.159 These took shape in a concerted propaganda campaign 

begun by Wakefield and the New Zealand Company in 1830 and carried on by Julius Vogel 

through the 1870s and 1880s.160 This campaign and the promise of free land grants and 

assisted passages were the main strategies used to encourage Britons to emigrate. Recent 

historiography points to the significance of the discursive construction of New Zealand as an 
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“Arcadia” in the propaganda literature in terms of its role in our founding myths, our ‘national 

identity’ and our social organisation.161 Where these commentators differ is on whether this 

was the predominant image of New Zealand that was created. They also diverge in their 

reading of the relationship between the image of Arcadia, the realities of settlement and the 

role of class relations in the social organization of colonial life. 

 
Section Four: Arcadia: a “labourer’s paradise”? 
For Fairburn (1989) the primary images of New Zealand created in the campaign to promote 

settlement were various versions of an Arcadia, a rural idyll which promised settlers of all 

classes a better society than the one they would leave behind. The discursive constructions 

of ‘Arcadia’ the campaign pivoted on were dependent on the idea of the “natural abundance” 

of land. In the propaganda literature, land ownership promised the possibility of greater 

prosperity for all and social mobility for some. More wealth would provide the foundation for 

building a society that retained the very best of the parent culture without any of its attendant 

problems.162 This is not to say that the new society would do away with social differentiation. 

The assumption of it underpinned the different versions of ‘Arcadia’ drawn on to characterise 

New Zealand as a rural paradise, compared to Victorian England.163 The variety of 

conceptualisations of Arcadia that were utilised to attract prospective emigrants were the 

“component parts” of a single vision of the society, and the image of New Zealand as an 

Arcadia that underpinned it, he argues, was not merely propaganda; “the realities of the 

colonial social pattern went some way in confirming the imported ideas”.164 The essential 

themes that frame this vision were that of natural abundance and thus the possibility of an 

“independency” for the working classes, a naturally ordered society, and a simplicity of life 

that would guarantee the middle classes “freedom from status anxiety”.165 

 

The purported natural abundance of land in New Zealand, and the economic wellbeing it 

promised, was perceived as the panacea for a range of social ills presumed to derive from a 

scarcity of resources mediated by the spread of industrial capitalism and recent urbanisation. 

In a dual movement the idea of the colony as Arcadia invoked a ‘golden past’ - the possibility 

of returning to a simpler way of life - while at the same time it promised the extension of 
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modernity. The combination of prolific natural resources and an ‘innately moderate’ 

population, bound together by common values, would require little in the way of social 

organisation within the society. Nor would it need regulation from above. In Arcadia:  

 

natural abundance and innate moderation take the place of government institutions, 

voluntary bodies, informal groupings and networks … and economic institutions. 

Natural abundance itself provides what the inhabitants need; resources are so 

plentiful that collective agencies are not needed for their creation, management, 

protection, and allocation. At the same time, the innate moderation of the inhabitants 

of Arcadia ensures their wants are simple; hence the need to construct collective 

agencies to satisfy superfluous needs has also been eliminated. In Arcadia no 

contrived associations generate artificial desires, and no artificial desires generate 

contrived associations … . It is a place of justice, prosperity, harmony, morality, 

social freedom, contentment, leisure, and simplicity because, by not requiring a 

social organisation, Arcadia has abolished the immediate causes of all injustice, 

poverty, discord and corruption.166  

 

The image of ‘Arcadia’ was, in essence, built upon bourgeois liberal assumptions about the 

social and moral value of possessive individualism. It was thoroughly imbued with a Victorian 

conceptualisation of ‘progress’ central to modernity and dependent on the 

materialism/morality relation. Social and economic progress, in this view, was ensured 

through the circular relationship between material development and moral rectitude. What 

made New Zealand so rich in opportunity for social ‘improvement’ was the perceived 

lushness of the physical environment and its temperate climate which together would ensure 

the conditions of possibility for the material growth of the new society. Tied in with ideas 

about climate and fertility were notions that the countryside would be an abundant source of 

‘wild’ and cultivated food that promised better than simple subsistence. These ideas were 

powerful because, to no small degree, they represented such a contrast to the situation in 

Britain, particularly for the working classes. So it is not surprising that such images found 

their way into working class representations of the country, as well as middle class ones. 

The image of Arcadia constructed for, and sometimes by, the working classes was that of a 

“labourer’s paradise”.167  
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For the rural working class, abundant land was construed as the basis for a stronger, more 

stable labour market offering higher wages and more security than they could hope for at 

home, as well as the source of cheaper produce and reduced living expenses. The 

propaganda suggested the apparent stability of wage labour, combined with their prudence 

and hard work, would provide the possibility of an eventual “independency”.  At the least this 

was perceived as ensuring a means of subsistence; a defence against the vagaries of wage 

labour and the danger of pauperism not possible in the British context. Potentially, land 

ownership was believed to be an avenue for social mobility or social improvement for those 

who wanted it.  

 

There were, however, ambiguities in the discursive construction of the labourer’s paradise. 

On the one hand the promise of ‘Arcadia’ was constructed in terms of better conditions for 

wage labour and, thus, more financial security. This view was underpinned by ideas about 

improvement without changing the ‘natural’ structural conditions of class differentiation. At 

the same time an essential element of the conceptualisation of a ‘labourer’s paradise’ 

consisted in its potential for social mobility; the possibility of leaving one’s class designation 

and ‘getting ahead’. These apparently contradictory views were understood by the working 

classes “not as two distinct alternatives but as a process by which the average working man 

could ‘rise’ incrementally”.168 

 

Working class ambitions for social mobility, in Fairburn’s view, were motivated less by 

acquisitiveness than the desire for independence from the paternalism of Victorian society. 

From a working class perspective, it seemed the ‘labourer’s paradise’ offered the promise of 

an alternative to the hierarchical society they came from; one without its injustices and 

impediments. Economic independence was seen as the means for freedom from exploitation 

by landowners and employers, from laws which prevented their access to land, and from the 

oppressive philanthropic interventions of the middle classes. Moreover, it would enable them 

to avoid the degradation and depredations of the ‘poorhouse’ system. I explore the 

relationship between conceptualisations of pauperism, ‘social welfare’, and self sufficiency in 

the next chapter. 

 

As a basis for the economic independence of the individual male worker, it was assumed 

that the natural abundance of the new society would dispense with the necessity for the 

range of advantages granted by middle class status in order to achieve social mobility. Thus, 
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forms of collective action by the working classes would not be necessary. The ‘Arcadian 

society’, apparently, precluded the possibility of class struggle. The assumption here was 

that the ‘natural abundance’ of the prospective colony would ‘level the playing field’ all that 

was necessary for individual success were the correct ‘moral attributes’. This vision of 

Arcadia was underpinned by bourgeois liberal ideas about the moralising and socialising 

virtues of hard work that I noted above.  As I illustrate below it was deeply gendered as well, 

and this mediated gender differentiated understandings of responsibility and respectability in 

the colony. 

 

From this bourgeois perspective, “individuals win material rewards only in proportion to the 

extent they have developed industry, energy, perseverance”.169 Social stratification occurred 

not because some individuals had more economic and social advantages as a function of 

their class, rather the individual moral attributes that were fundamental for success were 

considered not to be evenly distributed among the population. These ideas provided the 

conceptual foundations for an understanding of egalitarianism framed in terms of equality of 

opportunity, not material equality. Socio-economic relations in ‘Arcadia’ were to be 

egalitarian in this sense only. This narrow understanding of equality - and the bourgeois 

ethos that informed it - served the basis for the formation of a society in which the concept of 

meritocracy would permeate not only its institutions, particularly state education, but 

collective Pakeha national identity as well.  

 

Notions of social mobility in this context were tied up with ideas of social improvement that, 

in turn, depended upon assumptions about ownership as the signifier of respectability. 

Fairburn (1989) acknowledges the significance of the two central Victorian moral 

imperatives, the work ethic and the idea of progress, to conceptualisations of and realities in 

the colony. These were not neutral concepts however. The concept of respectability, as I 

have suggested above, was underpinned by the fundamental trinity of bourgeois Victorian 

values - individualism, materialism and morality - which were used as a measure of the 

validity of subjects and groups. Despite the bourgeois value system that framed them, by the 

settlement period these ideas had become widely accepted across class boundaries. The 

desire for social mobility by the working classes described above reflects the depth to which 

they had absorbed those values, as did their attitudes to their ‘rough’ others as I illustrate in 

Chapter Four. As Fairburn’s social history suggests, aspects of the colonial environment 

served to consolidate them. The formation of the state in the colony, as I argue in the next 

chapter, was not the least of these.   
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Section Five: A haven for the middle classes? 
The image of Arcadia created for the middle classes revolved around the idea that the 

natural abundance of the land would dispense with the economic and social problems that 

plagued the English context. In the first instance the working classes, apparently able in the 

colony to accumulate wealth and property of their own, would be no threat to security of the 

middle classes nor to the order of the society as a whole. The society would be able to 

‘progress’ through the moralisation and ‘respectabilisation’ of the working classes, brought 

about by their ownership of property. Owning land was “the greatest teacher of morality” in 

this view because it gave the individual a stake in maintaining social order170. In turn, this 

would eliminate the necessity to regulate social relations in order to control divisive class-

based struggles. There would be no need for excessive social organization, itself perceived 

as grounds for social conflict.  

 

The potential for access to land would also ameliorate ‘status anxiety” amongst the middle 

classes. It offered the middle classes the possibility of increasing their wealth so that any 

outward expression of their status could be more easily managed financially. More 

importantly, because the society celebrated the success of the ‘virtuous’ individual, life in the 

colony would dispense with the necessity for status maintenance at all. Colonial society 

would be free of any social pressures to an outward expression of gentility and the taboos 

which accompanied it, particularly those associated with physical work. This promised 

freedom for the middle classes from the costs of maintaining servants, and the possibility of 

increasing the value of their investment by dint of their own labour. So the features perceived 

to make New Zealand a ‘labourer’s paradise’ were those that would also guarantee the 

middle classes “the safety of their lives and property”, and freedom from the debilitating 

economic and social demands of maintaining their status in English society.  

 

In the literature produced toward the end of the century the colony was constructed as a 

liberal bourgeois ‘paradise’ that  

 

had achieved social harmony through the spontaneous self-interested responses of 

individuals to the wholly positive influences in the economic environment; to 

prosperity, strong labour demand, high rates of property-ownership—to the wonderful 

opportunities of the ‘labourer’s paradise’.171 
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In the images I describe above, and the presumptions that lie behind them, are the 

foundations for the idea of egalitarianism that would become central to the construction of 

Pakeha national identity. Though, as I have already noted the term has a quite specific 

context dependent meaning, for Fairburn egalitarianism was more that just rhetorical. The 

“insider’s view”  reflected  not  just  an idealised vision produced in the propaganda literature, 

but the aspirations and actual experiences of settlers in the colony. The idea of an 

egalitarian society in which all could ‘get ahead’ was a powerful motivating factor for 

emigration. It also helped shape the pattern of social relations in the colony so that the class 

divisions which characterised English society were not replicated, in form at least, here. As I 

argue in the next chapter, this does not mean that New Zealand was a class free society. 

Nor does it suggest that class did not play a fundamental role in the formation of the 

distinctive pattern of social relations that emerged following settlement. It did so, sometimes 

quite overtly, as well as in more subtle and complex ways.  

 

For Fairburn, various versions of Arcadia predominated in the literature produced to 

encourage the settlement of New Zealand. What is significant for him is that the image 

reflected was not just ‘propaganda’, but based upon the actual perceptions of those who had 

settled there. One of his key arguments is that the vision of an egalitarian, rural paradise in 

which individuals could achieve economic wellbeing and social mobility through their own 

labour coincided reasonably closely with the realities of colonial life, both for the labouring 

classes and the middle classes.  
 

The claims he makes, and his thesis more generally, pivots on the emphasis he places on 

access to land and the symbolic meanings associated with the rural setting. The antithesis of 

‘Arcadia’, with all that implies, was to be found in urban areas. In the emigration literature, 

towns were construed as inimical to social mobility, and urban occupations as the least 

attractive. In part this was because of the small scale of townships and urban businesses, 

which meant less financial benefits for workers and owners, and fewer opportunities for 

occupational mobility. As well, urbanisation was perceived as one of the great blights of the 

English context, sites of working class poverty and thus rife with potential for political 

dissension and vicious class struggle.172 Thus, as I remarked earlier, the idea of Arcadia was 

based upon the premise that colonial life promised a simpler existence, free from these 

pressures. As I suggest in Chapter Four, public and state anxiety about the issue of 
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larrikinism drew heavily upon negative conceptualisations of urban areas, constituting towns 

and cities as “a moral problem”.173 

 

In his view, the commonality of these perceptions amongst settlers of all classes and the 

transience of wage labour and general fragmentation of the population for much of the 

settlement period resulted in the emergence of “extreme individualism” in the colony.  The 

outcome of this, according to Fairburn, was a very minimal model of social organisation.174 

The conditions described above also militated against the development of collective class 

identities, particularly amongst the working classes. I have already noted Fairburn’s claim 

that widespread ownership of land by the working classes provided alternative means of 

subsistence to wage labour with the lack of a collective working class in the traditional 

sense. The implication here is that a combination of these factors mediated the lack of 

traditional class relations in the colony. 

 

For both the working classes and the middle classes, then, social and economic success 

would apparently depend utterly on their capacity for self-sufficiency, their talent for 

“improvisation” and the “extreme individualism” created by the exigencies of settlement. 

These characteristics, which I argue below were both gendered and racialised, formed the 

basis upon which the idea of “do it-yourself” Kiwi ingenuity would be founded. This 

conceptualisation of ‘New Zealandness’ would develop over time and come to feature 

powerfully in individual and collective conceptions of Pakeha national identity. The point I 

want to make here is that identity rests, absolutely, on a self-conscious rejection of class 

difference as the means of forming collective political identities. One of the outcomes of the 

repudiation of class in these founding moments would be the element of blindness to the 

impact of class relations on socio-economic organisation that I argue in Chapter One 

continues to imbue the contemporary context.  

 

However, it is important to note that any conception of a national identity, or indeed a unified 

nation itself, did not occur until the end of the 19th century. Prior to this New Zealand was 

divided into provinces, and differences in environment, organisation and governance of 

these mediated the settlers’ experiences and identities profoundly. Class divisions and 

                                                 
173 Valverde, M. (1991) The Age of Light, Soap, and Water: Moral Reform in English Canada-1885-
1925. Toronto, Ontario: McClelland and Stewart Inc: 129 
174 This is arguable though, because as Maxine Stephenson illustrates in her thesis the ability of the 
middle classes to dominate the administration of a rudimentary form of  ‘social welfare’, including the 
provision of  industrial education for Maori and other social ‘deviants’ depended upon their social 
organisation. I explore this further in Chapter Four when I critically analyse the discourses of 
larrikinism. 



 46

identities were more overt in some settlements than in others. 175 As Maxine Stephenson 

(2000) cogently argues provincial differences in the provision of schooling, for example, were 

crucial to developing and sustaining collective provincial identity. She suggests that  

 

the provision, administration and organization of schooling reflected such things as 

local organizational structures, cultural traditions and economic circumstances of the 

community [and] the outcomes … of that schooling [sustained] as sense of collective 

community identity in the young settlements, which stood apart from social divisions 

and individual differences.176 

 
Section Six: Arcadia or Utopia?  
The conceptualisation of the colony as an Arcadia, in idealised terms and realised form, 

pivoted on assumptions of ready access to land for all classes. As I have shown, such 

assumptions are not unproblematic. Neither are claims that the possibility of land ownership 

was the main attraction of emigration for British working and lower middle classes. Of all of 

the available emigration destinations at the time, land for agricultural use in New Zealand 

was generally more expensive and therefore further out of the reach of those with little or no 

capital.177 Not only that, the sheer distance of New Zealand from Britain created resistance 

to emigration. Travel was expensive, and the distance prohibitive in terms of people 

maintaining family ties. Assisted passages were one strategy for addressing the expense of 

emigration for the working classes, though it worked against attracting greater numbers of 

the moneyed classes.  

 

While Belich (1996) agrees that Arcadian imagery played an important role in the ‘crusade’ 

propaganda, it was not the only discourse mobilised to attract emigrants. Because New 

Zealand, despite claims otherwise, was not naturally abundant the ‘propagandists’ 

suggested it was necessary to harness and manage the potential of the land. They drew 

upon Utopian ideas of ‘collective action’ here. Collective action took the shape of an initial 

“state like organisation” of settlement by the companies and provincial governments. The 

Utopian element was underpinned by laissez-faire capitalism which, initially at least, 

assumed less distinction between the public and the private spheres. It was deemed quite 

reasonable for the “free enterprise” of the individual to be ‘state’ assisted.178 
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There was a more positive emphasis on urbanisation in the Utopian vision of New Zealand. 

Urban areas were seen not just as dens of inequity, and iniquity, but as ‘seats of civilisation’. 

In this vision, the colony would combine the positive features of a rural idyll - “flocks and 

herds and golden crops” - with the features of ‘civilised life’ - “cathedrals and libraries” - 

offered by cities and towns. The Utopian version of colonial society, if still highly idealised, 

was less narrowly defined than the Arcadian one. It attempted to meld together the ‘best’ of 

both worlds, the old and the new, where abundance would be the result of “British 

insemination of raw New Zealand nature, and fast, artificial town - led by growth powered by 

progressive collectivities”.179 In this more complex reading of the vision that underpinned 

settlement two primary discursive constructions of the colony, Utopia and Arcadia, vied for 

supremacy. Each discourse dominated at different historical junctures but both contributed to 

the constitution of “an instant collective identity” that was at once “Arcadian and rural and 

British and progressive”, that is modern.180  

 

While their versions of ‘Arcadia’ differ, both authors foreground the idea of progress as the 

foundational discursive construct that powerfully mediated social formation and as a key 

element in the constitution of a Pakeha national identity. For the drivers of settlement and 

the settlers themselves, New Zealand promised the possibility of extending that concept to 

its logical limits because it was supposedly free of the entrenched socio-economic systems 

and environmental constraints that characterised the English context. In a sense the colony 

was perceived as a tabula rasa, a blank slate upon which the vision, or more accurately 

visions, of ‘modernity’ could first be inscribed and then become embodied in the form of a 

progressive, ‘egalitarian’ nation.  

 

An important contradiction here, though, is that if the idea of ‘progress’ was absolutely 

central to visions of and aspirations for the colony - whether Utopian or Arcadian - as I have 

already signalled this concept was far from neutral. It was, at least in terms of its origins, a 

class specific idea within which social stratification not only by class but race and gender as 

well were considered natural and ‘god-given’. As I suggest below deeply embedded ideas 

about race and gender influenced the forms social relations assumed in the colony, and they 

underpinned different ideas about what constituted responsibility and respectability amongst 

the settlers. Thus from the outset, the operation of responsibility and respectability as a rules 

of recognition and realisation was mediated by all of these axes of difference. 
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Section Seven: Gender and race in the emerging colonial imaginary 
Fundamental beliefs about sexual and racial difference, as I noted above, were already 

deeply inscribed in the individual and collective psyches of the settlers before their arrival in 

the nascent colony. Gender relations, for example, were underpinned by embedded 

understandings of femininity and masculinity that were the product of an ancient patriarchal 

system within which women were positioned as naturally inferior to men. Despite shifting 

conceptualisations  of  the ‘nature’  of  women and men  which  engendered ideas about  the  

moral superiority of some women that became bound up with new conceptions of the social, 

sexual difference remained pivotal to individual identification, social relations and socio-

political and economic organisation in 19th century Western societies.  

 

In the early phase of settlement, the boundaries that demarcated the gendered division of 

labour in the colony were necessarily more fluid. Settler families’ subsistence depended as 

much on women’s domestic production as it did upon the labour of men.181 This changed 

with increasing industrialisation, urbanisation and the development of the goldfields which 

enabled men’s participation in wage labour, re-establishing a more traditional pattern of 

gender relations and women’s greater dependence on men. As I suggest in Chapter Four 

women’s reliance on men became highly problematic for the state in the context of an 

emerging depression when large numbers of them deserted their families to find work, 

leaving women and children destitute. There, I show that State and public concern about 

increasingly obvious poverty amongst the urban working classes contributed to a moral 

panic about ‘larrikinism’ in the 1880s. 

 

Any latitude that might have eventuated in the gendering of identity because of early colonial 

conditions was also circumscribed by the efforts of the nascent state to impose a ‘cult of 

domesticity’ in the colony, partly in the interests of ensuring social order.182 Although, I would 

argue that given the embeddedness of sexual differentiation and assumptions about the 

socialising and moralising role of (bourgeois) women in the Victorian social imaginary, it was 

also about efforts to normalise social relations in order to construct a modern nation-state. 

The point here is that this model of social relations was underpinned by narrow bourgeois 

conceptions of femininity tied up with women’s nurturing role. Thus what counted as 

responsibility and respectability for settler women, despite the life realities of the working 

class majority, was primarily defined in domestic terms. Colonial women, within this 

discourse, were ‘returned’ to their rightful place in the private sphere where they could exert 
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their moral influence over unruly men and unsocialised children. This version of femininity 

was not only constructed against understandings of masculine difference it was constituted 

in opposition to the social danger of ‘fallen’  and ‘defective’ women, the antitheses of 

respectable, sound middle class femininity. As Margaret Tennant (1992) has pointed out, 

middle class colonial women played a significant role in the regulation and reform of their 

‘rough’ others.183 However, as I explain in Chapter Four, the lack of a substantial enough 

philanthropic middle class fraction in the colony rationalised more intensive state intervention 

in ‘social welfare’ more broadly.  

 

While gender identity and responsibility/respectability for settler women were absolutely 

bound up with bourgeois conceptions of femininity and family, masculinity in the colony was 

constructed around an apparently class neutral ethic of hard work.184 I noted above that the 

work ethic was a fundamental aspect of an emergent Victorian imaginary in the British 

context, informed by earlier conceptualisations of moral and virtuous subjectivity. In the 

colony it was central, as a practice and as an ethos, to the development of an ordered 

society, a nascent economy and respectable masculine selves. Together “government 

pragmatism and immigrant hopes fused in an ethos that idealised vigorous work and its 

rewards”.185 The idealisation of the work ethic and perceptions of the respectable working 

class as the ideal colonialists was evident in the immigrant literature I discussed above. The 

internalisation of the bourgeois ethos that underpinned it was, in turn, reflected in an intense 

investment in ideas about the role of work in the assumption of new identities; “the 

experiences of hard work and achievement were ... vital to an immigrant’s sense of self, a 

newly made self”.186 As I show in Chapter Four, deeply entrenched ideas about the 

relationship between work, self-sufficiency and respectability mediated how the settlers 

perceived their ‘rough’ others, including the poor, the ‘vagrant’ and the deviant.  

 

An important element in the constitution of these ‘newly made’ masculine selves was the 

discursive dissolution of class difference that underpinned conceptualisations of the 

relationship between hard work, individual and collective identification and the myth of male 
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185 Ibid: ii 
186 Ibid: 1, my emphasis.  



 50

egalitarianism.187 The imbrication of an egalitarian masculine identity with work pivoted on 

conceptualisations of the promise of social mobility in the secular sense of individual material 

progress which was linked with imperialist conceptions of modernity. Work which had been 

conceived as “bondage” in the old society was recontextualised, discursively anyway, as 

“freedom” in the new.188 Thus, masculinity and modernity were bound together in the ‘making 

up’ of an emerging individual and national identity in the colony against the parent culture.  
 
The recontextualisation of the Victorian trinity of individualism (self-sufficiency), materialism 

(social mobility) and moralism (the virtue of hard work) in the colony was not only 

differentiated by gender but also by race. As well as being constituted in opposition to a 

privatised, domestic feminine subjectivity, colonial masculinity in its imbrication with an ethos 

of hard work pivoted on differentiation from a racial other. Assumptions about the inherent 

laziness of Maori underpinned colonial discourses and there was an obvious consonance 

between evangelist and imperialist understandings of racial difference, both of which pivoted 

on entrenched ideas about work as the marker of civilisation. Samuel Marsden, for example, 

exhorted his missionaries to educate Maori in the virtue of hard work, arguing that “[t]he 

attention of the heathen can be gained and their vagrant habits corrected, only by the arts” of 

honest labour, that is.189 Beliefs about work’s civilising virtue were clear in colonial politician 

Julius Vogel’s (1878) assertion that “ [i]n the love of work lie the boundary lines between the 

civilised and uncivilised races”.190 

 

For both moral and material evangelists the education of Maori was thus crucial to the 

civilisation and colonisation process. A concern with the education of Maori women and girls, 

for their moral improvement and for the acculturation of their people through them, 

underpinned early missionary initiatives that pre-dated annexation by nearly two decades.191 

The establishment of missionary schooling for Maori girls in 1823 was closely followed by 

education for their brothers in 1827. From the outset Maori education was designed to 
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assimilate them not only to European models of family life and gender relations but to their 

‘proper’ position, predicated on assumptions of their racial inferiority, as a rural working 

class. In the 1840s the early colonial state, concerned about Maori disaffection with 

missionary schooling and driven by the necessity to hasten their assimilation in order to 

intensify and expand settlement, intervened in Maori education. State intervention at this 

time laid the foundations for a paternalistic and segregated Native School system of 

vocational education for Maori that remained in place until 1969. Education was thus key for 

the ‘respectabilisation’ of Maori, and their assimilation of European life ways and capitalist 

sociality were its pre-conditions.  

 
 Amongst the settlers the relationship between education and respectability differed by class 

and altered over time. As education became more closely tied to social mobility for the 

working classes, it also became more entwined with conceptions of responsibility and 

respectability. For the middle class minority, schooling was essential early on for their social 

reproduction and thus the reinforcement of their moral superiority as signifiers of 

respectability. I examine colonial education in more depth in Chapter Four 

 

Above I have argued that deeply embedded ideas about gender, race and class 

underpinned the formation of social relations during the settlement period. In Chapter Three I 

show how state formation contributed to the recontextualisation and institutionalisation of 

socially produced ‘truths’ about gender and race, embedding them in the colonial social 

imaginary to the degree that they became some of its central constitutive elements. State led 

education played a key role in this process and was a crucial mechanism for both the 

constitution and regulation of gendered, classed and racial identities by the state.  

 
Concluding remarks 
As I argue above, the colony was generally perceived as tabula rasa, both by the drivers of 

colonisation and the settlers who emigrated here. It held the promise for colonists, of all 

classes, of building a society that did not exactly replicate the socio-economic structures, 

and constraints, of the parent culture. Visions of the shape this society would take, however, 

were sometimes disparate and in conflict with each other depending on the social class of 

those who conceived them. Class as a means of political and collective identification, 

though, was anathema in the nascent colony. Middle class norms, values and aspirations 

had been already been thoroughly instilled in much of the population across class 

boundaries before settlement, and these mediated conceptions of responsibility and 

respectability despite the differentiation of those ideas by class, race and gender. The 

repudiation of class politics and the bourgeois value system were, perhaps, unifying threads 
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that enabled the coexistence of competing and often contradictory visions of and aspirations 

for settlement amongst the colonists. These threads would be woven together to create the 

fabric of a nation and national identity within which capitalist sociality would be thoroughly 

naturalised.  

 

Other factors also worked to embed and normalise gendered and racialised conceptions of 

responsibility and respectability, reinforcing the bourgeois ethos and model of capitalist 

sociality that underpinned them, more deeply during social formation. As I illustrate in the 

next chapter, the shape that colonial politics took was crucial to this process. The formation 

of the state in New Zealand was driven by those for whom these values were 

‘commonsense’; they were by then ‘natural’, unquestionable and probably to a large degree 

unconscious. In that chapter I explore the emergence of the state in New Zealand, its 

imbrication with the society and the role of this interrelationship in instantiating and 

embedding the social and economic relations of capitalism during the colonisation process. It 

shows that from the outset, despite the egalitarian rhetoric that underpinned emigration 

‘propaganda’, colonial politics were exclusionary and political power was class based. This 

was one of the features of the settlement process, though not the only one as I have already 

illustrated, that militated against the development of a collective working class political and 

social identity that in any way resembled what was in the process of emerging and 

consolidating in the English context. The lack of a politically strong and socially organised 

working class mediated the institutionalisation of middle class cultural hegemony and the 

emergence a ‘middle class society’ in New Zealand. 
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Chapter Three 
 
Nation building: politics and state formation  

 

Nations, like narratives, lose their origins in the myths of time and only fully realize 

their horizons in the mind’s eye.192 

 
Introduction  
The distinctive pattern of social formation which began to emerge in the colonial context 

was, as I have shown, the result of a complex process involving the transplantation of some 

Victorian cultural structures and norms and the rejection of others. The nascent colonial 

society was paradoxical to the extent that despite a self-conscious rejection of economic 

class as a means of socio-political collective identification and, ostensibly, social 

organisation, it was deeply imbued by a Victorian bourgeois value system underpinned by 

three interrelated principles-individualism, materialism and moralism. These principles 

mediated conceptions about responsibility and respectability in the colony, and they 

underpinned ideas about ‘egalitarianism’ and the myth of the ‘classless’ nation upon which a 

Pakeha national identity would be built. The shared repudiation of class politics and the 

deeply entrenched bourgeois value system across class boundaries informed the 

coexistence of competing and sometimes contradictory visions of and aspirations for 

settlement that contributed to the creation a colonial imaginary, and the emergence of a 

‘middle class society’. Here I explore the role of state formation in this process. 

 

I draw conceptually on Gramscian and Foucaultian notions of power and hegemony. From 

Gramsci I take the idea that culture is a key dimension of hegemonic power and that the 

cultural hegemony of a particular group is the product of the institutionalisation of particular 

ideas about morality, certain customs and context specific traditions which are the result of 

“organic relations between State … and civil society”.193 I draw on Foucault’s notion of ‘the 

micro-physics of power’194 which centres discourse in social relations of power. Together 

these ideas enable a sophisticated conceptualisation of how hegemony operates, “not 

simply through practices of coercion or … practices of consent, but also by way of other 
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practices, techniques and methods that infiltrate minds and bodies as well as cultural values 

and behaviours as apparently naturally occurring properties”.195  

 

I use this expansive understanding of the state/society relation against Bedggood’s (1980) 

Marxist characterisation of the colonial state as an ‘agent’ “of the imperial State”, whose 

primary role was to extend “the expansion of British capitalism” by ensuring the reproduction 

of class relations of production.196 From a classical Marxist perspective, production is the 

primary basis of social formation and the class relations that inevitably order it, and “class is 

used in no other sense than to mean relations of production”.197 The ‘ruling class’ is able to 

dominate and exploit the labour of the ‘subordinate class’ - the economic base - because it 

controls the means of production. The reproduction of that dominance, that is, “the 

submission of the exploited class”198  is secured through the power of “bourgeois ideology” - 

“capitalism … as the only reality” - which permeates all social institutions that comprise the 

superstructure including the family and especially the state. Here the state, because it 

ensures the hegemony of the ruling class - by which Bedggood means the imposition of their 

will - is nothing more or less than an ‘agent’ for their interests. At the very least, this narrow 

understanding of hegemony overlooks the ways its cultural underpinnings must resonate 

with the “authentic longings” of the population in order for it to be internalised and perform 

ideologically.199  

 

Bedggood’s definition is problematic, as well, because he assumes an homogeneous ‘state 

thing’;200 an entity within which the interests of its actors coincide and are reducible to the 

creation and smooth operation of a viable capitalist economic system. He also implies a 

separation between state and society. In this chapter I challenge both of these assumptions. 

In the first instance I will show that the state was a “field of struggle”201 between the interests 

and ideologies of its key actors. Secondly, while I agree that the state played a significant 

role in ensuring the socio-cultural hegemony of the middle classes in the colonial context, 
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exemplified in the emergence of the ‘middle class society’, I argue it could do this because of 

the imbrication between state and society:  

 

State power is not ‘superstructural’: it is centrally - which does not mean exclusively - 

through state formation that the social relations of production and reproduction which 

underpin a civilization which is bourgeois and patriarchal have been made 

hegemonic, though ‘the State is not generally the source of such relations’.202 

 

In both liberal and Marxist readings of colonisation, the hegemony of the ‘ruling class’ is 

attributed to the relationship between their economic power and their political influence. That 

there was significant overlap between economics and politics which contributed to the state 

form that emerged from the settlement process is clear. But that state form derived as much 

from the struggles of these actors as it did from any coincidence of their economic and other 

interests. I argue that the formation of the 'historical bloc'203 in the colonial context occurred 

out of a complex process of struggle and accommodation between the 'gentry' and middle 

classes.  

 

This materialised, at the level of ‘political society’,204 in the eventual formation of a ‘paternal’ 

state based upon the political alliance of conservatives and liberals. Their coalition was 

made possible in part, but not only, because of the overlap between economic and political 

power in the colonial context. More significant from my viewpoint was that despite ideological 

tensions between these actors, particularly around the idea of democracy, they shared 

hostility toward radical working class politics205 and their values intersected at particular 

points. They were able to align because of the embeddedness in the Victorian social 

imaginary of 'possessive individualism' which underpinned assumptions about the 

materialism/morality relation. In this way a central aspect of the bourgeois moral ethos, and 

the operation of responsibility and respectability as rules of recognition and realisation, was 

institutionalised in the state. As I show in the next chapter, education was a key means by 

which this ethos was recontextualised by the state. 
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Section One: Colonial politics: an overview 

From the beginning of the colonisation process, and for much of the settlement period, the 

locus of political power in the colony was narrow. Initially, political power was situated with 

Wakefield’s capitalist ‘aristocracy’.206 A ‘constitution’ was drawn up by the directors of the 

New Zealand Company which represented a ‘code of law’ laying down the terms for the 

governance of the - mainly working class-settlers, who themselves played no role in its 

formulation.207 Their ready agreement to these terms may have been motivated by a degree 

of expediency since passage was conditional upon it. It also represented a generally 

unquestioning acceptance of the political dominance of the upper classes, still a salient 

feature of English social organization at the time.208 The ‘constitution’, however, was illegal 

and the responsibility for colonial governance was quickly assumed by representatives of the 

British state following annexation. Both of the colony’s governors were high ranking naval 

men and colonial administration was dominated by professional men and members of the 

‘gentry’. Although the political dominance of the gentry would be reasonably short-lived, 
some of these men would remain influential members of the colony’s political elite.  

 

The political sphere in the colony was contentious from the outset. Following annexation the 

colonial government was under enormous pressure, both externally and internally. 

Essentially it was caught between the Charbydis of the British state’s expectation it would be 

self sufficient,209  and the Scylla of trying to reconcile the mutually exclusive interests of 

Maori and settlers.210 In order for the colony to be self-sufficient a viable economy had to be 

created. This pivoted in the first instance upon the acquisition of substantial amounts of 

Maori land, and utilising it to attract greater numbers of settlers into the colony in order to 

make it ‘productive’. Whatever degree of humanitarian commitment to Maori well-being the 

British state may have had was largely subordinate to the practicalities of building a capitalist 

economy, and managing increasing political pressure from the settlers. 

 

The desire for self-governance was a powerful imperative amongst the settlers, and  

autocratic government under Governor Grey, amongst other things, engendered increasing 

resistance to control of the colony by the British state. Political activism, though, was 
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confined to the upper and middle classes rather than a broad cross section of the emerging 

society. It was “politically aware gentry and middle-class families” in the New Zealand 

Company, and Canterbury and Otago settlements that applied increasing pressure on the 

colonial government.211  

 

The suspension in 1848 of an initial Constitution Act passed by the British parliament in 

1842, further galvanised settler activism. This took shape in the establishment, in Wellington 

and Nelson, of Settlers’ Constitutional Associations. Membership comprised a very narrow 

section of the population and the resulting Associations “were the preserve of the wealthier, 

better educated – [male] settlers”.212 That is not to say that these men shared a unified 

social, economic or political vision for the colony. Indeed “politics [was such] a maze of 

competing and conflicting interests” it lacked clear divisions or distinct party lines and even 

land policy, a fundamental issue at this time, was not “sufficient to sustain a division into 

fixed political parties”.213  

 

The institution of provincial governance and a central parliament in the colony followed the 

passage of a second Constitution in 1852. The Act established a general assembly 

comprising an elected House of Representatives and a nominated Legislative Council. The 

colony was divided into six provinces governed by elected superintendents and provincial 

councils. The councils, however, had limited powers of legislation and any laws passed 

could be vetoed by the governor so they were ultimately “subordinate to the General 

Assembly”.214  

 

In effect, the governance of the provinces and the colony itself was controlled by a small 

male elite, many of whom continued to dominate colonial politics after the disestablishment 

of the provinces in the 1870s. For a significant part of the settlement, politics was effectively 

the exclusive domain of what one commentator has called the colony’s “business 

politicians”.215 While the overlap of business and political interests is an accepted ‘fact’ of 

New Zealand history, there are differing views about the impact of that relationship on social 

and state formation in the colonial context. For some historians this relationship had very 

negative implications for the colony because, in their view, it contributed both to the 
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economic hardship experienced by the settlers and to the embedding of class relations of 

production in the colonial context.216 For others, this mutuality was both an “inevitable and 

even constructive element in politics and economic development”.217 Commentators who 

take this view point to the crucial nature of the relationship between politics – as the basis for 

the nascent state - and economic development. Jamie Belich (1996), for example, argues 

that “[p]ublic and private providentially converged … Both were run by the same people, and 

both were locked into the progress industry”.218  

  
While the economic dominance219 of this minority male elite was a significant contributory 

factor in their control of political power, it was not the only one. Another important element 

was the widespread political apathy which was characteristic of the period. Given the 

particular demands of the settlement process this was hardly surprising. Most settlers had 

neither the time for political activism nor the income to support the role of political 

representative.220 As well, the fragmentation of the population geographically mediated the 

possibility of becoming actively involved in the political process. In addition, franchise in the 

early stages of colonisation was conditional upon property ownership as I note below. This 

could be rationalised because of entrenched ideas about morality and materialism – 

expressed in this case in terms of beliefs about ‘property and propriety’221 - that I noted in 

Chapter Two were fundamental to the Victorian social imaginary. The conditions attached to 

franchise thus acted as an effective gate-keeping mechanism, ensuring that only some 

settlers were able to engage politically.  

 

The narrow locus of political power in gentry and middle class men during much of the 

settlement period was both enabled and maintained by the exclusionary nature of the 

political process. Prior to the Constitution Act of 1852 franchise was accorded only to 
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landowning white males, who were entitled to plural votes based on the number of properties 

they owned.222 In 1867, the vote was extended to other ‘respectable’ males over twenty one 

with a minimum of property.223 Maori men were granted suffrage with the introduction of 

Maori seats in parliament at this time as well.224 In 1879 a residential qualification was 

added, granting the vote to men on the basis of their residency in a region for at least one 

year. The residential qualification continued to exclude the large numbers of itinerant 

working class men forced to be transient in search of employment, as well all women. In 

1893 New Zealand women, including Maori were given the vote, though franchise still 

depended upon property ownership.225  

 
Section Two: Politics, property and class  
The exclusionary nature of the political process had implications for the lack of development 

of a politically active working class in the colony comparable to the British context. But it 

contributed to this rather than causing it. As Jane Jenson (1990) has argued, politics 

involves “actors’ efforts to carve out a constituency for themselves by mobilising support for 

their preferred formulation of their own collective identity (and often that of their protagonists) 

and for their enumeration of their interests”.226  As I argued in the previous chapter several 

factors undermined the construction of a unified collective working class identity in the 

colony. Not least was the quite self consciousness rejection of ‘tight’ class as a means of 

collective identification and social organisation during settlement.227 

 

As I argued in Chapter Two, the repudiation of class as a means of collective political 

identification by the settlers was partly a response to the socio-political and economic 

upheavals in 19th century England and political rejection of its rigid social system. It was also 

tied up at a more subliminal level, I suggested, with the long process of embourgeoisement 

experienced by the English. This process embedded the merits of possessive individualism - 

what Corrigan and Sayer (1985) have termed “the cardinal middle class socio-economic 

virtues”228 - in part through the recontextualisation and institutionalisation of liberal ideas 

about the inalienability of property rights and freedom from state intervention which were 
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mobilised in the development of laissez faire capitalism  These secular ideas aligned closely 

with Protestant values including the work ethic, thrift and self-reliance, and together they 

formed the basis for deeply held beliefs about a relationship between materialism and 

moralism, property and propriety. The degree to which this bourgeois ethos was internalised 

by the settler population was reflected in the powerful imperative to achieve self-sufficiency 

and social mobility through land ownership that motivated emigration. This drive was 

underpinned not simply by settlers’ economic concerns, but by an equally powerful desire for 

the respectability an ‘independency’ would confer upon them. Mobilising politically was far 

less important for the migrant working classes than first surviving, and then “getting 

ahead”.229 

 

The combination of an exclusionary political system and the broad rejection of class politics 

amongst the settlers meant that there was little working class political representation until the 

1890s. The 1887 election was “the first in which class interests emerged in an organized 

form”.230 It was also the moment when “national issues took precedence over local and 

regional issues”,231 though there would not be an issue based parliament until the 1890s. 

Another way of framing this point might be to argue that this moment signalled the first time 

in which class interests other than those of the gentry and middle classes found a forum. 

Working class interests would, however, be largely interpreted through a bourgeois lens and 

represented by middle class men for much of the 19th century. 

 

While the relationship between political rights and property ownership ensured that the 

dominance of particular social groups in the colonial context, it was not arbitrary nor was it 

simply the result of cynical ‘machinations’ of the ‘ruling class’. Instead, beliefs about this 

relationship derived from the central role of ideas about possessive individualism in the 

Victorian social imaginary. By then human beings had come to be understood as acquisitive 

by nature, and the working class “because they were not fully part of an acquisitive 

individualism, were not fully participants in human life”.232 The assumption here was that “the 

working class could not achieve full citizenship until they acquired a stake in the community 

through property ownership”.233 A fundamental element of this assumption was the belief 

that property ownership conferred respectability. And, as I argued in the preceding Chapter, 

respectability was inextricably entwined with morality.  
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The political exclusion of those without property could thus be rationalised in terms of their 

lack of respectability and morality and, at a deeper level, of full humanity. Conversely, in the 

early phase of colonisation the fitness of the gentry to govern was predicated upon and 

justified by assumptions (their own and those of others) about their inherent moral 

superiority: 

 

The most respectable emigrants, more especially if they have a great deal of 

property, and are well connected in this country, lead and govern the emigration of 

the other classes. These are the emigrants whose presence in a colony most 

beneficially affects its standard of morals and manners, and would supply the most 

beneficial element of colonial government.234 

 

Section Three: Politics, gender and race 
The exclusions built into the political process had racialised and gendered dimensions as 

well as class based ones. Women and Maori were denied political rights because they were, 

for cultural reasons on both accounts, excluded from property ownership. For Maori 

individual ownership did not exist prior to colonisation because they did not understand 

themselves as individuals to begin with.235  The lack of a system of individual ownership 

among other things was perceived as evidence of the inferiority of Maori, of their ‘barbarian’ 

status. The assimilation by Maori of Pakeha norms including those of possessive 

individualism was perceived, as I have already noted, to be absolutely essential by 

missionaries to ‘civilise’ and ‘Christianise ‘Maori. For the colonial state, assimilating Maori to 

Pakeha norms of ownership was also a central mechanism through which their land could be 

acquired.236 

 
As for women, I noted in the previous chapter that a long tradition of patriarchal relations 

was based upon conceptions of women as fundamentally different from and inferior to men. 

Possessive individualism and political subjectivity rested upon the notion of rationality as the 

signifier of full humanity. Women, because they were associated with Nature, were 

understood as irrational and therefore neither equipped to manage the responsibility of 

ownership nor that of political citizenship. Although these ideas were being fiercely debated 
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in the 19th century, claims for women’s property and political rights continued to be informed 

by beliefs about women’s fundamental difference from men. Arguments for their inclusion in 

the political sphere, however, were predicated on emerging ideas about the moral superiority 

of (bourgeois) women to men. 

 

Settler women were granted property rights in 1884, and much has been made in liberal 

histories of the comparatively early enfranchisement of New Zealand women in 1893. This 

move has often been read as evidence of the radical egalitarian nature of the colonial 

society. More recent critical work, however, has shown that the desire to include women in 

the political sphere was underpinned by the assumption that they would “keep it clean”.237 

More importantly because of the association of women with both the ‘social’ and the ‘moral’, 

which I discussed in the introductory chapter, their engagement in politics was perceived as 

one means to achieve the “social regeneration and moral improvement” of colonial society 

essential to the creation of a modern nation-state. 238  

 

While the political exclusion of significant numbers of the population resulted in a relatively 

homogeneous House of Representatives in terms of class, race and gender, the interests 

and ideologies of these political actors were far from identical. For much of the settlement 

period provincialism significantly shaped colonial politics.239 There were conflicts between 

provincial governments, and within them, as the political elite vied for the supremacy of their 

particular social vision and their specific economic interests. The political sphere was the 

terrain of discursive struggles, between the gentry elite and the middle classes and fractions 

within the middle classes, that would play an important role in shaping and consolidating the 

emerging nation. Perhaps the most significant of these from my viewpoint was the struggle 

over democracy. 

 
Section Four: Constructing a democracy: ‘secularising’ conservatism and embedding 
liberalism 
Liberal historians have tended to overstate the egalitarian impulse behind state and social 

formation during settlement, claiming a unitary vision of political and social relations which 

was modelled on American democracy.240 Not only did the realities of provincialism 

undermine the possibility of such a vision, in his recent doctoral thesis David Orwin (1999) 
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suggests that political and social relations in New Zealand “fell uncomfortably” between 

English and American models of democracy.241 The central difference between these 

models was that while American democracy was entwined with its “political life” because of 

its “revolutionary break” with English social structure, England was able - because of its” 

historical continuity and habits of deference” - to “adopt democratic forms without at core 

admitting democratic substance”.242  

 

In other words, the English variety of democracy left class based social relations, and the 

assumptions that underpinned them, largely intact. The maintenance of the English 

constitutional and legal framework in New Zealand allowed for resistance, in the political 

sphere, to “subversive notions about men and women enjoying inalienable rights and 

liberties derived from nature, [and] the belief that the people were sovereign”.243 The degree 

to which this form of democracy dominated during the early years of settlement is reflected 

by the exclusionary nature of colonial politics until late in the century. 

 

The idea of democracy was itself a significant bone of contention amongst the political elite 

and the discursive struggle over it permeated colonial politics, inflecting public issues such 

as the debates about larrikinism that I examine in the next chapter. This section explores 

conservative resistance to discourses of democracy. In it I show that disputes about 

democracy were characterised not only by contending views about individual sovereignty 

and citizenship, but by differing beliefs among the gentry and middle classes about their 

social roles. The gentry were doomed to lose this struggle, not only because of the powerful 

ideological influence of ideas about democracy at the time but because the realities of 

settlement precluded the possibility of reinscribing a social structure that could maintain their 

socio-political dominance.  

 
In the conservative view of the colonial gentry the notion of democracy was anathema. The 

idea of a democratic society went against the belief of the English aristocracy in the 

naturalness of social stratification, and their conviction that the privileges accorded them 

because of their class were accompanied by moral obligations to those lower on the social 

scale. Against notions of the sovereignty of the people and of equality that underpinned 

democratic ideals, traditional conservatism was framed by belief that: 
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in a naturally hierarchical society and a privileged class independent of the everyday 

pursuit of wealth aristocracy was a trust for the benefit of society, it could appeal to 

mutual duties and obligations and far loftier ideals than simple materialism.244 

 

One mechanism through which conservatives attempted to replicate an aristocratic system 

during settlement was education. The first two grammar schools Wanganui Collegiate and 

Christ College, established 1854 and 1850 respectively, were modelled upon the English 

public school. These were considered essential to the social reproduction of this elitist 

stratum of colonial society and its governance. ‘Patrician’ conservatives “hoped to produce 

the gentleman rulers of the future” through an education designed to “select the elite, 

perpetuate it, and thus preserve it”.245 Failure of this plan was inevitable, however, because 

“like other projects to establish a permanent conservative ruling elite, the gentlemanly ideal 

was never practical in a nascent society”.246 Colonial society was too fluid; it lacked both the 

traditional social structures necessary to support an aristocracy and the desire to reinstate 

them. Without both of these elements the aristocracy was redundant since  

 

an authentic aristocracy must have legitimising functions that justify its privileged 

social and political position. English aristocracy acquired its legitimacy through its 

control of elite functions exercised through generations as prerogatives, and further 

through its cultural dominance in a class-structured society. Aristocracy was part of a 

complex social and cultural arrangement that once transplanted to a generically 

classless colonial society lost its logic and legitimacy. It slowly dissolved into the 

democratic mass.247 

 

It was impossible to legitimate the social function of an aristocracy in the colony, because 

one of the powerful motivations behind the emigration of the mainly working class population 

was the desire to escape the very kind of social organisation upon which such legitimacy 

was premised. Moreover as I noted above Wakefield’s ‘gentry’ were mainly upper middle 

class, there were few actual aristocrats and these tended to be ‘second sons’ seeking their 

fortunes outside of the aristocratic hierarchy that existed in Britain. The colony not only 

lacked the historical and social structures necessary to legitimate aristocratic privilege, there 

was no desire to replicate them. Thus, conservative nostalgia for a social structure that 
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belonged in the past and their consequent resistance to mass democracy was out of step 

with the ideals which motivated emigration for the majority and with the modern ethos 

developing in the colony.   

 

The resistance to democracy amongst the conservative elite was not entirely motivated by 

the impulse to preserve their own interests. It was also inspired by their profound resentment 

at the increasing social and political dominance of the middle classes. In their view 

democracy “was the method by which the middle classes enslaved the poor”.248 

Conservatives believed that the relationship between the gentry and the working class was 

paternal, one of “benevolence and kindness” on their part and “good-will” in return from the 

working class.249 The reciprocal nature of this relationship ensured the reproduction of 

traditional moral values necessary for social order. Middle class socio-political dominance, 

through the mechanism of democracy, undermined the reciprocity of social relations and 

therefore the possibility of an harmonious, ordered society. 

 

Other aspects of the colony also potentially undermined the possibility of social order from 

the viewpoint of the conservative gentry. They had powerful ‘reservations’ about the class 

location of the majority of the settlers, whom they perceived as “poor gentility” and “starving 

clerkdom” out to “plunder the land, to enrich themselves without scruple”.250  It was believed 

that unregulated self interest combined with the primitive nature of the land and the 

democratic tendency of new societies “undermined the traditional authority and social 

structures which kept in check people’s violent impulses”.251 Because of the redundancy of 

their role as moral guardians, conservatives believed colonial society was in danger of being 

“swamped or overrun by those who lurked below”.252 As I show in the next chapter, they 

were not the only ones preoccupied with fears about ‘enemies within’.  

 

For patrician conservatives, then, colonial society was an atomised society devoid of “the 

familiar Old World qualities of public spirit, patriotism and community” and lacking in 

“national feeling” and “popular responsibility”.253 Because it did not - nor could it - faithfully 

replicate English socio-political structures, the colony was considered rife with the possibility 

of “moral and political corruption, cultural regress, even physical degeneration”.254 Without 

the moral guidance of a socially responsible aristocracy, what conservatives perceived as 
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the base materialism and self interest of the bourgeois that underpinned democracy could 

only serve to exacerbate these features rather than address them. 

 

While there were sharp ideological differences between conservative and middle class 

political actors, there were also points at which their values intersected; shared beliefs about 

the social role of women and the family was one such. Despite the anti-democratic ethos 

that underpinned patrician conservatism in the colony, there was an element of conservative 

support for women’s suffrage. This support was given not because they thought women 

should be politically or socially equal to men, rather it was assumed “that women were by 

nature more conservative and more sensible, than men, and by granting them suffrage they 

would act as a brake on democracy’s more radical and baser impulses”.255 In assumptions 

about women’s moral superiority to men conservative dogma aligned very closely with and 

supported the bourgeois family model, which was a fundamental element of the colonial 

social imaginary and an emergent ‘middle class society’. 

 

By this period bourgeois liberals and conservative patricians shared a conceptualisation of 

domesticity, reinforced in part by Christian doctrine, which was underpinned by a 

‘sanctification’ of the home. The home was perceived as key site for the moral and social 

development of the young and, moreover, as a micro-model of consensual relations between 

individuals. As such the family was regarded as a template for social relations more broadly, 

and ‘appropriate’ family practices were considered absolutely pivotal for an ordered society 

and as a marker of ‘civilisation’.256 This model of family life, as I noted in Chapter Two, utterly 

depended upon a bourgeois idealisation of women’s moralising, socialising and nurturing 

roles. What is key here is that the centring of the family in the Victorian social imaginary 

contributed to middle class perceptions of their role as the society’s moral guardians. Ideas 

about moral guardianship, which underpinned the emergence of a liberal, paternal state in 

the colony, pivoted on the belief by the middle classes that “they could transcend their own 

interests and govern in the interests of all”.257  

 

As I suggested above, the traditional conservatism of Wakefield’s gentry was inevitably in 

tension with the realities of the colony. Given the influence of democratic ideas and 

movements like Chartism and Owenism amongst the settlement population and ‘radical’ 

politicians, they were simply unable to reinscribe the kind of unequivocal class distinction 

that English social relations were historically based upon. Their political influence was all but 
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spent by the end of the 19th century, and the election of the Liberal party in 1890 sealed their 

fate. They could no longer sustain anything remotely like the political influence they once 

wielded and for some the triumph of democracy, in the form of taxation, reduced them 

“nearly to the point of extinction”.258 Traditional conservatism was forced to adapt itself to the 

dominance of democracy at the end of the 19th century.  

 

Unable to maintain their political dominance, the conservative gentry aligned themselves 

with liberal and political radicals. That is, with fractions of the middle and respectable 

working class.  A number of significant shifts enabled this alliance. In the first instance, as I 

noted above, conservatives simply could not maintain their privileged social position in the 

colony. In order “to establish a truce between the classes and the masses [they] became 

increasingly secular and non-aristocratic and thus much less repugnant to “true liberals”.259 

At the same time social mobility amongst the respectable working classes who espoused 

radical politics lessened their antipathy toward traditional elites. This alliance was possible 

partly because the interaction of liberal and radical ideas with conservatism helped reshape 

conservative political priorities and ideas. Conservative views about the role of the state, for 

example, shifted away from a belief in the necessity of a “strong state to maintain social 

order”, and to protect their privilege, to more liberal ideas about the importance of a 

politically impartial state in order to avoid “arbitrary rule”.260  This shift was underpinned by a 

concern about collectivist (class) politics, as well as a ‘conversion’ to laissez faire capitalism 

and the “attractions of … the free market”.261  

 

Anxiety about collectivist politics was not peculiar to conservatives, it was an element of 

concern for individualistic liberals and radicals as well. This “shared hostility towards 

organised working class political activity” among conservatives, liberal and radicals, and the 

desire to circumvent the development of “working class militancy” in the colonial context, 

was an important affinity that enabled their political alliance.262 Orwin (1999) argues that 

“The result of the fusion of conservatism and old liberalism was a bourgeois ideology 

committed to the defence of property, the rule of law and the free market”.263 The alliance 

between conservative and liberals politicians underpinned the formation of a paternal, liberal 

state by the end of the 19th century and played a significant part in the emergence of a 

‘middle class society’.  
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Section Five: Liberal governance and ‘normalisation’ of the working classes 
 Orwin’s (1999) thesis emphasises the central importance of the alliance between 

conservative and liberal political actors in the formation of the ‘middle class society’ during 

the settlement period in New Zealand. I suggest this alliance both reflected and reinforced 

the rejection of class as an element of collective identification in the broader colonial society. 

In order to understand the intricate fabric of that society, and some of its basic tensions and 

contradictions, it is necessary to examine more closely some of the shared assumptions 

about the mutuality of social and economic relations that made such a coalition possible. As 

I noted above, and in Chapter Two, these assumptions have their foundation in the profound 

influence on the English of first and second wave liberal ideas about social stratification, 

property ownership and morality which amongst other things provided the conditions of 

possibility for the emergence of English capitalism. I argued that normative assumptions 

about materialism and morality underpinned evangelical and imperialist concerns with the 

‘civilisation’ of the indigenous people during settlement. The assimilation by Maori of this 

bourgeois moral ethos was conceived as essential for their ‘betterment’, and crucial to 

capitalist expansion and the creation of a modern nation-state. I also pointed out that the 

Victorian ‘civilising’ project was not confined to racial others but focused upon the British 

working classes as well, particularly those outside the normative relations of capitalist 

sociality.  

 

In this section I revisit the work of Corrigan and Sayer (1985) to argue these understandings 

were absolutely pivotal to the creation of a colonial social imaginary and the emergence of 

the ‘middle class society’. Their embeddedness enabled the genteel middle class and 

working class settlers to align politically because they conceived of themselves as 

respectable, that is, more moral, more civilised and therefore fundamentally different from 

their ‘rough’ others. Settler conceptions of responsibility and respectability, however 

differently expressed, were bound up with the conditions of capitalist sociality. Whatever the 

class differences between settlers, they were less significant than the sense of belonging 

and sameness - in the shape an assumed moral superiority over the poor, the degraded, the 

deviant and Maori - that the entwined notions of responsibility and respectability conferred. 

As I show in Chapter Four concerns about the necessity to ‘normalise’ the poor and ‘rough’ 

working classes in the social and moral virtues of possessive individualism were as strident 

in the colony as they were in the British context; perhaps more so, given its ‘raw’ state and 

the heavy psychic investment amongst the settlers in ideas about responsibility and 

respectability that stood in for class as markers of individual and collective identity.  
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What I want to argue here is that the ‘hammering and machining’264 of the working classes in 

the English context played a powerful role in their rejection of class as a signifier of identity in 

the colony, in part because those processes were underpinned by assumptions of an 

integral ‘wrongness’  in working class ways of being. These processes redefined and 

circumscribed the boundaries of working class legitimacy in (bourgeois) terms of the ‘virtues’ 

of possessive individualism, the assimilation of which promised inclusion and acceptability 

as well as the possibility of material improvement and social mobility. The 

embourgeoisement of the working classes was, however, not simply a gradual process of 

their internalisation of those values. The attempt to ‘make’ the English working class in the 

bourgeois image was “a struggle - material, categorial, moral - of possessive individualism 

with displaced collectives which attempts to individualize the latter as if they had, or could 

someday possess, bourgeois properties individually without possessing profitable 

property”.265  

 

The making up of the working class involved a contradictory ‘double movement’ whereby the 

poor working classes were simultaneously collectivised by the bourgeois through the 

conceptualisation of their labour as a form of property. And, I would add, through their 

problematisation.  At the same time, it involved the “parallel project of forming moral 

individuals of and from labouring persons, in the bourgeois image [denied] this same 

difference and collectivity”.266 Thus, as “labour is homogenized within production … within 

society … the extensive theorization of persons (in general) proceeds apace”.267 This 

irresolvable tension between labour as “a collective and collectivising category” in which 

there is “a shareable sense (across differences) of subordination [and] a tendency toward 

unity in difference” and capital as an “individual and individualising possession”, Corrigan  

and Sayer (1985) argue, represents capitalism’s fundamental contradiction.268   

 

The degree to which labour understood itself collectively, as I show in these early chapters, 

was however absolutely context dependent. In the colony, demographic, economic and 

political factors, combined with the success of the moral revolution they describe so vividly, 

militated against the development of a collective working class socio-political identity 

comparable to its English counterpart. As I have already suggested, understandings of 

difference and belonging- centred in the colony on notions of responsibility and 

respectability- remained pivotal in individual and collective identity formation. 
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The struggle to ‘make’ the working class was material in that it involved the development of 

repressive juridical processes, that is, laws that structured the relations between capital and 

labour.  And it was categorial in that the discursive construction of the working class by the 

middle classes depended upon their understanding of themselves collectively as morally and 

intellectually superior to the working classes, and thus as appropriate models for and drivers 

of the moralisation and reconstruction of the poor working classes. Essentially, the material 

aspect of this process represented the institutionalisation of bourgeois norms/ moral ethos at 

the level of the state; a process in which “some values, norms and qualities (appropriate to 

the life situation of some social groups) were elevated to become value, normality, the 

quality of life itself”.269 

 

As I have noted, in this moment of ‘triple making’, both bourgeois and working class 

collective identities were constituted and a new state form emerged. ‘Making up’ the working 

class involved new forms of  juridical repression and new mechanisms of moral regulation; 

the first the sole domain and site of coercive state power and the second a function the state 

shared with the moral middle class.270 These shifts, as I pointed out in Chapter Two, enabled 

a new liberal state form, and new modes of liberal governmentality, within which “The State’ 

[came] to represent a neutral … set of institutionalised routine practices …”. Knowledge 

about populations becomes pivotal here, and with this shift “the most neglected class 

[becomes] the principal object of care”.271  

 

The ‘normalisation’ of the working classes through the processes described above was 

emphatically not an attempt to create an homogeneous society in egalitarian terms.  As 

Corrigan and Sayer (1985) argue, “ ‘Society [the bourgeois] sought to mould and civilize 

society [the masses], to individualize  and moralize its members differentially, in ways 

appropriate to their respective ‘stations’ ”.272 Difference, constituted by the 19th century 

against a bourgeois ideal, was thus fundamental to liberal governance in all its forms and the 

‘neutral’ state was experienced differently according to class,  gender and, in the colony, 

race. It played a fundamental role, moreover, in the reproduction of those differences. 

 

In terms of gender difference, for example, as I suggested above the colonial state made 

intensive efforts to embed the ‘cult of domesticity’ and inscribe the gendered identities that 

                                                 
269 Ibid: 123 
270 See for example Valverde, M. (1991) The Age of Light, Soap, and Water: Moral Reform in English 
Canada, 1885-1925. Toronto: McClelland and Stewart; Cruikshank, B. (1999) The Will to Empower. 
New York: Cornell University Press. 
271 Ibid: 126 
272 Ibid: 132 



 71

underpinned it. The ‘middle class society’ depended upon women’s association with the 

social which was bound up with new understandings about the role of families in the 

socialisation and moralisation of the young. These ideas also provided the basis for 

extending the socialising and moralising functions of middle class women into the public 

domain where they played an important role in dispensing charitable aid. Although, as I 

suggest in the next Chapter, the philanthropic middle class was not large enough to assume 

a significant role in social governance and this justified more intensive state intervention in 

moral regulation in the colony.  

 

The development of a cult of domesticity however was an uneven process and, as I show in 

Chapter Five, only reached anything like its idealised form in the 1950s. This was largely the 

result of Keynesian modalities of social and economic management initiated by the First 

Labour government from 1935. In both moments the model of domesticity, and the narrow 

version of femininity that was bound up with it, was class and culturally specific; the influence 

of the colonial social imaginary continued to filter through and inflect the Keynesian one, just 

as elements of its predecessor mediated the shape the colonial imaginary assumed and the 

‘truths’ about gender and identity produced within it. What I want to emphasise here is that 

the formation of a paternalistic liberal state in the colonial context contributed to the 

institutionalisation of difference, the naturalisation of social stratification and the formation of 

gendered, class, and racial identities, all of which continue to mediate social, economic and 

political relations in New Zealand. 

 
Concluding remarks 
The socio-cultural, political and economic shifts in the English context that I have described 

above, mediated the powerful tendency to ‘moral paternalism’ that characterised 19th century 

liberalism. Assumptions about ‘natural’ difference informed philosophical, political and 

economic justifications for social stratification. Political exclusion could be rationalised 

because 19th century liberals shared the belief that social stratification was the natural order 

and while they may have subscribed to a belief in “formal equality”, it was based upon the 

idea that political rights were not automatically granted on the basis of citizenship but 

“accompanied personal and social enlightenment”.273 Thus, only some social groups were 

deemed to be fit to exercise their democratic right and their rule could be justified by liberals 

because they believed: 
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the middle and aristocratic classes had the interests of the impoverished and working 

people at heart - the political interests of the working classes could be represented 

satisfactorily by those who were educated and intellectually [and morally] superior - 

and [liberals] represented the emergent bourgeois political class as a class of 

magnanimous benefactors who, through their wisdom and humanity, were able to 

forward the ideals of Enlightenment”.274 

 
This narrow form of equality, with all of its moralistic and paternalist assumptions, framed 

colonial ideas about democracy and contributed to the possibility of a political alliance 

between conservatives and liberals in the colony. The alignment of these oppositional 

groups, the emergence of party politics and increasing conflicts between capital and labour 

in the context of an economic depression in the late 19th century eventuated in the election 

of a Liberal government in 1891. If this first colonial liberal state represented the  

materialisation of a political coalition between conservative, middle and working class actors 

anxious to ‘get on’, the interests that underpinned these groups often conflicted or were 

contradictory. The connecting thread that bound them together was the internalisation of a 

bourgeois moral ethos that centred possessive individualism based upon the intersection of 

religious and secular notions of materialism and morality, property and propriety. The 

embourgeoisement of the broader population, together with demographic factors that 

included male numerical dominance and the fragmented distribution of the populations, as 

well as economic contingencies, made it possible to weave the fabric of a ‘middle class 

society’ – underpinned by  the myth of male egalitarianism - from these disparate strands. 

 

Given the political, social, economic and physical marginalisation of Maori by this time, the 

biggest threat to the society was perceived to be its ‘enemies within’. These poor working 

class, deviant and vagrant others represented the potential for chaos and disorder, and the 

possibility of social and economic breakdown in the nascent and still fragile society. Hence, 

as I explain in the next chapter, the project to civilise, moralise, socialise and regulate them 

continued apace in the colonial context. Increasing intervention by the state in education was 

a central mechanism through which it assumed a key role in the moral regulation of such 

groups. I use the ‘moral panic’ about larrikinism in the 1880s as a lens through which to 

examine these processes and I argue they were not only aimed at normalising marginal 

populations, they were key in the constitution of gendered, classed and racial identities in the 

population as a whole. 
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Chapter Four 
 
Vile boys and degraded families: regulating the “antisocial poor”275 

 
But a stranger bird haunts our streets at night, Bred of civilisation and sin … We call 

him Larrikin.276  

 

… I abandon the boy to the censure of the sanctimonious and the self-righteous. For 

the boy has learned long how to endure punishment. I throw him to the wolves of 

respectability.277  

 

Introduction  
The Britons who immigrated to the colony were, as I have suggested, heavily invested in the 

possibility of a new society however differently they conceived of it. Driven by a powerful 

desire to ‘get away’ and ‘get ahead’, the settlers hoped to gain at the least the material 

security and independence that Arcadia promised them; as much if not more for the 

respectability their self-sufficiency would confer upon them than for the attainment of wealth. 

The architects of colonisation wanted to create a modern capitalist nation-state278, one within 

which the relations of production that capitalism depended upon would be reproduced but 

without the socially disruptive and economically draining class struggles that characterised 

the Victorian context. Both visions required a functioning economy and an ordered society. 

By the late 19th century these conditions seemed tenuous, generating increasing public and 

political anxiety which coalesced in a moral panic about larrikinism that emerged in the 

1880s. This concern was focused upon poor working class boys and their families who were 

perceived, and discursively constructed, as a threat to social order, the development of a 

viable economy, and the creation of a modern nation.  
 

The larrikin and Lee’s abandoned boy-child are thus one and the same, a ‘child of the poor’, 

though discursively constructed in diametrically opposed ways. From the first perspective he 

is a ‘villain’, an object of fear and loathing demonised by a society for whom he represents 

not only the antithesis of the values it holds dear but also the embodiment of a deeply buried 
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anxiety that the security they cling to tooth and nail is illusory. In Lee’s (1935) view he is the 

‘victim’ of a society which continues to wrongly attribute poverty to poor parenting, individual 

failure and ‘sin’. It is a moralistic society that sanctifies ‘respectability’ and vilifies the poor. 

As I show here the roots of that society, and its judgmental attitudes towards the 

‘undeserving poor’ that remain characteristic of it, can be traced back to colonial and earlier 

discourses. In this chapter I argue that the discursive construction of the larrikin as a villain 

prevailed in settler society. It did so however for varied and complex reasons. There were 

multiple strands, representative of a number of social and political issues and a variety of 

perceptions about them, woven through the discourses of larrikinism. These reflected not 

only the pressures experienced in a colonial society in the process of formation. They can be 

linked both to earlier discourses about class and poverty, and to a moment of flux more 

broadly when conceptions of society, the individual and the state itself were undergoing a 

significant shift from earlier understandings.  

 

As I illustrated in Chapters Two and Three the processes of social and state formation in the 

colonial context were mutually constitutive and the pattern of social relations that emerged 

during settlement was underpinned by a bourgeois moral ethos. The central principles that 

underpinned this society were informed by what I have called the Victorian ‘trinity’ of 

materialism, individualism and moralism. Here I use an analysis of the moral panic about the 

‘problem’ of larrikinism as a lens to further examine the mutuality of state/society relations 

and the state’s contribution to the construction of a colonial social imaginary, and a ‘middle 

class society’.  I link the moral panic about larrikinism to earlier anxieties about criminal and 

neglected children and argue that particular discursive constructions of these entwined 

‘problems’ pivoted on claims about poor working class children and their families. These 

discourses, mainly produced by the middle classes, were recontextualised and mobilised by 

the state to rationalise its intervention into society during a period when the political tenets of 

liberalism and laissez faire capitalism prevailed.279 I argue that the intervention by the state 

into charitable aid in the form of industrial schooling in 1867, and the development of a 

national education system a decade later, signalled its assumption of a central role in the 

moral regulation of the emerging society; formerly the domain of civil society and presided 

over by the philanthropic middle classes. Education would become an important mechanism 

in the institutionalisation by the state of the bourgeois ethos that society was premised upon, 
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and it would continue in its efforts to embed the middle class family model; the other key site 

for the socialisation and moral regulation of the populace.  

 

The discourses about neglected and criminal children and larrikins were produced within and 

able to be dominated by the middle classes for material reasons, including the exclusionary 

nature of colonial politics, their ownership of the media and the operation of demographic 

and other aspects of colony in their favour. But those discourses were recontextualised by 

the state, and middle class cultural hegemony instantiated in the colony, in part because the 

bourgeois moral ethos which underpinned them was already institutionalised in the state. I 

am not suggesting that the interests of the state and the middle classes were identical 

though. The class and culturally specific understandings about individuals, families and 

social relations that informed this ethos would be institutionalised by the state not simply 

because it shared the desire to control groups that deviated from bourgeois norms. Its 

embedding was considered crucial to the constitution of self governing subjects necessary 

for a liberal democracy. In the nascent colony, the problem was finding a mechanism for 

instilling the values of possessive individualism and normative behaviours constitutive of 

liberal individuals without a substantial enough ‘philanthropic class’ “[t]o bring citizens into 

society … [and] transform the apathetic into citizens willing and able to govern themselves 

…”.280 Hence, the state was crucial in the moral regulation of ‘problem’ populations in the 

colony.  

 
Section One: Interrogating the social control thesis 
A number of studies have examined social anxiety about particular groups of children during 

the settlement period in relation to colonial systems of charitable aid and schooling.281 This 

work points to the decisive role of the middle classes in the discursive constructions of these 

‘problem’ groups and it has contributed to development of the arguments I am making in this 

thesis. The tendency among many of these writers, however, is to characterise the moral 

panics about criminal and neglected children and larrikinism in a fairly narrow way, focusing 

almost entirely on middle class concerns about issues of social control and social order in 

the fledgling society. Roy Shuker (1987) argues that intense public anxiety about criminal 
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and neglected children and larrikins represented “boundary crises”, moments when the 

radical social and economic change mediated by settlement created an environment of 

“ambiguity and strain” within which extant issues became magnified.282 He suggests 

categories of ‘problem’ children, including larrikins, destitute and criminal children, truants 

and street kids, were discursively produced in these moments that reflected “emerging 

definitions of social deviance … dependent to a large degree on the interests of the 

dominant group”; an emergent middle class.283 In his view state intervention into the social 

domain and the creation of “institutional solutions” to social problems resulted from its 

capture by that class. One such solution was the development of a national education 

system which would serve to regulate school attendance and “control the activities of 

disruptive or delinquent youth”.284  

 

Whelan’s (1999) thesis shifts the balance of power from society to the state. From the 

outset, the colony could not sustain the level of private philanthropy that underpinned the 

provision of charitable aid in the British context because it lacked the substantial strata of 

wealthy upper and middle class necessary to support it. Consequently the provision of 

charitable aid for much of the settlement period was characterised by the interdependence of 

the state and the ‘third sector’.285 Despite the pragmatic nature of this alliance, the state’s 

involvement in society was the focus of heated debate that pitted the entwined ideologies of 

liberalism and laissez faire capitalism against arguments about the relationship between 

philanthropy and Christian virtues. The role of the middle classes in philanthropy was, in her 

view, underpinned by a basic humanitarianism that derived from Christian doctrine. It 

emphasised the mutuality of the relationship between givers and receivers of charity and 

assumed the middle classes, as society’s moral guardians, were best fitted to reform those 

at its margins. Moreover, in a broad context where the ‘working class question’ informed the 

development of new modes of social and political governance,  philanthropy was perceived 

as a social mechanism capable both of circumventing class conflict and reforming errant 

working class families.286  As I suggest below however, understandings of charity and 

philanthropy were tied to the development of distinctions between deserving and 

undeserving poor and were intended to serve a constitutive function as well as a regulatory 

one. 
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Whelan (1999) suggests that in the colony the lack of a strong enough ‘third sector’ 

legitimised state intervention into industrial schooling as “a means of controlling the working 

class threat to social stability”, and compulsory schooling developed “as a form of “social 

insurance”.287 The state co-opted the administration and control of industrial schooling from 

the middle classes, she argues, in order to utilise children as human capital in the 

‘rehabilitation’ of the nation. In her view, this move was primarily an attempt “to regenerate 

national strength”.288 Thus the 

 

child control reforms during the period 1867- 1908 were not in any meaningful sense 

expressions of social or economic instrumentality but primarily institutional and 

political in nature. The social control system reflects the value preferences of 

powerful groups in society, that structural reforms are strongly influenced by 

incumbents’ attempts to maintain legitimate control over the system.289 

 

There is little doubt that social order and social control were issues of concern for both an 

‘anxious middle class’ and a nascent capitalist state. Settlement occurred, as I have already 

noted, in a period wherein the working class was the focus of intense political debate and 

social anxiety. The promise of the colony was an escape from these pressures, and the 

presence of large numbers ‘problem’ working class children represented the potential for 

more of the same. These fears, combined with and exacerbated by anxiety about the 

manifest disorder of raw physical environment and Maori resistance to the appropriation of 

their land during the Land wars, must have contributed for some to a deep sense of the 

tenuousness of their existence. More pragmatically the emerging economy, and thus the 

‘nation’ itself, depended on an acquiescent and properly socialised working class. 

Immediately, and in the future, control of working class children and their parents was 

perceived as a means of achieving both. However the emphasis both authors place on 

concerns about social control overlooks the multiplicity of anxieties that underpinned ‘moral 

panics’ about deviant children. By their very nature “[m]oral panics … are … 

multidimensional, and the social anxiety associated with them is probably rooted in the 

unconscious coming together or condensation of different discourses, different fears, in a 

single image”.290  
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The concept of moral panic needs to be thought about more critically particularly in terms of 

the operation of power and ideology. On a neo-Marxist view, moral panics are conceived as 

“a connective strategy” which, because they extend the influence of the ruling group, 

“[become] the envoy for dominant ideology”.291 Because they are couched in commonsense 

language they operate “as an advanced warning system … [progressing] from local issues to 

matters of national importance, from the site of tension and petty anxieties to full-blown 

social and political crisis”, legitimating an intensification of “control and coercion”.292 The 

value of this analysis is that it shows that “ideology is a suffusive social process … not a 

simple question of the distortion of truth,…rather that [it is] is a force which works 

continuously through the mobilization of ‘commonsense’ ”.293 Neo-Marxist conceptions of 

ideology are problematic however in that they are 

 

always obliged … to refer and contrast ‘representation’ to the arbitration of ‘the real’, 

and [are] hence unable to develop a full theory concerning the operations of ideology 

within all representational systems. [Thus] moral panics seem to appear and 

disappear, as if representations were not the site of permanent struggle of the 

meanings of signs.294  
 

The presence of continuous discursive struggles over meaning within societies implies that 

power, as Foucault (1980) has argued, operates in a capillary manner rather than simply 

being imposed from above.295 And thus “the moral panic is best seen as a local 

intensification [of extant power struggles] or ‘the site of the current front line’ rather than an 

unpleasant and anticipated development”.296 As I illustrate below, the ‘moral panic’ about 

larrikinism resonated powerfully with earlier concerns about neglected and criminal children 

which in turn bore the traces of discourses of poverty and class in the English context. 

Moreover, struggles over meaning go on within classes as well as between them. By 

conceptualising the moral panic about larrikinism only in terms of public and state concern 

with social control both Shuker (1987) and Whelan (1999) presume a unitary state and an 

homogeneous middle class, and they oversimplify class relations and social relations of 

power in the colonial context.  
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What differs between their accounts is the locus of power. In Shuker’s (1987) analysis the 

economic and political power of an emerging middle class enabled it to capture the state. 

For Whelan (1999) the state is the embodiment of power in the colonial context. In both 

analyses power is situated unequivocally with one or the other group of actors. There is little 

sense of the struggles for power, through discourse, within the state and the middle classes. 

And for both authors power, as the concept of social control implies, is fundamentally 

coercive. Through the state or through the middle classes via the state, social control was 

exerted over the poor working class and middle class values and norms imposed upon them. 

Neither writer appears to recognise the constitutive nature of power; firstly in relation to class 

formation in the colonial context and secondly in terms of the constitutive role of the state.   

 

In the first instance, because they understand power as coercive they are unable to perceive 

class formation as a “dialectical process” within which similar practices formed both 

classes.297 As I have suggested, in the New Zealand context bourgeois values had already 

been internalised to some degree by the working class before their settlement here. They 

underpinned a shared repudiation of class politics and, tied to that, an investment in notions 

of respectability as the signifier of belonging, in the place of class. For both the respectable 

working and lower middle classes this identity was informed by embedded ideas about their 

fundamental difference from  the poor and rough residuum, who thus functioned both as the 

‘enemies within’ the society and the (necessary) constitutive limit of various interpretations of 

respectable social identity. Moreover, what is understood by adherents of the social control 

thesis as simply the imposition of the values of the dominant class on others was 

simultaneously “a process of creating and reaffirming” that class.298 Both Valverde’s (1991) 

Canadian study and Stephenson’s (2000) in New Zealand have illustrated that philanthropy 

played a constitutive role in the formation of the new middle classes in these colonies. Their 

reform work served as the foundation for “the development of the professional and 

management classes and the incipient state bureaucracy”.299   

 

In addition to being a class-based activity, reform was also shaped by and helped form 

gender and race relations. It helped to mediate relationships between women in the 

colonies, enabling middle class women a public role which empowered them compared to 

working class women. As well, the reform work of bourgeois women contributed to the 

entrenchment of narrow definitions of femininity and female respectability. Despite their 
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relative social power, however, they remained subordinated within their organisations, and 

socially, to middle class men. Moral reform was also racialised. Native schooling, for 

example, was more about re-forming Maori into “conforming and contributing citizens” who 

had assimilated Western value systems and life-ways than educating them.300  
 
Section Two: Moral regulation and the colonial state 

Where the social control thesis mobilises the repressive hypothesis of power, Valverde 

(1991) and Stephenson (2000) point to its capillary operation and constitutive modality both 

of which were crucial in shaping individual and national identity and both of which enabled 

the state to assume a moral regulatory role. Moral regulation by the state, crucial to its own 

formation and to nation-building in the colonies, depended upon socially produced moral 

distinctions which it then mobilised to create codifiable categories amongst problem 

populations.301 The categorisation of problematic social groups, like larrikins, facilitated their 

further subjection to practices of liberal governmentality designed not simply to control them 

but to remake them into liberal bourgeois subjects. Education, as I have noted, became an 

important mechanism through which the state was able to regulate, moralise, normalise and 

socialise marginal subjects. At the same time, the state’s recontextualisation and 

institutionalisation of those moral distinctions reinforced their ‘truth value’ and thus their 

function as the constitutive outside of respectable individual and collective colonial identity. 

In this quite subtle and complex way the state played a significant role not only in the 

institutionalisation of a bourgeois moral ethos but in entrenching middle class cultural 

hegemony in the colony. Thus the hegemony of particular group in a society emerges from 

complex and multiple processes rather than via repression or the imposition of ‘false truths’, 

and   

attempts to constitute hegemony work not simply through practices of coercion or … 

practices of consent, but also by way of other practices, techniques and methods that 

infiltrate minds and bodies as well as cultural values and behaviours as apparently 

naturally occurring properties.302  

 

Stephenson’s (2000) work points to the complex nature of the relationship between the 

colonial state and the diverse groups involved in charitable aid. She suggests that resistance 

to state intervention by this early third sector was itself an important “part of the process of 

state formation in the colony”.303 Where both Shuker (1987) and Whelan (1999) seem to 
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assume a more unified nation, state and middle class than actually existed, Stephenson 

(2000) emphasises the importance of provincial differences and the “local specificity of the 

production of poverty”.304 The problem of neglected and criminal children, for example, was 

perceived as a provincial issue that required “localized responses” rather than central 

administration. The state intervened in the provision and administration of charitable aid and 

it did so in order to legitimate and consolidate itself, and the nation. Thus its intervention into 

the public domain signalled a constitutive moment in “the creation of a modern, democratic 

nation”.305  

 

In her view state, intervention into charitable aid was a pragmatic response to colonial 

conditions and it was 

 

a commonsense solution to a complex problem, one which was possible because it 

retained maximum available input from all existing contributions and feasible 

because it supported a universality of perceived and desired norms of behaviour 

throughout a nation of diverse local characteristics.306 

 

Most importantly, her thesis shows how the intense focus on ‘deviant’ groups of children 

during the settlement period was driven not only by concerns about social control but was a 

significant element in efforts by the middle classes and the state to institutionalise the 

bourgeois moral ethos. This multidimensional process was aimed not only at normalising 

working class children but embedding a bourgeois model of family life through “the coercive 

impact of legislative pressure in shaping the role of the family and other legislation shaping 

its form”.307 Thus attempts to shape the family were integral to “universalizing bourgeois 

norms”.308 Poor working class families were not the only ones that were to be reconstructed. 

Maori were also subject to regulation by the state, through its control of Native schooling and 

other ways, in order to ensure their assimilation of Pakeha norms and values- encapsulated 

in the bourgeois model of family life and the Protestant work ethic. As I noted earlier, this 

project had begun before state formation with the efforts of the missionaries to Christianise 

and civilise Maori. Changing the form of Maori family life was a fundamental goal for both 

Church and State because the bourgeois family embodied both Christian and secular 

virtues.  
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The bourgeois family model was tied up with and underpinned by entrenched beliefs about 

class and gendered identities which, as I noted in Chapters One and Two, were not separate 

from discursive constructions of racial difference. As Ann Stoler (1995) has argued, in the 

19th century “bourgeois identities in both metropole and colony emerge tacitly and 

emphatically coded by race”.309 It also figured by implication in the constitution of 

‘respectable’ working class because of the racialisation of their poor and ‘rough’ others. This 

sense of the fundamental racial difference and innate inferiority of the poor and ‘unfit’ urban 

working classes underpinned eugenic discourses, elements of which filtered through 

discursive constructions of larrikinism.310 I have already suggested that the middle class 

embodied respectability and they did so because of their own, and the state’s, ideas about 

‘bourgeois civility'. This notion pivoted on an integration of religious virtues and materialistic 

values expressed as “self-control, self-discipline and self-determination [and perceived to be] 

defining features of bourgeois selves”, and “[t]hese features [were] affirmed in the ideal 

family milieu”.311 The idealisation of a bourgeois self and family model underpinned concern 

with ‘degraded’ working class families in the colonial context. Public and state anxiety about 

working class families, and individuals, was exacerbated by increasingly visible poverty in 

the colony. 

 
Section Three: A Serpent in Paradise: poverty in the colony 
Existence in the nascent colony proved to be far more tenuous for some social groups than 

either the promise of a rural ‘Arcadia’ or an urban ‘Utopia implied would be the case. As 

settlement increasing unemployment and poverty, mediated by multiple factors and a 

combination of problems, impacted fractions of the working class. In the preceding chapters I 

noted that emigration for many Britons was predicated on the promise of widespread access 

to land which was more rhetorical than real. The mechanism of “sufficient price”, as it was 

intended to, served to exclude from landownership those without enough capital making 

them dependent on wage labour. Wakefield’s vision of a “squire system”, comprising land 

owning gentry and rural labour, was untenable because the physical environment was too 

harsh and the population too small and too widely dispersed to provide a market.312 It was 

also undermined by the prevalence of absentee landlords. The colony’s initial dependence 

on a pastoral economy which was dominated in the early stages by regionalism undermined 

its stability. That instability, combined with the seasonality of agricultural work, contributed to 
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high rates of transience amongst the “lower strata of colonial society” predominantly men 

under thirty.313   

 

Increasingly obvious urban poverty was exacerbated by the discovery of gold in the South 

Island in the 1860s. Significant numbers of working class men abandoned their families to 

join the gold rush, leaving destitute their dependent wives and children. As the gold dwindled 

there was an exodus of unemployed miners back into urban areas in search of work. The 

infrastructural development initiated by Vogel in the 1870s provided employment for some, 

however it was mainly designed to enable access to rural employment and thus did little to 

alleviate the problem of transience. In addition falling wages and increasing urban 

unemployment due to external factors, including an economic crisis in Scotland, contributed 

to the stagnation or near stagnation of the economy by 1895. 

 

Despite these structural causes of colonial poverty the uncompromising attitudes of the 

settlers towards the poor, in part, reflected the doxa of the period which was the product of a 

“veritable war on pauperism” in the English context.314 The debates about pauperism began 

in the late 18th century culminated in the reform of ideas, policies and practices of poor relief 

in England in 1834. It is worth briefly exploring this shift “in modes of moral regulation and 

governance”315 because it profoundly affected the way the settlers viewed themselves, and 

their ‘others’, in relation to poverty. As I illustrate below, these perceptions inflected the 

discourses on criminal and neglected children and larrikins during the settlement period. 

Moreover, traces of the opprobrium attached to the poverty of some social groups in the 

colonial context - the combined product of the Victorian social imaginary and the exigencies 

of settlement - remain evident in contemporary New Zealand.  

 
Section Four: Pauperism and poverty in the Victorian social imaginary 
Dean (1991) argues  

 

The event of pauperism was as much about ‘morals’, forms of everyday life, families, 

breadwinners, households and self-responsibility, as economics, the state poor laws and 

poor policies. It is about the formation of particular categories of social agent, and of 
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specific class and familial relations, in as far as they were promoted by governmental 

practices.316 

 

The primary role of liberal governance was, in his view, a constitutive one and through it the 

state attempted to promote “a particular form of life”.317 Its aim, he argues, was to develop “a 

certain ascetic lifestyle among the propertyless”.318 As I have argued, however, the form of 

life these governmental practices were meant to engender amongst the impoverished, and 

the working classes more generally, was not some universally accepted or politically neutral 

model of human relations. It was a bourgeois form of life underpinned by a bourgeois moral 

ethos instantiated, above all, in the self-responsible patriarchal nuclear family. And, whether 

or not this was a self-conscious attempt to impose a model of social relations that supported 

the expansion of capitalism, a material effect of those discourses, practices and techniques 

of liberal governance in the colony and elsewhere was the institutionalisation of a particular 

mode of social relations and family life that enabled capitalist sociality to become 

hegemonic. 

 

What I want to emphasise here is that these shifts mediated the development of value-laden 

distinctions between poverty and pauperism which underpinned conceptions of the 

deserving and undeserving poor that inflected colonial discourses. This fundamental 

differentiation was tied up with the emergence of distinctions between charity and 

philanthropy. Charity, underpinned by Christian morals and conceived as mainly “individual 

and impulsive”, had served a dual function of poor relief for deserving recipients and as a 

means of bolstering the virtue of the giver.319 This understanding became perceived as 

problematic because of growing concern, in a liberal context, with the dependency of the 

poor. Philanthropy, as “organized charity”, was meant to circumvent this problem by 

eliminating “both the individual and impulsive elements of giving” and engendering “habits of 

thrift, punctuality and hygiene” in the poor.320 Thus, as I suggested above, it was not simply a 

means of social control. At this time dual definitions of pauperism developed; a legal 

definition that was encapsulated in the  Poor Law and a “broader meaning of the term, 

indicating a larger social process specific to capitalism and affecting the working class in 

general, not just legal paupers”.321 Pauperism became conceptualised as “the want of 

industry, of thrift, or self-reliance” and, by implication, as endemic in the working classes; 
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hence their powerful investment in ideas about self sufficiency, independence and 

respectability in the colony.  

 

In the preceding chapters, and above, I noted the association of the ‘working class question’ 

with new understandings of the social that emerged during this epoch of transformation. In 

this period the social came to be understood not only as a sphere distinct from the political 

and economic “but as a new way of conceptualizing any and all problems of the 

collectivity”.322 Conceiving the social in this way provided justification for more intensive state 

intervention in the economy and society than classical liberal tenets formally allowed. In 

Valverde’s (1991) view the (Canadian) state was able to rationalise economic intervention, 

for example, “because extreme exploitation was seen as a social problem involving the 

creation of paupers, the breakdown of the family, and a general crisis in the cohesion of the 

social formation”.323 The point I want to make here is that discursive constructions of the 

problem of pauperism were not only mobilised by the middle classes and the state in 

attempts to regulate and re-form the working classes, the internalisation of an ethos of self-

sufficiency was an important element of the embourgeoisement of the working classes 

themselves.  

 

In his analysis of colonial attitudes to the social wellbeing of the aged, Thomson (1998) 

points to the influence of “Victorian values” the “virtues of personal independence, family 

responsibility and the minimal state”.324 These values framed the ethos of self-help which 

was particularly intense in the colonial context. The antipathy to the undeserving poor was 

the result not only of these already existing elements of the Victorian social imaginary and 

social organization, it was also tied up with the fears engendered by the tenuous nature of 

colonial existence especially for the lower middle classes and respectable working classes 

who made up the majority of the settler population. The possibility of their fall from grace was 

too close for comfort. By individualising poverty rather than acknowledging the structural 

reasons for it, the settlers were able to hold the fear that it could happen to them at bay. It 

allowed them to manufacture a distance between themselves and the poor, one which 

pivoted on the idea that their respectability and moral rectitude, achieved for those without 

property through hard work, would preserve them from the same fate.  

 

This investment in work, as I argued in Chapter Two, was bound up with masculine 

identification and male forms of respectability. Work was an important means of achieving 
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respectability and, thus, moral subjectivity for those men excluded from property 

ownership.325 The obvious presence of poverty undermined the Arcadian promise in general 

terms and it threatened the assumption of respectable manhood bound up with ideas about 

the necessity of work “for happiness, the achievement of a man’s full stature, and the 

possibility of choice and change”.326 The fates of individuals and the nation were bound 

together since the development of a working class - Maori and Pakeha - was absolutely 

essential to building a viable economy and an independent nation-state. In the idealisation of 

work, social ethos and pragmatic necessity were aligned and entwined. The moral value of 

work took on mythical proportions in the colony because it was fundamental to both these 

things, as was ‘the family’. The colonial state’s assumption about the moral value of work, 

and the (bourgeois) family’s role in producing individuals of ‘good character’, is reflected in 

early economic and welfare legislation. The moral and material value of work, the 

sovereignty of the individual and the sanctification of the family were tied together in this 

moment. Over time they became enshrined in the meritocratic myth that remains a powerful 

feature of contemporary Pakeha cultural identity. In the colonial context they served to 

demarcate boundaries between the ‘rough’ and the respectable legitimating state 

intervention in the social and the intensification of its regulation of some social groups, 

including poor white working class boys and their families. 

 

Section Five: The discourses of ‘larrikinism’: demonising working class boys 
Public anxiety around the emergence of a perceived problem of ‘larrikinism’ in the colony 

surfaced in the mid-1880s in the midst of an economic depression, and debates about the 

problem would feature in the media and in parliament for the next decade. While there were 

multiple and sometimes contradictory discursive constructions of larrikinism, what remained 

fairly constant was its association with a particular gender and class. In some quarters, and 

for particular reasons, the term larrikin included females.327 Generally, however, “[t]he 

incidence of larrikinism was seen to be a problem that belonged overwhelmingly to boys”.328 

‘Larrikins’ were mainly working class boys and, more often than not, they were characterised 

as ‘villains’ or potential ‘villains’. 
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The term larrikin originated from the British word for “a mischievous and frolicsome youth”.329 

In the colony its connotations were often darker than mere mischief, though what constituted 

‘larrikinism’ varied as did ideas about the nature and the gravity of the problem. For some it 

was characterized as the 

 

vile conduct of certain gangs … of impudent and ferocious young scoundrels who 

appear to have no respect nor fear for God, man, law, order, decency or right of 

property, and who perambulate the streets, enter upon [Education] Boards and other 

properties, take bad women there into, break the fences, locks and fastenings, 

damage roofs, windows, drains and other fixings, spit, curse, damn, smoke, card-play 

and cause properties or parts thereof to present a thoroughly disreputable 

appearance …330 

 

For other less vituperative but equally moralistic commentators, the ‘problem’ was 

conceptualised in pathological terms. While the definition of larrikinism was less dramatic, its 

effects upon the society were assumed to be pervasive and profound: 

 

The coarse and unseemly conduct and language of young men in our public 

thoroughfare is quite a new disease in our social organism. Although larrikinism of 

the streets may be just a harmless development of the times, it contains an element 

which is laden with immeasurable possibilities for evil. The majority of young 

criminals who are now in the goals and reformatories probably owe their position to 

the training they received on the street corners at night.331 

 

At one level these fears were underpinned by concern with what was believed to be a sharp 

rise in rates of juvenile crime, though there was little significant statistical evidence to 

support such fears.332 Official sources at the time indicated that “there was no more than a 

pro rata increase in juvenile … crime” and that the rate tended to fluctuate rather than 

steadily increase or decline.333 Thus, concerns about larrikinism were more a ‘moral panic’ 

than justifiable fears based on fact. Then, as in other moments, anxiety about youth was 

both the repository of public anxiety about the present state of the society and concerns for 

its future - both aspects particularly strident in the colonial context - as well as nostalgia for 
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an imaginary past.334 Behind the panic about larrikinism, however, was a whole range of 

interrelated anxieties produced by the realities of settlement which included: the rugged 

physical environment; urbanisation and socio-economic instability; debates around schooling 

and the varying perceptions about the purpose of education; and concerns about the role of 

the family and religion in social life. These broad concerns coalesced, in public and state 

discourses, into a generalized anxiety about the social threat of poor working class boys and 

the ‘degraded’ nature of their families. 
 

In the years between 1880 and 1896 urban areas became a particular focus of anxiety in the 

colony, not the least because of the social and economic consequences of the ‘Great 

Depression’. Anxiety about larrikinism surfaced partly because the combination of 

overcrowding and obvious urban poverty gave rise to the belief that cities were “the main 

breeding ground for subversive activity”.335 Concerns about the problematic nature of urban 

areas were not peculiar to the colony however, they were characteristic of the Victorian social 

imaginary more widely. As Valverde (1991) has argued, while cities had been conceived as 

morally problematic well before the Victorian era, in this moment “the problem of the city 

[became] intertwined with fears about racial, moral and social degeneration”.336 Those fears 

materialised in the presence of poor children on the street, who were perceived as evidence 

of that degeneration. The widespread nature of these concerns was evident not only in public 

and media discourses but in educational ones as well. Responding to claims that lax teaching 

contributed to larrikinism,337 one School Inspector argued  

 

It is not in our schools, or under the watchful supervision of our teachers, that boys learn to 

swear, to smoke and to pilfer. The seminaries for these and kindred habits are acquired in 

our towns are the street-corners, where groups of lads who ought to be home may be seen 

lounging of an evening …338 

  

Anxiousness about the excessive independence of working class children, particularly boys, 

was entwined with perceptions of the corrupting influence of ‘the streets’. The idea that the 

“the Devil makes work for idle hands”, especially adolescent male ones, underpinned the 

perception that “lads had too little work and too much liberty” and if they “were kept doing 
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nothing until they were fifteen or sixteen, they would get into evil ways and would eventually 

join the larrikin class”.339  

 

Concerns about apparent social problems engendered by urbanisation may also have been 

partly the product of an investment in the vision of New Zealand as an ‘Arcadia’ - a rural idyll -

used to attract prospective settlers.340 As I have already suggested, however, this image was 

far removed from the harsh realities of rural life. So much so, that in some quarters the 

‘problem’ of larrikinism was linked to rural isolation and the lack of organised leisure for young 

people.341 This was another variation of the ‘idle hands’ thesis, but perhaps a more liberal one 

- and ahead of its time - since it shifted responsibility for addressing the issue from the 

individual and their family to the society. 

 

Just as this Arcadian ideal was unrealistic, so was the “social stereotype of respectability 

[that] was firmly imprinted in the colony’s consciousness”.342 It was a stereotype which 

belonged firmly within the Victorian middle class, and the norms and values that informed that 

stereotype powerfully mediated both the perception and construction of the ‘problem’ of 

larrikinism. Whether the ‘problem’ of larrikinism was attributed to urbanisation or rural 

isolation, it was seen to potentially threaten the veneer of social respectability that the colonial 

middle class wanted to claim for New Zealand. As Gregory (1975) suggests, middle class 

anxiety about larrikins was not only underpinned by concerns about social order but by 

concerns about New Zealand’s reputation as well.343 In Chapter Five I point to similar 

concerns with the reputation of the ‘Dominion’ in the context of public anxiety about moral and 

juvenile delinquency in the 1950s. 

 

In the view of some commentators, it was the lack of established values and embedded 

(class) structures characteristic of the Old World that threatened both order and reputation in 

the new. Moreover, that vacuum apparently produced a particularly troublesome version of 

Antipodean larrikinism:  

There is a variety [of larrikin] well known in old and settled communities - a starved, 

hungry-looking thing maddened by privation and suffering, but cowed and fear-stricken in 

the presence of the law. Our creature braves the law undaunted, and, sprung from the 
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prevalent laxity of domestic discipline, and nurtured in the free atmosphere of democracy, 

it fears neither man nor devil.344  

 

If the ‘dangers of democracy’ were held accountable for the production of a new and bold 

variety of the ‘larrikin’ by some, the overwhelming consensus was that it was the inadequate 

working class family that was largely to blame for the problem of larrikinism. A lack of 

parental control was perceived as the “primary weakness of colonial life”.345 This social 

problem was, of course, related to the economic contingencies of the period, particularly in 

terms of the kinds of employment available to men. As I noted above, the problem of the 

desertion of their families by men to take up work in the goldfields was rife and men’s 

absence was assumed to encourage delinquency and larrikinism amongst young boys. It 

was in the context of the discourses about the inadequacy of the working class family that 

larrikins were sometimes constituted as ‘victims’. But even within these discourses children 

themselves were demonised:  

 

the frequency with which young children were to be found roaming the streets without 

parental supervision was regarded not only as a result of parental neglect, but as part of 

the cause. The streets seem to provide endless opportunity for learning to disobey and 

disrespect one’s elders, so that if a child was out of control, it was no doubt because he 

had been roaming the streets at improper hours.346 

 

This ambivalence reflects what Hendrick (1994) has characterised as the victim/threat 

dualism that underpinned middle class Victorian discourses about poor working class 

children. Behind their construction as victims children were seen as “harbouring another 

condition, one that was sensed as threatening” morally, socially and economically.347 Within 

colonial discourses of larrikinism, however, the emphasis was upon the social (and 

economic) consequences of unregulated and unruly behaviour in working class boys. Thus 

they were discursively constructed mainly as ‘villains’, and concerns were more about these 

boys than for them.  

 

Shuker (1987) has argued  

                                                 
344 Ibid: 33, citing the New Zealand Herald, 1896. 
345 Gregory, P. (1975) op.cit: 27 
346 Ibid: 29 
347 Hendrick, H. (1994) Child Welfare: England 1872-1989. London and New York: Routledge: 8. 



 91

 

The moral panic over larrikinism in the late nineteenth century in New Zealand was an 

attempt on the part of an emergent middle class to establish their ethic of respectability as 

a norm. This attempt was successfully undertaken through the middle class dominance of 

a state which was increasingly intervening in the regulation if social life in New 

Zealand.348 

 

As I suggested earlier this is a theoretically unsophisticated account of what was in fact a 

complex relation between state and society, and a far too simplistic explanation for the 

rationales that underpinned assumption by the state of a moral regulatory role in the colony. 

However, Shuker rightly emphasises education as a primary site of state intervention into the 

social domain during this period. While schooling was perceived both as a means of 

ensuring socialisation and as a mechanism for social control, it was also conceived as 

absolutely crucial for the constitution of liberal individuals and the normalisation of their 

deviant others. State intervention into education for settler children came in the form of 

compulsory elementary schooling with the passage of the Education Act in 1877. According 

to Shuker (1987), compulsory schooling was perceived as an important mechanism for the 

control of delinquent boys. 

 

While the Education 1877 Act was in part an institutional response to middle class anxiety 

about working class children, particularly boys, it was not the first such. In 1867 state 

intervention into the formerly private realm of industrial schooling was marked by the 

passage of the Neglected and Criminal Children’s Act. The state intervened in this early 

educational arena partly because of strident, middle class concerns about the inadequacy of 

working class families as well as in its own interests.349 The discursive constructions of the 

‘problem’ of ‘larrikinism’, and of the ‘larrikin’ himself, drew upon these earlier concerns. 

Section Six: ‘Problem’ families: constructing the issue of ‘neglected’ and ‘criminal’ 
children  

I suggested above that increasing poverty with the intensification of settlement in the colony 

impacted particularly harshly upon the working class families that comprised the majority of 

the settler population. One outcome of this situation was that growing numbers of children 

were left destitute, for one reason or another. These problems, combined with rapid 

urbanisation and important demographic shifts, generated increasing anxiety among the 
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middle class about the impoverished working class. At the centre of this anxiety were 

interrelated concerns about the control of youth and the breakdown of poor working class 

families. 

 

As I have argued, the patriarchal nuclear family was central to a Victorian social imaginary 

which pivoted upon the idealisation and universalisation of a bourgeois moral ethos. The 

family was considered both the ‘social bedrock’ and representative - in microcosm - of a 

modern social order. Not only was it regarded as the fundamental site for the socialisation of 

the young, it was considered the primary provider for the social welfare of its members.  

Entrenched expectations that families could and should undertake this role - and as a 

corollary that the state should not - were intensified by the discourses of ‘self-help’ that 

prevailed in the colonial context. The breakdown of working class families that resulted from 

the social and economic pressures of colonisation, and the dislocation of the many young 

people (males in particular) from their families due to immigration, was considered highly 

problematic. 

 

Behind the growing sense of social crisis were concerns with the (in)ability of poor working 

class families to both control and socialise their young. This anxiety was underpinned by 

widespread acceptance of a purported link between poverty and crime that derived from the 

prevailing discourses of Social Darwinism. Ideas about the ‘deviance’ of the poor were 

informed by the increasing influence of theories of hereditarianism. These theories equated 

poverty with ‘internal weakness of character’ rather than structural circumstances, and it was 

believed that such weaknesses were passed from one generation to the next. The distinction 

between poverty and criminality, thus, became increasingly blurred.  

  

This kind of thinking underpinned eugenic discourses at the time, and these would continue 

to circulate in the colonial society into the 20th century. As Stoler (1995) has argued these 

ideas were underpinned by “distinctions between normality and abnormality, between 

bourgeois respectability and sexual deviance, and between moral and eugenic cleansing”.350 

Thus they were the container for a multiplicity of social fears and anxieties, as well as 

particular assumptions about what constituted valid ways of being. Because eugenics 

discourses comprised “erudite and subjugated knowledges” – the combination, that is, of the 
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theory, myth and commonsense understandings constitutive of a social imaginary - they 

were assured of “broad dissemination and wide appeal”.351  

 

In her doctoral thesis, Stephenson (2000) argues that these discourses mediated and 

inflected ideas about education in the colony, and they were mobilised by “policy makers to 

legitimate and reinforce the continuing prejudices implicit in the classifications and uncritical 

acceptance of racial and social hierarchical arrangements that underpinned educational 

initiatives”.352 As she points out eugenics here was neither unified nor was it widely popular, 

and it comprised a combination of ‘expert’ medical knowledge and theosophical thinking that 

conflated “moral with mental or physical degeneration”.353 What gave it credibility and 

legitimised it, in her view, was its institutionalisation in central and provincial legislation. 

Eugenic discourses here focused almost exclusively on concerns about the settler 

population, rather than Maori who were marginalised physically and socially and expected to 

remain so. They emphasised in particular the moral dangers of urban life and the problem of 

the urban poor and unemployed, perceived as morally degraded, genetically weak and a 

threat to the purity of the society. Juvenile criminals were included in these problem 

categories and their criminality was associated with a combination of urban conditions and 

their “inherited low physical and moral nature…”.354  As I suggest below similar kinds of 

concerns were mobilised by the colonial state to rationalise and justify its intervention into 

industrial schooling in the late 1860s. 

 

Section Seven: Industrial Schooling: institutionalising the discourses of ‘neglected’ 
and ‘criminal’ children 

Lyn Whelan (1999) has characterised industrial schooling as an “integral part” of the 

development of an institutional network “for the control, surveillance and reform of indigent 

and delinquent youth”.355 Its primary function, in her view, was to morally educate and 

socialise the destitute and ‘criminal’ children of the working class in order to control and 

reduce both juvenile delinquency and deprivation.356 She argues that “the [f]ear of non-

supervised youth led to a desire for formal [that is, State] control”.357 However as I have 
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suggested above, and as Stephenson (2000) illustrates so clearly in her work, the state was 

concerned as much with normalising bourgeois habits in these children as it was about 

controlling them.  

 

In an environment where debates raged around the costs to the nation of a national 

education system, the state drew upon the discursive constructions of the ‘problem’ of 

‘neglected’ and ‘criminal’ children produced by the middle class to rationalise its intervention 

into industrial schooling. Middle class anxiety about the potential danger of an emergent 

“youthful criminal class”, comprising mainly poor working class boys, underpinned the 

construction of the problem of ‘neglected’ and ‘criminal’ children, and the porous boundary 

between neglect and criminality was evident.358 Concerns about criminality, and its 

association with inadequate working class families, was quite explicit in explanations that 

rationalised industrial schooling. H. Prins, Medical Officer at the Burnham School, for 

example, claimed that “the growth of a juvenile criminal class will be much kept in check in 

future owing to the fact that neglected children are now carefully looked after and sent to the 

industrial schools.359  

 

While boys were the main focus of social anxiety, girls were also included within problematic 

categories of ‘neglected’ and ‘criminal’ children. They were represented as a very different 

kind of danger to society than boys however. More often than not the risk that ‘deviant’ girls 

posed was characterised as a sexual one ,and concerns about them were underwritten by 

the “fear that sexually precocious young females would spread disease and moral 

degradation throughout society”.360 As I suggest in the next chapter, anxiety about 

unregulated female sexuality - which has an ancient history - was strident in public and 

media discourses about juvenile and moral delinquency in the 1950s.  

 

Writing from the British context, Hendrick (1990) explains the dominance of ideas about 
male dangerousness at the time thus: 

 

Male adolescents were the focal point of concern because they were potentially 

dangerous in all sorts of ways, and, therefore, under the reformers gaze needed to 

be disciplined, controlled, educated and managed. Working class girls on the other 

hand were perceived to be far less dangerous, partly because of assumptions about 
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the [biddable and passive] ‘nature’ of girls, and partly because of the primacy of their 

roles as wives and mothers. As wives and mothers women, whether working class or 

not, had far less potential to wield social economic and political power than men.361 

 

The problem of neglected and criminal children as I have already suggested was strongly 

linked to entrenched ideas about the inadequacy, at the least, of working class families. The 

issue of inadequate parenting was a dominant one and it was mobilised in political 

discourses to rationalise state intervention into and control of education. Schooling was 

construed as the means by which the potential damage done to children within their 

‘degraded’ families might be averted if the state were to assume the legal role of ‘parens 

patriae’.362 Member of Parliament (and later New Zealand’s premier) Sir Robert Stout 

claimed that “it was better to take children when young and impressionable and give them a 

good moral education, than to allow them to grow up criminals and thus cost society far 

more than their education costs”.363 He declaimed that “children whose parents were 

criminal, low and degraded who have, through being taken in time and placed in our 

Industrial Schools, turned out to be good members of society.364  This early justification for 

state paternalism was echoed in ongoing debates about the establishment of a national 

education system which was instantiated, as I noted above, in 1877.  In the parliamentary 

debates on the Education Bill at the time Charles Bowen, referring to problems with youth in 

Australia at the time, argued that: “If [delinquent] children had obtained elementary education 

under the care of the State it is impossible they could have manifested any of the rowdyism 

of larrikinism” since schooling “teaches self control that is absolutely necessary for a civilised 

state or society”.365  

Section Eight: Schooling in the colony 

The colonial state formally established a national primary education system with the 

introduction of the Education Act in 1877. Primary schooling was to be free, secular, and 

compulsory, reflecting the state’s “qualified commitment” to a narrow form of egalitarianism 

and liberal perceptions of education’s civilising value.366 The promotion of this gendered (and 
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race specific)367 model of egalitarianism, and its imbrication with ideas about meritocracy, is 

evident in the political rhetoric of the period preceding the nationalising of education when it 

was claimed that schooling would enable “the poorest boy in the street to reach, by exercise 

of his own intelligence and application, the university of the land”.368 Thus from its inception, 

the national education system was understood first and foremost as a mechanism to civilise 

and educate boys in order to provide social stability and produce the citizens necessary to 

develop a liberal democracy.  

 

Early primary schooling, while not strongly differentiated by gender in terms of content, was 

numerically dominated by boys from the outset. Fewer girls attended both public and private 

schools and they enrolled later and exited earlier.369 This may be attributable to broader 

social trends as well as Victorian gender mores. In the first instance, while colonial families 

depended heavily on the labour of their children regardless of gender, the education of girls 

was given less priority because of assumptions about the natural primacy of their future 

nurturing and domestic roles. It was also grounded in arguments about biological difference 

which at the time were mobilised to claim intellectual superiority for males. Girls did, 

however, appear to do better than boys at primary school. Despite the enduring disparity in 

attendance, it appears that girls passed through the standards more quickly than boys,370 a 

trend that may explain in part their earlier exit. Such factors, however, were also explained in 

biological terms. For example, in his 1912 report to the Minister of Education, Inspector 

General George Hogben rationalised both their superior performance and early exit from 

school thus: 

 

The reason is that girls develop mentally at a more rapid rate than boys, and 

consequently pass through the standards at an average of a year quicker than boys. 

Hence a proportionately higher number of girls succeed in obtaining an exemption 

certificate a year or more before they reach the age of exemption, and of these many are 

                                                 
367 Whilst Maori children were not excluded from the schools established under the 1877 Education 
Act (and settler children were not excluded from the Native Schools system established in 1867), 
there were instances of Maori children being ‘unofficially’ excluded through community response to 
their presence.   
368 NZPD, 1871, Vol. 13: 198. 
369 McGeorge, C. (1987) ‘How Katy Did at School’. New Zealand Journal of Educational Studies 22 
(No.1): 103-109. 
370 Ibid. McGeorge draws on statistics from the Wanganui district collated by School Inspector Henry 
Hill in 1881 but it is unlikely this pattern was confined to one area. 
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withdrawn from school immediately before the child has obtained the full benefit of school 

discipline and instruction.371 

 

Similar lower attendance patterns were also evident in relation to secondary schooling. 

While New Zealand is perhaps notable for the paucity of comparative educational statistics 

at this level of schooling at the time,372 it seems relatively clear that girls were 

underrepresented in both private and public secondary schools.373 Because prior to 1903 

both private and public schools were fee-based, and parents were often unwilling to spend 

money on their daughter’s education, without financial support girls were often precluded 

from attending secondary schools.374 Comparatively few girls received the necessary 

scholarships to gain access to this level of schooling. The statistics gathered by the Otago 

Education Board in 1896 show that from 1878 to1895, 768 boys underwent the junior 

scholarship examination compared to 531 girls, while 446 boys compared to 218 girls sought 

senior scholarships. Of the boys who sought junior scholarships, 14.2% were successful 

compared to 9.8% of the girls. At the senior scholarship level 28.9% of boys compared to 

26.6% of girls were granted scholarships.375 This pattern appears to have remained fairly 

consistent into the early 20th century.   

 

When secondary schooling was extended to meet public demand from 1900, it was more 

heavily differentiated in terms of gendered content. In a context where concerns over 

national demographics and ‘racial fitness’ were prominent, eugenics discourses were 

mobilised to rationalise different kinds of education for boys and girls based on the 

presumption of their different social roles: the “education of boys was aimed at developing 

[their] virile qualities” while for girls was on the development of “womanly qualities”.376 Such 

expectations were reflected in their relative absence in examination statistics. Based on the 

data for the 1914 Matriculation Examination, and summarising girls’ early participation in 

both primary and secondary education, McGeorge concluded: 

                                                 
371 Ibid: 105 
372 In contrast to the dearth of statistical evidence of girls’ academic achievement over time here, 
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375 McGeorge, C. (1987) op.cit: 108 
376 Shuker, R. (1987) op.cit: 216. For a detailed examination of the curriculum for girls see Fry, R. 
(1985) op.cit. 
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(1) notwithstanding their lower rates of attendance, girls did slightly better, on average 

than boys at primary school; 

(2) girls got lower average marks than boys in the Junior National  Scholarship, Junior 

Civil Service Examination and Matriculation, and they had slightly lower pass 

rates; but these differences were, generally, not statistically significant;  

(3) the relatively low numbers of girls gaining these awards was largely the result of 

relatively small numbers of entrants rather than poor examination performance.377 

 

Ideas about intelligence and gender difference, though, were deeply entrenched as were 

assumptions about intellect and social class. Differentiation of schooling in the colony by 

social class was not necessarily overt, with opportunity apparently being mediated by 

‘ability’. Entry into the academically orientated secondary schools was open, however these 

schools were initially fee-based precluding all those unable to afford fees and not ‘bright’ 

enough to attain scholarships. In 1877 District High Schools were made official, but were 

mainly for the rural population. These came to serve “the dual function” of providing an 

academic education for ‘able’ students and more vocational schooling for the rest.378 

Selection operated internally and students were sorted out “into discrete categories based 

on their intended duration of schooling, their perceived aptitude, and their vocational 

preference(s)”.379 A third stratum of post-primary education, Technical High Schools, had 

emerged following legislation of 1905 and these were intended to provide vocational 

education for “pupils with practical aptitudes”.380 In effect, internal selection processes and 

external stratification of schooling combined with a new credentialing system381 contributed 

to the reproduction of social class relations in the society, despite claims of egalitarianism 

and investment in ideas about schooling and social mobility.  

 

During the colonial period and well into the 20th century, as I have noted, schooling was quite 

overtly differentiated by race. A Native schools system was established in 1867, enabling the 

state to wrest control of Maori education from the missionaries. As I have suggested the 

intention here was to facilitate Maori ‘civilisation’, their assimilation and the assumption of the 

                                                 
377 McGeorge, C. (1987) op.cit: 109 
378Openshaw, R., Lee, G. and Lee, H. (eds) (1993) Challenging the Myths: Re-thinking New Zealand's 
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379 Ibid: my emphasis 
380 Ibid: 119 
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role of a rural proletariat, all of which were necessary for the development of a functioning 

capitalist economy and the creation of a (mono-cultural) nation-state. As Stephenson (2000) 

has argued   

 

Although objectives of civilization, protection and social control…were still important 

aspects of the state’s agenda, these were transcended to focus more on national ends. 

National integration demanded the establishment of a popular national culture and the 

establishment of a state controlled Native schools system was to provide a key instrument 

in the dissemination of ideas and in consolidating the political and ideological hegemony 

of Pakeha in defining such a culture.382 

 

Education, thus, became a central mechanism through which the state was able to more 

proactively control the moral regulation and normalisation not only of problematic social 

groups but of the population more broadly. Schooling was crucial to the production and 

reproduction of a gendered, classed and racially differentiated populace constitutive of, and 

essential to, the development of a liberal capitalist democracy. And it was essential for the 

institutionalisation and internalisation of the bourgeois ethos that signified, in ways 

differentiated by gender class and race, what counted as responsibility and respectability in 

the colony. It was thus absolutely implicated in the construction of a colonial social imaginary 

that pivoted upon exclusions. 

 

Concluding remarks  
I have suggested in this chapter that the discourses of larrikinism, and earlier concerns 

about neglected and criminal children, were mobilized in the vilification of poor working class 

families and used to rationalize and legitimate state intervention in the society. Through its 

assumption of a moral regulatory role the state attempted, among other things to 

institutionalize the bourgeois family form considered the ideal social unit for the development 

of a capitalist economy and a liberal democracy. Thus, both state controlled education and 

the family were considered optimal sites for the socialization, moralization and production of 

liberal, individual selves upon whom the modernist project depended.  

 

Neither of these social institutions would assume anywhere near their idealized forms until 

the reforms of the first Labour government, and the introduction of Keynesian modes of 

socio-economic management, from 1935. Despite contention and struggles over education, 
                                                 
382 Stephenson, M. (2000) op.cit: 166 
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it remained highly selective. And, in spite of the state’s best efforts to inscribe bourgeois 

family relations, this family form largely remained an ideal because of the economic realities 

and demographic exigencies of colonial and early 20th century life. Working class women, 

when they could, needed to work in order to help sustain their families and themselves 

through extended periods of economic instability. And ‘mothers mutinied’ against pressure to 

have larger families in the context of social and state anxiety about falling Pakeha birthrates: 

  

From every side, for their own fulfillment and for the sake of the society and the race, 

‘fit’ married women were urged to breed. But they did not. Between 1881 and 1926, 

the rate of childbearing among women aged fifteen to forty five years more than 

halved, and it remained low until the late 1940s.383 

 

By the 1950s, though, this family ideal and the male breadwinner paradigm that depended 

upon it constituted the normative pattern of Pakeha socio-economic relations in New 

Zealand. In both the bourgeois ethos had materialized. As I illustrate in the next chapter, 

however, an apparent problem of moral and juvenile delinquency emerged that was read as 

both the embodiment of ‘family failure’ and of incipient social breakdown. In this context it 

was affluence not poverty that constituted the problem and while the focus remained 

intensely upon boys they were characterized more ambivalently, as victims as well as 

villains.  
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Chapter Five:  
 
Re-inscribing the boundaries of ‘morality’: juvenile delinquency and family failure 

 

It has become an essential ritual of our societies to scrutinize the countenance of the 

family at regular intervals in order to decipher our destiny, glimpsing in the death of 

the family an impending return to barbarism, the letting go of our reason for living; or 

indeed to reassure ourselves at the sight of its inexhaustible capacity for survival.384  

 

Introduction 

Public anxiety about the ‘problem’ of larrikinism in the 1880s was mediated, in part, by the 

desire to embed and normalize a bourgeois model of family life. By the time the furore over 

an alleged epidemic of juvenile and moral delinquency erupted in the early 1950s, that family 

model was institutionalized in the culture and in policy. In the New Zealand of the 1950s and 

60s “[t]he nuclear family was not just an ideal, but the norm …”.385 It was considered not only 

a social building block, but had come to signify the ‘moral’ society. In the family the 

(bourgeois) ‘values’ and ‘standards’ of that society materialized. The historicity, and the class 

and race based specificity of this normalised family model had become invisible, lost in the 

almost mythic proportions it assumed (for some) in the socio-cultural life of New Zealand: 

 

The family (meaning thereby the father, mother and children) from time immemorial has 

had a definite and recognized status in our national life - a place which has not always 

been enjoyed in other cultures and other systems of law. There is in our culture an air of 

sanctity about the home where parents and children dwell.386  

 

For those who subscribed to this myth, family failure threatened the values the society was 

believed to be based upon and thus its moral stability. An apparent problem of widespread 

delinquency in the 50s was widely perceived as just such a threat. The National government, 

responding to increasing fears about youthful sexual promiscuity - exacerbated if not 

generated by intense interest from the media - commissioned an inquiry into the ‘problem’. 

This resulted in the publication of the Mazengarb Report in 1954 which emphasised family 
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culpability for the delinquency of the young. Failing families were not the only problem 

though. The report also blamed the secularization of the society and the resulting 

degradation of its foundational values. In addition, some commentators attributed 

delinquency to a purported decline in educational standards. In contrast to the colonial 

context where larrikinism was blamed on the lack of education, in the 50s delinquency was 

widely attributed to the dominance of liberal education and not just in submissions to the 

ultra conservative Mazengarb committee.  

 

Behind anxiety about youth were fears that ‘the family’ was being undermined by a variety of 

undesirable changes. Broad socio-cultural and other shifts were occurring that were read as 

threats to the ‘sanctity’ of the family and the moral fabric of the society. Despite the narrow 

focus and deep conservatism that underpinned the debates about delinquency during the 

50s, their implications would continue to resonate long after the actual furore died down. Not 

only did their stridency mediate the development of child welfare policy and practice for the 

next two decades, the debates reflected deeply entrenched beliefs about what constituted a 

‘proper’ (in all senses of the word) family form which remains the subject of passionate 

public argument today.   

 

While the focus on problem families is a discernable continuity between the discourses of 

larrikinism and those about moral delinquency, there are also important contextual and 

discursive differences between them. For example, in contrast to public anxieties about poor 

working class children during settlement - partly a reflexive response to economic and social 

instability - concerns about ‘juvenile’ and ‘moral’ delinquency occurred against a backdrop of 

relative economic wealth and apparent social stability. Affluence not poverty was constituted 

as problematic, perhaps because it signalled the end of adolescent dependence on and 

therefore regulation by their families as well as allowing them to evade the ‘discipline’ of 

unemployment. The concern with the affluence of males also extended across class 

boundaries so that middle class boys became seen as problematic as well.  

 

Another significant difference between the two events was the emphasis on the sexual 

behaviour of the young and the apparently “new pattern” of “moral delinquency” that had 

emerged in the 50s.387 This pivoted largely on the demonisation of sexually precocious girls 

and, in a shift away from their unequivocal characterization as ‘villains’, the constitution of 
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boys as ‘victims’.388 The emphasis on female promiscuity suggests that moral delinquency 

was, implicitly, perceived as a profound threat to the maintenance and reproduction of the 

family. 

 

The other notable distinction was the general absence of explicit reference to class in the 

debates about moral delinquency. Given the power of the cultural myth of egalitarianism 

which was reinforced by the institutionalisation of the notion of equality of opportunity that 

underpinned the reforms of the first Labour government, this is not surprising. To the degree 

that the “prosperity consensus”389 reflected the social dominance of bourgeois ‘standards’ 

and ‘values’, the ‘middle class’ society had come closer to material reality than ever before. 
Class operated as a subtext though, then as it does now, in the institutionalisation of ‘the 

family’ and in struggles over education.  

 
In the previous chapter I suggested these social institutions emerged during the colonisation 

process as key sites for the moral regulation and, thus, the constitution of both individual 

liberal subjects and the ‘nation’. Here I show how shared assumptions about the nature of 

the family and its role in the socialization and moralization of the young was, by the 1950s, a 

fundamental aspect of the middle class society. When individuals or groups contravened the 

standards of that society, often it was the ‘failing family’ that was held responsible. If there 

was a broad-based public consensus about family form and the significance of its social role 

however, this chapter shows how views on what constituted good (and bad) families differed.  

 

There was also much less consensus at the time on what constituted good education than is 

often realised. In the 1950s, as now, education was perceived as both as the cause of and 

the solution to particular social issues and was thus a central site of contestation in what 

many have claimed was an overwhelmingly consensual society. I point to these varying, 

even contradictory, critiques of education here but explore discursive struggles over the 

postwar education settlement in much greater detail in Chapter Six.  
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Section One: The ‘prosperity consensus’: economy and society 
The panic about delinquency took place in the context of an unprecedented level of socio-

economic stability. New Zealand was in the midst of an extended boom, mediated to no 

small degree by intensive state regulation of society and economy. State interventionism 

was underwritten by the principles and practices of Keynesian economic management which 

had gained ascendancy amongst western nations after World War 11. These pivoted on 

protection of the national economy and provision of social security by ensuring full male 

employment. While “the doctrine of economic management” and its central “principles of 

“prosperity, security and opportunity” dominated in the West, the shape it took differed cross-

nationally.390  

 

State protectionism in New Zealand combined with private investment to ensure the stability 

of the national economy.391 Practices such as import licensing encouraged private 

investment in industrial development and the state insulated the economy, imposed tariffs on 

luxury goods and, through its ownership of the Reserve bank, controlled foreign exchange:  

 

The aim was balance in the external account or at most to run small deficits. That way 

debt could be contained and internal stability maintained. Budgets, too, were to balanced 

or kept in small deficit. These constituted an integral and critical element of stabilization 

and thus of the prosperity consensus. This, plus strict monetary controls, was important in 

allowing the extensive system of regulation to work tolerably well.392  

 
The New Zealand economy remained predominantly based on agriculture and export, mainly 

to Britain, though by the 1950s it was beginning to diversify with the growth of manufacturing 

industries.393 The development of the industrial sector brought with it the urbanization of the 

labour market and the demand for a mixture of skilled, non-skilled and semi-skilled labour.394 

As well, intensive housing development during the 50s and 60s provided both 

apprenticeships and unskilled labouring work. The ready availability of employment and 

comparatively high wages mediated the upward mobility, in material terms, of unskilled 

workers and this helped create a relatively affluent working class.  
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The expansion of the service sector also contributed to the affluence of the society by 

providing greater opportunities for women’s labour market participation. Despite a fall in the 

number of Pakeha women in paid employment post World War 11, after 1951 the 

participation rates of both Pakeha and Maori women rose markedly.395 At the same time, 

however, women with children experienced intense social pressure to prioritise mothering in 

an attempt to revivify the ‘cult of domesticity’. This was driven at one level by economic 

expediency and the desire to recuperate, and further embed, the dominance of the male 

breadwinner paradigm after the shifts of the war years.396 It was also underpinned by 

powerful social discourses about the primacy of mothering in the production of 

psychologically and ‘morally’ healthy young people. I discuss this in more detail below.  

 

The development of the service sector and the increasing bureaucratization of the public and 

private sectors also contributed to the diversification and expansion of the middle class. This 

process had begun in the interwar years when economic and demographic shifts changed 

the composition of the labour force, increasing the requirement for specific labour 

categories.397 These shifts resulted in a labour force where 55 percent of workers were 

employed in the tertiary sector, predominantly the service sector.398 During this period “the 

new middle class grew from 9 per cent to 22.9 per cent … with the principal beneficiaries 

being the professions (teachers, accountants) and white collar workers (especially 

clerical)”.399 The composition of the middle classes continued to change after the Second 

World War with the continued diminution of the old middle class and the expansion of the 

new which reached some “38.9 per cent of the total”.400 The increase of the new professions 

that mediated this pattern resulted from the growth of public and private sector 

bureaucracies. 

 
State expansion and state driven economic growth benefited some fractions of the middle 

class more than others though. While the urban middle class had “come to terms with the 

omnicompetent state and live[d] by, with and even from it”,401 for others the effects of 
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Keynesian economic management - as it played out in the New Zealand context - were less 

positive. These policies were not well received by small businesses or the farming sector 

both of whom objected strongly to state control of the economy. Divided opinions on 

economic intervention by the state created a schism between political parties and their 

electorate during this period so that, despite claims about the consensual society, there were 

deep political divisions in the society which were demarcated by an urban/rural split.402 
 
Disaffection amongst particular fractions of the middle class appears to have had little impact 

on policy making. Left and Right politics were notable for their similarity, not their differences. 
This was probably a reflection of the deep conservatism of the period as well as a general 

consensus about what counted as efficient economic management despite opposition by 

some to the state’s control of it.  Both parties accepted a welfare state structure that had 

changed little since 1938, and social security and the ‘mild’ redistribution of income remained 

its focus; as did the emphasis on full employment, the promotion of low cost housing, 

significant state investment in education and infra-structural development. In spite of claims, 

in retrospect, about intensive state control of the economy at the time, “… both parties 

concurred in leaving the major portion of the economy to the operations of private capital, 

checked and controlled in part by the State, but neither comprehensively planned or 

threatened with expropriation”.403  

 
New Zealand was considered exceptional in economic terms because of state protection of 

industry rather than agriculture, which some have argued was driven by a combination of 

market and social motivations.404 It was also viewed as extraordinary in terms of social policy 

and the intensive regulation of the social domain by the state. General social and political 

consensus about the role the state in the provision of social security was the legacy of the 

social policy reforms of the first Labour government. The Social Security Act (1938) 

represented the acceptance by the state of the responsibility for social welfare in a much 

more expanded sense than at any time prior to it. Following the Act’s introduction, New 

Zealand became regarded as a leader in innovative and radical social policy: “What 

distinguished the New Zealand legislation from social policy schemes in other countries at 

this time was the comprehensive and unified nature of the social protection envisaged in the 
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Act”.405 The universalisation of social security included the extension of welfare to the middle 

classes, “increasing their willingness to pay for it”.406  
 
Section two: Institutionalizing the standard family 
Political and social consensus converged in the idea that social security for the society was 

ensured by state support for the traditional patriarchal nuclear family through the maintenance 

of existing social and economic policies. In effect this reinforced the valorization of that family 

model in the culture, embedding even further its constitution as the fundamental moral social 

unit. Postwar demographic, cultural and economic shifts, mediated and reinforced by the pro-

natalism of the first Labour government, profoundly influenced its institutionalisation as the 

norm. The postwar ‘baby boom’ doubled birthrates, couples married and formed younger 

families younger, and as I noted earlier, there was a conscious effort to “restore post war 

normality” by “recuperating the idealized family”.407  
 

Pragmatic economic policies maintained and reinforced the “standard family’s” function as an 

economic as well as social unit.408 Wages were set relatively high based on the idea of the 

standard family and the presumption that young men were supporting a dependent wife and 

two children. Family income was augmented by payment to the mother of a family benefit for 

each child. At the same time the state increased and varied its support for home buyers and 

the family benefit could be capitalized on for house purchase.409 The benefits to families of a 

‘youth welfare state’, which both rested upon and maintained the male breadwinner paradigm, 

made the traditional nuclear family far more economically viable than it had been in the past. 

This model of family life became the norm partly because most families could comfortably 

survive on one income. Even though greater numbers of women were entering the labour 

market than in the past, for most their domestic role remained primary. Thus, the mutuality of 

socio-cultural ideologies and social and economic policy underwrote the male breadwinner 

paradigm in the New Zealand context.  

 

The ‘long boom’ certainly contributed to embedding this paradigm and institutionalizing ideas 

about the economy and the society that underpinned it. Prosperity mediated “social attitudes 
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and politics alike”, and, some commentators believed, engendered an “ethos of conformity and 

consensus”.410 I suggest that it did not provide the foundation of that ethos though. While 
economic wealth may well have embedded the ‘middle class’ society, it did not form it. As I 

argued earlier, partly because of the embourgeoisement of the English working class prior to 

colonization and the particular features of social and state formation during it, the values of 

working class settlers were already quite closely aligned with - if not identical to - those of the 

middle classes. The prosperity consensus reinforced the individualism, materialism and 

moralism already embedded in Pakeha culture. 

 
Section Three: Cultural identity in the consensual society 
Socio-cultural and demographic features helped embed the prosperity consensus. The New 

Zealand of the 50s was a society “with a cultural identity” and “widely shared values”, both of 

these bound up with its colonial past and ongoing affiliation with Britain as the “mother 

culture”.411 Cultural identification with Britain was reinforced by New Zealand’s economic 

dependency upon it. The society was ethnically homogeneous, with most post war migrants 

coming from the United Kingdom or Europe and ‘blending’ into the background. Despite their 

increasing urbanization following the Second World War, Maori remained largely invisible for 

much of the Pakeha population partly because the majority tended to reside in poorer housing 

areas.412 While the welfare reforms of the first Labour government included Maori in order to 

address their obvious disadvantage compared to Pakeha, the aim behind their inclusion was 

integration into Pakeha society. Maori were “to become in effect brown Europeans”, largely in 

order to “reinforce the prosperity consensus”.413 Their inclusion was conditional, however, and 

cultural deficit assumptions about Maori continued to be entrenched in the society.414 That they 

remained socially and economically marginalized is reflected in high rates of Maori poverty at 

the time and their over-representation in negative statistics on all social indices.415  

 

Above all Pakeha New Zealanders of the 50s were “security seeking individuals” who, despite 

the liberal ethic of self responsibility inherited from their colonial forebears, believed it was the 

role of the state to ensure social well being.416 The “friend state” was fundamental to the 
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prosperity consensus, providing social security through the intensive regulation of the 

economy and society.417 The concept of equality of opportunity which had underpinned the 

reforms of the first Labour government was, by then, thoroughly institutionalised in the state 

and the society. The society conceived of itself as a fully fledged meritocracy where equality - 

which took the form of social mobility for individuals and their families - was believed to be 

achievable through the combination of opportunity, intelligence and hard work. State 

intervention supported the “prevailing belief in social mobility” in a society of, ostensibly, “fair 

shares” and a “common mean in lifestyles”.418 Thus, it helped make the colonial dream of 

‘getting ahead’ - for some - seem more tangible a reality than ever before.  

 

This was particularly the case in the domain of education in large part because of the first 

Labour government’s broad reform of schooling in the 30s and 40s. The universalisation of 

access to secondary schooling had contributed to investment in the notion of meritocracy and 

an ethos of equal opportunity, both of which were tied up with the promise of social mobility. 

As I illustrate in the next chapter, these shifts created a number of social pressures. These 

included middle class concerns about social reproduction, generated by fears about increasing 

competition for credentials at school, but there was also contention over liberal education. The 

expansion of secondary schooling also led to the greater visibility of teenagers and, since 

“[t]he key site for teenage culture seems likely to have been the secondary school”,419 probably 

contributed to increasing anxiety about their delinquency.  
 

The conception of equality that underpinned meritocracy remained essentially narrow, 

however, as the form of egalitarianism that prevailed at the time was young, male and white.420 

The inherited exclusions that underpinned this model of egalitarianism, therefore, continued to 

be deeply embedded in the society despite the changes wrought by the Keynesian social 

settlement. The dependence of the Keynesian welfare state on the self responsibility of the 

patriarchal nuclear family and, tied in with this, the centrality of paid employment to citizenship 

rights meant that some groups remained marginalized in the society.  

 

In essence, the Keynesian welfare state was a ‘men’s welfare state because of their 

entrenched association with the labour force. The status it gave men differentiated their 

entitlements from those of women in a number of ways; as workers they could claim the ‘right’ 

to dependence on the state based the presumption of their past or future contribution to 
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economy. That status also mediated their benefit rates, partly because of the assumption of 

men as providers. As Castles (1996) points out the unemployment benefit, unlike other 

benefits, was at least set at a “genuine subsistence level”.421 Supplements were available for 

those men with dependents which could double or triple the rate of payment.422 The “men’s 

welfare state” and the “women’s welfare state” differed fundamentally in that men were treated 

as individuals in terms of their occupational status while women were treated as “family 

members”, that is in terms of their relationship to others.423  Because of the emphasis on 

occupational status it was men from the dominant group who benefited most, since Maori men 

(and women) comprised the majority of the secondary labour force and were overrepresented 

amongst the poor.  

 

In the context of relative economic wealth, moreover, the conception of ‘relative poverty’ “was 

slow to emerge in New Zealand … beneficiaries who remained relatively poor termed 

themselves forgotten men and women”.424 Women with children and without a male 

breadwinner, for example, struggled in the society. The state’s determination to make families 

responsible for their own welfare and “not to take over the father’s economic role” underpinned 

the difficulty for these women to gain assistance.425 As well the tendency to individualise 

poverty which, as I have shown, was already entrenched in the middle class society was 

reinforced by the dominance during this period of theories of ‘personhood’. I discuss the 

development of those ideas and their impact upon Keynesian welfarism in the next chapter.  

 

This was a context wherein a “[f]ascination with the psychological welfare of the individual [ran] 

parallel to official ignorance over what state support could or could not buy for people”; thus 

state support did not actually alleviate their poverty and the “supervision of the behaviour of 

the poor” that ensued served “as a diversion from financial reassessments of social security’s 

redistribution”.426 In effect this left the system of redistribution unchanged, the prosperity 

consensus intact and the structural inequalities that inhered in this capitalist society 

unchallenged. These factors also mediated the tenor of concerns about juvenile delinquency in 
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that they emerged in “an atmosphere in which the threat to the family was regarded as cultural 

and moral rather than economic”.427  

 

The individualization of disadvantage helped obfuscate class based economic disparities at 

the time as well. While the relative economic wealth of the nation contributed to a more 

affluent working class, the economic disparities between classes only diminished, they did 

not disappear. In the first instance, this was reflected in the intersection of class-based and 

racial disparities that underpinned the continued disadvantage of Maori in the context of the 

prosperity consensus. Secondly, disparities between families dependent on one income and 

those with two increased in the post-war society.428   

 

Discontent with the status quo may have contributed to the emergence of one of New 

Zealand’s few episodes of overt and protracted class struggle - unusual given the country’s 

“normally apolitical working class”- which took shape in the Watersiders’ strike of 1951.429 

While accounts of the nature of this struggle vary, Belich (2001) argues that it was motivated 

as much by self interest as the desire for social justice. He suggests that it reflected a 

combination of the “tight occupational subculture of the militant unions” and “a desire to use 

their strategic position in the recolonial economy to defend and increase their prosperity”.430 

Public response to the strike was rabid, perhaps representative of “a deep-seated double-

standard” toward “milking the system” where, although it was considered acceptable for 

businesses and farmers to exploit their strategic position because of their pivotal place in the 

economy, “average New Zealanders [may have] resented privilege most when it accrued to 

people like them”.431 I would suggest it was probably a little more complex than this given 

that, as I have argued, the aspirations of the respectable working class required them to 

distance themselves from its rough and militant elements. The point here, though, is that this 

moment of apparent consensus was actually characterized by multiple contentions which 

can only have exacerbated public anxiety about social issues like delinquency. 

 

The prosperity consensus comprised both historical and contextual economic, socio-cultural 

and demographic features that were woven together to form a society in which the ‘Victorian 

trinity’ of moralism, individualism, and materialism was profoundly entrenched. It was a 

society where what counted as morality was informed by the implicit dominance of a 

conservative bourgeois ethos. That is, it was “moral stability in the narrow churchy, sense 
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…” and it was “overseen by the ‘nanny’ state”.432 In James’ (1992) view, it was a society with 

an “accent on individual autonomy and a social concern for fellow citizens that amounted to 

“a sort of secular Christianity”.433 The image of the autonomous individualistic New 

Zealander is undermined to some degree by the powerful tendency to conservatism and 

conformity prevalent at the time; just as the claim about our collective social conscience is 

disrupted by the very clear demarcation that operated between those who deserved that 

concern and those who did not. This suggests that Christian values did not necessarily 

dominate. The culture was more secular than Christian in that it also was underpinned by a 

deep concern with “[m]aterial prosperity and social stability in the here and now [which] 

substituted satisfyingly for spiritual salvation in the hereafter”.434  

 

Given the temporal proximity both of the Depression of the 30s and the struggles of 

settlement itself, a strong imperative toward socio-economic stability was not surprising. The 

depth of that imperative, however, contributed to the formation of a narrow culture which was 

by its very nature stultifying and suffocating for those who did not fit the narrow, rigid model 

of the ‘proper’ New Zealander. Analysis in retrospect does not adequately capture how 

claustrophobic the society was. Nor how its fundamental principles were permeated by what 

was essentially middle class anxiety. In his passionate repudiation of our central myth New 

Zealand writer Bill Pearson (1951) argued that the concept of equality here meant 

homogeneity, itself bound up with an overweening concern with security.435 For him the 

depth of that desire was representative of a society dominated by: 
 

a middle class conception of a universe well-plumbed and shockproof …That is at the 

bottom of the ideal world of the New Zealander, is one that ‘runs by clockwork’. You get 

up at a regular hour, go to work, you marry and have a family, a house and garden, 

and you live on an even keel till you draw a pension and they bury you decently.436 
 

Predictability and conformity, it seemed, promised individual and therefore collective stability. 

For some the predominance of the nuclear family symbolized that stability. For Pearson 

conformity to the family, with its constraints and shallow representation of respectability, was 

perhaps the most potent symbol of an unimaginative, deeply moralistic and bourgeois 

society. Conformity, in all its manifestations, was underpinned by a powerful combination of 

fear of what others thought and desire for material security which was bound up with 
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homogeneity: “Somewhere at the back of the outlook of the New Zealander is a dream, a 

dream of security in equality. Everyone acts the same, receives the same amount of the 

world’s goods, everyone moves in the same direction”.437 The mutual desire for security and 

sameness shaped a “New Zealand way of life [that was] dumb, numb and dull”, where 

(male) individuals were confined to labouring out their days with irritating responsibilities to 

the newer and ultimate realities - wife and family and house and back garden, and the 

nagging unrecognized dissatisfactions that a Saturday afternoon in the pub after the football 

might yet appease?”.438 

 

Pearson’s grim picture of the confines of family life was the antithesis of the idealized model 

held up as the bedrock of the nation in the Mazengarb report. The report evoked very clearly 

the moralistic streak in our society that Pearson railed against, in its valorization of ‘the 

family’ and its condemnation of those that ‘failed’. In it the problem of moral delinquency was 

perceived and discursively constructed as the result of families that did not adhere to that 

ideal and, at the same time, as a threat to the stability of the family and that of the society.  

 
 
Section Four: The Mazengarb Report: (re)claiming the moral high ground 

“There is no emotion we feel so at home in as moral indignation”.439 

 
The Mazengarb committee was established in the context of “an alleged mass outbreak of 

sex among schoolchildren” in the Hutt Valley in 1953.440 Commissioned by the National 

government, its main raison d’être was to analyse what was perceived as a widespread and 

growing problem of sexual immorality among adolescents in New Zealand. Anxieties about 

the behaviour of adolescent youth had begun to (re)surface early in the decade and the 

Mazengarb report was a response to the increasing stridency of those concerns.441 The 

commission of enquiry comprised: the chairman, Queen’s Council - and “trusted ally of the 

Government”- Oswald Mazengarb; a Justice of the Peace; the vice president of the 

Women’s Auxiliary of the Inter-Church Council on Public Affairs; president of the Catholic 

Women’s League; the Headmaster of Christchurch Boy’s High, a clergyman; the director of 
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the Child Hygiene Unit of the Health Department and the president of the New Zealand 

Junior Chamber of Commerce. 442 

 

This formidable array of ‘solid citizens’ were tasked with identifying the cause of the 

‘problem’ and recommending solutions to it. The commission’s role was  

 

To inquire into and report upon the conditions and influences that tend to undermine 

standards of sexual morality in children and adolescents in New Zealand, and the extent 

to which such conditions and influences are operative, and to make recommendations to 

the government for positive action by both public and private agencies, or otherwise.443 

 

Evidence was presented personally to the commission by the representatives of a variety of 

public organisations and by private individuals. Written submissions were also considered. It 

was noted in the report that “[m]uch of the evidence ... was secondary or hearsay evidence”, 

and that the young people involved were not interviewed by the commission.444 Neither of 

these points was considered particularly problematic, in part because of the ‘reliability’ of 

those who spoke for the children and those who presented secondary evidence.445 Also the 

committee was concerned with the “broad general aspects” of the problem, not its 

specificities. No bones were made about it: “the Committee was not engaged on a fact-

finding mission, but was seeking to evaluate the evidence in a broad way” - nor did there 

seem to be any perception that this rationale might need justification.446 

 

As well as delineating and suggesting solutions to the problem of moral delinquency among 

the youth of New Zealand, the report had other functions. It was also meant to provide a 

measured response to what was perceived as the media’s overstatement of the problem of 

delinquency and to protect the country’s reputation. The committee was anxious to dispel the 

image of an epidemic constructed by the media and was concerned with “[t]he extent to 

which juvenile delinquency may in New Zealand have been greatly magnified abroad”.447 

One of its tasks was to repair any damage done to the “good name of the Dominion” by 
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inaccurate publicity; another was to “do something in the interests of morality which may also 

lead other countries”.448 New Zealand, in the view of the committee, could potentially lead 

the crusade against the ‘global’ decline of standards and morals.449  

 
The media proved a powerful influence in disseminating, and exacerbating, the public sense 

of crisis about emergent moral delinquency in the 50s. The “hundreds of newspaper 

clippings” about the crisis was read as evidence that there was one.450 Media 

characterization of the so-called problem of moral delinquency reflected the conservatism 

and conformity of the broader society, as indeed it must, given the necessary reliance of the 

media on extant cultural scripts -and the myths, narratives and theories they are constructed 

from - in the ‘truths’ it represented and reinforced in society. As I have argued in chapters 

One and Seven the media is selective; it  uses particular criteria to measure what counts as 

‘news’, and it seeks out ‘expert’ opinion - which is invariably partial - therefore not all 

possible stories are told and the truths it re-presents are of necessity narrow. Openshaw 

(1989) suggests that when fears about delinquency resurfaced in the 1960s the media did 

not “simply report delinquency; it also defined deviancy” in its “active structuring of ‘the 

problem’ … it influenced the views of magistrates, police and, later, politicians and 

educators”.451 If it did so, this was because it operated as an important part of the feedback 

loop that compromised the existing social imaginary wherein “all elements inform one 

another so that causation flows in multiple directions simultaneously”.452 This is not to 

downplay the significant role the media plays in ‘making up’ social truths but to situate it in 

the society - not at some remove which enables it to wield power over the society and 

impose its own meanings upon it. As Hall et al (1978) argued some time ago, “the process of 

signification -giving social meanings to events - both assumes and helps to construct society 

as a ‘consensus’ ”.453 Thus, “problematic events breach our commonly held expectations 

and are therefore threatening to a society based around the expectation of consensus, order 

and routine”.454 
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These terms were in a sense the ‘mantra’ of 1950s New Zealand. This was the case, I think, 

not only in response to the upheaval the 30s depression and of World War Two, or the social 

flux of the period itself. It seems to me that the concern with order and conformity was also a 

product of the proximity of the colonial moment, and its myths. The ‘nation’, that is, ‘we 

Pakeha’ were still very close to our past, and the colonial social imaginary still heavily 

inflected our perceptions of what was valuable, moral and respectable.  

 

While the acknowledgement of overreaction by the media suggests that the magnitude of the 

problem of moral delinquency may have been open to debate, the belief that there was a 

significant problem was not questioned. Citing evidence presented by the prosecuting officer 

in a case of indecent assault or carnal knowledge against a group of Lower Hutt youths, the 

report states that 

 

The police investigations revealed a shocking degree of immoral conduct which 

spread into sexual orgies perpetrated in several private homes during the absence of 

parents, and in several second rate Hutt Valley theatres, where familiarity between 

youths and girls was commonplace.455  

 

The incidents that occurred in the Hutt Valley in June 1954 were the basis for public anxiety 

about adolescent sexuality at the time. This local problem was generalized in the claim that 

“similar environmental conditions obtain in other districts”.456 As I explain later in the chapter 

one of the explicit ‘conditions’ believed to exacerbate if not cause moral delinquency was the 

absence of parents, particularly mothers in paid work;  another, that was not commented on 

in any explicit way, was the impact of suburbanisation and the housing crisis on the mainly 

working class families who lived in the area.457 Claims about the increase in immoral conduct 

among New Zealand youth in the report were based on statistics which compared cases of 

sexual misconduct brought before the courts in 1952 and 1954.458 What is notable about 

these statistics is that they highlight the fact that, despite the claims about the predominance 

of immorality among girls in the report and in the media, the figures show that boys were still 

the majority of offenders. This may have been rationalised by the belief that girls ‘led boys 

astray’.  

 

                                                 
455 Mazengarb, O.C. (1954) op.cit: 7 
456 Ibid: 13 
457 Yska, R. (1993) op.cit: 45-46 
458 Mazengarb, O.C (1954) op.cit. see p.11 



 117

The report’s vilification of sexually precocious girls was strident. It was claimed that girls in 

the 50s were breaking patterns of (largely passive) sexual interaction with boys by initiating 

“sexual misbehaviour”: 

 

Nowadays, girls do not always wait for an advance to be made to them, nor are they as 

reticent as they used to be in discussing intimate matters with the opposite sex. It is 

unfortunate that in many cases girls, by immodest conduct, have become the leaders in 

sexual misbehaviour and have in many cases corrupted boys. 459 

 

Discursively this draws on the duality that underpinned Victorian (and older) constructions of 

female sexuality as passive and underdeveloped, yet potentially dangerous and 

uncontrollable. As I noted in the previous chapter, when discursive constructions of 

larrikinism included poor working class girls they were invariably characterized as dangerous 

to society because of their aberrant sexuality. The degree to which boys are constructed as 

the victims of a predatory and out of control female sexuality in the report is striking though. 

Especially in contrast to the near invisibility of girls in the discourses of larrikinism and the 

almost unequivocal demonisation of poor working class boys in them. The attitudes to 

gender and sexuality resonant in the Mazengarb report were indicative of the deep 

conservatism of some of the society’s more influential members. An explicit function of the 

commission was to recuperate certain standards and values thought to have dissipated due 

to social and economic change. It was the role of the middle class moral guardians who 

comprised it to point out the deviation from the bourgeois moral ethos those attitudes 

reflected and guide those who had strayed back ‘into the fold’, for the good (name) of the 

nation.  
 

The report claimed that  

 

We have not the same worry about boys as we have about girls. The worst cases we 

have are girls, and it is quite clear some of them are an absolute menace. They have 

dragged boys into this sort of thing. In general the girls are far worse than the boys.460  

 

‘Immoral’ girls not only contravened the gendered ‘norms’ of (hetero)sexuality, representing 

a risk to the reproduction of the ‘normal’ family in their own right, they also signified the 
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failure of families to carry out their socializing and regulative role. The report blamed 

irresponsible or inadequate families for the ‘problem’ arguing that the 

 

common denominator in the majority of the cases studied by the Committee … is the 

lack of appreciation by parents of their responsibility for the upbringing and the 

behaviour of their children, or if they do appreciate their responsibility, they are 

unable to guide them correctly and maintain control of them.461 

 

The social anxiety about the behaviour of girls these comments reflected was tied up with 

deeply held beliefs about the sanctity of ‘the family’, as well as assumptions about the 

fundamental importance of its regulatory role and fears about its capacity to withstand the 

onslaught of socio-cultural, economic and demographic change. In common with the 

discourses of larrikinism in the 1880s, the Mazengarb report emphasized the role of 

inadequate families in the production of juvenile and moral delinquency. In contrast to them, 

it was affluence not poverty which was constituted as problematic for families and the 

society. 

 

In a context of comparatively high wages and an emerging consumerism which did not 

appear to be mediated by class, materialism was held up as a social evil. The critique of 

excessive materialism was linked to conservative anxiety about the morally debilitating 

effects of the welfare state and the dangers of welfarism believed to undermine the 

(Christian) “virtues of thrift and self-denial”.462 Both the moral wellbeing of the individual and 

the family were potentially threatened because welfarism weakened the ethic of self 

responsibility. 

 

Incentive does not have the place in our economy it used to have. The tendency has 

been to turn to the State for the supply of all material needs. By encouraging parents 

to rely on the State their sense of responsibility for the upbringing of their children 

has been diminished. The adolescent of today has been born into a world where 

things temporal, such as money values and costs, are discussed more than spiritual 

things.463 

 

Materialism and easy access to paid employment for youth was also thought to deflect them 

from the spiritually and intellectually ‘broadening’ effects of further education and, as a result, 
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“these young people, having too much interest in material things, and not enough in the 

things of the mind and the spirit, become a potential source of trouble in the community”.464 

Excessive materialism undermined the family in another way. It was blamed for the growing 

numbers of mothers in the workforce who were, in turn, held responsible for the delinquency 

problem. According to the report “Nearly one third of the delinquent children whose cases 

were considered by the Committee belonged to homes where the mother worked for 

wages”.465 While it was acknowledged that for some women paid employment was a 

necessity, the report claimed that “many of them work in order to provide a higher standard 

of living than can be enjoyed on the wages earned by their husbands, or because they 

prefer the company at an office, shop or factory to the routine of domestic duties.”466 

 

Though the absence of fathers was noted in the report as a contributing factor in the problem 

of delinquency, it was most often ‘irresponsible’ mothers who were emblematic of family 

failure. This view was also explicit in the media which claimed: “the Hutt Valley episode had 

proved conclusively that mothers had not realized their responsibility”.467 Both mothers who 

worked and ‘bad’ girls contravened bourgeois norms of femininity, if in different ways. Their 

demonisation in the highly gendered discursive constructions of the moral delinquency 

‘epidemic’ was an attempt to regulate and re-inscribe those norms, to re-moralise those 

women and girls who had deviated in one way or another from them. 

 

The heavy emphasis on (im)morality also inflected the report’s analysis of submissions 

criticizing the role of education in the emergence of the problem. Co-education was thought 

to “increase the chances of immorality”, though the Commission concluded there was little 

evidence to prove that “acts of immorality among pupils did in fact arise from their 

association at school”.468 Other submissions suggested that educational change had 

contributed to the problem. In particular, they blamed the shift to child-centred education for 

creating a ‘predisposition’ to delinquency in children.469 While the report again noted the lack 

of any convincing evidence to confirm these claims, as I show in the next chapter, debates 

about education were a powerful current of dissent and contention running beneath the 

apparently broad social consensus at the time. 
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In spite of the strong emphasis on moral delinquency and the tendency to feminize its 

causes, there was a fairly constant slippage throughout the report between moral and 

juvenile delinquency. Juvenile delinquency, however, was almost exclusively associated with 

adolescent males.470 And, while adolescent girls were generally associated with sexual 

misbehaviour, delinquent boys had usually committed some crime against property and 

made court appearances.471 The Mazengarb report noted ethnic differences in offending 

amongst males stating that “juvenile delinquency among Maoris was three and a half times 

that among the rest of child inhabitants of New Zealand”.472 Despite recognition that race 

was significant in some way here it was noted only in passing and attributed to the cultural 

deficiency of Maori. It was claimed that “[a] considerable portion of offences may come from 

factors inherent in the culture and traditions of the Maori and their difficulty in conforming to 

another mode of living”.473 

 

Essentially, the report reflected the deep conservatism of certain influential social elements 

and was underpinned by an obsessive concern with the relationship between morality and 

the nuclear family. The panic about teenage sexuality which was its focus reflected profound 

anxiety about broad social change and the threat that represented to the security of the 

society and its microcosm, the family: “Postwar New Zealand was torn between two strong 

trends: a sense of irrevocable change, a world shattered and rebuilding in different shapes; 

and a desire to restore - to restore a past that, ideally at least, was more familiar and 

secure”.474 Juvenile delinquency remained the focus of public and expert attention long after 

the Mazengarb report had faded from the limelight, however, and the dysfunctional family 

remained a central theme in the discourses produced about it. 

 

Section Five: The ‘Expert’ view: psychologising the problem 
Psychologist A.E Manning published his research on a particular category of delinquent 

youth, the ‘Bodgie’ and his female equivalent the ‘Widgie’, in 1958. His comparative study 

was based upon interviews with groups of Australian and New Zealand youth. Bodgies and 

widgies were, in his reading, “emotionally disturbed” young people whose behaviour was the 
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result of intense frustration.475 Manning perceived the moment as anomic, and the problem 

of delinquency among ‘bodgies’ and ‘widgies’ as representative of their alienation from a 

society that had abandoned the moral values necessary for the development of 

psychologically healthy individuals. Bodgies and widgies were conceptualized as the 

symptoms of a social sickness –“social boils” caused by “the failure of society”.476 

 

An important aspect of this pathology was a collapse of morals attributed to the shift to a 

more materialistic culture noted above, that was under underpinned by “a long competition 

for the desirable things of life”.477 Manning related the dominance of materialism to an adult 

(rather than cultural) anxiety for the “security money brings”.478 Like the Mazengarb report he 

did not situate the drive to materialism in any one class, suggesting instead it was endemic 

to the society as a whole. What he did do however was to criticise the middle classes, 

implying they had absolved themselves of responsibility for guarding the morals of the 

society. The neglect by this class of its crucial role of moral guardianship undermined social 

values in Manning’s view because: 

 

It is in the middle class that strength is found, but if this class is attacked by apathy, 

freedom becomes license, moral standards are reduced or ignored.479  

 
For Manning the emergence of delinquency signified the failure of the society’s central 

institutions, “Church, Home and School”.480 In his view, failure by families to provide a 

healthy psychological environment contributed to delinquent behaviour among ‘bodgies’ and 

‘widgies’. They were among the “many thousands of young people [who] are not emotionally 

balanced because they have not known the love of a good home”.481 In particular, and in 

keeping with the doxa of the period as well as his own discipline, he located inadequate 

mothers as the central cause of the problem: “[t]he most important single factor in the whole 

problem is the mother round whom the home should revolve, and must be made to 

revolve”.482  
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This claim reflected the powerful influence of theories about human development, like those 

of Bowlby, which emphasized the importance of mothering in the psychological health of 

children and young people. The child’s psycho-social development including the capacity for 

self-regulation, Bowlby believed, pivoted on the presence of the mother. During infancy and 

early childhood 

 

… the child is dependent on his mother performing [the function of ego and 

superego] for him. She orients him in space and time, provides his environment, 

permits the satisfaction of some impulses, restricts others. She is his ego and 

superego. Gradually he learns these arts himself, and as he does, the skilled parent 

transfers these roles to him. This is a slow, subtle and continuous process, beginning 

when he first learns to walk and feed himself, and not ending completely until 

maturity is reached … Ego and superego development are thus inextricably bound 

up with the child’s primary human relationships.483 

 

The absence or neglect of mothers was not the only problematic factor in New Zealand 

families though. Manning hints at a pattern of overly authoritarian family relations here in 

which discipline was excessive, and young people were given little opportunity to make 

decisions for themselves. This pattern was mirrored in an equally disciplinarian and 

anachronistic education system. He implies that secondary schooling, in terms of both 

curricula and culture, had to shoulder some of the responsibility for the problem of 

delinquency. In a series of rhetorical questions about education he manages to critique both 

parenting and the education system. In the first instance, he questioned the pressure on 

young people (by parents and teachers presumably) to take certain subjects at schools 

regardless of their interest in them. This was bound up with what he saw as an increasingly 

instrumental approach to education which questioned whether teaching was “a process of 

fitting and adapting a child to the requirements of industry and commerce or a process of 

developing character and good social attitudes”.484 

 

His critique here was not aimed at any vocational content in secondary schooling though, 

instead he implied that the education system was anachronistic in its continued adherence to 

(what had become largely irrelevant) “academic subjects of an earlier age” and “archaic and 

brutal forms of discipline”.485 These elements of schooling reflected the anachronism of the 
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social rules that inhered in the culture itself, particularly those rules that enforced hierarchical 

relations between adults and youth and which, in his view, served to ‘infantise’ young 

people. He argued that “In New Zealand schools boys are forced to wear “ ‘little boy’ clothing 

up to the age of eighteen or nineteen”.486 The insistence on uniforms at school reflected the 

uniformity of the society itself which in turn forced “[t]he boy or the girl … into a mould of 

mediocrity”, if it didn’t inspire their outright rebellion.487 This tendency toward educational 

mediocrity, which he ascribed to both New Zealand and Australian society, undermined the 

development of individual potential in his view. In such societies “[s]chool and social strata 

and the home itself offer countless obstructions to the child’s natural development”.488  

 

Manning’s often implicit critique of family, schooling and society in NZ was echoed, amplified 

and extended by American educational psychologist David Ausubel (1977), whose analysis 

of New Zealand culture was first published in 1960. If Ausbubel’s book sometimes reads as 

a barely disguised defense of American culture rather than the wholly objective outsider’s 

view of New Zealand society he claimed it was, his criticisms often resonate with Pearson’s 
insider’s view. 489 Ausubel too evoked a suffocatingly narrow society dominated by the values 

and beliefs that he associated quite explicitly with Victorian mores. Like Pearson he 

questioned the central myth of egalitarianism. Criticizing race relations in the country, he 

pointed out that claims to equality between the races, dominant at the time, were not 

grounded in fact. He was struck by “the almost universal and uncritical acceptance of the 

unvalidated national belief regarding racial equality and the reluctance of New Zealanders to 

look unpalatable facts in the face”.490  

 

While the issue of race and delinquency was largely absent in public discourses like the 

Mazengarb report, and completely invisible in Manning (apparently bodgies and widgies 

were a Pakeha phenomenon?), Ausubel pointed to the high incidence of Maori delinquency 

compared to Pakeha. He associated this with the urbanization of Maori and closer contact 

with Pakeha, suggesting that the “more intense conflict between cultural values and 

standards of behaviour, and the more rapid rate of assimilating Pakeha culture add 

immeasurably to the ordinary tensions of cultural integration”.491 He also highlighted the 

                                                 
486 Ibid: 26 
487 Ibid: 27 
488 Ibid 
489 Openshaw, R. (1989) op.cit. One strand of the arguments about the cause of delinquency was the 
claim that “mass consumption and mass communication  (representing an infiltration of American 
culture seen as antithetical to the social values of new Zealand) were … undermining traditional Kiwi 
values and individual moral strength” (p. 32). 
490 Ausubel, D. (1977) op.cit: 155 
491 Ibid 



 124

conservatism and conformity of both society and state at the time arguing that the problem of 

delinquency in New Zealand, though overstated, was the result of and a reaction to these 

features of the culture and others tied up with them. I discuss this in greater detail below. 

 

Firstly, he contextualized the problem, locating it within a “world-wide epidemic of 

delinquency”.492 He saw this as a response to the period of social upheaval in western 

societies that followed the Second World War:  

 

The post-war increase in adolescent delinquency reflects the operation of several causal 

factors both in New Zealand and in many other parts of the world. Chronic international 

crises and the serious threat of nuclear war have engendered everywhere a somewhat 

fatalistic, cynical and Epicurean approach to life.493  

 

Secondly, his categorization of youthful ‘deviancy’ was more expansive than that of either 

the Mazengarb report, with its excessive - even voyeuristic - focus on ‘moral delinquency’, or 

Manning’s study. There were four main types of “rebellious teenager”: larrikins “loosely 

organized, noisy, loutish and mischievous street corner boys; hardcore delinquents 

“aggressive and anti-social, often vicious and vindictive, and sometimes … organized into 

gangs”; sexually promiscuous adolescents and bodgies and widgies who wear distinctive 

clothing and are sexually promiscuous—and “in even greater revolt against authority and 

conventional standards of respectability” than larrikins.494  

 

In contrast to claims about the prevalence of adolescent immorality he argued that “[s]exual 

misdemeanours constitute only a small percentage [of court appearances] for either sex”.495 

While he claimed that moral delinquency accounted for “only a tiny fraction of offences 

among boys but almost a third of all female delinquency”, Ausubel characterised those 

statistics as a reflection of the “prevailing ‘double standard’ of morality regarding sex 

behaviour and the earlier sexual maturation of girls”.496 Contradicting suggestions that 

sexual immorality was a growing problem compared to earlier historical moments, he argued 

that there was there was little evidence to suggest that sexual behaviour had changed 

substantively. 
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While implicitly critical of the panic about morality, he was unequivocal about the existence 

of a problem. Delinquency in his view was directly attributable to urbanization, an unstable 

family life and, related to this, mothers in paid employment. To this list he added the 

possibility of an emerging recession combined with a rapidly increasing adolescent 

population which would put an end to the problem of too much time and money and replace 

it with the “problems related to widespread teen-age unemployment and the constriction of 

economic opportunity”.497 Much of his commentary, however, emphasized the role of the 

family and education in adolescent rebellion. 

 

What makes Ausubel’s research particularly interesting is his comparative view, both 

temporally and cross-nationally, and his emphasis on the elements of New Zealand culture 

he believed contributed both to the problem and its perception. In the first instance, he 

argued there were features of delinquency that were generalisable cross-culturally. For 

example, incidents of delinquency and bodgieism were different from those of the past in 

that they were representative of the constitution of “a more prolonged and characteristic way 

of life for a minority of adolescents”.498 What was particularly problematic with the ‘new’ 

patterns of delinquency was the “anti-adult orientation of the present-day deviant groups 

[which had] become more intense, bitter and tinged with resentment than it formerly was”.499 

He also believed that “delinquent youths [were] more highly organized and engaged in more 

viciously aggressive activities than was previously the case”.500  

 

In New Zealand, though, in his view there was less gang activity and delinquency was both 

more diffuse and generalized across class boundaries. What made it distinct here, he 

argued, was that 

 

Compared to its American counterpart, it is less related to a specific frustrating 

situation, i.e., the slum, affecting a limited segment of the population, and appears to 

be more widely distributed among all social classes. The reaction is less directly 

aggressive, less intense, less narrowly focalized and less vindictive. It consists more 

of a diffuse revolt against conventional standards and values of respectable 

behaviour than outright delinquency.501  
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For Ausubel, the conservatism and conformity that underpinned the ‘conventional standards 

and values’ of the society were exacerbated if not created by the welfare state. It 

engendered uniformity through policies and practices which encouraged homogeneity and 

mediocrity. This undermined the possibility for “people to develop fully their unique 

potentialities based on natural differences in ability and drive”.502 He criticised the attempt to 

ensure social security mediated through a ‘top heavy’ bureaucracy, claiming the state was 

obtrusive and seemed “to have a regulatory  finger in every pie” effectively limiting the scope 

for “individual initiative and independent action”.503  

 

The conservatism and authoritarianism of the state mirrored an homogeneous society that 

was distinctive in terms of its heavy emphasis on an out-dated mode of discipline at home 

and at school. The society had, from his viewpoint, remained in a time-warp and “of all of the 

cultural institutions transplanted from Victorian England none could possibly have remained 

more faithful to their original traditions than the New Zealand family and the secondary 

school”.504 He was struck by what he saw as a lack of differentiation, by class, of parenting 

styles, and associated the predominant pattern of authoritarianism with a ‘lower class’ rather 

than a middle class model of family relations. The rigid discipline that characterized this 

model was rationalized, he argued, by the belief that “this type of training invariably develops 

such traits of character as industry, courage, forthrightness, resolution and self-reliance”.505  

 

Schooling was even more dysfunctional than the family. If family relations were based upon 

working class mores, secondary schooling, paradoxically, attempted to replicate “snobbish 

English public schooling” with is rigid class distinctions.506 It was, according to Ausubel, “the 

most authoritarian, tradition-bound, and hierarchically organized institution in New 

Zealand”.507 In a context where the myth of the classless society was deeply embedded, he 

implied that conservative critiques of education were underpinned by the desire to keep 

hierarchical class-based relations firmly in place by reinstating selective access to secondary 

education. He argued  

 

Some of the principal aims of educational conservatives in New Zealand are to 

reduce the number of children attending school to make schooling the prerogative of 

a highly selected minority, to reintroduce the curriculum of the old Victorian public 
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school, to reduce the university population and to slash school expenditure 

dramatically.508 

 

The dysfunction at the heart of New Zealand society was mediated in part by its ‘gendered 

culture’ which manifested clearly in secondary education. He suggested that one of the 

casual factors that predisposed New Zealand youth to delinquency was the high degree of 

separation between the sexes, including in the education system. As well as rebelling 

against restrictive and constraining gender relationships, youth were resisting the climate of 

excessive authoritarianism. Contradicting claims about the relationship between liberal 

parenting, liberal education and delinquency, he argues that 

 

In varying degree, overtly or covertly, they resent the arbitrary and heavy handed controls 

of parents and teachers, the “little boy” attitudes implicit in the school uniform approach, 

and the indignity of corporal punishment … Secondary schools offer teenagers 

insufficient opportunity to achieve status and self-determination in extra-curricular and 

school government activities … Insufficient opportunity also exists for boy-girl 

relationships in everyday working and social situations because of the emphasis on single 

sex-schools and clubs and the absence of genuine co-educational practice.509 

 
These central institutions reflected a level of ‘dysfunction’ in social relationships that 

permeated the whole society. In a damning statement, Ausubel suggested that the 

antipodean version of delinquency was not so much a radical divergence from an 

established set of norms. Rather, he claimed, “such behaviour is simply a more active and 

exaggerated manifestation of the same aggressive proclivities that are expressed in more 

direct and devious ways by many of their non-deviant age-mates”.510  

 

There is an implicit critique of New Zealand masculinity here. In his view the line between 

deviant and stereotypical masculinity was so fine as to be virtually non-existent. Both forms 

were problematic, both were the product of a gendered and deeply dysfunctional society 

manifested most clearly in family failure and a flawed education system. 
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Concluding remarks  
By the 1950s the middle class nuclear family had not only become the ‘norm’, it had become 

“a relay of different and varied forms of power”.511  It was the site of new techniques of state 

and other forms of intervention and regulation, not least because “the failure of the family 

unit in the first place … provides the pretext for the adjustment and correction of 

deficiency”.512 Drawing on the work of Donzelot (1979), Kendall et al (1997) argue that 

“failure is built into to the family mechanism, precisely because the modern family is that 

which fails, which needs gentle correction and regulation. Without failure there would be no 

welfare, there would be no ‘social’.513 These texts, therefore, might be thought of as 

discursive attempts to ‘fix’ (that is, to stabilize and remedy) the family, not only to ensure 

social order which the ‘functional’ family is supposed to support and represent, but also to 

reinforce the expertise of those individuals and institutions which govern it. 

 

As I have suggested in earlier chapters understandings of what constitute ‘proper’ families 

are not arbitrary, they are underpinned by the valorization of a middle class and culturally 

specific model of family life which is mobilized in all three of the discourses I discussed 

above. Interestingly, that same model is read differently by Ausubel who associates the 

authoritarianism of the typical New Zealand family at the time with working class relational 

practices, reflecting the stronger influence of liberal bourgeois life-ways in the American 

context than here in the 50s. Thus the middle class model of family life normalized and 

valorized here was, in his view, not bourgeois enough (or at all) and it was precisely this that 

was the problem. Basil Bernstein (2003), however, has associated similar modes of ultra 

conservatism and authoritarianism with the ‘old (conservative) middle classes in Britain and 

he argues that their practices, which are maintained by insularity and cultural homogeneity, 

produce and reproduce a conservative element in the ‘national psyche’.514 He suggests that 

with the emergence of a liberal middle class competing, and quite different, bourgeois 

relational practices underpinned discursive struggles over education in this period. I develop 

this point in the next chapter. Here, I want to suggest that the tendency to conservatism in 

New Zealand, which I have related to the continued influence of the colonial social 

imaginary, was a feature of both a dominant old middle class and with a working class 

concerned with respectability. 
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Amongst these discourses about delinquency readings of the problem also vary in terms of 

its gendered association. They range from the Mazengarb report’s emphasis on female 

immorality and its claims about girls’ precocity which implicitly draws upon the 

madonna/whore duality that has underpinned normative assumptions about femininity and 

sexuality for time out of mind; to Ausubel’s association of masculinity - both deviant and 

‘normal’ - with aggression, also a deeply entrenched normative understanding about 

masculinity. They converge, however, in assumptions about what constitutes adequate 

mothering, again relying upon and invoking dominant conceptions of femininity and women’s 

nurturing role;  in Mazengarb as ordained by God and in Ausubel and Manning proven by 

‘science’ to be both natural and essential to individual psychological development.   
 

While concerns about class largely remain a subtext in these texts and in public discourses 

about delinquency more broadly, there are occasional explicit associations made to working 

class and family failure. For example, referring to the incidence of sexual delinquency in 

girls, an investigating officer for the Child Welfare Division of the Department of Education 
claimed that “the concentration of semi- and unskilled industrial jobs should mean some 

concentration of sub-standard families”.515 With Maori only just beginning to urbanise these 

families would have been predominantly Pakeha. Such concerns point to assumptions about 

the dysfunction of working class families, perhaps exacerbated at the time by the 

development of state housing and fears this might generate working class ‘ghettoes’, as well 

as ideas about the inherent moral and social rectitude of middle class family life. Class 

mainly operated as a subtext however and not necessarily always a conscious one, to the 

degree that all the texts I discuss invoke - as normal and centrally important to individual and 

social well-being, a family form that is in its essence bourgeois and which has its basis in the 

Victorian nuclear family. And all hold up family failure, particularly absent mothers, as a 

causal factor in the problem of delinquency.  

 

I would argue that there is another level at which concerns about social class operated as a 

subtext and that is anxiety about the moral guardianship role of the middle class. This is 

particularly the case in the Mazengarb Report and in Manning. In the Mazengarb report this 

function materializes in the composition of the committee and in the powerful imperative to 

‘recuperate’ the bourgeois model of family life - apparently undermined by the desire for 

affluence and social change more broadly - that drives it. Yska (1993) describes the report 

as the “morals report” and who better to measure and guard social morality than the class 

that embodies respectability and moral authority. Concern with the decline of the middle 
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class’s role of moral guardianship, as I have shown, is explicit in Manning and it seems to 

me it also operates in Ausubel to the degree that he implicitly invokes the liberal middle class 

family as the only functional kind.  

 

In this way class relations continued to mediate the perception of social issues and remain 

an essential, if obscured element, in the society. This invisibility, moreover, was reinforced 

by reliance upon ‘expert’ discourses which drew on highly influential psychological theory, 

within which class disappeared. As Griffin (1993) has argued “the mainstream sociology of 

youth” obscured “the potential importance of class, and the psychology of adolescence was 

bringing adolescence out of the sphere of education and towards the medical arena of 

psychiatry and clinical psychology”.516 Psychological explanations of delinquency powerfully 

mediated the development of policy and, through that, the governance of ‘deviant’ youth and 

their ‘dysfunctional’ families; and they informed commonsense understandings of both.517 

The theories of child development that provided the frame for both Manning’s and Ausubel’s 

analysis of the problem of delinquency underpinned what Bernstein (2003) has described as 

‘invisible pedagogies’ which were the basis of a child-centered or ‘progressive’ education.  

 

As I illustrate in the next chapter, discourses of delinquency were mobilized in critiques of 

liberal education and the establishment of the Currie Commission in 1959 was partially in 

response to claims about progressive education’s contribution to the ‘problem’. Discursive 

struggles over education, as I show, were dominated by fractions of the middle class as they 

had been for quite some time. Contention, at this time, over education might be thought of in 

terms of the institutionalization of a bourgeois moral ethos that emphasized the imperative to 

‘put family first’. In effect the valorization of this impulse, shaped by a deeply entrenched 

cultural script that privileged “the necessary virtue of family responsibility, self-reliance and 

containment”, served to obscure the ethos of individualism and competition that underpinned 

it.518 Then, as now, “the changing economic conditions of education make the middle classes 

[and the schools that service them] more alert to their competitive interests and … the 

changing political (and economic) conditions of, and in, education make them more able to 

pursue their competitive interests”.519 
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Chapter Six 
 
 Reforming education; remaking the nation 

 

In all modern societies the school is a crucial device for writing and rewriting national 

consciousness, and national consciousness is constructed out of myths of origin, 

achievement and destiny.520 

 
Introduction  
The attacks on ‘failing families’ in the 1950s that I described above were matched by virulent 

critiques of the national education system. While contestation over education was not new, 

schooling had become the site of considerable contention following its reform by the first 

Labour Government more than a decade before the publication of the Mazengarb Report.521 

Critiques of New Zealand education were not unified however. For some it was the 

liberalisation of education that was held responsible for an apparent decline in standards and 

discipline and the ‘outbreak’ of ‘moral delinquency’ in the fifties. Other commentators implied 

that, despite reform, little had changed. Secondary schooling remained an outdated, 

authoritarian and highly selective system that was, at the least, responsible for producing 

mediocre, conservative adults. At worst it was partially culpable for the alienation of the 

young and their subsequent delinquency.522  

 

While discourses emphasising moral delinquency gradually disappeared, youthful 

misbehaviour continued to be a source of general apprehension. Strong media interest in 

and public concern about delinquency, and claims of its association with a flawed education 

system, re-emerged in 1960 precisely at a time when schooling in New Zealand was under 

review.523 This was not coincidental; an enquiry into education had been commissioned by 

the second Labour government in 1959 partly as a defensive response to arguments that the 

post-war education reforms were to blame for rising rates of juvenile delinquency amongst 

New Zealand youth. The findings of the Commission were published in 1962.  
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In the first part of this chapter I briefly examine the Commission’s response to these claims, 

locating it both in the context of an emerging international research culture which focused 

intently upon the (mis)behaviour of boys and in terms of longstanding discursive struggles 

over education in New Zealand. It has been suggested that the revival of arguments about 

education and delinquency represented the “renewal of the long standing conservative-

liberal debate over educational standards” which intensified with the reform of education by 

the first Labour government from 1935.524 These reforms need to be situated within a 

complex web of internal and external structural and discursive shifts which underpinned the 

“intense period of modernization [involving] the industrialization, urbanization, and 

rationalization [associated] with modernity and the modern welfare state”.525  

 
Labour’s educational reforms, I argue, can be thought in terms of a project of “liberal 

collectivism”, underpinned by Keynesian theories of social and economic management.526 

The central concern of the state was “the strategic collectivization of certain aspects of social 

life”,527 a process deeply influenced by the constitutive relationship between prevailing 

concepts of social democracy and social psychological theory. The attempt to inscribe a 

collective national identity by democratising education and ‘making’ democratic citizens was 

a crucial feature of this project. At the same time, the ascendancy of behavioural and 

developmental psychology contributed to changing ideas about identity formation.  

 

Arguments for progressive education in New Zealand, promulgated by an increasingly 

influential liberal middle class, were underpinned by these theories of child development. 

One of their principle advocates was Clarence Beeby who was a key figure in the 

educational bureaucracy over an extended period;  he served as  Secretary of Education for 

the first Labour Government, Director of the New Zealand Council of Educational Research 

from 1934-1938 and Director of Education from 1940-196.528 Beeby assisted in writing 

Minister of Education Peter Fraser’s inaugural speech quoted below, which outlined the first 

Labour government’s vision for liberal education and equality of opportunity through 

universal access to secondary schooling. The speech reflects Beeby’s assumption about 

intellectual difference, informed by his disciplinary background in psychology, which was 
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underpinned by emerging conceptualisations of individual competence. This idea reflected a 

shift away from earlier beliefs in the hierarchical distribution of intelligence by race, class and 

gender to ascendant notions of ‘natural’ individual capacity. This new conception of 

subjectivity was, in turn, tied to ideas about citizenship and nationhood. What linked 

individuals together, in this liberal view, was a common national identity; that perception of 

commonality, however, was bound up with the “particular universalism of Protestant, 

bourgeois society”.529  

 

Liberal arguments pivoted on ideas about the relationship between the production of 

psychologically sound and critically thoughtful individuals, and the development of national 

and international democracy. In this context the individualisation and socialisation practices 

of the family and education were of paramount importance. These ideas about family 

practice and the pedagogical theories that underpinned them were diametrically opposed 

both to the views and practices of the working class majority, and to those of the 

conservative middle class who had dominated New Zealand education since its inception. 

The fragmentation of the middle classes was the outcome of structural changes in New 

Zealand, in particular a process of economic diversification that gained impetus in the 1930s 

and intensified under the aegis of the Keynesian welfare state. 

 

Discursive struggles over education within the middle classes at the time were essentially 

struggles over the different cultures and pedagogic identities that underpinned the ‘old’ and 

‘new’ middle class.530 These might be understood as struggles over “symbolic control”, that 

is, over the power to make meaning.531 Material conditions and discursive shifts thus 

entwined to provide the conditions of possibility for the emergence of contestation over 

education within fractions of the middle class, as well as stimulating contention more widely. 

These struggles need to be situated within the broader context of emergent democracies 

and increasing concerns with the “need to for [the] optimal social training and economic 

mobilisation of the population”.532 Below I critically examine the educational reforms of the 

first Labour government, the notion of democracy and citizenship that underpinned them and 

the discursive struggles they engendered.  
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Section One: Contextualising the Currie Report: consensus 
As I noted in the previous chapter, the Mazengarb committee remained fairly neutral toward 

suggestions that a relationship existed between liberal education and libertine youth. Its 

focus was more intently upon ‘failing’ families and their contribution to moral delinquency in 

young New Zealanders. While the emphasis on moral delinquency faded over time problem 

adolescents remained a matter of public anxiety in the decade that followed the report, and 

increasingly their schooling became an important issue. The intensity of these concerns 

required some form of state response to the ‘problem’. Manning’s (1958) study, which I 

discussed in the previous chapter, was one outcome of an “interdepartmental committee on 

juvenile offenders” established by the second Labour government in 1958.533  

 

Juvenile delinquency became the focus of intense media attention, and subsequent public 

and state disquiet, in New Zealand again in 1960 with an “outbreak of mob violence and civil 

disturbance” following the Hastings Blossom Festival.534 The Hastings affair was the latest in 

a number of incidents of youthful misconduct and crime that had occurred in urban areas 

that year. Public (over)reaction to them was partly due to their cumulative effect, as well as 

being fuelled by the media. The “cycle of outrage” generated by these events and 

exacerbated by their representation in the media became grist for the political mill, with the 

National opposition party mobilising this issue to attack the liberal ‘softness’ of the second 

Labour government.535  

 

Claims about the negative impact of liberal education on young people were revived, and 

links were made between what occurred at Hastings and “the alleged short-comings of 

modern teaching methods.536 The child centred ‘play way’ at primary school level was 

criticised and the liberalisation of schooling associated with a decline in ‘standards’, and 

discipline in secondary schools.  In this concerted attack,  

 

Parents’ organisations and employers groups supported by a sympathetic press, 

complained of poor classroom discipline, due in part to the gradual easing of corporal 

punishment, coupled with low attainments in basic skills due both the dropping of the 

Proficiency Exam (1936) and the inclusion of ‘soft’ curriculum options.537  
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Public, political and media antipathy to the existing education system culminated in the 

“demand for a full enquiry into falling educational standards”.538 A Royal Commission on 

Education, led by Sir George Currie the Vice Chancellor of the University of New Zealand, 

was established in January 1960. The findings of the Commission were published in the 

Currie Report two years later. As well as being thematically different from the earlier 

Mazengarb Report, it reflected at least one highly significant contextual difference. Where a 

decade earlier, in the context of a public panic about moral delinquency, conservative 

interests “were able to override the opinions of experts” by 1962 it was the “ideological 

hegemony of experts, educationalists, psychologists and others” that dominated.539  

 
The role of expert knowledges, both in the immediate context of the Report and historically, 

cannot be overstated. The emergence of psychology at the end of the 19th century played a 

crucial role in the development of ‘expert’ knowledge of the population, and ‘deviant’ 

categories within it. The techniques developed to manage these problematic groups and 

individuals became a fundamental aspect of liberal governance over time. The theorisation 

of delinquency can be traced back to the emergence of psychology and the ‘discovery of 

adolescence’ at the turn of the century.540 These theories pivoted on ideas about 

adolescence, its gendered nature and the porous boundary between it and delinquency. 

Adolescence was both normalised and pathologised, and the potential for delinquency and 

criminality considered inherent within it. As I noted in Chapter Four, from the outset it was 

generally a problematic (working class) male subjectivity that was the focus of attention. 

According to some commentators this would shift over time, in part because of changing 

conceptualisations of childhood and a growing concern with the welfare of children, to a 

concern with the behaviour of individuals.541 Others have argued, however, that social class 

continued to underpin research on problem boys in particular.542 

 
In the case of New Zealand it is difficult to make unequivocal claims about the centrality of 

class in conceptualisations of delinquent boys. Certainly in the 19th century it was poor 

working class boys who were at the centre of discourses about larrikinism. While ‘global’ 

shifts away from the overt problematisation of class occurred here as well, these were 
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combined with an already existing widespread resistance to discourses of class informed by 

the primacy of the egalitarian myth. So in a context where ‘talking’ class was hard enough, 

there was little space for analysis of social problems like delinquency using it as a frame of 

reference. As I suggest below however, it operated as a subtext in welfarist discourses about 

delinquency, like those that underpinned the Currie Report, in that the problem was 

attributed to socio-economic as well as other features.  

 

The bicultural nature of the population complicated things further, mediating differential 

explanations of the causes of delinquency. These were based on assumptions about the 

interrelatedness of socio-economic and cultural influences in the problem of Maori 

delinquency. Maori however were substantially poorer than most Pakeha, and as the 

physical separation between the populations decreased with the urbanisation of Maori this 

became harder to ignore. Explanations of the comparatively high rates of Maori delinquency, 

which I discuss in more detail below, emphasised their economic circumstances and their 

cultural difference often, but not always, conceived in terms of deficit and deviance (from the 

Pakeha norm). There began to be some recognition of the cultural alienation experienced by 

Maori and this informed the maintenance of separate institutional arrangements for them 

after the war.543 At the same time the socio-economic location of Maori was never 

understood as an outcome of colonial class relations but instead in terms of educational and, 

by some, cultural deficits.  
 
As I suggested in Chapter One, what has occurred over time has been the gradual 

racialisation of the ‘problem’ population. This is partly an outcome of the unspeakability of 

class among Pakeha and, as a consequence, a lack of recognition of its intersection with 

ethnicity and gender. But it is also tied in with the self-conscious adoption by Maori of identity 

politics from the 70s and the institutionalisation of biculturalism - as the manifestation of 

Maori identity politics - with the fourth Labour government in the mid eighties. I explore these 

shifts in Chapter Seven and I argue in my concluding chapter that the emphasis on cultural 

identity has served to obfuscate how the interwoven nature of class and ethnicity has 

mediated, and continues to affect, the life chances of Maori in New Zealand.  

 

The publication of the Hunn Report in 1961 confirmed their socio-economic and educational 

disadvantage and education was perceived as a central mechanism by which those 

disparities could be addressed and Maori ‘normalised’. This report was drawn upon by the 
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Currie Commission. As I have shown, education had been tied up with the regulation and 

normalisation of those children considered ‘deviant’ from the settlement period, with the 

establishment of industrial schooling well before the development of the national system in 

1877. The role of the Education Department in managing the welfare of children 

strengthened following the passage of the Child Welfare Act in 1925 and the establishment 

of its Child Welfare Branch. As well as overseeing the care of ‘neglected’ and ‘indigent’ 

children, one of the key functions of this arm of the Department was the investigation, 

analysis and regulation of delinquents.544  
 

The passage of the Act and the establishment of the Child Welfare Branch were aspects of 

an ongoing, though gradual, shift away from punitive approaches to the management to 

‘deviant’ children, which began with the establishment of children’s courts in the early 20th 

century.545 This shift reflected the reconstitution of that management from a judicial to a 

“welfare matter”, in keeping with changing understandings of childhood and attitudes to the 

behaviour of the young.546 It encompassed the move away from police jurisdiction of 

delinquent and other problem children to that of welfare officers, whose central concern was 

the “investigation and adjustment” of problem children.547 There would however continue to 

be struggles over the role of the courts between the judiciary, arguing for the preventative 

function of punishment, and welfare professionals concerned with remediation.548 These 

disputes amounted to an ongoing “battle between professionals over the control of child 

welfare in the courts”.549  

 
Section Two: Defining delinquency 
The ideological differences between these professionals (and within the judiciary) narrowed 

as welfarist discourses became hegemonic in New Zealand, as elsewhere, by the 1960s. 

Criminological views of delinquency were mediated by what David Garland (2001) has called 

“penal welfarism” underpinned by “rehabilitative interventions rather than negative, 

retributive punishments” of youth and other forms of crime.550 Crime increasingly became 

perceived as “a symptom of inequality” and, thus, “criminals needed to be understood before 
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being judged”.551 This shift “gave rise to a whole new network of interlocking principles and 

practices that included “the juvenile court with its child welfare philosophy; the use of social 

inquiry and psychiatric reports; the individualization of treatment based on expert 

assessment and classification …”.552 In New Zealand, because child welfare came under the 

aegis of the Education Department, education too can be seen as an important part of this 

network.  

 

The Currie Report drew upon legal and other definitions in its discursive construction of the 

delinquent, embedded by the time of its publication. During the inter-war and post-war period 

the essential criterion for official categorisation as a delinquent was, first and foremost, 

appearance before the Children’s Court. Although technically delinquency was “a complaint 

not a charge”, it also became used as an umbrella term when a child or young person 

appeared in court charged with a number of offences.553 With changing conceptions of 

children’s behaviour, and with them conceptual shifts from notions of mischief to 

misdemeanour, these could and did include children being brought before the courts for 

‘cheekiness’ and “cycling on the footpath”.554 Thus, changing patterns in court appearances 

of young people reflected changing social attitudes to the behaviour of young people as 

much, if not more, than any increase in youthful criminality.555  

 

A distinction, however, existed between delinquency and juvenile delinquency. As well as 

misdemeanours such as those described above, delinquency encompassed “theft, offences 

against property and charges of wilful damage or mischief”.556 Juvenile delinquency also 

included theft and property offences as well as “offences against morality and the person”.557 

In legal terms the juvenile delinquent was “a child or young person … apprehended for 

committing what [was] classified … as a serious offence against the law”.558  

 

Other discursive constructions of delinquency circulated during the inter-war period in New 

Zealand that “encompassed a range of childhood and adolescent behaviour and activities 

                                                 
551 Ibid: 37 
552 Ibid 
553 Philip, E. (1946) op.cit: 11 
554 Dalley, B. (1998) op.cit: 102. According to Dalley these forms of ‘delinquent’ behaviour comprised 
80-90% of all cases before the courts from 1926-1948.  
555 Ibid: 103 
556 Philip, E. (1946) op.cit:17 
557 Ibid 
558 Ibid: 21 



 139

[and] various forms of criminal and petty offences”.559 And while the variety in 

conceptualisations of delinquency was matched by its attribution to a multiplicity of causes, 

in the arena of welfare psychological explanations had increasingly gained currency. They 

had begun to inform both conceptual ideas about delinquency as pathological, and welfare 

practices. Those involved in children’s welfare began to attribute “juvenile delinquency to 

socio-economic and ‘socio-psychological’ causes such as traumatic family relationships and 

lack of familial affection”.560 The emerging ‘psychologisation’ of delinquency extended the 

ambit of these professionals, justifying the increasing supervision of delinquents in their 

homes and the surveillance of their families, and with that “the revelation and rectification of 

… additional problems [which] was exactly what supervision was meant to accomplish”.561 

Thus problem children and their families, though understood in terms different from those of 

the 19th century, increasingly became targets for intervention by these experts, and through 

them, the state. 

 
Section Three: Expertise and Keynesian welfarism 
Psychological explanations of delinquency emerging in the interwar years were related to the 

development of social and developmental psychology in the 20s and 30s which was itself 

entwined with socio-political and economic changes occurring at the time.562 Social 

psychology became absolutely enmeshed with the development of welfarism in New 

Zealand and elsewhere, and thus it became one crucial element of the interlocking network 

of expertise that underpinned Keynesian social policy. By the 60s welfarist discourses, 

reliant upon the analysis of these experts, were entrenched and mediated the discursive 

production of social problems like delinquency in very specific ways.  

 

The identification and remediation of delinquents was underpinned by liberal democratic 

discourses of social security, and was perceived in terms of the amelioration of “the class 

pathologies of industrialized, inegalitarian, class society”.563 Such strategies were considered 

necessary to circumvent “the social and political instability caused by class antagonism and 

unregulated economic exploitation”.564 Social security was thus a central mechanism for the 

management of risk by Keynesian welfare states that required the development of a new 

                                                 
559 Dalley, B. (1998) op.cit: 112 
560 Ibid 
561 Ibid: 128-129 
562 Rose, N. (1990) ‘Psychology as a Social Science'. In I. Parker and J. Shotter (eds) Deconstructing 
Social Psychology. London: Routledge. 
563 Garland, D. (2001) op.cit: 45 
564 Ibid 



 140

strata of “social service professionals”.565 This expanded network of expertise played a key 

in a “new style of [social] regulation [which] empowered expert authorities to establish social 

norms and standards in areas of life (child rearing, health care, moral education etc.) that 

had not formerly been regulated”.566 As I showed in Chapter Four however, in the colonial 

context, before and after the assumption of its control by the state, education was already a 

key mechanism for social regulation. In this moment that regulation merely intensified with 

the extension of its management to this new stratum of apparently class-neutral ‘experts’. 

 

Garland (2001) claims this shift was essential to the gradual fading of “old hierarchies of 

class and rank”, and that “professionals and social experts came to enjoy an enhanced 

status and authority” that was based solely upon their expertise.567 With the ascendancy of 

these experts, achieved because of “the persuasiveness of their normative claims and the 

willingness of individuals, and families to bring their conduct into line with [prescriptions 

produced by them]”, social regulation was no longer a matter of institutional (or class-based) 

power operating from the top down.568 Instead, “[t]he informal social controls exerted by 

families, neighbours and communities, together with the disciplines imposed by schools, 

workplaces and other institutions created an everyday environment of norms and 

sanctions”.569 

 

These shifts do not obviate the necessity to keep issues of social class in close focus 

though. While not denying that expertise may have been the basis of their status rather than 

class, particularly in the context of the ‘classless’ society, I wish to emphasise that these 

experts were drawn from and comprised an important segment of the ‘new’ (white) middle 

classes. They were not representative of a wide cross section of the society. And, tied in with 

this, it is important not to lose sight of the grounding of concepts of normality in psychological 

theories dominated from the outset by a class based view of deviance, however submerged 

that had become over time. In other words, it was bourgeois normativity that became 

‘universalised’ and an essential part of expert, social and institutional ‘commonsense’, not 

some arbitrary form. That these norms were universalised and internalised reflects the subtle 

operation of class power in hegemonic terms. 
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As I argue later in the chapter, these norms were reproduced through the regulative and 

constitutive function of the “control and manipulation of symbolic or cultural property” by the 

new middle classes, particularly in the realm of education.570 This would have implications for 

the social reproduction of different fractions of the middle class and the differential outcomes 

of education across axes of class, gender and ethnicity.  

Section Four: The Currie Report: maintaining the illusion of consensus 

The discursive construction of juvenile delinquency in the Currie Report, and its claims about 

the role of education in mediating this social ‘problem’, reflects the enmeshed nature of 

these various expert discourses - criminological, psychological and educational - about 

deviant youth. These discourses continued to bear traces of the genealogy I recalled above, 

as well the more immediate history of social and economic Keynesianism that had become 

thoroughly embedded by the early sixties. In a fairly predictable response to claims that the 

liberalisation of education had contributed to increasing incidents of juvenile delinquency, the 

Currie Report (re)located culpability for the problem away from the education system. It 

attributed the problem to a morally deficient society on the one hand, and inadequate and 

irresponsible families on the other. Family inadequacy was understood in this context in 

terms of the psychological theories of “social deprivation” most often understood in 

emotional rather economic forms.571 The Report stated that 

 

The incidence of delinquency is closely related to the moral climate of the whole adult 

community, but most intimately to the number of parents who for any reason are unable 

or unwilling to meet the exacting demands of parenthood.572  

 

The discursive construction of juvenile delinquency in the Report was unequivocally 

masculinised and framed exclusively in juridical and social scientific terms. That is, 

delinquency was defined first and foremost in relation to a criminal act committed by a 

juvenile male, and explained psychologically and/or sociologically:  

 

He is a boy, aged 14 to 16 years, charged with theft. He comes from a large family, where 

ill health is likely to be present to a greater degree than normal and where family 

relationships are unsatisfactory in some respects. His home was the town rather than the 

country, and he may well have been living away from home when he got into trouble, or 
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may come form a broken home. He is likely to be of low average intelligence, making 

rather slow progress at school and have attended school irregularly.573  

 

This framing reflects the institutionalisation of psychological and other theories of 

delinquency by this time. Concern about the contribution of urbanisation to juvenile 

delinquency in the Report (p.658), for example, refers to American research.574 In this 

research the focus was on ‘slums’ and the writers posited a “general pattern of association” 

of delinquency with specific, poor, urban areas characterised as “delinquency areas”.575 The 

detrimental effects of poverty, in this view, were tied up with its contribution to a 

predominance of “criminal values”. That is, variability in rates of delinquency was thought to 

reflect “the differences in social values, norms to which … children are exposed”.576 Children 

in poor slum areas, by necessity, were more exposed to daily contact with ‘criminal values’ 

than children in other (more middle class) areas. These writers characterised delinquency as 

a “normal part of [urban] community life” and emphasised the “ecological correlates of crime 

and delinquency”.577 As I noted in previous chapters, urbanisation had long been associated 

with social problems among the poor working classes. 

 

 Slums, or in the Report’s terms “overcrowded living areas with poor living conditions”, were 

not the only problematic urban area.578 The fairly recent construction of state housing was 

also perceived as potentially contributing to problems of delinquency. The location of 

problems with delinquent youth in areas of state housing in New Zealand was perceived as 

comparable to problems on British housing estates. Here the issue was not necessarily 

exposure to ‘criminal values’ so much as, an implied, lack of exposure to proper moral ones. 

These areas “if left without appropriate provision for communal life and adequate social 

leadership can be as deadly as any decaying slum”.579 The concern with moral values 

reflects similar anxiety to that characteristic of the Mazengarb report, a decade earlier. I 

would suggest this represents ongoing assumptions about the moral superiority of the 

middle classes in New Zealand and their inherent embodiment of respectability. Apparently 

those most in danger from these insidious influences were boys. The definition of 

delinquency utilised in the Report reflects the intense focus on boys in the research on 
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delinquency at the time. Much of the international literature was based upon research, 

carried out within both psychology and sociology, which focused on groups of young 

(working class and poor) males in urban areas.580   

 
 Although class was not as overt an issue in the New Zealand context as it was in the British 

in terms of the discursive construction of delinquency, it continued at a subliminal level to 

permeate it. While couched in terms that reflected the hegemony of welfarism, the expert 

discourses that informed the conceptualisation of delinquency in the Currie Report have their 

foundation in 19th century (class based) discourses about deviance. The focus on boys in the 

research during the post-war period bears traces of the historical emphasis on the 

‘dangerousness’ of (working class) males in the 19th century. Changing conceptions of 

children and an increasing emphasis on child welfare during the late 19th century combined 

with the development of psychological theories to influence a significant discursive shift 

away the association of ‘deviance’ with the “dangerous classes” to dangerous, or potentially 

dangerous, individuals.581 However, as I noted above, other commentators have argued 

social class was never superseded as the predominant object of reformers’ concern.582  
 

An important aspect of this shift was the development of a psychological theory of 

adolescence which replaced pauperism as the “perceived cause of delinquency”.583 

Adolescence was naturalised, and thus universalised, as a normal developmental stage and 

it was pathologised; becoming perceived as “replete with ‘negative and ‘troubling’ 

connotations”.584 The boundary between adolescence and delinquency barely existed 

because the potential for delinquency and criminality was considered inherent within 

adolescence. From the outset it was generally problematic male adolescent subjectivity that 

became, and would continue to be, the focus of intensive theorising and research.  

 

Similarly, concerns about the effect of urbanisation on the behaviour and morals of the 

young can also, in part, be traced back to the 19th century. As I suggested in Chapter Four 

anxiety about urbanisation in the colonial context, particularly in relation to the poor working 

class and their children, were both a function of the power of the ‘Arcadian myth’ and of the 

influence of Victorian bourgeois discourses about ‘the morally problematic nature of urban 

areas’. Urbanisation became tied in to psychological and sociological theories of youthful 
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deviance partly because of the visibility of the young in these areas but also because of the 

continued association with the urban environment as potentially dangerous and corrupting.  
 
Rejecting claims that liberal education engendered delinquency, the report positioned 

schools as the “residual legatees” of the consequences of parental neglect and societal 

breakdown. The role of education in this discursive construction was partially remedial and 

therapeutic, though in terms of supporting other ‘experts’ rather than shouldering the 

complete responsibility of rehabilitating delinquent youth. Schooling was construed as crucial 

in cases “[w]here the home has failed” and “in moral education and … remedial work in 

cases of latent delinquency”.585 It was also diagnostic and teachers were perceived, ideally, 

to belong to the network of experts within the school - as well as that external to it - who 

were engaged in the surveillance of potentially problematic young people.  

 

If located in a wider context of expertise, the remedial and diagnostic roles of teachers were 

not considered secondary to their educative function. In the view of the Commission 

 

every effort should be made by the school to and through its ordinary teaching staff 

to fit pupils happily into the work of the school and the school community, and only 

when the children cannot be fitted in satisfactorily should other special services be 

called in.586  

 

On these grounds claims were made in the Report for the provision of more staff and more 

training for staff. This can be situated within a broader context of arguments being made at 

the time for the professionalisation of teaching. Thus the discussion of delinquency in the 

Report was not just a reactive response to attacks on liberal education, but actively 

mobilised as a platform to argue for the professional status of teaching and its expansion. 

The role of the teacher as the facilitator of learning, and in the surveillance of children, was 

fundamental to the “invisible pedagogy” that underpinned the tenets of progressive 

education.587 I develop this point in more detail below. 

 

The expansive view of schooling that underpinned the conceptualisation above reflected 

liberal ideas that schools were more than just institutions for the transmission of the ‘three 

Rs’. They also performed a crucial function in the formation of moral individuals/citizens and 
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reform of those at the risk of being excluded from the society because of their ‘deviance’. 

Liberal ideas about education and the reform of deviant individuals were not simply altruistic, 

they were tied up with broader economic concerns and the belief that “the effort [of reforming 

the deviant] is not only worth while on humanitarian grounds but also worth while on the 

grounds of economy”.588 Unless they could be reformed, delinquents were potentially wasted 

human capital and an economic drain on the nation.  

 

In the context of the Currie Report the school was constructed as a key site wherein these 

problem children could be regulated, rehabilitated and brought ‘back into the fold’ to become 

useful citizens. Institutional and societal expectations about the role of schooling were 

underpinned by liberal assumptions about the interrelationship between its civic and 

economic functions, read by this time through the lens of the ‘psy’ discourses where 

individual development and national progress were bound together. The schooling of the 

nation’s children needed to “take into account the whole personality of the child so that he 

[sic] may ultimately take his place in the community as a good citizen to the best level that 

his natural endowment permits”.589  

 

Within the (impossibly broad) scope of liberal expectations of education, schooling was seen 

as central in the development of full human potential and through that the smooth operation 

of a capitalist economy and democratic nation. It was (and is) expected to contribute 

significantly to the production of psychologically sound, self governing, responsible, moral 

citizens able to participate in a democracy and comprise the ‘nation’, and workers in a 

hierarchically organised capitalist economy while ensuring, or at least promising, social 

mobility. In this idealistic liberal view where schooling was construed “as [a] politically neutral 

[force] for social change”, the tensions between the promise of social mobility and the 

economic necessity for class reproduction were rendered invisible.590 

 
Ultimately, the Currie Commission engaged with the issue of delinquency at a fairly 

superficial level and had little in the way of substantive recommendations to offer about how 

the ‘problem’ might be addressed. It did recommend raising the school leaving age, 

however, both as a means of more control over problem boys and in order to prolong 

attempts at their reform. Given the primary task of the Commission was to review the 

education system as a whole, the fact that it dealt with the issue of delinquency in quite ‘site’ 

specific, though fairly shallow, ways is understandable. It is also perhaps representative of 
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the dominance of a bureaucratic perspective implicitly informed by and concerned with 

‘expert knowledge’ of, rather than lay opinions about, education and social issues. As Scott 

(1996) has argued “[t]his was…a commission of ‘insiders”, and one of its legacies was the 

“important ratification of the increasing power of ‘selected experts’ to voice opinion”.591  

 
These ‘insiders’ constructed delinquency as a social issue but understood it in narrow, 

circumscribed terms as an individual pathology resulting from family (and societal) 

inadequacy, not necessarily as evidence of social inequality in structural or systemic terms. 

In the Report  

 

Issues of social inequality were translated into administrative adjustments within the 

structural boundaries of existing education provision. The poor were subsumed in 

categories such as ‘early leavers’, Maori non-attenders’, ‘delinquents’, the 

‘handicapped’, and ‘slow learners’. Poverty was never a considered category.592  
 

Thus the Currie Commission, established to review an education system instantiated with 

reforms of the first labour government ostensibly to address inequalities in New Zealand, 

maintained the myth of egalitarianism and the illusion of consensus. Bureaucratic dominance 

of educational debates served to keep largely invisible the very real tensions both contained 

in the education system and woven through, but obscured within, the Keynesian social 

settlement more broadly in New Zealand. These were informed by particular assumptions 

(and exclusions) inherent in liberalism, as well as specific features of the national context. 

The reform of education by the first Labour government and the education settlement that 

emerged was both fundamental to and a microcosm of the broader social compact. For 

those groups, largely excluded from access to secondary education until this moment, the 

promise of educational reform held out the possibility of social mobility and through that the 

means to ‘get ahead’ not only in material terms but, more subliminally, as a way to achieve 

‘respectability’ and with it belonging. It is to these reforms that I now turn. 

 
Section Five: Instantiating a meritocracy? The educational reforms of the first Labour 
government 

… class mobility is the system’s tacit recognition that inequality is normative.593 
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The reform of the national education system in New Zealand in the interwar period was an 

essential element of the first Labour government’s social democratic project that I outlined in 

the previous chapter. The central ethos of social democracy was equality of opportunity and 

embedded within that the notion of meritocracy. In New Zealand nowhere would both be 

held more sacrosanct than in education. The universalisation of access to secondary 

schooling and, with it, the claim of a meritocracy gave the idea a tangible form and in doing 

so embedded the egalitarian myth more deeply into the national consciousness. In liberal 

discourses about education at the time, and in more contemporary accounts, this moment of 

reform has been discursively constructed as part of a ‘radical social experiment’ primarily 

driven by a Labour’s concern with social justice.594 This section questions that reading. 

 

 The Labour government’s promise, perhaps its hope, was that the universalisation of 

access to secondary school would ensure social mobility for individuals, guarantee their 

inclusion as citizens of a democratic nation-state and address the needs of a modern 

economy. In the debates that led up to the reforms it was argued that social inequality was 

maintained, if not created, by a selective system of secondary education that reinforced the 

socio-economic advantages of the few and constrained the upward mobility of the many. Not 

only that, it excluded the majority of New Zealanders from the kind of education necessary to 

develop their potential as democratic citizens and whole human beings; in doing so selective 

education undermined the unity and progress of the nation. At a time when the development 

and interests of individuals and the nation were becoming perceived as inextricably 

enmeshed, the existing system of post-primary schooling, which was dominated by a “highly 

abstract and stubbornly elitist curriculum”, was perceived by liberals and Labour politicians to 

significantly undermine the wellbeing of both.595 

 

The transformation of the national education system began the liberalisation of the primary 

curriculum and the abolition of the Proficiency Examination in 1936 which provided, 

technically at least, automatic access to secondary schooling for all children.596 Between 

1941 and 1945 a raft of other reforms followed that included: raising the school leaving age 

from fourteen to fifteen years; the establishment of the Thomas Committee (1942) to review 

the post-primary curriculum; transferring the University Entrance examination from the fifth to 

the sixth form and introducing accreditation. In 1945 the introduction of School Certificate 
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595 Openshaw, R. (1995) op.cit: 25. 
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and a core curriculum, and the publication of the Education (Post-Primary) Regulations 

“gave effect to the recommendations of the Thomas Report”.597 These and other changes 

were essentially an attempt to dispense with the existing system of highly differentiated post-

primary education, with its socially selective function, in favour of comprehensive   

secondary schools where academic and vocational learning were combined.598  

 
Liberal commentary at the time characterised the reforms as the next phase of an attempt to 

liberalise education in order to meet the needs of a growing democracy that began with 

George Hogben (Inspector- General of Schools and Secretary for Education 1899, Director 

of Education, 1915) in the first decade of the twentieth century.599 Hogben’s efforts were met 

with either considerable resistance or outright indifference. Campbell accounts for these 

contrasting responses tentatively, on the one hand as the result, “of the working of [a] 

peculiar colonial conservatism” and, with more conviction, on the other as consequence of 

“the individualist traditions” the immigrant settlers brought with them. In his view it was the 

power of these traditions that “led, in New Zealand as elsewhere, to the acceptance by a 

large part of the community of almost any form of schooling provided it [opened] the door to 

vocational success”. 600  

 

Those who opposed the liberalisation of education during that earlier moment defended a 

selective secondary schooling system designed from its inception to reproduce (the natural 

order of) social stratification. For all of the colonial period and into the early twentieth century 

middle class boys were its main beneficiaries and it was through them the middle class 

reproduced itself. For the lower middle and working class majority who were excluded in 

significant numbers from access to post primary education, primary schooling was perceived 

of as “the transition point between institutionalised training and work”.601 This basic form of 

education offered little opportunity for real social mobility for the majority of the population 

during the 19th and early 20th centuries. For most ‘vocational success’ through education 

amounted mainly to limited movement within not out of their class designation. 

 

                                                 
597 Openshaw, R. (1995) op.cit: 49 
598 Ibid 
599 Campbell, A. (1941) op.cit. 105. Campbell, who held a key position in the New Zealand Council for 
Educational Research, was seconded by Clarence Beeby, Director of Education and principle 
architect of the reforms, to write this liberal account of New Zealand’s educational history.  
600 Ibid: 107. This view, of course, completely ignores resistance by Maori to implicit and explicit 
policies by both missionaries and the state to exclude them from any other kind of education but 
vocational. But then, Maori were still at the margins of ‘the community’ he referred to. 
601 Openshaw, R. (1995) op.cit: 30 



 149

In spite of this reality Campbell’s comments suggest an instrumental approach to education 

by the majority of Pakeha New Zealanders, concerned not with the content of the education 

their children received but its promise of ‘getting ahead’ whatever the limitations. This 

instrumentalism needs to be understood in terms of its relationship to the cultural 

significance that the notions of responsibility and respectability had amongst Pakeha settlers 

that I discussed in Chapter Two. Conceptions of responsibility and respectability were 

underpinned by a complex relationship between individualism, materialism and morality, 

which I argued was the inheritance of an earlier process of embourgeoisement continued 

and deepened by social formation during the settlement period. Framed in terms of self-

sufficiency (through employment) and self and family responsibility, respectability became a 

marker of belonging and differentiation. It became the signifier of individual and collective 

identity amongst the predominantly lower middle and working class settlers in place of social 

class. The notions of responsibility and respectability, entwined in colonial sensibility, thus 

became fundamental rules of recognition and realisation, and constitutive of shared 

meanings about work, self and society that enabled a sense of individual and collective 

identity.602   

 

Recognition rules enable individuals to identify the specificity of their context and how to 

‘read’ it.603 Recognition rules are created and regulated by the social and linguistic process of 

classification (naming and knowing) which pivots on the relation between categories.604 

Classification and its function in the regulation of recognition rules is saturated with power 

since “power lies in the capacity to classify and define the phenomena of the world…”.605 

Meta-categories, like race, class, and gender, as well as the mundane (and the 

pedagogical), are defined relationally in terms of the distinctions between them. And “what 

keeps categories distinct from each other also establishes their identity and points to a 

division of labour between them”, because meaning, invariably bound up with value, is 

attributed to those distinctions.606  For Bernstein 

 
The classificatory principle regulates recognition rules, recognition rules refer to 

power relations. Certain distributions of power give rise to different social distributions 
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of recognition rules and, without the recognition rule, contextually legitimate 

communication is not possible.607  

 
In other words recognition rules mediate what is sayable (and therefore what is also 

unspeakable) in a given context. They need not be differentially distributed however. Rules 

of recognition can be shared because they are contextual, as I argue was the case with the 

notions of responsibility and respectability.  What acts as the medium of differentiation is the 

rule of realisation which enables “contextually legitimate communication”; it “determines how 

we put meanings together and how we make them public”.608  

 

As the relationship between education and the economy strengthened, schooling became 

more and more bound up with both responsibility and respectability as a rules of recognition 

and realisation. Education became perceived of as a central mechanism for realising 

respectability but what schooling was for was understood in fundamentally different ways 

dependent on social class. This difference mediated educational outcomes, disadvantaging 

some groups. Rules of realisation require a match between local and official pedagogies.609 

That is, the production of meanings (about education) that are the outcome of the formative 

or socialising practices of the family must match those of the school in order for educational 

success. The education system was underpinned by particular middle class ways of knowing 

(and ideas about ‘being’) and it was a particular “middle class family milieu” that became 

constituted as the “pedagogical norm”.610 Some groups thus lacked the rules of realisation 

necessary for educational achievement and social mobility.  

 

As I noted earlier the promise of greater social mobility was implicit in the Labour reforms 

but, as I suggest below, this was only one strand of the interwoven rationalities behind them. 

Liberals emphasised the individual and civic value of progressive education, foregrounding 

its crucial importance in the construction of a social democracy populated by thinking 

citizens. These ideals were the lens through which the reforms and the response to them 

were read at the time. Campbell’s (1941) account of the educational reforms of the first 

Labour government, for example, reflects an uncritical, even idealistic, view of the 

imperatives behind the reforms that is to be expected given the moment within which it was 

written and its author’s liberal values. Locating them within emerging discourses of social 

democracy, he suggested they were driven by a growing concern with the training of future 
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citizens necessary for democratic nationhood by the state. And he argued their acceptance, 

in contrast to that earlier moment, reflected a more ‘mature’ social climate amenable to 

collective goals.611 This interpretation inscribed more deeply the myth of egalitarianism, and 

ideas about the pivotal role of education in its development. 

 

A similar reading remains something of orthodoxy, even amongst some more contemporary 

commentators. Gerald Grace’s (1990) recent overview reflects the institutionalisation of that 

belief. Or, at least, the tendency to mobilise it strategically as a point of contrast with earlier 

periods but especially in critiques of the educational reforms of the late eighties. He argues 

that the reforms of the first Labour government “originated in the principles of Welfare 

Labourism” and were “part of a commitment to the creation of a just and equitable 

society”.612 The social democratic principles behind these shifts are then compared with the 

neo-liberal ethos of the Fourth Labour government. Grace suggests a radical disjuncture 

between these two significant moments of education reform.613 Below, I suggest that this 

difference is overstated and that a continuity exists between them which pivoted on shared 

assumptions about production of liberal citizens through the “civilising function of the market” 

that mediated policies for and treatment of those considered problematic by state and civil 

society in both moments.614 These have their foundation broadly in classical liberalism and 

more specifically in the mutually constitutive processes of state and social formation during 

the settlement. 

 
Section Six: The post-war education settlement: liberal vision or socio-economic 
expediency?  
Roger Openshaw (1995) takes a less sanguine view of the post-war education settlement 

and the imperatives behind it, as do other educationalists.615 His critical account of the 

struggles over post-primary education in the inter-war and post-war periods emphasises the 

necessity for the state to manage the effects of demographic and economic change as the 

primary motivation behind education reform. The reforms were motivated, in his view, more 

by expediency than any deep commitment to social democratic principles and “the 

educational bureaucracy as a whole seems to have regarded [them] more as a response to 
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a demographic problem than as a considered moral or philosophical course of action”.616 

The reforms were implemented to address the dual problems of rising birth rates and a 

marked growth in the number of children attending secondary schools. Thus, they were 

perceived by the state as a means of both forward planning and addressing the immediate 

demands placed on the sector by a notable increase in students.  

 

Urbanisation, economic expansion and the consequent diversification of the labour market 

played a key role in the emergence of a closer relationship between post primary education 

and the economy. The emergence and expansion of a service sector was especially 

significant. “By 1936 some 27 per cent of the work-force were employed in the primary 

sector, compared with 17 per cent in the secondary sector, and 55 per cent in the tertiary 

sector (mainly a service sector)”.617 The greater possibility of social mobility through 

education was tied up, as I noted earlier, with the shift away from the transitional role of 

primary education for training and employment and the increasing importance of the 

relationship between post primary education and labour market participation.  

 

As the economy expanded and diversified so did the middle classes. While the middle class 

pastoral and property owning business pastoral elites remained static at about 10 per cent of 

the population, “the ‘new’ middle class grew from 9 per cent to 22.9 per cent ... with the 

principal beneficiaries being the professions (teachers, accountants) and white collar 

workers (especially clerical).618 The opening up of the service sector and the crucial role of 

post primary education as the pathway into it mediated an intensification of interest amongst 

a wider cross section of the population in greater access to secondary schooling. The more 

important education became to social mobility, the greater the engagement of the ‘general 

public’ in debates over it. 

 

 The level of apparent self-interest behind the desire for post-primary education frustrated 

those educationalists who argued for the liberalisation of education of the grounds of its 

crucial role in building a democratic nation. Openshaw (1995) suggests 

 

It was trends such as these that help explain the acute disappointment that educational 

commentators … felt as they came to realise that the public agitation for free post primary 

education, far from reflecting any real desire for a radically new type of schooling within 
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an emerging Antipodean democracy, simply amounted to a rather grubby attempt on the 

part of ambitious lower class families to ‘get on’ within the existing social structure. Such 

manoeuvres became increasingly urgent as the country became steadily more 

bureaucratised in the name of economic efficiency and class lines became less fluid.619  

 

Class lines solidified and class differentiation increased during this period, according to one 

commentator because “occupations became more sharply defined, jobs became vocations, 

specialisation became more important than versatility [and] became a central principle of 

social organisation”.620 Thus, occupation came to mediate an individual’s “income, status, life 

chances and lifestyles”.621 This shift was evidenced by the decline in rates of marriage 

between members of different occupational strata, that is, between white and blue collar 

workers. The rate of intermarriage across these class lines dropped “from one quarter of all 

marriages at the end of the nineteenth century, to less than one fifth by the 1940s”.622 As 

occupation became a more significant principle of social organisation and tied more closely 

to educational attainment, competition and contestation over education intensified. More 

than ever before, post-primary education was caught between “the demands of a 

hierarchical economy [for] a differentiated labour force” and increasing pressure from 

disadvantaged social groups, including Maori, for “greater access and equality”.623  

 

Concerns about access to post primary education were exacerbated by economic 

depression in the 1930s. The effects of this were experienced particularly on the lower and 

working classes. The privations they experienced and Coalition government policy at the 

time, which seemed designed to aggravate rather than ameliorate their hardship, generated 

increasing resentment. With the combination of large scale unemployment, wage cuts, and 

the retrenchment of the Civil Service and education their well-being and their children’s 

futures appeared tenuous. Outrage at their immediate economic struggle, and the 

obstruction of their access to mechanisms of social mobility in the future, influenced a shift to 

the left of the political spectrum. 

 

If this move disrupted an historical pattern of political conservatism amongst the majority of 

New Zealanders, it did not necessarily signify the triumph of social democracy in any 
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substantive sense since “[t]here was little coherence in their anger [and] no ideological 

unity”.624 The anger that generated this shift “was, for the most part, an inchoate 

radicalism”.625 I would suggest that if it was radical (as opposed to being driven by fear or 

pragmatism), that radicalism was underpinned by a sense of threat to the possibility of 

‘getting ahead’ and achieving respectability for individuals and their families. It was not 

necessarily driven by concern with collective wellbeing in any sense that could be 

understood as having a ‘socialist’ imperative. That is, it did not represent a moment of 

national political or philosophical enlightenment. 

  

The pragmatism of the public was mirrored by the pragmatism of its politicians. New 

Zealand’s ‘radical social experiment’ was made possible by the coincidence of particular 

discourses and conditions of the time. Economic change and economic depression enabled 

an environment more receptive to arguments for economic and social policies underpinned 

by Keynesian managerialism.  In the first instance, the shift away from the primacy of a rural 

economy reinforced political struggles between the conservative, rural elite and urban middle 

classes. As the importance of the rural economy lessened so did the political power of the 

conservative middle class. At the same time, economic hardship exacerbated by the existing 

government’s policies galvanised a usually conservative, if not politically apathetic, working 

class in support of Labour because it promised both immediate respite and future 

possibilities. 

 

In this context the population was more receptive to Labour’s arguments for monetary reform 

which called for a level of state intervention in the economy that contravened past liberal and 

conservative orthodoxies. Economic management by the state could be rationalised in terms 

of its central role in ameliorating unemployment. Keynesian economic and social policies 

were perceived as the best mechanisms for addressing the “paradox of poverty in a land of 

plenty”.626 This ‘paradox of poverty’ referred to the growing impoverishment of the 

respectable classes which, in the context of an economic depression, was beyond their 

control. The already impoverished (the undeserving poor) continued to remain largely 

invisible.  

 

Economic hardship and obstructions to ‘getting ahead’ were an affront to the sensibility of a 

society whose investment in the notion of the egalitarian nation was not only instrumental, it 
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was psychic. And the anger generated by these conditions at times created political and 

public concerns about the possibility of open class struggle. Thus the persuasive weight of 

the democratic discourses mobilised by Labour was intensified by economic depression. 

Labour’s political project and the philosophical arguments and advocacy enmeshed around 

democracy and citizenship. Education Minister Fraser’s statement of the government’s vision 

for education reflected these entwined ideals of democracy and citizenship. In it he 

pronounced that 

 

The government’s objective, broadly expressed, is that every person, whatever the level 

of his [sic] academic ability, whether he be rich or poor, whether he live in town or 

country, has a right as a citizen to a free education of a kind for which he is best fitted and 

to the fullest extent of his powers.627 

 

Nevertheless, the reform of the education did not occur without contention about a variety of 

issues. The major struggle over education that characterised the inter-war period, however, 

centred on arguments between proponents of selective education and those that sought its 

democratisation. For some, these debates were seen as a “a struggle between good and evil 

- on the one side a university dominated academic formalism with a predilection for selective 

examinations in the interests of the elite few … on the other, a more democratic liberalism 

concerned with the needs of the less academic majority”.628 As I suggest below, these 

debates were essentially between fractions of the middle class and were underpinned by 

issues more complex then Openshaw (1995) gives them credit for. Behind struggles about 

selection and democratisation were fundamentally different, even antithetical, ideas about 

the role of education in identity formation and cultural (and class) reproduction. 

 

As well, debates raged between advocates of differentiated education (by class and region) 

and those who argued for a more comprehensive model of schooling underpinned by a core 

curriculum.629 In addition there were arguments about credentialing and examinations, 

arguments about the professionalisation of teaching, and heated debates over the role of 

teachers within secondary schools which were increasingly being seen as sites for the 

production of citizens and workers. Arguments for the liberalisation of education from groups 

in the wider society, however pragmatic their imperative, and from educationalists could be 
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accommodated relatively easily within the broader discourses of social democracy 

promulgated by liberal educationalists and mobilised by the first Labour government. 

 
Section Seven: Making democracies: constructing citizens  
Deepening concerns with developing democracy internationally were partly mediated by 

perceived threats to the primacy of the capitalist system following the First World War. From 

the 1930s, discourses of democracy became both inextricably entwined with the ongoing 

expansion of industrial capitalism and, through their constitutive link to the development of 

social psychology, fundamental to the governance of liberal subjects.630 In the first instance 

the optimal operation and further development of industry required not just the development 

of a labour-force with a greater diversity of skills, but the mutual co-operation of capitalists 

and workers. Secondly, in order “to rule subjects democratically it [was] necessary to know 

them intimately”.631 Social psychology would play an important part in both ‘knowing’ and 

‘making’ liberal subjects, understood in terms of their location within groups, not as the 

atomistic individuals of classical liberalism. At the same time, ideas about the mutual 

interdependence of the individual and collective was echoed in the perception that unitary 

nations were located within an interdependent system of international democracies.632  

 

The governmental role of social psychologists was two dimensional. They produced 

“intellectual technologies”, the knowledge that informed theories of liberal subjectivity. And 

they were involved in the “human technologies” in that the knowledge they produced 

mediated, and changed, institutional and social practices.633 In this way quite particular 

representations of “self and social interaction” were transmitted and “transformed into 

practice[s]” which were constitutive of particular kinds of subjectivity.634  

 

Schools and families, understood as central social institutions engaged in the “practices of 

individualisation”, were increasingly seen as crucial to the production of liberal individuals 

upon whom democratic nation states depended. What were considered appropriate 

practices of individualisation, however, were not universal nor were they arbitrary. They were 

informed by new conceptualisations of human development emerging at the time which 

assumed age-based norms and which emphasised the crucial importance of a particular 
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kind of environment for healthy psychological development. In order to produce liberal 

democratic subjects, disparate practices of socialisation needed to be homogenised through 

the regulation of families and the liberalisation of education.  

 

Social psychological theories about the relation between self and group underpinned the 

conceptualisation of an integral link between democracy and industrial productivity. This 

pivoted on ideas about the centrality of work and productivity for “human contentment”, and 

the necessity of efficient production for the economic wellbeing of the nation.635 In this move, 

the needs and the good of the individual and the nation were discursively enmeshed. They 

became institutionalised in the social and economic policies that characterised Keynesian 

managerialism. This combination of discursive and structural institutionalisation, in the New 

Zealand context, acted not only to reinforce an already powerful ethic around work that had 

its basis in social formation, and before, but to bind that ethic more profoundly to 

respectability and self and collective identification.  

 

According to Rose, “[t]he psychological constitution of the individual and the group would 

enable a reconciliation of the doctrines of liberty and the requirements of regulation by 

means of a rational knowledge and a neutral expertise.636 The neutrality of expert knowledge 

was apparently “grounded in truth, not politics”, ostensibly removing the dual processes of 

‘knowing’ and ‘making’ liberal subjects from social power relations.637 I would suggest that 

neutrality was an illusion. Social and other psychologists were engaged, consciously or not, 

through their processes of classification and categorisation in ‘symbolic control’ and 

therefore in continued attempts to institutionalise bourgeois normativity.638 I develop this 

point below. 

 
The reconceptualisation of liberal subjects underpinned theories of progressive education 

which tied the holistic development of children to national and social reconstruction.639 These 

new ideas about education developed in two phases after the First and Second World Wars, 

and were an extension of the modernist project of enlightenment and emancipation. The 

emancipation of children through education was significant here and its justification was part 

of a broad critique of authoritarianism, fundamental to post-war reconstruction, which blamed 

social crisis on “systems of government and education as well as the exercise of paternal 
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authority at the time”.640 This psychologisation of the micro and the macro levels of human 

interaction was an early aspect of the integration of the social and the economic that 

underpinned Keynesianism, wherein the micro level of individual and family relations and 

practices became entwined with the macro concerns about societal wellbeing and national 

(and international) progress. In the new progressive education, emancipation was 

understood as the “freedom to develop naturally” which was perceived as absolutely crucial 

to enhancing children’s “natural potential for citizenship”.641 In this context, driven by 

concerns about the dangers to the state and the democratic nation of parental incapacity, 

the family - and parenting styles - came under much more intense surveillance. Of particular 

concern were ‘dominating mothers’ and ‘authoritarian fathers’, especially in terms of their 

impact on the psychological development of boys.642  

 

These conceptual shifts produced a new model of the ideal family, the ‘pedagogised family’, 

wherein mothers assumed an absolutely essential role not just in the socialisation and 

moralisation of the young but in their early education. Donzelot (1979) sees the liberalisation 

of the family over this period as central to the empowerment of women; Celia Jenkins (2000) 

is however more equivocal. She points to the “spurious freedom” offered to mothers with the 

professionalisation of the family and the ascendance of “emancipatory pedagogy” which 

positioned them as “the primary agents of the new cultural reproduction”.643 She argues, 

“[t]he mother’s power was emotional rather than material and the need for constant maternal 

availability for the child meant that mothers remained in a position of economic dependency 

within the family”.644 Where these writers converge though is in their emphasis on how these 

shifts naturalised a (new) middle class family upon which, Jenkins suggests, “future national 

stability rested …”645  

 

The liberalisation of the family was entwined with the liberalisation of education and the 

articulation of a child-centred pedagogy understood to be crucial to the development of 

personalised identities.646 This ‘invisible pedagogy’, which was primarily associated with 

early childhood and primary education, and characterised - often negatively - in the 1950s as 

the ‘play way’, differed markedly from traditional (conservative) hierarchical educational 

practices. In terms of the structuring of the teacher-child relation, and the learning, 
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experience the teacher’s control of the child was implicit. Her role was to arrange the context 

of the learning experience and facilitate the child’s self directed exploration of it. There was 

little emphasis on specific skill transmission and acquisition, and evaluation criteria was 

“multiple and diffuse”.647 The process of learning was understood to be sequential, that is 

age and developmental stage- based; tacit and invisible, and universal - that is, not mediated 

by socio-cultural difference.648  In this pedagogical model the boundary between play and 

work disappears, “play is work and work is play”; just as the distinction between family (that 

is mother-child interaction) and educational practice blurs.649 

 

I want to reiterate here firstly that these ideas developed with the emergence and increasing 

influence of different strata of the new middle classes - experts, professionals including 

teachers and bureaucrats (Beeby represents perhaps the materialisation in one body of all 

three). Contention over them was essentially a discursive struggle between antithetical 

cultures within the middle class over what constituted appropriate forms of educational and 

family practice for identity production, and social and cultural reproduction. Conservative and 

liberal identities were fundamentally different and their practices of identity formation 

diametrically opposed. Conservative middle class families, concerned with reproducing 

individualised identities, tended “to be positional … boundary procedures [were] strong, the 

differentiation of members and the authority structure … based upon clear-cut, unambiguous  

definitions of the status of [family members], assuming and producing “specific, 

unambiguous role identities and relatively inflexible role performance”,650 hence their 

emphasis on traditional, hierarchical  education which replicated these practices. 

 

Relations within liberal middle class families, concerned with producing “personalised 

identities”, were more democratic, roles more flexible and ambiguous, and individuals 

understood to be varied and unique.651 The fundamental contradiction for the new middle 

classes was the potential mismatch between the production of “subjective personal identity 

and an objective privatised identity; [that is] between the release of the person and the 

hierarchy of class”.652 Thus while the ‘play way’ was the preferred socialisation practice of 

the liberal middle classes at home and in early education, it was important for the 

reproduction of their privileged class position that secondary schooling was “more traditional 
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and hierarchically ordered”.653 The point I want make here though is that these struggles 

between and within fractions of the middle class over schooling were essentially conflict over 

symbolic control, that is, over meaning making and the production of particular (class-based) 

pedagogic identities.  

 

Secondly, the recontextualisation by the state of emergent and entwined concepts of 

personalised selves, pedagogical families and “familialised schooling”,654 and democratic 

nationhood underpinned particular ideas about citizenship that became embedded in welfare 

states. That conception of citizenship was a meliorist one. It was meant to modify “the 

negative impact of the capitalist market by the redistribution of resources on the basis of 

rights” but contained within it the “permanent tension between the principles of equality that 

underpin democracy and the de facto inequalities of wealth and income that characterize the 

capitalist market place”.655 Citizenship was perceived as a means of averting the class 

struggle that these inequalities threatened to engender by creating a status position based 

upon rights; “a status position that mitigates the negative effects of economic class within 

capitalist society”.656 Ideas about citizenship presumed social and individual differentiation, 

however, and progressive education was implicated in moralising the division of labour, 

“emphasising interdependence [and] productive differentiation rather than stultifying 

stratification”.657 

 

Education (as a basic social right) was key here because it was supposed to replace the 

reproduction of class privilege through ascription with social mobility based upon the 

achievement of educational credentials. The principle of equality of opportunity was pivotal. 

Replacing the selective system with one to which all were granted access would ensure that 

social mobility, predicated on educational achievement, would be the result of the combined 

attributes of ability and effort rather than (middle) class designation. The notion of 

meritocracy, then, was fundamental to the discourses of democracy and citizenship that 

gained ascendancy in the inter-war and post-war years. Ideas about citizenship presumed 

social and individual differentiation, however, and progressive education was implicated in 

moralising the division of labour, “emphasising interdependence [and] productive 

differentiation rather than stultifying stratification”.658 
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This conceptualisation of citizenship, formulated by T.H Marshall, was never intended to 

provide a substantial form of social equality that dispensed with class relations. Instead the 

aim was to “impose modifications on class”.659 His central concern was with the equalization 

of status between individuals not social classes. For Marshall, “[e]qualization is not so much 

between classes as between individuals within a population which is treated for this purpose 

as if it were one class. Equality of status is more important than equality of income”.660 The 

equalization of status was crucial, in his view, because income would be lifted by the 

provision of services based on the entitlement that accompanied citizenship. And the 

exploitative nature of the capitalist system would be modified because the right to social 

security would limit the power of employers.661 Essentially the instantiation of this model of 

citizenship signified the next phase of modernity, extending the civil and political rights of 

individuals that had their basis in liberal ideas about democracy in the 19th century. Because 

these rights did not address economic inequalities in any substantive way Marshall’s was, in 

effect, an “empty equality”.662  

 

Not only did citizenship status not ensure substantive equality, it acted as a regulatory and 

constitutive category reinforcing differentiation within the population. The principle of 

redistribution that underpinned social security and the rights of citizenship required the 

regulation of access to services so “recipients are subjected to an administrative and 

normative scrutiny that precisely differentiates their treatment from the treatment of other 

members of the population”.663 I would argue citizenship status in New Zealand, in the 

interwar and post-war period, reinforced certain aspects of identities already partially formed 

during processes of social formation such as the ones I discussed in Chapter Two. The 

discourses and policies relating to citizenship that prevailed, and the exclusions contained 

within them, resonated with that earlier moment.   

 

In New Zealand despite the institutionalisation of ideas about citizenship and social security 

to the degree that they became thoroughly embedded in the myth of the egalitarian society, 

the differentiation between the ‘self sufficient’ population and those reliant on social security 

bore traces of earlier distinctions between the ‘‘deserving’ and the ‘undeserving’ poor. This 
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distinction, in turn, was entwined with the categories of ‘rough’ and ‘respectable’ that were a 

legacy of the colonial moment and before. The differentiation of the population in this way 

continued to operate, however subliminally, all the more because citizenship rights were 

predicated on employment. Work and respectability were already tied together; citizenship 

status based upon employment embedded this relation and its function as a rule of 

recognition even more deeply because it was institutionalised in social and economic policy. 

 

Concluding remarks  
As I have suggested above this period of social and educational reform has been read as 

primarily driven by the first Labour government’s commitment to social justice. It was this 

commitment in Grace’s (1990) view that underpinned Fraser’s statement and encapsulated 

the central principles behind it. These were: equal educational opportunity; education as a 

right of citizenship; free and comprehensive provision of education and, implicitly, more 

intensive state intervention into education in order to ensure these would be acted upon.664  

Greater state intervention, in a national context where its role had always been a strongly 

debated, could be justified because 

 

Welfare Labourism entailed a view of education as a public good which ought to be 

provided by the State at all levels…Within this political perspective, a democratic 

centralized State agency was seen to be the most efficient and effective means for 

expanding the education system, improving the quality of its services and opening access 

to it from all sectors of the community.665 

 
While Grace acknowledged these reforms were not enacted without resistance, in his 

account the education settlement was conceptualised as a triumph; “a decisive ideological 

victory over interest groups with very different education agendas.666 And although he 

recognises that the settlement was neither unproblematic nor a “smoothly linear” process”, 

he argues “that the policy as principle remained as the deep regulative structure which 

significantly shaped the education system in New Zealand until the 80s”.667 Essentially, then, 

he idealises the settlement as an innovative attempt to socially embed notions of social 

justice and equality through ‘radical’ social reform.  
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Ultimately, however, “the original settlement was conservative and limited” and, because of 

its antecedents, almost bound to fail.668 Whatever the multiple motivations the reforms 

behind the reforms and resistance to them: 

 

After 1945, post-primary education retained much of its elitist pre-war pattern retained 

much of its elitist pre-war pattern. Many female, Maori and working class students were 

effectively marginalized. At the same time, the post-primary schools were obliged to face 

the charges of numerous critics to the effect that they had abandoned academic 

standards in favour of mediocrity. Moreover the longstanding tensions between general 

education and vocational education; between schooling and the economy, were to remain 

unresolved to haunt a later generation.669  

 

 Increasingly broad-based and volatile contestation over schooling would play an important 

role in the radical educational reforms implemented by the fourth Labour government in 1987 

and substantially extended by the National government in 1991. These were part of a 

fundamental shift away from Keynesian social and economic management and the 

restructuring of state and society in New Zealand. In the next chapter I analyse these 

reforms.  
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Chapter Seven 
 

Neoliberalising education: recuperating ‘responsibility’ 
 

For any way of thought to become dominant, a conceptual apparatus has to be 

advanced that appeals to our intuitions and instincts, to our values and desires, as 

well as the possibilities inherent in the social world we inhabit.670  
 
Introduction  
 

Despite nostalgic claims otherwise Keynesian social settlements were deeply flawed. The 

delivery of social welfare was premised on long term, full, male employment and the 

protection of the discrete national economies that became difficult to sustain in the face of 

economic recession and change. Predicated on the amelioration of class inequalities and 

based upon male egalitarianism in New Zealand it left intact gender and racial inequalities, 

as well as an urban/rural divide, which “remained fundamental cleavages in [the] society”.671 

The end of the post-war boom and the expansion of the international economy, together with 

the emerging influence of new social movements, increasingly challenged both the efficacy 

of and the ideology behind Keynesian welfarism. These shifts strengthened the position of 

neoliberal political and economic arguments for the radical restructuring of national 

economies and the dismantling of welfare states.  

 

With the contraction of national labour markets, growing unemployment and the pressure of 

international economic competition education took on heightened significance; as it always 

had when unemployment, particularly among the young, was high. The post-war education 

settlement here came under renewed attack from disparate positions. Conservatives 

criticized the education system reviving claims about ‘falling standards’, demanding a return 

to the “three Rs” (reading, writing and arithmetic) and a more vocational emphasis in 

education in the face of economic change. While left critics, liberal feminists and Maori 

academics pointed to growing evidence that equal access to education did not guarantee 

equal outcomes. Compared to white, middle class boys, working class and rural children, 

girls and Maori children were educationally disadvantaged and, as a result, excluded from 

full economic and social participation.672 
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Critiques of the education system’s failure to ensure equity were mobilized by Labour to 

rationalise its reform in 1987, though the flaws in education were conceptualized as 

administrative rather than systemic.673 Fundamental changes were made to the governance 

of education. The extension of this program of reform by the subsequent National 

government in the early nineties tried to ‘marketise’ education and embed entrepreneurialism 

through the constitutive and regulatory mechanisms of choice and audit. These 

governmental techniques attempted to ‘responsibilise’  “teachers, management [including 

principals] and families”, and constitute new entrepreneurial subjectivities across a range of 

sites”.674  

 

The neoliberal emphasis on ‘responsibilisation’ resonated powerfully in New Zealand with 

culturally produced rules of recognition and realisation which, from the colonial moment, 

have pivoted on notions of responsibility and respectability. As I have shown in the thesis 

responsibility, as a rule of recognition, has been bound up with family and work since 

settlement and with education since the 1930s. How the relation between these has been 

understood has differed by social class and its intersection with ethnicity and gender, just as 

the nature of that relation has shifted over time. Respectability as a rule of realization, 

however, has always been configured around a middle class moral ethos ‘standing in’ for 

class in a nation seduced by its own myth of egalitarianism. Over time, these rules of 

recognition and realization have become deeply embedded in dominant conceptions of 

Pakeha national identity. 

 
In this chapter I argue that the neoliberalisation of the economy and state intensified the 

cultural value accorded to responsibility as a shared rule of recognition. It did so by 

constituting the education/work/consumption relation as crucial to the social and economic 

well-being of the nation and its population, in the context of a competitive global economy. At 

the same time, the management of that relation became (again) exclusively the responsibility 

of individuals and their families. These shifts, which cohered in a new conceptualization of 

citizenship predicated solely on participation in the labour market, narrowed the definition of 

responsibility reinforcing the class-based nature of respectability as a rule of realization. The 

constitutive role of ‘responsibilisation’ pivots on the production of “the ‘entrepreneur’ as a 
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category of person” which assumes “ontological priority” under neoliberalism.675 Thus, 

responsibility becomes narrowly defined in terms of practices that are ‘entrepreneurial’. 

 
In what follows, I overview the educational reforms of the 80s and 90s. I argue that the 

ascendance of neoliberalism and managerialism, recontextualised by the state in education, 

significantly changed what counted as responsibility. In terms of education it was signified by 

competition between schools and individuals, and the exercise of parental choice. With the 

devolution of educational governance educational ‘failure’ became the responsibility of 

families (who failed to make the ‘right’ choices), schools and communities. These shifts 

impacted differently on different social groups. In a context where economic restructuring 

exacerbated the socio-economic disadvantage of Maori and Pacific Island peoples, 

constraining their ‘choices’,  the rules of realisation for educational success (and 

respectability) were pushed further out of reach.676 While educational reform increased the 

historical advantage of middle class children, the intensification of “positional competition” 

within the middle classes and the “democratization of insecurity” heightened middle class 

anxiety about their children’s education.677 For them responsibility became confined to 

identifying and accessing the ‘best’ schooling they could for their children, regardless of the 

broader social implications of their actions. 

 

Section One: Contextualising reform  
Global changes 
The fourth Labour government, like the first, came to power in 1984 on the promise of 

fundamental economic reform and this was to be predicated on market modes of resource 

regulation and ‘rolling back’ the state.678 Policies were introduced to deregulate the economy, 

‘downsize’ government, restructure and ‘managerialise’ the public sector, and privatize state 

owned enterprises.679 As a number of commentators have noted, these polices were 

implemented with little consultation outside of government and remarkable speed.680  What 
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occurred was a reform process characterized by the “blitzkrieg” approach, with the 

government taking unilateral decisions in the development and implementation of its 

policies.681 State and economic restructuring was followed in the late 80s by the reform of 

education which would contribute to fundamental shifts in its governance, in educational 

practices, and institutional and social understandings of its role in the society. Restructuring 

was embedded and extended by the conservative National government from 1990 in an 

attempt to neoliberalise state, economy and society. Continuous educational reform was 

pivotal in this process.  

 

The fourth Labour government initiated the radical restructuring of the state and the 

economy in a context when support for Keynesian welfarism had declined internationally in 

the face of economic and social flux. The exhaustion of Fordism internationally, global 

economic recession and the rapid expansion of a global economy undermined national 

economies. It destablised the class compromise welfare states were predicated upon, 

seriously challenging the efficacy of Keynesian models of economic management. Economic 

change combined with social shifts to militate against the continued dominance of the male 

breadwinner paradigm which had been the foundation of Keynesian social and economic 

governance. The decline in mass production, technical innovation and emergence of service 

economies signaled the end of long term full time employment, contributing to changing 

patterns in the gendered division of labour. Simultaneously an emerging politics of identity 

and difference, which had its basis in the new social movements of the 60s, mobilised 

critiques of the gendered, racialised and other exclusions that underpinned Keynesian 

welfarism and undercut the class-based redistributive politics that had characterized welfare 

states.  

 

These new social movements, partially enabled by the institutionalisation of liberal 

democracy, criticized liberalism’s assumption of the homogeneity of the sovereign individual 

upon whom the formal rights of citizenship were bestowed.682 They emphasised the 

gendered, classed, racial, sexual and physical specificity of liberalism’s universal subject, 

arguing that the assumption of his primacy underpinned the exclusions and social injustices 
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inherent in it. And they mobilized discourses of disadvantage to make claims for collective 

rights and recognition on the basis of gender, ethnicity and other social identities. Critics of 

liberalism pointed to the persistence of social inequality as evidence of the flawed nature of 

the liberal concept of equality of opportunity fundamental to Keynesian welfarism, particularly 

in education. Equality of opportunity was replaced, in a discursive shift, with the concept of 

equity. This was underpinned by the idea of group disadvantage in societies, and called for 

the utilization of strategies such as positive discrimination and affirmative action in order to 

‘level the playing field’ and address issues of social justice.  

 

As well as significantly challenging liberal notions of equality, the theories and politics of 

identity and difference largely superseded Marxist theoretical accounts of the structurally 

embedded, class-based nature of social inequalities in capitalist societies. Their ascendance 

played a central role in the “breakup of class politics and the proliferation of other sites of 

political identification”, contributing to “the demise of a critique of capitalism and of bourgeois 

cultural and economic values.683 I suggest below that the ascendance of identity politics, 

together with an historical refusal of class as an individual or collective identification in any 

substantive sense, significantly influenced public and educational discourses about boys’ 

underachievement. I argue in Chapter Eight that both of these factors have underpinned the 

(continued) emphasis by the contemporary state on ethnic disparities in education. 

 

Keynesianism also came under sustained ideological attack from other quarters. In 

discourses which drew upon neoliberal and institutional economics and public choice and 

new public management theories, the Keynesian welfare state was criticized for its 

costliness, interventionism, inefficiency and ineffectiveness, and for the passive, dependent 

subjectivities it produced institutionally and socially. Increasingly influential in the context of 

proliferating multi- and transnational business and the internationalization of labour and 

capital, these arguments coalesced into a powerful “transnational consensus about the 

appropriate relationship between states and markets”.684 The Washington consensus was 

underpinned by claims that the only antidote to the economic and social ills created by 

Keynesian was economic and state restructuring in line with the central tenets of 

neoliberalism; competition, deregulation and privatization. Economies were to be liberalized 
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and deregulated, state owned enterprises and state provision of social services privatized, 

and the interventionist state ‘rolled back’ in some areas and ‘rolled forward’ in others.685  

 

Economic restructuring initiated a “complex process of de-skilling, reskilling and upskilling”, 

the impacts of which were differentiated along (intersecting) axes of gender, ethnicity and 

class.686 In New Zealand, for example, the decline of manufacturing and the privatization of 

state owned enterprises exacerbated already high rates of unemployment amongst low and 

unskilled labour - predominantly Maori and Pacific Island workers of both genders - 

intensifying the racialisation of poverty.687 Internationally, de-industrialisation and the 

emergence of service economies significantly altered patterns of male working class labour 

participation. As well as increasing unemployment amongst working class men, their labour-

market participation becoming increasing casualised and flexibilised.  

 

The flexibilisation of work also mediated changes in middle class employment, though this 

materialised differently amongst different fractions.688 These shifts occurred alongside a 

changing relationship between education and occupation, partially influenced by an 

increasing demand for technical innovation, and changing organizational and management 

models. Both impacted upon middle class employment patterns and educational practices.689 

The ascendance of managerialism underpinned changing workplace cultures and 

recruitment practices mediating, on the one hand, the expansion of management roles 

utilizing different models of management and organization and, on the other, the 

destabilisation of bureaucratic career structures, lower rates of long term job security and 

greater downward mobility. The combination of economic restructuring, recession and 

unemployment that characterized the 80s contributed to a “dislocation between education, 

credentials and labour market opportunities”, intensifying middle class anxiety about social 

reproduction.690  

 

At the same time, as a result of the expansion of “[m]ass education and the decline of blue 

collar work”, expectations of social mobility increased producing an “influx of [new] 
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contestants due to changes in class structure and gender relations” and intensifying 

positional competition.691 Women in particular became perceived as “serious contenders for 

professional and managerial employment”.692 Due in large part to the influence of liberal 

educational feminism which significantly contributed to rising achievement amongst middle 

class girls, “[t]he academic performance of women, especially from middle class 

backgrounds, has intensified competition for elite credentials”.693 Whether women (as a 

group) represent real competition to the economic (and social) primacy of men is, however, 

arguable. What signifies elite employment has changed and these new occupations remain 

dominated by men.694 Nevertheless, these shifts have mediated the intensification of 

“internecine struggles within the professional classes”.695 

 

The feminization of the labour market and decline of the male breadwinner paradigm (and 

purportedly of the nuclear family), together with the apparent demise of class has been 

perceived as evidence not only of radical economic change but significant social 

transformation, signaling an epochal shift in the West.  It has been argued that in the context 

of “reflexive modernity” individualisation has intensified, undermining traditional gender and 

class relations and identities.696 Theoretical claims of significant class and gender change 

have contributed to arguments that a ‘crisis of masculinity’ has emerged, particularly for 

working class men. While there are grounds for such critical assertions, gender shifts in 

particular have been constituted in popular and media discourses as representative of a 

more ‘global’ masculinity crisis. 697 

 

In such discourses (and, for that matter, in theories of reflexive modernization) significant 

changes for some women have been generalized as the achievement of something close to 

gender equality in economic terms, as well as evidence of women’s increasing social power 

and thus a profound transformation of gender relations. The gains that have been made for 
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women are not only overestimated, in populist and media discourses they have been 

characterised as the result of Western feminist hegemony and at the expense of men. 

Commentators critical of feminism, moreover, have argued that social, economic, and 

educational feminization has mediated the emergence of an international pattern of ‘boys’ 

educational underachievement’.698 In Chapter Eight I argue that claims about feminization 

underpin the dominant discursive construction of boys as ‘victims’ in educational and media 

discourses in New Zealand.  

  

The shifts I have briefly described above had, of course, profound implications for economic 

structures and social relations within individual nation-states. These global pressures and 

responses to them, however, were mediated by national specificities. And if the introduction 

of neoliberal market mechanisms was the panacea of choice to address economic crisis and 

change cross-nationally, neoliberalism was not imposed upon states nor was its application 

uniform. Not only were states actively involved in restructuring processes, the rationale 

behind reform and the shape it took was both nationally specific and fluid, changing over 

time. 

Local crises 

In New Zealand, the fourth Labour government’s introduction of market mechanisms in the 

80s was a political strategy aimed at the addressing both the nation’s economic decline and 

social equity issues by increasing administrative and economic efficiency (Larner,1996, 

1998, 2005). New Zealand’s economic crisis resulted from a combination of international 

shifts including the end of the ‘long boom’, the 70s oil shocks and global recession, and the 

particularities of the nation’s economy. Our national economy was especially vulnerable 

because of traditional links to Britain, its decline exacerbated by the British joining the EEC, 

and among other things because of its dependence upon “a narrow range of commodities in 

the primary sector for export income” and an inefficient and expensive system of trade 

protectionism in place since the post-war period.699  

 

Economic downturn had negative social consequences, impacting particularly severely on 

Maori (and Pacific Island) workers who were overrepresented in the manufacturing sector 

and low skill occupations. Evidence of their relative economic and social disadvantage, as 
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well as concerns for social cohesion in the face of it, made increasingly vocal political claims 

by Maori difficult for the state to ignore. The emergence of a Maori identity politics during the 

70s and 80s was accompanied by, and intersected with, the development of feminisms in 

New Zealand. Feminist lobbying, in the context of a Labour government with a traditional 

political commitment to social democracy, played its part in the shifts of the 80s. And both 

Maori and feminists utilized the concept of equity in their political claims. 

 

Social equity and claims for reparative justice were mobilized in Maori arguments for legal 

recognition of the Treaty of Waitangi and for biculturalism.700 The notion of gender equity 

was central in feminist arguments about the socio-economic disparities experienced by 

women, increasingly perceived to be related to the educational disadvantage of girls. Equity 

became a key word in state discourses and policy, including education, in the 80s and was 

used by the fourth Labour government to rationalise state, economic and educational 

change. In New Zealand, “the claims of social movements [were] part of the discursive 

construction and reconstruction associated with welfare state restructuring”.701 As I suggest 

below Maori identity politics would be especially influential attaining primacy over gender 

issues, particularly in education, with the institutionalization of biculturalism.  

 

Section Two: Maori identity politics: institutionalizing ‘biculturalism’ 
While the influence of identity politics crossed national boundaries it assumed nationally 

specific forms, the product as much of history as the moment they materialised within. In 

New Zealand, the emergence of a ‘Maori renaissance’702 in the 70s began a process of 

ethnic politicization of Maori which would contribute to the subsequent institutionalisation of 

biculturalism in the late 80s. Though Maori political activism had a history that began with 

colonization their dissent during the 70s became more vocal and public, coalescing around 

entwined issues of language and culture loss and the continued ‘legal’ alienation of Maori 
                                                 
700 Sharp, A. (1990) Justice and the Maori: The Philosophy and Practice of Maori Claims in New 
Zealand since the 1970s. Auckland: Oxford University Press. 
701 Larner, W. (2000) ‘Neo-liberalism: Policy, Ideology, Governmentality’. Studies in Political Economy 
63: 18. 
702 Sharp, A. (1990) op.cit. This term was coined by Maori activists and academics at the time and 
signified the emergence of more militant “confrontationist politics” (p. 7). For detailed analyses of this 
moment and its implications for the institutionalization of biculturalism see Sharp, A. (1990) op.cit;  
Sharp, A. (1995) ‘Why Be Bicultural?’. In M. Wilson and A. Yeatman (eds) Justice and Identity: 
Antipodean Practices. Wellington: Bridget Williams Books; Larner, W. and Spoonley, P. (1995) ‘Post 
Colonial Politics in Aotearoa/ New Zealand’. Iin D. Stasiulis and N. Yural-Davis (eds) Unsettling 
Settler Societies: Articulations of Gender, Race, Ethnicity and Class. London: Sage; Fleras, A. and 
Spoonley, P. (1999) Recalling Aotearoa: Indigenous Politics and Ethnic Relations in New Zealand. 
Melbourne; Oxford: Oxofrd University Press. 
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land. The political power of claims made by Maori at the time, as I noted above, was 

reinforced by the persistence of sharp socio-economic and educational disparities between 

themselves and Pakeha. The social inequalities experienced by Maori had become 

increasingly apparent by the late 50s and were deepened by recession in late 70s and 

economic restructuring in the mid 80s.  

 

Maori political critique pivoted on claims of institutional racism. They criticized the (historical) 

tendency of the state bureaucracy, particularly the Department of Maori Affairs, to 

conceptualise Maori as a problem population.  Such conceptualizations implied “[t]hey either 

‘had problems’ or ‘created problems’ because of cultural differences and a reluctance to play 

by Pakeha rules”.703 Maori criticised the assimilationist and integrationist policymaking of the 

past, and the desire for political and social homogeneity that underpinned it, arguing for 

policy that reflected the bicultural nature of the society and their right to sovereignty in 

matters of their social and economic governance. Under pressure for biculturalism from 

Maori, and in the face of deeply entrenched socio-economic disparity, the National 

government made significant changes to Maori Affairs policy which materialized in the form 

of Tu Tangata (‘Stand Tall’) policies in 1977. The intention here was to mobilize Maori 

communities and this represented a new commitment by the state “to Maori structures and 

culture as solutions rather than problems”.704 It was also perceived as a means of 

empowering them through “the creation of community driven, culturally sensitive 

programs”.705 It was the failure of these policies, as much as anything else, that influenced 

the development of a politics of biculturalism. 

 

By the 80s Maori activism consolidated into a politics of tino rangatiratanga which 

foregrounded arguments that the Treaty of Waitangi gave them rights not only to social 

equality with Pakeha but to sovereignty, understood in terms of self determination. Maori 

critiques of policy emphasized “the constitutional status of Maori under the Treaty of 

Waitangi and the failure of the state to represent Maori interests”.706 And they pointed out the 

inability of supposedly empowering policy to mediate negative statistics. In the face of these 

critiques the Treaty of Waitangi was amended, effectively extending institutional 

biculturalism. The Treaty was also mobilized by Maori to argue for reforms to education in 

the face of strong evidence that pointed to marked educational disparities, at all levels, 
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between Pakeha and Maori.707 Maori argued that the Treaty guaranteed their right to 

equivalent educational outcomes and an education system that both acknowledged their 

difference and was culturally appropriate.  

 

Maori arguments for institutional change and a bicultural society were supported by 

particular fractions of the Pakeha middle class, their engagement with biculturalism partially 

rooted in the challenge Maori political ethnicisation presented to Pakeha. While it generated 

defensive responses from many Pakeha,708 Maori identity politics also catalysed questions 

about an ethnicity - based Pakeha identity in a postcolonial context. And “the contemporary 

understanding of what it means to be Pakeha [was] formed in the debates surrounding post-

colonialism in Aotearoa“.709 These debates contributed to the emergence of a “bifurcatory 

politics of Maori and Pakeha”.710 This did not, however, result in the emergence of any 

unified Pakeha political identity.711 It tended to be liberal intellectuals, including feminists, 

“with a commitment to traditional egalitarian ideals” who most often engaged positively with 

postcoloniality and issues of Maori rights and political identity.712 Despite their relative 

minority, these intellectuals had a crucial role in the institutionalisation of biculturalism, and 

have significantly “reshaped aspects of the political agenda since the late 80s…”.713  

 

Maori political ethnicisation also had an important influence on the development of 

feminisms in New Zealand. Women’s liberation movements, from early on, were challenged 

by potent critique from Maori women who pointed both to the universalist assumptions that 

underpinned them and their inherent racism.714 By the mid 1980s the amendment of the 

Treaty of Waitangi and the foregrounding of issues of tino rangatiratanga and biculturalism 

mediated the practices and politics of some feminists here. In particular, “the Treaty … came 

                                                 
707 See Sharp, A. (1990) op.cit: 184 for a snapshot of Maori educational underachievement compared 
to Pakeha.  
708 This was the case particularly among the conservative middle class and an equally conservative 
Pakeha working class. 
709 Larner W. and Spoonley, P. (1995) op.cit: 97 
710 Ibid: 98 
711 The Springbok tour protest in 1981 was perhaps the first public expression of Pakeha postcolonial 
politics, as well as opposition to it. 
712 Ibid: 107 
713 Ibid: 108 
714 Smith, L. (1992) ‘Maori Women: Discourses, Projects and Mana Wahine’. In S. Middleton and A. 
Jones (eds) Women and Education in Aotearoa 2. Wellington: Bridget Williams Books: 33-51; Larner, 
W. and Spoonley, P. (1995) op.cit. 
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to be seen as the basis for possible alliances between Maori and Pakeha feminists” and 

helped shape both institutional and grass roots feminist organizations.715  

 

Before I briefly discuss New Zealand feminism and its institutional impact I wish make note 

here of important critical arguments about the emergence of bicultural politics. Steven 

Webster points to the coincidence of neoliberalisation and the institutionalisation of 

biculturalism as the context which shaped “a small but increasing Maori elite”, at the same 

time as it created “the rising unemployment, impoverishment, lumpenproletarianisation, and 

criminalisation of other Maori”.716 He questions whether the development of an academic 

and managerialist Maori elite during the 80s might not have been “as much an integral part 

of national capitalist restructuring as it was a “renaissance of Maori culture”.717 Similar 

concerns underpin Rata’s (1999) claims about the contribution of neoliberalism and bicultural 

politics to an emerging “neotribal capitalism” which contributed to the intensification of 

disparities among Maori. I will revisit this discussion in my concluding chapter. 

 
Section Three: The liberal femocracy and educational feminism 
While multiple feminisms emerged out of the early women’s movement in New Zealand, as 

they did internationally, liberal feminism tended to exert the greatest institutional influence. 

Liberal feminists were largely concerned with equal political and economic inclusion for 

women (understood as a unitary group whose interests were identical) on the dual grounds 

of “equal citizenship and fair competition in a meritocratic system.718 They assumed that 

women’s inclusion in the public sphere would create social and economic parity with men. 

Their claims, because they did not question capitalist socio-economic structures, could be 

accommodated relatively easily by the state and influenced legislative change in New 

Zealand in the early 70s.719  

 

Education, given its fundamental role in social equality on a liberal view, was a key site for 

feminist initiatives. Indeed, the emergence of liberal feminism in New Zealand was partially 

generated by “the contradiction experienced by educated women between the liberal idea of 

                                                 
715 Larner, W. and Spoonley, P. (1995) op.cit: 54 
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Oxford University Press: 227. 
719This was instantiated in policy with the passage of the Equal Pay Act in 1972 and the Human 
Rights Commission Act which prohibited discrimination against women in 1975.   
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equality (as sameness) and domestic femininity (as difference)”.720 Liberal feminists claimed 

that the education system, because of its inherent sexism, reproduced gender inequalities 

and undermined the potential of girls as individuals to contribute to social progress. They 

argued for “equal access to various curriculum subjects and non-traditional occupations, 

equal representation in senior positions in educational hierarchies, and increased visibility of 

women in curriculum content”.721  

 

In New Zealand state response to gender issues has tended to be uneven, with different 

governments responding differently to feminist lobbying.722 Traditionally Labour 

governments, with their emphasis on moderate liberal democratic goals, have been more 

open to feminist arguments and the greatest advances for women occurred under their 

aegis.723 During periods when a conservative National government has been in power these 

gains have often been retrenched. This pattern was reflected in education policy in the late 

80s with the inclusion by Labour of a mandatory gender equity clause in the school charters, 

though this was contained within broader equity concerns, and responsibility for its oversight 

was devolved away from the state.724 When National came to be power in 1990 the clause 

was made voluntary, and equity issues were left entirely to the discretion of schools and their 

Boards of Trustees.  

 

While the 70s and 80s saw greater state support for gender issues the lack of any 

substantive gender policy in New Zealand education, comparative to that of other nations, 

stands out. In Australia, for example, under pressure from feminists the government at the 

                                                 
720 Middleton, S., Codd, J., and Jones, A. (eds) (1990) New Zealand Education Policy Today: Critical 
Perspectives. Wellington: Allen and Unwin: 93. 
721 Middleton, S. (1988) ‘Towards a Sociology of Women's Education’.  In S. Middleton (ed) 
Women and Education in Aotearoa. Wellington: Port Nicholson Press: 1. 
722 Watson, H. (1988) ‘The Impact of the Women's Movement on Policies and Practices in Schools’. In 
S. Middleton (ed) Women and Education in Aotearoa. Wellington: Port Nicholson Press. 
723 For a discussion of early Labour feminism see; Dann, C. (1985) Up From Under: Women and 
Liberation in New Zealand, 1970-1985. Wellington: Allen and Unwin; Port Nicholson Press. Further 
gains were made for women under the fourth Labour government across a range of issues including 
parental leave and childcare funding, employment and pay equity, and rape legislation. The Ministry 
of Women’s Affair was also established under its aegis. See Du Plessis, R. (1992) ‘Stating the 
Contradictions: The Case of Women's Employment’. In P. Bunkle and R. Du Plessis et al (eds) 
Feminist Voices: Women's Studies Texts for Aotearoa/New Zealand. Auckland, New Zealand: Oxford 
University Press: 214. 
724Middleton, S. (1992) ‘Gender Equity and School Charters: Some Theoretical and Political 
Questions for the 1990s’. In S. Middleton and A. Jones (eds) Women and Education in Aotearoa 2. 
Wellington: Bridget Williams Books. It was made mandatory for Boards of Trustees to “assume 
responsibility for promoting ‘equitable educational outcomes’ for both sexes by developing “equal 
opportunity objectives, provid[ing] non sexist role models, develop[ing] a non-sexist curriculum, and 
provid[ing] freedom from sexual harassment” (p. 2).  



 177

time commissioned a report on girls and education.725 The report emphasised the connection 

between girls’ schooling and women’s socio-economic position in the society, and argued for 

broad educational reform on that basis. It influenced the development and implementation of 

The National Policy for the Education of Girls in Australian Schools in 1987. This policy 

represented a significant gain for educational feminists and (some) girls. As Lyn Yates points 

out, however, differences (such as social class and ethnicity) between girls “were 

treated…as appendices to the central problem” of gender disparities.726 The intersection of 

axes of social class and ethnicity, and their impact on the underachievement of different 

groups of girls, was largely ignored. 

 

Different responses to gender issues by similar liberal democratic states need to be 

understood, on the one hand, in terms of the differing “politics of practice in women’s 

engagement with the state”.727 The specificities of national contexts invariably shape the 

forms feminist politics takes, the issues they privilege and the effectiveness of their 

engagement with the state; if indeed they choose to engage with it. For example, as I 

suggested above, Maori identity politics played an important part in the formation of 

feminisms here. And it was liberal feminists with their focus on legislative change around 

“income maintenance, and provision of public services such as health and education” who 

dominated interactions with the state.728 In turn, liberal feminist engagement with the state 

was mediated by restructuring in the 80s and the separation of social and economic policy 

that resulted from it. These shifts led to a focus on single issue campaigns and a 

“fragmented set of feminist claims on the state”.729  

 

The fourth Labour government’s response to feminist claims was itself characterized by 

“unevenness and contradiction”, partly because it was caught between the “conflicting 

demands” of multiple groups.730 The political claims of Maori were given precedence for the 

economic and political reasons mentioned, as well as others including an historical 

relationship between Maori and Labour party. How, and if, the state responds to gender 

politics is thus the result of a complex interplay of contextual (historical and contemporary) 
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and conjunctural elements (internal and external) that mediate its “strategic selectivities”.731 

In the context of neoliberalisation, for example, the constitution of de-gendered  ‘consumers’ 

and ‘active citizens’ articulated with “feminist claims for gender neutrality on the assumption 

that women have a right to autonomous personhood and neo-liberal claims for possessive 

individualism”.732 The selectivities of the capitalist state are inevitably underpinned by the 

necessity to address its “core problems”733 through the combination of governmental 

techniques (that is, in Foucauldian terms, its productive power) - and education is key here -

and more coercively through structural change. Thus the state’s role in the maintenance of a 

capitalist economy, the social relations it depends upon and the subjectivities considered 

necessary for both, is both constitutive and regulatory.  

 

While the combination of contextual elements I described above explains the lack of 

substantive gender policy in New Zealand education, - before and after restructuring - that is 

not to say that gender reform did not occur. Much of the furor over ‘the problem of boys’ 

educational underachievement’ has been based upon claims that girls are outstripping boys 

in education thanks in large part to liberal feminist educational initiatives. And, indeed, 

educational feminism - which in NZ might be conceived largely as grassroots (or rather 

chalk-face) politics - has had a profound impact upon the educational achievement of middle 

class girls in particular.734 Educational feminism, as it evolved, variously drew upon liberal, 

radical, socialist feminisms, utilizing these to construct discourses of girls’ educational 

disadvantage which came to dominate feminist research and educational debates on gender 

in the 80s and early nineties. With educational restructuring, the emergence of self-

managing schools and the devolution of responsibility for equity issues to them strategies to 

address this problem were largely school-based and driven by feminist teachers.  

 

Section Four: Unsettling the post-war settlement 
Feminist and Maori were not the only voices of discontent with regards to the post-war 

education settlement. In the decade or so leading up to the reforms, criticism of the 
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education settlement was emerging from both inside and outside the education system. 

Internally, support for the settlement from “key groupings who had previously, either actively 

or tacitly, underwritten [it]” was weakening.735 There were institutional concerns about the 

militancy and political influence (in terms of their influence in policy development) of the Post 

Primary Teachers’ Association, the key teachers’ union. At the same time there was growing 

criticism by teachers, through the union, both of their working conditions and of the system 

itself. 

 

In the wider society, emerging recession and extremely high rates of youth unemployment 

exacerbated longstanding conservative dissatisfaction with progressive education.  

Conservatives, concerned with social reproduction of both class and gender roles in a 

context where growing economic contraction and the influence of new social movements 

seemed to challenge both, argued for a return to the ‘basics’ and a greater emphasis on 

vocational education. And, in keeping with an historical pattern of social and political 

conservatism in ‘hard times’, there was increasing popular support for such arguments. This 

would have crossed class boundaries since recession undermined the promise of social 

mobility for the working classes in very real ways, intensifying perceptions about the 

importance of educational achievement to ‘get ahead’.  

 

Openshaw (1995) argues that “the grassroots conflicts of the 1970s encouraged the 

polarization of educational battlelines”.736 An important strand of contestation coalesced 

around institutional and public concerns about the educational bureaucracy. These were 

underpinned by a combination of structural issues and apprehension about the dominance 

of educational experts. This related to what was widely perceived as the system’s lack of 

responsiveness to the diverse needs of its constituents. In the 70s pressure for greater 

community and lay participation in educational decision-making emerged more strongly. The 

voice of Maori, in the context of the Maori political ‘renaissance’, was particularly strong 

here. Arguments for greater community empowerment were later mobilized by the fourth 

Labour government to rationalize the devolution of educational governance, and by the 

subsequent National government in implementing policies of parental choice.  

 

As well as being the focus of internal contention and public discontent during the 70s, the 

post-war education settlement came under strong critique from within the academy. 
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Influenced by Marxist and structural critiques which powerfully challenged the liberal myth of 

equality, the academic Left withdrew its support for the settlement and retreated from 

educational activism. Deepening ambivalence toward liberal humanist education on the Left 

echoed feminist and Maori concern with the persistent inequalities despite equality of 

opportunity. Together these factors undermined perceptions of the viability of the existing 

system, and “by the mid-80s active support for the educational status-quo had become 

seriously eroded so that what was widely perceived to remain was a small rump of 

educational bureaucrats intent on holding out against any change”.737  

 

According to Openshaw, the “intellectual hiatus” that characterized this period contributed 

significantly to the (re)formation of the right in New Zealand into a ‘New Right’ out of which a 

powerful impetus for reform would emerge.738 This explanation is too simplistic, however. It 

implies a unified neoliberal politics when there was none and a radical shift in Labour’s 

political stance with regard to social democracy.739 As I suggest below this was not case, the 

fourth Labour government attempted to utilize neoliberal economics and managerialist 

strategies to achieve social democratic goals in the first phase of restructuring. 

 

Section Five: Rationalising educational reform  
Following its election in 1984 the fourth Labour government responded to intensive criticism 

of the education system by initiating a Curriculum Review. In stark contrast to the 

restructuring process itself, the review process was characterized by a high level of 

community consultation. An important outcome of the Review was the replacement of the 

notion of equality of opportunity with that of equity which mobilized ideas about positive 

discrimination to equalize educational achievement. This principle underpinned its 

recommendation that educational policy be reformed to address the needs of Maori and to 

“counter racism and sexism through curriculum innovation and promote more active 

partnership between schools, families and communities”.740 The emphasis on community 

input in education would become absolutely central in restructuring arguments, and a 

language of partnership emerged which would become embedded in policy discourse.  
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As various commentators have suggested, the bulk of the Review’s recommendations were 

largely ignored by the government on its re-election in 1987.741 This has been attributed to 

the power of Treasury’s influence and its pressure to prioritise “issues of management and 

consumer choice”.742 Treasury’s critique of education and the new conceptualization that 

underpinned it was clearly outlined in its 1987 briefing document to the incoming 

government, Government Management Vol. II. This document has been closely and critically 

analysed in depth by a number of commentators.743 Here I simply outline Treasury’s position. 

 

Persuaded by neoliberal theories of the free market and concerned with state spending in an 

environment of ‘fiscal austerity’, Treasury advocated the commodification of education to 

address what it perceived were fundamental flaws in educational administration.744 Treasury 

argued poor administration undermined the education system’s responsiveness to its 

constituent groups, particularly the business sector and the community. Mobilising evidence 

of continuing educational disparities, it suggested schooling had failed to secure equality of 

opportunity largely because of its ‘capture’ by teachers and bureaucrats.745 Bureaucratic 

control of education, in Treasury’s view, contributed to an inflexible and inefficient system, 

these flaws being exacerbated by the lack of mechanisms of accountability both at an 

institutional and school level. The devolution of aspects of educational governance to the 

community and the introduction of market mechanisms of choice and competition, it claimed, 

would ensure a responsive and cost effective education system.  

 

Treasury’s critique of education was underpinned by a conceptualization of it that radically 

diverged from the more expansive understandings that had characterized the postwar 

education settlement. Under Keynesian welfarism education was believed to make a 

contribution to the public good, both in terms of (supposedly) ensuring social mobility and 

greater equality and producing democratic citizens crucial for national progress. Government 

Management Vol.II conceptualized it, in contrast, quite simply as a service and a commodity. 

Schools were constituted as providers of education (as a service and a product), and 

students (and their parents) as individual consumers. Education, in this view, was thus 

understood entirely as a private good, though at the same time crucial to national economic 
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competitiveness. This wholly instrumental conception of education became embedded with 

the extension of the reforms by the National government from 1990, contributing to a decline 

in social equity objectives in education.746 

 

Treasury was not the only driver of reform. The State Services Commission [SSC] played a 

significant role during this initial phase.747 The SSC was concerned with what it perceived as 

a lack of “accountability and efficiency” in the state’s provision of education and, like 

Treasury, was anxious about ‘provider capture’.748 Anxiety about capture extended beyond 

the public sector and concerns about self interested bureaucrats, to schools and the 

teaching profession itself. The SSC set out to depoliticize and ‘mainstream’ education and 

was instrumental in disembedding the educational bureaucracy. With the application of the 

State Sector Act (1988) to education in 1989 the SSC became in effect the “collective 

employer in the devolved education system”, intensifying state control and regulation of 

teachers.749 Concern with accountability and efficiency also rationalized more extensive 

monitoring of education and thus greater control of it by the state, at the same time as its 

responsibility for provision lessened. Dale and Jesson (1993) have argued that the SSC was 

driven by the desire “to change the culture of schools, to move them from a ‘professional’ 

culture to a managerial culture committed to the efficiency ethos”.750  

 

Below, I briefly contextualise that imperative within the broader, international ascendance of 

managerialism. I argue that reconstructing the culture of schools depended upon a 

combination of structural change and a discursive reconstruction of pedagogic identities 

which privileged an ‘entrepreneurial’ subjectivity in multiple educational sites. 

 

Section Six: Restructuring education 
Labour responded to Treasury’s indictment of education by establishing the Taskforce to 

Review Education Administration. Comprising Treasury and State Services Commission 

officials, representatives from the business sector and some educationalists, the Taskforce 

had as its central terms of reference notions of devolution and efficiency.751 These were set 

by the State Services Commission and underpinned by theories of public choice, new public 
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management and consumer sovereignty.752 From the outset, the mandate of the taskforce 

was not to find “optimal education solutions” but rather to develop mechanisms to facilitate 

devolution and the separation and specification of the function of central agencies.753  

 

The key recommendations made by the Taskforce were published in what became known as 

the Picot Report. The report recommended that: boards of education be abolished and 

replaced by Boards of Trustees (in order to facilitate community input and responsibility for 

the governance of schools); bulk funding be introduced (this rationalized in terms of 

enhancing institutional flexibility and responsibility – and conceived by Labour as a means of 

delivering equity through needs-based differentiated funding; functions of policy 

development and delivery be separated; school charters be introduced which would include 

both local and state goals for education and serve as a contract between Ministry of 

Education and the Boards of Trustees; and that a review and audit agency be created to 

“review and audit the performance of every institution in terms of its charter”.754 This agency 

was to provide “independent comment on the quality of policy … and how well policies were 

being implemented at the national level”.755 That is, it was proposed that the review office 

would monitor the performance of schools and the state. According to the Picot Report, the 

role of the review agency would be simply to monitor not advise or guide schools in any way. 

Its regulatory function was implicit, however, in that “[t]hreat of a bad ERO report was 

designed to produce compliance …”.756 These recommendations shaped the reforms of 

education implemented with the Education Act in 1989. 

 

The initial phase of educational restructuring focused solely upon the administrative 

efficiency of educational governance, and the accountability of those involved in it, rather 

than the education system’s “curricular, pedagogic, and organizational effectiveness”.757 At 

the state level, the educational bureaucracy was down-sized, the Ministry of Education 

replaced the Department of Education and the Education Review Office (ERO) was 

established. The responsibility for the governance of education was devolved to 

communities and schools through a process which involved schools becoming “independent 
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crown entities”, through the establishment of Boards of Trustees and the introduction of bulk 

funding and school charters.758  

 

Following the election of the National government in 1990, the process of reform continued 

with the scrapping of zoning regulations and introduction of parental choice, and the 

establishment of the National Education Goals [NEGs] and the National Curriculum 

Framework [NCF]. The policy of parental choice was an attempt to ‘marketise’ education by 

stimulating competition between schools, based on the assumption this would act as a spur 

to their improvement. The NEGs and NCF defined what the state considered were 

education’s “appropriate goals and administrative and pedagogical practices, and set 

national curricula (the non-discretionary element [of the charters]”.759  

 

While education restructuring became integral to “an overall attempt by governments of both 

political parties in New Zealand … to change radically both the extent and the nature of state 

involvement in both the economy and social provision”, the rationales behind that move were 

quite different. 760 I want to reiterate here Labour’s continued concern with social equity in the 

early phase of restructuring. The introduction of neoliberal market mechanisms was “a 

political strategy”, an attempt to address economic crisis and its social implications by 

increasing efficiency in the face of expanding internationalization.761 Thus, the initial shifts in 

education described above were essentially part of an (ultimately unsuccessful) attempt to 

cobble together particular elements of neoliberalism and managerialism in order to achieve 

social democratic goals.762 Labour’s broader reform project, however, provided the 

conditions of possibility in New Zealand for the expansion and consolidation of neoliberalism 

(as ideology and governmentality) following the election of a conservative National 

government in the 1990s.763   

 

Section Seven: Globalisation and education  
The neoliberalisation of state, economy and society by National pivoted on a particular 

representation of globalization which was mobilized to discursively reconstruct the nation “as 
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a regime governed by the dictates of international competitiveness, economic efficiency and 

consumer demand”.764 In a qualitatively different conceptualization, the economy was “no 

longer envisaged as coterminous with the nation-state” but represented, in the context of 

transnationalisation and regionalization,“ a space of flows in which regions, industrial 

sectors, and individuals are directly articulated into networks of global capital”.765 

Globalisation emerged as a central element in a new, more fundamentally neoliberal, 

“political rationality” which pivoted upon the discursive separation of economy and society 

and a reconceptualisation of the state’s role in both domains. Crucially, the emergence of 

this new rationality 

 

… involved the reconstitution of the object of economic governance. No longer is the 

national economy governed via interventions in the social domain. Instead 

individuals, sectors and regions are the new focus of economic governance, and 

policies and programmes are aimed at promoting entrepreneurial, competitive and 

individualistic ways of being.766  

 

This shift has been conceptualized in terms of the emergence of an overriding concern to 

reshape New Zealand into a “competition state”.767 In this new state form economic 

regeneration is privileged over social equity; with that the “state’s traditional accumulation-

legitimation dilemma [collapses] into one where accumulation is legitimation”.768 That is, the 

role of the state becomes confined, at least discursively, to providing the conditions for 

economic expansion. The results of economic growth, it is presumed, will ‘trickle down’ 

through the society mediating the worst effects of social inequality. Education takes on 

heightened significance in this moment, becoming characterised in purely instrumental terms 

as crucial to international competitiveness for individuals and the nation.  

 

Informed by a new international (neoliberal) consensus on the role of education in the global 

economy, education becomes conceived narrowly in terms of skills and training. It is also, 

however, seen as “capable of serving both economic and social ends, first by enhancing the 

qualifications of the labour market … and second by providing avenues for equity and 

employment opportunities for groups and individuals who have hitherto been relegated to 
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low paid work or excluded from the labour market altogether”.769 An essential element of this 

consensus is the perception that in order for ongoing global expansion, the necessary pre-

condition for continued national and individual well-being, identities and subjectivities must 

be remade; it “is people rather than skills at the centre of contemporary changes in the 

global economy”.770 This moment begins a process in which education becomes not only 

crucial for the development of human capital but, over time, will emerge as the nexus 

between economic and social policy in the context of a global ‘knowledge’ economy. I 

develop this argument in the concluding chapter. 

 

While globalization has mediated educational policies practices and structures 

internationally, it has done so through the state not in spite of it. On the one hand, 

globalization has inhibited “states’ capacities and policy making discretion”, generating 

similar challenges and broadly similar responses to them internationally.771 Its effects on 

education have generally been indirect, “mediated through the discretion and direction of 

nation-states”, and have materialized differently in response to national specificities.772 As 

Roger Dale has argued 

 

National modes of regulation, social structures of production, societal and cultural 

effects, all not only interpret, modify, mediate, resist, support or are indifferent to the 

direct and indirect effects of globalization, but they may both transform or invert those 

effects and bring about changes in them.773  

 

States have contributed to global processes of economic, political, educational and social 

change through their recontextualisation and institutionalization of neoliberal and 

managerialist discourses. In New Zealand, the neoliberalisation of education was a state 

driven project which effectively strengthened its power over education.774 Educational 

restructuring simultaneously decentralized aspects of educational governance and re-

centred state regulation of education. This shift could be rationalized in terms of the crucial 
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function of education in the development of a globally competitive economy. At the same 

time the re-centering of the state enhanced its constitutive function. That is, it reinforced the 

part the state plays - as an “official recontextualising field” - in the constitution (and 

regulation) of the entrepreneurial and responsibilised subjectivities necessary for a global 

economy.775 I explore this interplay of structural and discursive change, and its role in 

production of these “new pedagogic identities”, below.  

 

Section Eight: Re-centering the state 
Educational restructuring combined particular structural and discursive shifts, enabling the 

state to intensify its power in education while divesting itself of accountability for particular 

aspects of educational governance. Roger Dale identifies three key mechanisms which 

underpinned this process; de-regulation, juridification and managerialism.776 Linked together, 

they enabled the state to re-shape educational governance. Deregulation and the limited 

marketisation of education underpinned the introduction of parental choice policies which 

were facilitated by dezoning. Alongside enrolment based funding these shifts were intended 

to create a competitive school market. The process of juridification comprised the 

introduction of a national curriculum which legally constrained what could be taught in 

schools, and school charters based upon the law of contract.  

 

The third component of this framework, managerialism, was intended to depoliticise and 

‘mainstream’ education. This process involved the disembedding of the educational 

bureaucracy (to circumvent ‘bureaucratic capture’), the disempowerment of teacher unions 

and deprofessionalisation of teaching (to prevent ‘provider capture) and a separation 

between funding and provision. Through the Ministry of Education, and enabled by the 

elimination of union and teacher influence, restructuring re-centered state control of policy 

development while simultaneously devolving responsibility for its implementation to schools 

and communities.  

  

The introduction of the charter, bulk funding, and parental choice devolved particular 

governance functions, and accountability for educational outcomes, away from the state to 

community, schools and families. At same time these mechanisms comprised a “new grid of 

control” exerted over education by the state through the regulatory mechanisms of the 
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Education Review Office, New Zealand Curriculum Framework [NZCF] and National 

Education Guidelines.777 The charter makes it the legal responsibility of Boards of Trustees 

[BoTs] to ensure schools deliver the NEGs and NZCF. In this move the liability for ensuring 

equity, for example, becomes that of schools and their BoTs.778 The ERO audits the charter 

reinforcing its regulatory effects on behalf of the state. Bulk funding plays a dual (potential) 

role of consolidating and intensifying marketisation and responsibilisation.779 Parental choice, 

which privileges exit over voice,780 is supposed to enhance competition by acting as a 

regulatory mechanism to ensure schools provide ‘quality’ education. With restructuring, 

schools became conceived as self managing organizations, though they remained controlled 

and regulated by the state (at a distance) through the law (of contract) and the audit function 

of the ERO. I briefly discuss the regulatory and constitutive function of the ERO below. 

 

The adoption of managerialism by the state was never purely instrumental. Though, the 

pragmatic concerns that underpinned managerialism; “accountability, explicit standards and 

measures of performance … outputs, not inputs … contracts and competition, and insistence 

on parsimony maintained by budget discipline”, were certainly those of the (neoliberal) 

state.781  As I noted above, however, the state was also concerned with ‘cultural’ change and 

managerialist discourses, which were underpinned by a new conceptualization of human 

subjectivity, were recontextualised and institutionalized by the state in order to bring about 

and embed that change. Recontextualisation is an essential element in the process “by 

which discipline-specific or domain specific knowledge is converted or pedagogised to 

constitute school knowledge …” and mediates new practices of and new meanings about 

schooling.782 The penetration of managerialism into all levels of education was central to the 

process of constructing new pedagogical identities, including principal/managers and 

‘responsibilised’ choosing parents and students, in order to create “an entrepreneurial, 

competitive culture” in the context of a global economy.783  
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Section Nine: Inscribing entrepreneurialism 
At the core of managerialist discourses are notions of ‘excellence’ and ‘enterprise’ and, 

importantly, new conceptualizations of work. They are explicitly anti-bureaucratic, positioning 

bureaucracy as the antithesis and constitutive other of enterprise.784 Managerialist critiques 

of bureaucracy extend beyond institutional practice to the subjectivities bureaucracies 

(supposedly) produce. They characterise public and private bureaucracies as fundamental 

impediments to “the ‘efficient and effective’ provision of goods and services because they 

engender bureaucratic subjects who are procedure bound, uncritical of organisational 

hierarchy and (as a function of ‘professionalism’) emotionally uninvolved with their work.785 

Against this (purportedly) inherently dysfunctional and, in their view, unethical model of 

organization and subjectivity managerialists invoke specific notions of enterprise which pivot 

upon a subject who acquires and reflects “more ‘market-oriented, ‘proactive’ and 

‘entrepreneurial’ predispositions and capacities”.786  

 

The entrepreneurial subject is simultaneously “a reactivation and a radical inversion” of 

traditional ‘economic man’.787 On the one hand the central subject of classical liberalism, 

homo economicus, is re-invoked in the privileging of individual choice which is based upon 

the assumption of a naturally calculative, inherently self interested being. In enterprise 

discourse, however, human subjectivity is not constituted as static and, because individuals 

are considered intrinsically manipulable, their actions are no longer conceived “as private 

and therefore sacrosanct in terms of external intervention”.788 Instead, the entrepreneurial 

subject is conceptualised as, ‘by nature’, “perpetually responsive to modifications in [their] 

environment”.789 In an ontological shift, the human subject becomes conceived “not just as 

an enterprise [to be worked upon] but the entrepreneur of him or herself”,790 a subject, that 

is, who is engaged in a process of perpetual self reconstruction in a ‘market society’ where 

identity now pivots on consumption. The shift from production to consumption characteristic 

of late modernity, it has been argued, is central to this ‘new’ consuming self to whom choice 

is a duty “already internalized and re-forged into a life-vocation”.791 In this view the primacy of 
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consumption has radically changed the status of work and, thus, its relationship to identity 

construction. The shift to an “aesthetics of consumption”, Bauman argues, has undermined 

the work ethic, its moralizing and humanising function which applied to all work and, 

therefore, its “message of equality”.792 In the market society the only work that ‘counts’ are 

the (elite) professions that require “good taste, sophistication, discernment, disinterested 

dedication and lots of schooling”.793 

 

Paul Du Gay (1996) suggests work remains vitally important to identity production, though in 

new ways. He argues, following Nikolas Rose, that with the ‘autonomization’ and 

responsibilisation of contemporary subjects (through the mechanism of individualized 

choice), all paid employment becomes discursively constructed as “an essential element in 

the path to self fulfilment and provides the a priori that links together work and non-work 

life”.794 Managerialist, and other economic discourses, constitute both work and consumption 

as interconnected terrains in which the ‘sovereign consumer’ engages in the activities of self 

mastery, self-improvement and self-actualisation that are her life project. In these discourses 

“the prevailing image of the worker … is of an individual in search of meaning, responsibility 

and a sense of personal fulfilment … Work is a site and an activity which forms an integral 

aspect of an individual’s ‘style of life’ as a consumer”.795   

 

The enterprising self whose identity pivots on this new integration of work and consumption 

is not simply the product of contemporary economic transformations and discursive shifts, 

however. The centrality of consumption to Western culture has a history that predates its 

‘respectabilisation’ through an association with “bourgeois domesticity” in the 19th century.796 

Bound up with possessive individualism in that moment, the identity of the consumer, 

through the assumption of respectability, became “one of the private, enterprising individual 

who [stood] at the centre of the very notion of modernity”.797 And, as such, that individual 

was culture, class and gender specific. In the contemporary moment the historicity and 

specificity of ‘the consumer’, as the model of human subjectivity, disappears. Not only has 
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the (freely choosing) consumer become universalised, discursively anyway, the consuming 

self is the only legitimate mode of being and the ‘freedom’ to consume is compulsory.798  

 

 I see the enterprising self as the extension of personalised identity which is tied at one level 

to class specific subjectivity bound up with work. At another, it links back to classical liberal 

conceptions of possessive individualism which constitute property ownership as the basis for 

the legitimacy of the sovereign individual. Ownership of material goods becomes translated 

into the ownership of oneself in the shift from ontological from conceptions of the individual 

to the notion of ‘persons’, as I noted in Chapter Six. The embedding of what historically is a 

middle class subjectivity also underpins the ‘new’ conceptualisation of the work/identity 

relation which is now, seemingly, inseparable from consumption. As I suggested in Chapter 

Six, structural and discursive shifts prior to and following the Second World War contributed 

to the emergence of a new middle class fraction and a new conception of personhood. In an 

ontological shift mediated by the production and institutionalisation of expert (psy) 

discourses, the ‘person’ was substituted for the ‘individual’ in dominant theories of human 

development.799 These understandings of personhood, remained tied to classical liberalism 

in that they were formulated within an “implicit framework of ‘possessive individualism”.800 

That is, theories of personhood (abstracting subjects from their social context) assumed that 

all persons ‘naturally’ possessed the same potential to develop an ‘authentic self’, 

irrespective of class, race or gender.801   

 

The point I want to reiterate here is that the state, through education and in other ways, has 

a pivotal role in the production and regulation of particular national identities and individual 

subjectivities. Through the institutionalisation and recontextualisation of managerialist and 

neoliberal economic discourses it contributed to the “hegemonic reconstruction” of the 

consumer/worker as an “enterprising self”.802 This self, I would argue remains implicitly 

underpinned by class specific values and ways of being that have become universalised as 

‘human nature’. The re-centred state mediated not only the production of entrepreneurial 

selves but their regulation, at a distance. It did so both through managerialist techniques of 
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contract and audit and policies of parental choice in secondary schooling, and the Education 

Review Office played a significant role in both these processes.  

 

Section Ten: ERO: transforming schools and schooling 
Initially, as I noted above, the culture of the ERO and its procedures were underpinned by 

social-liberal objectives which emphasised community engagement, social equity and an 

ongoing understanding of education as a public good.803 It was conceptualised in the first 

phase of restructuring as a means for effecting educational change. With the ideological 

ascendance of neoliberalism, social equity imperatives were replaced by a concern with 

economic revival and educational outputs. These were conceived in terms of a particular 

(narrow) definition of achievement based upon examination results, and the provision of 

state funding to schools was linked to them. The ERO, in this context, assumed two quite 

distinct formal roles; to “ensure that charter obligations of the BoTs [were] met, and to report 

on the progress of students and the achievement of the school in meeting these 

expectations”.804 Schools, thus, came under increased pressure both to quantify 

achievement and to address ‘underachievement’.  

 

As I suggest in the next chapter, these changes contributed to the narrow way educational 

and state discourses framed the ‘problem’ of boys’ underachievement during the late 90s. 

They also shifted the onus for addressing this ‘problem’ directly onto schools. The ERO 

helped devolve “responsibility for what was previously part of the government’s legitimation 

problem [in order to secure legitimation the state had to be seen to be involved in redressing 

educational issues] to sites within the school”.805 Moreover, it exerted a powerful influence on 

the terms of the debates about boys’ education in a number of ways. Its publication of two 

reports on boys’ educational (under)achievement reinforced the discursive construction of 

boys as an homogeneous group who were ‘failing’ at school, compared to girls. And, as I 

show in Chapter Nine, it mediated the strategies schools introduced to address this ‘problem’ 

both directly and indirectly. 

 

The ERO also played a significant part in the reconstruction and regulation of the role of the 

principal in schools. With the introduction of contractualism into schools, in the form of the 

charter, principals assumed the function of Chief Executive Officer of their school. This new 

identity was both constituted and regulated by the ERO which “made specific efforts to 
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construct a managerial personality for principals”.806 For some principals807 restructuring 

extended their autonomy, empowering them in concrete ways and through assumptions of 

their expertise by the board and community. For example, the “culture of competition” 

enhanced the power of the principals of oversubscribed (elite) high decile schools to choose 

students for enrolment.808 This enabled these actors to control the school mix ensuring the 

success of the school, and facilitated a coincidence of interests between the school and 

(middle class) families in that “[p]arents are seeking to enrol their child in the best possible 

school, while schools are seeking not only to fill all their classroom seats but to do so with 

the best possible students”.809 Furthermore, “[s]chools with control over their student intake 

are not only in the position to ensure academically able student bodies but also have the 

ability to tailor their academic offerings to such students”.810 This capacity served to attract 

particular constituents, excluding others, and acted as an extension of the selection process. 

Importantly, in a competitive environment it also maintained the prestige of elite schools and 

strengthened the public credibility of their manager/principals, reinforcing and rewarding their 

performance as entrepreneurial selves 

 

The ERO acts as both a regulatory and constitutive mechanism to engender and embed 

change, functioning coercively to enforce new practices, and constitutively (as a 

governmental technique) to produce new pedagogic identities. As a regulatory mechanism 

and in the constitution of enterprising selves (manager/principals, choosing parents and 

enterprising/ competitive students) the ERO operates at multiple levels and in multiple sites. 

It audits school accountability to state and community, specifies areas of practice that 

require improvement, provides information that mediates the exercise of parental choice and 

“examines and reports on the quality of pre-tertiary education to public and state 

audiences”.811 Responsibilisation, as Lewis has argued, is the ERO’s “central technique “and 

has been dispersed to the various selves participating in school space by the charter, the 
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establishment of the BoTs, [managerialism] and parental choice”.812 It materialises across a 

range of sites from community, BoT, and school spaces to homes, and is enforced by the 

ERO in all of them. 

 

As an audit agency, and in other ways, the ERO is a mechanism par excellence through 

which “external subjection and internal subjectification are combined so that individuals 

conduct themselves in terms of the norms through which they are governed”.813 In terms of 

parental choice, for example, it works to reinforce the constitutive role of policy in producing 

choosing parents. Not only does its review methodology assume the universality of a 

rational, utility maximising human subjectivity, the ERO “uses its reports to inform the 

market, urges parents to become choosers, and outlines a model of the ideal parent”.814 For 

some social groups this identity was already in place, and the emphasis on choice has 

worked to re-legitimate and (re)moralise the competitive individualism that underpins it.815 

For others however, as I suggest below, the introduction of parental choice policies has 

worked against them by exacerbating their (historical) educational and social disadvantage.  

 

Section Eleven: Parental choice and social polarization 
Recent research on the impact of introducing parental choice policy in New Zealand reveals 

its effects were racialised and mediated by social class.816 This work has pointed to the part 

parental choice has played in an increase in the stratification of schooling and the society in 

New Zealand. One study suggests that five years after its introduction in 1991 “New Zealand 

students [had] sorted themselves out by ethnic group and to a lesser extent by socio-

economic status to a degree that cannot be explained by changes in ethnic and 

demographic residential patterns”.817 The research has suggested “that much choice is 

motivated by considerations related to the school’s mix of students and that the system has 

produced both white and brown flight from unpopular schools”.818 This led to the segregation 
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of schooling by ethnicity and socio-economic status because, while they were not the only 

ones to exercise their choice to exit such schools, “[p]akeha families [were] more aggressive 

in taking advantage of their new option”.819 ‘White flight’ resulted in the increasing 

concentration of ethnic minorities in low decile schools. This shift exacerbated the existing 

disadvantage of poor schools and poor (mostly brown) students in a context where racialised 

poverty had increased, schooling had taken on heightened economic significance and the 

state had retreated from responsibility for addressing inequity in schooling. 

 

At the same time, because the capacity to choose is mediated by material, cultural and 

social capital, the introduction of parental choice intensified the advantages of particular 

fractions of the (largely Pakeha) middle class. The research has pointed to the correlation 

between the concentration of high socio-economic families and high decile schools and 

shown that “even after they [controlled] for student achievement the possibility that a student 

will be accepted for a high decile school is higher for high socioeconomic students than for 

low socioeconomic students”.820 Effectively, parent choice policy has enabled the emergence 

of a ‘schoolocracy’, so that “[w]hat began as a system of parental choice has become for all 

practical purposes, a system of school choice”.821 Because they are oversubscribed such 

schools are able to select which students they enrol and are, thus, insulated from 

competition in the school ‘market’. And evidence has suggested, as I noted above, that a 

combination of school and parental choice has enabled an alliance between elite schools 

and some fractions of the middle class.  

 

For the rest, however, the introduction of parental choice has intensified the necessity for 

schools to compete with (against) each other for able students. The increased emphasis on 

examination results, as the sole measure of the ‘successful’ school, places pressure on them 

to enrol the most academically competent students possible in order to maintain or elevate 

their reputation as a ‘good’ school and enhance their competitiveness. Some of the British 

literature has suggested the introduction of education quasi markets has changed what 

schools regard as the ‘desirable’ student, resulting with rising rates of achievement for 

(some) girls in their  valorization and commodification.822 Whether or not this is case here, as 

I argue in next chapter, the intensification of both positional competition in the labour market 
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and competition within and between schools has contributed to parental anxiety about the 

educational achievement of (middle class) boys.  

Concluding remarks  
Educational restructuring was underpinned by a new dual conceptualization of education.823 

In the first instance, it was expected to produce entrepreneurial and competitive individuals 

in multiple educational sites. All were considered necessary, in one way or another, to the 

creation of a competitive economy.  Secondly, the (enduring) expectation of a relationship 

between education and social mobility, which was a legacy of the postwar education 

settlement, was reworked so that responsibility for ensuring social mobility was devolved 

away from the state to schools, communities and families. Thus, the responsibility for 

ensuring the educational outcomes which could mediate social mobility and the 

management of risk (of failure) were privatized.   

 

In this move the state effectively changed the rules of the game in education, though the 

impacts of these shifts materialized differently in different social groups. Restructuring  

exacerbated the existing educational and social disadvantage of Maori and Pacific Islands 

peoples in particular, moving access to the necessary rules of realization for educational 

success - material, cultural and social capital - significantly further out of their reach. It did so 

at a time when social mobility became inextricably bound up for most with educational 

achievement, and in the context of a radical retrenchment of the welfare state when 

participation in paid work, or preparation for it, became privileged as the sole condition for 

citizenship. Moreover, attempts to inscribe and universalize the entrepreneurial/consuming 

subject that underpinned restructuring, based on assumptions about the flexibility and 

manipulability of the human subject, negated class, cultural (and gender) differences in the 

constitution of subjectivity. It reified and attempted to embed, as the only legitimate mode of 

being, what remains historically linked to an essentially Western bourgeois (masculine) 

model/understanding of human behaviour. And it delimited what counts as respectability, in 

the post-colonial context, to the pursuit of ‘enterprise’ in various forms.  

 

Educational restructuring reinforced the self-seeking, competitive behaviour (on behalf of 

their children) of some fractions of the middle class in order to ensure social reproduction. 

Their mobilization of the material and cultural resources available to them to ‘get ahead of 

the game’ was supported by the actions of the manager/principals of elite, high decile 

schools, concerned to maintain a particular constituency and their reputation in the 
                                                 
823 Lewis, N. (2000) op.cit. 
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education market. Restructuring intensified such behaviour among others, undermining 

egalitarian impulses within the liberal middle class by exacerbating anxiety about their 

children’s future, and it engendered a more intense ‘prudentialism’ amongst them also 

motivated by concerns about social reproduction. Whatever the ambivalence of some 

families around the social effects of educational markets, the imperative to put their children 

first was reinforced by the re-legitimation and re-moralisation of competitive individualism, on 

the one hand, and embedded cultural understandings about what constituted good family 

practice on the other.  

 

Contextual factors mediate the way markets operate as well, and “market behaviour can only 

be understood in terms of the specific cultural contexts in which markets are located and the 

practices of cooperation and collusion which emerge in those contexts”.824 What I argued in 

Chapter One, and want to reiterate here, is that the logic of competitive individualism was 

already quite deeply inscribed in Pakeha national identity. It was profoundly embedded in the 

notion of ‘getting ahead’ that underpinned the expectation of social mobility the nation was 

built upon, and which has served as (an often unconscious) mantra for many New 

Zealanders since colonization. The emphasis on family (and self) responsibility that is central 

to neoliberalism appealed to an extant ‘collective commonsense’ about family and 

respectability that has its roots in social and state formation during settlement. The ‘new’ 

responsibilised and entrepreneurial subjectivities the state hoped to engender through its 

recontextualisation of neoliberal and managerialist discourses and practices in education 

are, thus, not antithetical to historically constituted and culturally embedded models of 

responsibility and respectability already embedded in and embodied by the middle classes.  

 

It has been suggested that attempts to produce an ‘enterprise culture’ are “interwoven with a 

new mobilization of the family as a category for government” and that education has become 

a key site for the identification and surveillance of children who are ‘at risk’ of exclusion from 

that culture.825 As I have illustrated in earlier chapters the role of education in identifying and 

scrutinizing ‘problem’ children and their families is not new. In the next two chapters I 

suggest that the underachieving boy is the latest in a long line of problematic subjectivities 

that have, along with their families, come under regulation by the state. In Chapter Eight I 

map and critically analyse emergent discourses about the so-called problem of boys’ 

educational underachievement, that were, I suggest, partly a product of the complex internal 

                                                 
824 Waslander, S and Thrupp, M (1997) op.cit: 439 
825 Lewis, N. (2000) op.cit: 112 
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and external shifts I have described above. I focus in particular upon media and educational 

discourses.  
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Chapter Eight 
 
 Debates? What Debates? Mapping the educational and media discourses about the 
‘problem’ of boys’ educational underachievement in New Zealand 
 

Introduction  
The economic restructuring and broad socio-political shifts of the 1980s contributed 

significantly to the emergence of what some commentators have characterised as a 

“globalized moral panic” about boys and education in the 1990s.826 Rather than simply 

reflecting a generalised anxiety about their schooling, however, discursive constructions of 

the ‘problem’ of boys’ educational underachievement were underpinned by various concerns 

about different groups of boys.827 While the framing of the ‘problem’ differed within and 

between national contexts, three particular discursive constructions seemed to predominate 

internationally.828 The first, the “poor boys” discourse, constructed boys as a unitary group by 

virtue of their ‘shared’ masculinity and the victims of educational and social feminisation. 

Entwined with this construction, the “boys will be boys” discourse attributed boys’ ‘failure’ at 

school to certain of their ‘natural’ behaviours. The “failing schools failing boys” discourse 

blamed boys’ educational under-achievement on poor school management and poor 

performance in the educational marketplace. As I will show, New Zealand was no exception 

to this international trend. Here, as elsewhere, the ‘problem’ of boys’ educational 

underachievement served as a proxy for multiple anxieties about particular groups of boys.  

 

The framing of public issues, like concerns about boys and education, is not neutral of course. 

Particular discourses will prevail at different times, and how they are framed will reflect the 

dominance of certain values and certain interests. Thus, “we need to read and understand 

these discourses and the research and the strategies that are part of them in terms of a 

“taken-for-grantedness” that hides the politics of what is being taken up and whose definitions 

are being taken up”.829 In my analysis of media and educational discourses in this chapter, and 

ERO reports on boys in the next, I point up the strategic mobilisation of common themes. In 

                                                 
826 Epstein, D., Elwood, J., Hey, V., and Maw, J. (eds) (1998) Failing Boys? Issues in Gender in 
Gender Achievement. Buckingham: Open University Press: 3. 
827 See: McDowell, L (2002a) ‘Transitions to Work: Masculine Identities, Youth Inequality and Labour 
Market Change’. Gender, Place and Culture 9 (No.1): 39-59; McDowell, L. (2002b) ‘Masculine 
Discourses and Dissonances: Strutting ‘Lads’, Protest Masculinity, and Domestic Responsibility’. 
Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 20: 97-119. 
828 Epstein et al (1998) op.cit: 6 
829 Yates, L. (1997) ‘Gender Equity and the Boys Debate: What sort of challenge is it?’ British Journal 
of Sociology of Education 18 (No.3): 339-340, original emphasis. 
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each discursive domain evidence of a gender gap in education was mobilised to construct 

boys as the ‘new educationally disadvantaged’, and the problem conceptualised partly as one 

of and for education.  

 

There are important differences, however, in the ideological work that framing does. The 

media and educational discourses I discuss below construct their claims about an emerging 

‘problem’ of boys’ educational underachievement in terms of the feminisation of school and 

some families, drawing upon and reinscribing traditional gender (and racial) stereotypes and 

emphasising the impacts of social change on boys in general. Over time these discursive 

constructions of the problem took on crisis proportions. As I show in Chapter 9 the ERO 

reports echo and reinforce this sense of crisis, however they unequivocally position schools 

and teachers as both a central part of the problem and absolutely responsible for its 

resolution.  

 

In this chapter I contextualise the emergence of concerns about boys and education in New 

Zealand with the ‘discovery’ (discursive production), in 1997, of a gender gap in achievement 

that favoured girls. I argue that from this gap the research extrapolated a generalised 

problem of boys’ educational underachievement, generating a discursive construction of 

boys as the ‘new disadvantaged’ in education. I problematise this interpretive move, arguing 

that it depends among other things upon the homogenisation of boys as a unitary group 

based upon an understanding of masculinity that is stereotypical, uni-dimensional and 

conceptually impoverished. This interpretation attributes boys’ underachievement to a 

combination of ‘gender politics’ and teachers’ poor classroom management skills, implying 

girls’ superior achievement to boys at school is new. This suggests a decline in boys’ 

performance and changes in their behaviour at school. I question the assumption that 

gender gaps in education which favour girls are a new phenomenon. I point to evidence of 

gender differences in educational achievement which shows a discernable pattern of girls’ 

higher achievement at different levels of schooling and in different subjects.  

 

I show how media stories and particular educational discourses invoked a discursive 

construction of the problem of boys’ educational underachievement that mainly 

conceptualised boys as victims of a feminised education system and often feminised sole 

parent families. I argue that these discourses were mutually constitutive and that multiple 

concerns about different groups of boys underpinned their anxiety about boys and schooling. 

On the one hand, fears about feminization, I would argue, reflected a deeper anxiety about 

threats to ‘masculinity in general’ generated by economic restructuring and social shifts 
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which appeared to centre and privilege women, or at least ‘the feminine’. While not particular 

to New Zealand, I suggest concerns about ‘the feminisation of post-modernity’ were 

exacerbated by deeply embedded gender norms in this society. An important element of 

which was an apparently racially neutral male ‘egalitarianism’. As I have suggested 

elsewhere in the thesis this has contributed to the ‘unspeakability’ of issues social class, 

particularly with regard to education. The mutuality of these discourses and the shared 

meanings about boys, masculinity and education they reproduced are a product of enduring 

elements of an historically formed, deeply embedded gendered, racialised and class-based 

culture in this society. Not least of these historical patterns is the location of boys as the 

central subjects of education that continues to inform gendered discourses, patterns and 

practices at school in one way or another. 

 

Assumptions about gender differences were one element of the emphasis on boys’ 

behaviour as an explanatory mechanism for their underachievement in these discursive 

constructions. I suggest, however, that behavioural deficit explanations are multidimensional, 

with class and ethnic specificities that reflect contemporary concerns about different groups 

of boys in the society. They also bear traces of and are bound up with historically produced 

discourses about class, race and education. I demonstrate for example that behaviour deficit 

explanations were mobilised, implicitly, to rationalise the superior performance of some 

middle class girls to that of some middle class boys. Concerns about boys’ behaviour also 

had a racialised dimension which mediated anxiety about the potential threat to social order 

that underachieving, socially and economically disadvantaged Maori and Pacific Island boys 

were perceived to represent. These fears, I argue, resonate with the historical concerns 

amongst the middle classes about white, working class masculinity in the colony that I 

discussed in Chapter 4. Then, as now, ‘poor’ boys were the focus of intense social and state 

anxiety though they were conceptualised mainly as villains not victims, and the problem was 

their character not their poverty. And, then as now, their location in problem families was 

emphasised. Over time discourses about class-based deviance have been replaced by 

‘theories’ of cultural deficit, and it is these which implicitly underpin assumptions about the 

ability and behaviour of Maori and Pacific Island boys.  

 

Finally, I suggest that the neoliberalisation of schooling also mediated how educators 

perceived and constructed the problem of boys’ educational underachievement. I argue that 

the combined pressures of the school ‘market’ and state expectations of ‘responsibilised’ 

teachers and self-managing schools contributed to their tendency to oversimplified 

explanations of the problem and simplistic strategies to address them. I develop this 

argument further in Chapter Nine. 
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Section one: (Re)constructing boys as the ‘new disadvantaged’ 
In 1997 David Fergusson and John Horwood, researchers at the Christchurch School of 

Medicine and Health Sciences, argued that “the traditional educational disadvantage shown 

by females has largely disappeared and has been replaced by an emerging male 

disadvantage”.830 They based this claim upon the findings of a Ministry of Education report 

and the results of their own research. The Ministry report showed higher rates of female 

participation and achievement in Secondary School examinations, higher rates of retention 

among girls in the sixth and seventh form and fewer girls than boys leaving school without 

qualifications.831 Fergusson and Horwood measured the educational performance of over 

one thousand Christchurch children from school entry to exit with a series of standardised 

tests, teacher ratings of performance and learning outcomes. They found that boys 

performed on average less well than girls and concluded that gender differences in 

classroom behaviour rather than cognitive differences played a significant role in boy’s 

educational under-achievement. Their central proposition was that  

 

gender differences in educational achievement largely reflect gender differences in 

classroom behaviour with males being more prone to disruptive, distractible and 

inattentive behaviours that impair learning opportunities and act to impede educational 

achievement.832 

 

In their view, boys’ behaviour at school “conspire[d] to place [them] at an educational 

disadvantage”.833 Moreover, they argued that a “pervasive emphasis” on impediments in the 

education of girls since the 1980s was “likely to have obscured and rendered invisible an 

emerging male disadvantage”.834  While acknowledging that the gender gap in education 

was small, they suggested that there might be a “need for explicit policies that focus[ed] on 

males and attempt[ed] to reduce male educational disadvantage”.835 Rather than these 

policies being framed by a “politics of gender” though, Fergusson and Horwood argued that 

because what was at issue for boys was behaviour policy change should focus on the 

development of “practical classroom management practices”.836 

                                                 
830 Fergusson, D. and Horwood, J. (1997) Gender Difference in Educational Achievement in a New 
Zealand Birth Cohort’. New Zealand Journal of Educational Studies 32 (No.1): 83. 
831 Ibid: 84 
832 Ibid 
833 Ibid: 93  
834 Ibid 
835 Ibid: 94 
836 Ibid 
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The interpretative leap they make here is quite breathtaking. In the first instance, their 

argument about the emergence of broad-based male educational disadvantage pivots on the 

existence of what they readily admit is a minor difference in achievement between girls and 

boys, as unitary groups. And those findings partially depend upon aggregated data which 

conceals the significant underachievement of Maori and Pacific Island boys compared to 

other boys. As well as test and examination results, this data includes teacher ratings of 

boys’ educational performance and their behaviours in the classroom. British research has 

shown that teachers’ perceptions of student ability and behaviour were mediated by an 

internalised model of the ‘ideal’ pupil which was underpinned by an unconscious class 

bias.837 More recent research here, which focused on Pakeha and Pacific Island girls’ 

schooling, illustrated how class and cultural bias were entwined and worked together to 

mediate teachers’ different perceptions about girls’ ability and behaviours at school.838  

 

Teachers’ presumptions about ability also have a gendered dimension that I would argue is 

historically informed. As I noted in Chapter 2, from its inception education in the colony was 

differentiated by gender, race and class. That differentiation was based upon assumptions of 

natural, hierarchically organised difference, and it positioned middle white, class boys as the 

central subjects of education based upon ideas about their ‘naturally endowed’ intellectual 

superiority to Maori boys and all girls. Assumptions about gender and intelligence remain 

deeply embedded, and inflect how teachers and others perceive gender differences in 

achievement.839 The taken-for grantedness of such ideas may well underpin Fergusson and 

Horwood’s insistence that girls’ superior achievement is the result of a behaviour deficit in 

boys (understood in terms of the natural attributes of masculinity) which is poorly managed 

in classrooms, rather than reflecting cognitive differences between boys and girls. This kind 

of reading ‘makes sense’ because girls’ cognitive superiority is, at some level, ‘unthinkable’ 

in this gendered culture.  

 

                                                 
837 Keddie, N. (1971) ‘Classroom Knowledge’. In Young, M. (ed) Knowledge and Control: New 
Directions for the Sociology of Knowledge. London: Collier Young. 
838 Jones, A. (1991b) At School I’ve Got a Chance: Culture/Privilege: Pacific Islands and Pakeha 
Girls at School. Palmerston North: Dunmore Press. 
839 McDonald,G. (1992) ‘Are Girls Smarter Than Boys?’. In S. Middleton and A. Jones (eds) Women 
and Education in Aotearoa 2. Wellington: Bridget Williams Books. 
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I would suggest another layer of differentiation may operate here as well, and that the 

behaviour deficit account has a class-specific dimension. That is, it is mobilised to ‘explain’ 

differences between middle class boys and middle class girls, since it is the achievement 

rates of these girls that challenge the long established pattern of male, middle class 

dominance at school. Not only  does  this upset the ‘natural gender order’, which is anxiety 

provoking enough, in the context of economic ‘feminisation’ and intensified positional 

competition within the middle classes it is presumed to reflect male middle class 

‘disadvantage’.840 Behavioural deficit explanations maintain taken-for-granted ideas about 

the intellectual superiority of middle class boys, and assuage anxiety about their 

‘disadvantage’ by implying it can be reversed by removing ‘gender politics’ from schooling 

and managing boys’ classroom behaviours more effectively. The other significant dimension 

that underpins behavioural explanations of boys’ educational underachievement is ethnic. 

Maori and Pasifika boys’ substantial underachievement and their overrepresentation in ‘risk’ 

categories, I would argue, is understood in terms of equally embedded ideas about 

behaviour and ability underpinned by cultural deficit theories. I come back to this point later 

in the chapter. 

 

Fergusson and Horwood’s utilisation of aggregated statistics supports what seems to be an 

underlying assumption that gender differences in education in favour of girls are entirely new 

(something they attribute to the influence of ‘gender politics’, if not liberal educational 

feminists per se), and by implication that boys’ rates of achievement are declining. While 

there is no doubt that liberal educational feminism has contributed significantly to higher 

levels of achievement for middle class girls’ in particular, achievement levels for New 

Zealand students have risen overall.841 Research has shown no decline in male 

achievement, and there is evidence of existing differences between girls and boys since the 

late 1980s.842 Moreover as I illustrated in Chapter Four, gender differences in educational 

achievement in favour of girls at particular levels of education and in certain subjects can be 

traced back to the 19th century.  

 

Concerns about the behaviour of boys at school are nothing new either. Indeed there are 

striking similarities between the depiction of boys in classrooms mobilised in 20th century 

                                                 
840 Yates, L. (1997) op.cit: 343 
841 Alton-Lee, A. and Praat, A. (2000) Explaining and Addressing Gender Differences in the New 
Zealand Compulsory School Sector: A Literature Review. Wellington: Ministry of Education. 
842 Praat, A. (1999) Gender differences in achievement and participation in the compulsory school 
sector: A review of information held by the Ministry of Education, 1986-1997. Wellington: Research 
Division, Ministry of Education. 
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discourses about the so-called problem of boys’ educational underachievement and those 

that underpinned the comments of Victorian educationalists.843 Interestingly, given the 

century that separates them, both these depictions invoke and problematise virtually 

identical behaviours which, I would argue, reflect assumptions about the immutable essence 

of masculinity; in both moments it is assumed that ‘boys will be boys’. As I have pointed out 

in earlier chapters, however, particular groups of boys have been singled out in different 

historical moments as the subjects of public anxiety about their behaviours in the society at 

large. As a rule, working class boys have been the focus of that attention and the overriding 

pattern in these moments has their discursive identity as ‘villains’ (see Chapters Four and 

Five).  

 

What is significantly different in the late 20th century is that this overt, class based 

differentiation between boys disappears. In contemporary discursive constructions of the 

problem of boys’ educational underachievement, they are overwhelmingly constituted as 

‘victims’. Fergusson and Horwood’s paper marks the emergence of this discursive shift in 

New Zealand. Their conceptualisation of boys’ as the new educationally disadvantaged 

pivots on the homogenisation of boys as a unitary group which, I argue later, obscures not 

only significant differences between boys in terms of educational achievement but the 

multiplicity of concerns about them. Some of these anxieties have subtle resonances with 

the past and some are absolutely contextual. Their construction as victims, however, is 

reinforced by the assumption that higher rates of achievement for (some) girls is evidence of 

a significant change in boys’ performance (and, by implication, in their behaviour) at school 

which I have demonstrated are spurious. Such an assumption, I argue, enables a highly 

problematic construction of boys as the new disadvantaged in education. This pivots, in turn, 

on their constitution as an homogeneous group and reinforces claims about their 

‘victimhood’. And at its core are concerns for and about ‘masculinity’. Below I illustrate how 

this conceptualisation has predominated in media and educational discourses about boys 

and education in New Zealand since the late 1990s.   

 
Section Two: The ‘problem’ of boys’ educational underachievement: media stories 
The next two sections critically examine media representations and particular educational 

discourses about the so-called problem of boys’ educational underachievement through the 

                                                 
843 AJHR, 1883, E- 1B. Concerns about boys’ behaviour are evident in the 1883 submission to the 
Minister of Education by William Taylor, School Inspector of the Dunedin District. Commenting on the 
subject of discipline Taylor complained that “the boys especially do not manifest a good spirit. They 
are disrespectful, are given to talking and idling away their time and become sullen when reproved” 
(p. 35). 
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late 1990s and into the early 2000s. I argue that these were mutually constitutive and 

together produced a discursive construction of boys as an homogeneous group by virtue of 

their ‘shared’ masculinity, and as ‘victims’ of a feminised education system (and often of 

female dominated families) within which their specific needs as boys were neither 

recognised nor addressed. Boys’ underachievement was thus constituted as the result of 

natural, biologically determined behaviours and its causation was externalised in the 

feminisation argument. I suggest, however, that this construction was underpinned by 

different anxieties about different groups of boys. These concerns were mediated, on one 

hand, by the impacts of economic and educational restructuring and social change in the 

preceding decade. They also bore subtle traces of historically produced discourses about 

gender, race, class and education that I have discussed in this thesis and noted above.  

 
Following the publication of the Fergusson and Horwood report, concerns about the 

emergence of an apparent problem of boys’ educational underachievement began to draw 

media attention. An article published in the Listener took up the theme of the gender gap in 

educational achievement, canvassing the views of several educationalists in an attempt at 

‘in-depth’ reporting.844 Roy Nash pointed out that his research in 1991 showed quite clearly 

that girls were outperforming boys. The biggest gap in achievement was in English with a 

disparity of “five or six marks between the average boy and average girl in School 

Certificate”. 845 While boys did marginally better than girls in School Certificate maths, girls 

had overtaken them by the sixth form. This pattern, he argued, was largely due to girls’ 

success in the internal assessment used at this level. The problem, from his perspective, 

was that “the better girls [did] in school, the more gender-disloyal it seem[ed] to some boys 

to do well”.846   

 

Nash explained away girls’ higher achievement here by implying that it was their ‘style of 

learning’, that is, the consistent application over time that is required to do well in internal 

assessment rather than their intellectual superiority to boys which was key to their success. 

Like the research discussed above, he attributed something other than girls’ intellect to their 

higher achievement, consciously or not. As I indicate below, this kind of explanation was 

central to discursive constructions of the ‘problem’ of boys’ educational underachievement in 

the media, teachers’ ‘talk’, and the ERO reports. As I have already noted, this reflects deeply 

embedded beliefs about the gendering of intellect which has particular historical resonance 

                                                 
844 New Zealand Listener, ‘Girls on Top’ January 17, 1998. 
845 Ibid: 18 
846 Ibid 
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in a society more strongly differentiated by gender than some. Moreover, Nash appeared to 

take for granted boys’ investment in and policing of a model of masculinity in which 

academic success is portrayed as ‘feminine’ and denigrated accordingly. Rather than 

problematising this model, he implied boys were the ‘victims’ of girls’ success. 

 

This discursive construction of boys as victims also underpinned the explanation Robert 

Zordan, Headmaster of Christ’s College, gave of boys’ educational underachievement, 

although in contrast to Nash he expresses concerns about the “narrow gender stereotypes” 

boys attempt to fit into. He claimed stereotypes of masculinity encourage boys to be 

“dominant, independent, aggressive, fearless and unemotional”, appearing critical of these 

behaviours and their outcome for boys.847 He went on, however, to argue that the problem 

was the mismatch between these behaviours and “school norms of obedience, conformity 

and passivity”, rather than the model of masculinity they represent.848 Thus he invoked 

arguments about the feminisation of education, implicitly on one hand by situating the ‘ideal’ 

student as female, and explicitly on the other when he argued that it had been the intense 

focus on girls in education which has mediated their success to the detriment of boys.  

 

Educational feminisation arguments are, I would argue, inextricably bound up with a critique 

of the liberal feminist educational initiatives of the 80s and early 90s that mostly operates as 

a subtext in media stories and ‘teachers’ ‘talk’, though at times it is quite explicit. Ironically, 

given this implicit criticism, these same initiatives were mobilised by Zordan when he argued 

that the key to boys’ (renewed?) success at school was more research and resources 

devoted to understanding and addressing educational issues specific to boys, and the 

presence of more male role models at school.  

 

Claims about feminisation, however, extend beyond schooling into the society in this article. 

Zordon suggested that the mismatch between socially produced stereotypes of masculinity 

and expectations of boys at school may have been exacerbated by feminisation of the 

family. At issue here are sole parent families in New Zealand which, according to Zordon, 

“has the second-highest percentage of single parent families; most without a father”.849 

Concerns about the effects on boys of female headed sole-parenting, I argue, reflect a 

deeper social anxiety about the ‘breakdown’ of the nuclear family which has traditionally 

                                                 
847 Ibid: 19 
848 Ibid. 
849 Ibid: 21 
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been conceived as a key site for the socialisation and social control of the young, especially 

males. As I have shown in this thesis periodic anxiety about deviant and dysfunctional 

families has a long history here, with a shift over time from ideas about class-based deficit to 

the dominance of cultural deficit theories. Given this history and assumptions about the 

predominance of Maori sole parent families in the context of ongoing public discourses about 

the problem of ‘benefit dependency’,850 I would suggest anxiety about family feminisation 

had a racialised dimension as well as a gendered one.   

 

The point I want to make here is that the arguments about feminisation that became a 

central theme in both media discourses and teachers ‘talk’ during this period ignored an 

embedded gender division of labour which continues to mediate occupational segregation 

on the one hand, and gender relations and family dynamics on the other. Nothing was made, 

for example, of the association of teaching with caring and thus its perception as ‘women’s 

work’. Overlooked, as well, was how professions dominated by women have historically 

tended to be lower both in remuneration and status than those in which men predominate. 

That these factors might influence men’s perception of teaching was disregarded. So too 

was the long history of women’s prevalence in teaching at particular levels and in particular 

subject areas here, and the relationship of this pattern to the formation of gendered 

culture.851  

 

Continuity in occupational segregation by gender reflects the entrenched nature of similar 

patterns within the nuclear family, which claims about family feminisation discount. These 

arguments tend to problematise the capacity of female solo parents to raise sons in the 

absence of their fathers, overlooking an historical pattern of gender roles within nuclear 

families which centred ‘family’ women and ‘working’ men. Bound up with gender identity 

these roles continue to demarcate labour within families, even in the context of greater 

                                                 
850 Shirley, I., Koopman-Boyden, P., Pool, I. and St. John, S. (1997) ‘Family Change and 
Family  Policies:  New  Zealand’. In  S. Kamerman and A. Kahn (eds) Family  Change  and  
Family  Policies  in  Great  Britain,  Canada,  New  Zealand  and  the  United  States. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press. 
851 See Fry, R. (1985) It’s Different for Daughters: A History of the Curriculum for Girls in New Zealand 
Schools, 1900-1975. Wellington: New Zealand Council for Educational Research: 24. 
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labour market participation by mothers.852 Thus, parenting boys and girls remains ‘women’s 

work’ in a culture where “men are [still often] absentee parents and husbands”.853  

 

The Listener article attempted some level of critical engagement with the topic of boys’ 

achievement at school, perhaps in the interests of ‘investigative journalism’. Claims about 

educational feminisation which suggested that the gender of the teacher made a difference 

to boys’ performance at school, for example, were criticised by one commentator who 

argued that research on reading in New Zealand showed that teachers’ gender had little 

significance in outcomes for boys and girls. What was crucial to the achievement of both 

boys and girls was the ability of the teacher, not their gender. And, in an attempt to 

contextualise the gender gap more broadly, researcher Marilyn Stephen also pointed out 

that educational disparities between boys and girls did not result in a similar disparity in girls’ 

favour in the labour market.  

 

This critical element was notably absent from most accounts of - what had become - the 

‘problem’ of boys’ educational under-achievement which intermittently appeared in the print 

media between 1999 and 2002. Print media articles tended to be short pieces which 

reinforced boys’ constitution as the ‘new disadvantaged,’ echoing and often magnifying the 

sense of ‘crisis’ promulgated by the mostly male commentators whose opinions were sought. 

These actors were mainly teachers, principals or other educational ‘experts’, and their 

viewpoints reflected the tendency to discursively construct boys as ‘victims’ and blame their 

problems on educational and family feminisation that I noted above. And, like the 

commentators discussed above, they drew upon and mobilised culturally produced, 

ingrained assumptions of a biologically determined, essentialised masculinity shared by all 

boys irrespective of ethnicity, class or other differences.  

 

At times the reporting was blatantly emotive, unequivocally reinforcing boys’ victim-hood. 

One article, for example, began with the strident claim by its author Theresa Garner that 

“boys [were] being robbed of their futures in the nation’s classrooms”.854 This piece was 

produced the day after the release of the Education Review Office report on boys, which I 

discuss in the next chapter. It echoed the report’s sense of crisis, emphasising ERO’s claims 

                                                 
852 Callister, P. (2005) The Changing Gender Distribution of Paid and Unpaid Work in New Zealand: 
Treasury Working Paper 05/07, June 2005. 
853 James, B. and Saville-Smith, K. (1994) Gender, Culture and Power. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press: 49.  
854 New Zealand Herald, July 30, 1999, my emphasis. 
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that boys’ underachievement had serious social and economic implications for boys and the 

nation. The article also pointed to concerns about educational feminisation. 

 

Another article the following day highlighted claims amongst educationalists about 

feminisation. It pointed to the comparatively low numbers of male teachers which was 

explained by the male principal of one school in terms of the feminisation of ‘educational 

methodology’. He claimed that “modern teaching strategies did not appeal to men because 

they required multi-tasking and thought patterns inherent in women”.855 The same piece 

noted concern among female teachers about the “55, 000 boys growing up in households 

without a male role model, and being taught only by women”.856 The implication here was 

that neither site provided boys with models which enabled the formation an appropriate 

masculine identity because they were dominated by women. I critique feminisation 

arguments below. 

 

In 2000 the publication of a Ministry of Education report on gender and achievement in the 

compulsory schooling sector again drew media attention to concerns about boys and 

schooling.857 Commissioned by the Ministry in response to concern amongst policy makers 

and practitioners about boys and education, the review’s purpose was to examine the 

research literature on disparities in education by gender and ethnicity over the decade 

between 1989 and 1999. It focused upon the curriculum and was intended to serve as a 

resource for teachers in the development of “an informed and research–based dialogue 

around issues of gender, identity and behaviour”. The review found that gender gaps differed 

by curriculum subject, with girls doing better in some subjects than boys and vice versa. And 

they noted that some of these patterns, particularly girls’ higher achievement in literacy, had 

been consistent for an extended period of time rather than being an emergent trend.858 The 

review also found that school decile level mediated gender gaps, drawing on ERO’s 

statistics to point to “an 8.34 percent gender gap favouring girls between girls’ and boys’ 

School Certificate Grades of B or higher in Decile 10 schools, and a gender gap of 2.04 

percent favouring boys”.859  

 

                                                 
855 New Zealand Herald, July 31, 1999. 
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857 Alton-Lee and Praat (2000) op.cit. 
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Differences between girls and boys were explained utilising a range of feminist, 

poststructuralist and masculinities theories. Drawing on this literature, the authors argued 

that the curriculum itself was implicitly gendered with some subjects like mathematics and 

the ‘hard’ sciences considered ‘masculine’ and others, like English, considered ‘feminine’. 

They suggested that in the context of a highly gendered culture such assumptions powerfully 

influenced girls’ and boys’ (gender appropriate) subject choices. For boys in particular, they 

argued, these factors worked together to mediate their underachievement compared to girls 

in compulsory subjects they considered feminine.860 

 

Importantly, the review highlighted considerably wider disparities in educational achievement 

among boys by social class and ethnicity than between boys and girls.  When gender gaps 

measured by the National Education Monitoring Project were compared to disparities in 

achievement by school decile and ethnicity, it was found that  

 

… school decile level was related to the largest gaps in performance … Significant 

differences by ethnicity were the next greatest level of disparity, and gender differences 

were the least evident of the three variables. The boys who are doing particularly badly 

are Maori, Pacific and Pakeha boys attending low decile schools.861 

 

School decile also mediated significant differences in girls’ achievement, with poorer 

outcomes for Maori, Pacific and Pakeha girls attending low decile schools than others.862 

Given that school deciles correlate closely with socio-economic status it is clear that in New 

Zealand social class and ethnicity plays a greater role in mediating educational achievement 

than gender. As I suggest below, the Alton-Lee and Praat report reflected the state’s position 

on disparities in education which from 2000 to the present has emphasised ethnic rather 

than gendered underachievement as its key priority. 

 

Media response to this publication varied from neutral to scathing. In one New Zealand 

Herald article written by education reporter Rebecca Walsh, the possibility was raised that it 

might be less than objective given its explicit use of feminist theorising to explain gender 

differences in education. This critique was supported by an interview with a male secondary 
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teacher, who argued that the report “had taken a ‘post-feminist slant’ on the issue”, 

‘sweeping it under the carpet’.863 The review was described in a later article as “a strange 

document” which attempted to efface and substitute educational problems more amenable to 

the position of its authors, rather than address the ‘fact’ that boys are under-achieving.864 It 

was claimed that “[w]hen the other gender was a matter of concern it was up there with 

Polynesians and the poor for urgent educational remedies”.865   

 

Here a more complex explanation of the gender gap and an attempt to put it into a broader 

perspective was rejected out of hand, not least because it was produced by feminists 

involved in education. I would argue the negative response to the review was also 

underpinned by deep discomfort about its emphasis on educational disparities by social 

class. As I have argued throughout this thesis class remains in many ways ‘unspeakable’ 

here, particularly in educational discourses, and thus its interplay with ethnicity and gender 

remains ‘invisible’. This silence underpins and enables the reproduction of (spurious) 

distinctions between cultural and gendered disadvantage that are implicit in the last 

comment above. As I argued in Chapter One the ‘unspeakability’ of class, and the 

ideological work that it performs, is reproduced and reinforced by the media. In this case the 

media privileged an antagonistic reading of the review, reinforcing the veracity of simplistic 

accounts amongst some educators which constructed boys as victims and pitted them 

against other ‘disadvantaged’ social groups.  

 

The framing of these ‘stories’ is partly shaped by the structural operations of the print media 

and their constraints, as well as its (self-defined) role in the production of knowledge, 

information and ‘truth’ in the society. System’s theorist Niklas Luhmann (2000) argues that 

“whatever we know about our society … we know through the media”.866 In his view, the 

mass media is a self-referential cognitive system that constructs an illusion of reality from 

selected knowledge shaped by the frames of other cognitive systems within the society.867 

Reality is produced by the media “by means of sense-making”, and within that system it 

carries a dual meaning “as an operation that … is observable, and as the reality of society 

and its world”.868  

                                                 
863 New Zealand Herald, July 7, 2000. 
864 New Zealand Herald, July 15, 2000. 
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California: Stanford University Press: 1. 
867 Ibid: 4 
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For Luhmann, the media functions autonomously creating rules of operation which are 

driven by its “chronic need for information”.869 Both the oversimplification and the agonistic 

representations of the issues I note above, he would argue, are a function of these 

processes (rather than necessarily reflecting any ideological investment in the reproduction 

of particular representations of the ‘truth’). If the media “serves society (itself included) with 

truths”, however, it is “only interested in things that are true under severely limiting 

conditions”.870 What counts as news must contain among other things: an element of 

surprise “intensified by a marked discontinuity”; some form of conflict; quantities or statistics 

which increase its information value (and, incidentally or not, the veracity of the account 

privileged); local relevance; some type of norm violation, and the event must be topical and 

allow for recursivity.871 

 

As I explained in Chapter One there are problems with Luhmann’s conceptualisation of the 

media, not least of which is his utter disregard of social power relations and how these 

mediate meaning making and what counts as knowledge. Nevertheless, I think the formula 

described above can be usefully applied to the media stories about the ‘problem’ of boys’ 

educational underachievement I have discussed. The print media privileged accounts that 

constructed the gender gap as something new and discontinuous with established patterns 

of (middle class) boys’ superior educational performance; it centred agonistic perspectives 

which put the interests of boys in conflict with those of girls; the gender gap in educational 

achievement was presented as statistical evidence of boys’ educational disadvantage; the 

focus was almost entirely upon the purported educational and social crisis of New Zealand 

boys (as a group); the gender gap violated at least two social norms, it contravened the 

‘natural (gender) order’ and norms around fairness and the educational meritocracy; in a 

competitive educational and economic environment this ‘event’ was highly topical and, given 

embedded patterns of contestation over education and the heightened emphasis upon 

credentials in the context of a globalising ‘knowledge’ economy, recursivity was all but 

guaranteed. 

 

Media stories ‘make sense’ because they both reflect and reinforce particular socio-culturally 

produced scripts about specific issues which are in turn underpinned by the dominance of 
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some shared meanings about the society itself. Not all possible understandings are included, 

and amongst those that are represented not all carry equal weight. The media is selective 

and, as I have shown, that these stories privileged the opinions of some ‘expert’ 

commentators and not others is not incidental. What I want to suggest here, though, is that 

the kinds of explanations about the ‘problem’ of boys’ educational underachievement which 

represented ‘truth’ and ‘knowledge’ in these accounts were not peculiar just to the teachers 

and principals canvassed by the media. Such views seemed to be shared more widely 

amongst those involved in the education of boys.  

 

This was the case, I would argue, partly because of the embeddedness of ideas about 

gender, ethnicity and education and the reliance of those discourses upon the unspeakability 

of social class here all of which, bear traces of our colonial history. Anxiety about the 

problem of boys’ educational underachievement amongst educators was also absolutely 

contextual. That is, multiple concerns about the schooling of different groups of boys were 

the product, as well, of the economic, educational and social changes of the preceding 

decade. These shifts, as I suggested in Chapter Seven, intensified parental and state 

pressure on schools and teachers in the context of credential inflation and middle class 

anxiety about positional competition on the one hand, and problems associated with social 

polarisation on the other. 

 
Section Three: Teachers’ ‘talk’ 
While I cannot claim that the discursive constructions described above reflected the 

understandings of all those involved in educating boys in New Zealand, I will show that they 

prevailed among some of the educators who took part in a three day conference on boys’ 

educational issues organised by the Manukau Institute of Technology in July 2000.872 For 

these actors the proposition that there was a widespread problem of boys’ 

underachievement in New Zealand was a given. And, like the commentators privileged by 

the media, they drew upon culturally produced, ingrained assumptions of a biologically 

determined, essentialised masculinity shared by all boys (irrespective of ethnicity, class or 

other differences) to argue boys’ underachievement was caused by educational and family 

feminisation. Thus concerns about boys’ schooling in this context continued to be entwined 

with, and amplified by, anxiety about the purported ‘breakdown’ of the nuclear family and the 

absence of fathers in boys’ lives. Together these circumstances were taken, by some, as 
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representative of a ‘masculinity crisis’ for boys which, though inextricably tied to their 

‘underachievement’, had broader social implications.  

 

For one presenter, a primary school principal, schooling was not simply feminised it was 

feminist and the “feminist curriculum” had much to answer for.873 It had caused “boys to 

become confused and disenfranchised with [sic] school” because it ignored biological 

differences between the sexes and their effects on the learning styles of boys and girls.874 

Instead, “in the interests of equality” boys and girls were educated “in identical ways, [and 

taught] they are as equal and capable as each other”.875 Schools were failing boys, in his 

view, because they were “consistently inept when it [came] to providing a curriculum and 

pedagogy that [was] empathic to boys and their needs”.876 He suggested this had wider 

implications because boys were in crisis socially as well as educationally, and that, “boys’ 

plight [was] pandemic”. If schools were part of the problem for boys they were also, as 

“pivotal site[s] for social change”, in his view, an important mechanism for its solution. Thus 

curriculum reform would not only redress the problem of boys’ educational 

underachievement it would provide them with the tools to be better and happier human 

beings. 

 

Concerns about the educational and social alienation of boys underpinned another 

presenter’s claim that they were the victims of institutional neglect and inefficiency, on the one 

hand, and the breakdown of the nuclear family on the other. In the first instance, she argued 

that her own research pointed to a gender gap in literacy evident since 1983. She suggested, 

however, that boys’ educational problems had been neglected because, between the 80s and 

90s, either gender was not considered “a significant indicator in performance”, or (because of 

the influence of liberal educational feminism) a focus on boys “wasn’t politically correct”. Thus, 

she suggested, despite recognition of the gap during this period “boys’ issues were not a … 

priority”.877    
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In her view the gender gap in literacy signified a problem of boys’ educational 

underachievement that had existed for some time and which could, at least in part, also be 

attributed to broad social change. She was particularly concerned with the impact on boys of 

changes to the family, stressing the importance of adequate parenting for boys and arguing 

that it was “a crucial front for the wellbeing and development of boys”.878 The implication here 

was that family breakdown was particularly problematic for boys because of the “necessity to 

raise [them] in two parent families”.879 Other changes had also negatively impacted upon boys 

as well in her view. Their poorer literacy, she argued, was partly the result of the replacement 

of books by television in modern society, and a subsequent decline in the interactive and 

social life of families. For Rutledge, the responsibility to resolve boys’ problems lay both with 

the (two parent, heterosexual) family, and educators who had “a significant role to play in 

addressing the needs and problems of boys”, and, she argued, “awareness and action must 

continue and increase on several key fronts if the situation for boys is to change”.880  

 

Both of these accounts were unequivocal; boys as a group were in crisis and feminised and 

feminist education was partly responsible for the problem. In their view schooling also, 

however, had a key role to play in its resolution. Underpinning their shared perception that 

schools can and should resolve equity issues, I would argue, are entwined assumptions about 

an educational meritocracy on the one and schooling’s socialising role on the other. As I’ve 

suggested in earlier chapters, ideas about educational meritocracy are entrenched in New 

Zealand and what these commentators perceived as an unfair bias in schools towards girls to 

the disadvantage of boys contravenes it rules of operation. As well, their comments reflect 

embedded liberal perceptions that school has an important humanising and socialising role to 

play in the society, particularly for (problem) boys and particularly in the absence of an 

‘appropriate’ family life. As I have shown in this thesis, such notions have a long history here. 

I argue in the next chapter that in the context of self-managing schools and ‘responsibilised’ 

teaching, these ideas were not only reinforced they were mobilised by ERO to regulate and 

control schools and teachers. 

 
Not all the educationalists present at the conference shared the view that schooling could 

address the problems faced by boys, and some challenged prevailing conceptions about the 

gender gap. The keynote speaker, Stuart Middleton, argued that “the disparate levels of 

achievement between boys and girls is neither new nor surprising”.881 He pointed out that it 
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was quite possible that “boys’ achievement has not declined … [and that] the seeming trend 

downwards is caused as much by [the] fact that girls are more adequately and proportionately 

represented at all levels of academic achievement”.882  

 

Nevertheless, Middleton claimed if “they [were] under-represented in the statistics of 

academic achievement, boys [were] disproportionately and overly represented in the 

statistics of juvenile crime, youth mental health problems, alcohol and substance abuse and 

so on”.883 In his view, because the breadth of issues for boys were “much wider than schools 

[they were] in some ways well beyond the ability of schools to change on their own”.884 Thus 

school-based strategies, such as the introduction of male role models and curriculum 

change, were not necessarily useful or effective means to address their social crisis. The 

crucial problems for boys, he suggested, were the socially dominant model (hegemonic) 

models of masculinity, and the culturally produced images of them that permeated the wider 

society and mediated how boys perceived themselves. He argued that “boys are being 

seriously affected by the images of masculinity and maleness that surround them. In the 

absence of a set of values agreed on and promoted by the community, these images are 

influential and damaging”.885 

 
Middleton rightly criticised a gendered culture which privileges very narrow masculine 

stereotypes which boys have to draw from to form their identities. And his comments, I think, 

point to a fairly porous boundary between hegemonic (stereotypical) and problematic (anti-

social) masculinities that are enacted here. He seemed to imply however that all boys were 

equally ‘at-risk’, re-invoking a discursive construction of them as an homogeneous group and 

‘victims’ albeit of a macho culture rather than a feminised and feminist education system. In 

doing so he too bracketed out differences of class, ethnicity and sexuality that mediate the 

performance of hegemonic (and problematic) masculinities among boys.886 This was probably 

partly a strategic move motivated by a concern not to reproduce the negative cultural 

stereotypes that continue to prevail here. Effectively, though, it obscured the 

overrepresentation of particular groups of boys in the risk categories he cited and, therefore, 

                                                                                                                                                        
Technology , July 5, 6, 7 2000 (pages unnumbered). Middleton at the time was the Director of 
Secondary Teacher Education and Information Technology Services at the Auckland College of 
Education. 
882 Ibid 
883 Ibid 
884 Ibid 
885 Ibid 
886 See for example; Connell, R. W. (1995) Masculinities. Sydney: Allen and Unwin: 111. 



 218

glossed over how differences among boys affect the impact of the gendered culture upon 

them.887  

Section Four: Contextualising and deconstructing the discourses of boys’ 
disadvantage: the critical literature 
As I have noted in Chapter Seven concerns about boys, schooling and masculinity emerged 

against a backdrop of radical economic and political change that exacerbated youth 

unemployment, eroded working class male employment, and intensified positional 

competition for educational credentials and professional occupations within the middle 

classes. At the same time social shifts, influenced in part by second wave feminism, mediated 

an apparent transformation of gender relations challenging traditional masculine stereotypes 

in particular. In the international context these factors generated widespread concern about 

their impact on working class boys and men though, as I noted above, this specific focus was 

submerged in discursive constructions about social and educational crises for boys ‘in 

general’.  

 

The extensive body of critical feminist and pro-feminist work, generated mainly in the United 

Kingdom and Australia that developed in response to these claims have problematised them 

on multiple grounds.888 Connell (1993), for example, has argued that concerns about the 

gender gap are exaggerated and claims that schooling disadvantaged boys are spurious 

given that historically schools were established for boys and were perceived from the outset 

as “masculinity making devices”.889 He, and other writers, point to the crucial role of schools 

in the construction, not just reproduction, of gendered identities and gender relations.890 They 

emphasise the multiplicity of forms of masculinity, their ethnic and classed specificity and the 
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social dominance of hegemonic masculinities which vary depending on historical moment and 

particular cultural and local context. These theorists argue gender is relational, boys 

understand themselves as masculine not only in opposition to the ‘feminine’ but in relation to, 

affiliation with and resistance to other versions of masculinity. They suggest masculinities are 

dynamic, shifting and changing over time, and that identity production (the enactment of 

masculinity) is an active process of negotiation/accommodation/resistance. That is, the 

formation of gendered identity is a process and always in process. 
 

Drawing on Connell’s work, Jane Kenway (1996) argued that claims of a crisis reflected the 

“reassertion of masculinity” in (a defensive) response to widely held perceptions that it was, in 

one way or another, “under siege”.891 Mobilising Connell’s conceptualisation of the social 

construction of multiple masculinities, she pointed to the central role of the media in 

privileging hegemonic models and emphasised its part in the generation and perpetuation of a 

sense of crisis for boys and men”.892 She highlighted the existence of tensions between 

different forms of masculine identity and argued that “dominant and dominating expressions 

[of masculinity] are constantly on the defensive and in need of repair, adjustment and 

renewal”, and the mobilisation “of a sense of crisis is one defensive strategic response”.893 

This “recuperative politics of masculinity”, which was mobilised by the Men’s Movement in 

Australia, has been a very vocal and influential force in the discursive construction of boys’ as 

the ‘new’ disadvantaged not only educationally but socially.894  

 
Roulston and Mills (2000) have pointed to the particular influence of the mythopoetic strand of 

the Australian Men’s Movement.895 They suggest that the work of the mythopoets is 

underpinned by anxiety about threats to ‘deep masculinity’ and associates boys and men’s 

problems “with a civilising or feminising of Western modern societies”.896 These actors invoke 

nostalgia for a past wherein boys were guided by men, through ‘rites of passage’, in their 

assumption of a ‘mature masculine’ identity.  And, they construct boys as victims of modernity 

which has left them without the traditional frameworks of support they need for healthy 

emotional development. Arguments about the feminisation of schooling, and advocacy for its 

“re-masculinisation” through the induction of more male teachers and public figures to act as 
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role models for them, draw upon these ideas.897 Although, I would suggest that this is not 

always done consciously since mythopoetic conceptualisations of a natural, essentialised 

masculinity reflect common-sense understandings about gender formation. Ironically, given 

the strong element of ‘backlash politics’ that operates within these discourses, not only are 

they “couched in [naïve and simplistic] terms reminiscent of the [feminist] gender reform 

discourse of the 1970s”, they recycle liberal feminist educational initiatives like role modelling 

and single sex classes that gender reformers have since realised are inadequate to the task 

of producing substantive change.898 

 

Critics suggest claims about feminised schools and attempts to re-masculinize them are 

highly problematic. In the first instance, they ignore enduring continuities in the gendered, 

hierarchical organisation of schools where men still dominate the high status, well 

remunerated positions.899 These writers point to an emergent “culture of blame” that holds 

women teachers responsible for boys’ ‘failure’ at school and they argue this “negates [how] 

dominant constructions of masculinity inhibit some students’ learning.900 They suggest 

arguments about feminisation are underpinned by concerns about boys’ behaviour and the 

lack of ‘authority figures’ in schools, and in homes. Advocates of re-masculinisation expect 

male teachers to stand in for absent fathers and, based upon ingrained assumptions about 

men as ‘natural’ disciplinarians, presume male teachers can control and socialise boys more 

effectively than women.901 What this overlooks, however, is the implication of male teachers 

in the reproduction of hegemonic masculinities and, thus, of ongoing gender power relations 

in schools and outside them.902 

 
As various commentators have pointed out, claims about boys’ educational and social 

disadvantage often imply a radical transformation of gender relations more broadly. The 

media in particular, they argue, has mobilised statistical evidence of a gender gap at school to 

suggest gender relations have altered significantly in favour of girls and women. These writers 

have critiqued media representations of the gender gap, suggesting that strident claims about 

an emergent crisis were underpinned by (mis)interpretations of aggregated examination and 
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other data.903 And, they argued that the media’s tendency to “over read” the data 

underpinned its perception that all girls were achieving and all boys under-achieving.904  

 

Not only does the homogenisation of girls and boys obscure significant differences among 

girls and among boys across axes of class and ethnicity, as I have noted above, it is 

underpinned, critics argue, by broader presumptions of gender equality.905 They suggest that 

the media has constructed boys as a group with “equal but different problems and [as] equally 

disadvantaged in society and schooling”.906 Such assumptions are problematic because they 

ignore continuing socio-economic disparities between women and men which are “supported 

by the continuity of a gendered division of labour”.907 They also overlook “the failure of 

enhanced female participation in higher education to convert to more equal post-options in 

terms of career opportunities and income for women comparable with men”.908 Thus even if 

girls achieve at school more highly than boys, the gendered power relations that continue to 

structure society at every level lend little credibility to the constitution of boys as a 

disadvantaged group.909  

 

Although claims about social change to the advantage of women are overstated, educational 

restructuring appears to have had gendered effects that mediate the experience of some girls 

at school. British commentators have argued that the marketisation of education, with its 

heavy emphasis on school effectiveness and competition, has resulted in schools actively 

pursuing girls as their preferred ‘clients’.910 Girls are perceived as a “particularly desirable 

category of children … behaviourally more amenable than boys and academically more highly 

achieving”.911 And, they argue that whilst “many of the changes taking place in schools in the 

context of marketization appear to be retrogressive in terms of ensuring equality of 

opportunity, where girls are concerned the market seems to be having the opposite effect”.912 

Moreover, these writers have suggested that the boys’ backlash in schools is partially a 
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response to the valorisation and commodification of girls “as market objects” due to the girl 

friendly policies of marketised schooling.913   

 

Others have argued that the combination of social, economic and educational change over 

the last two to three decades in Britain has worked to the advantage of girls, playing a 

significant role in their increasing educational achievement.914 They identify two major 

changes in patterns of gender achievement in Britain. The first is an improvement by girls in 

assessments and examinations; the second is a decrease in sex segregation of subject 

choices up until the age of sixteen.915 They also note that girls are staying longer in 

educational institutions than boys after the age of eighteen. These shifts, they claim, have 

resulted in the closing of the gender gap in British education and a reduction in gendered 

differences in achievement in most subjects, which signals “greater gender equality” in British 

education.916 At the same time economic changes have resulted in the predominance of 

technological and service type industries, and a marked increase in women’s labour market 

participation. They argue that economic transformation, the competitive individualism that 

underpins the neo-liberalisation of education and the influence of educational feminism have 

worked together to positively affect girls’ educational achievement.917  

 

Not enough emphasis is placed on the fact that this has not been the case for all girls 

however, and that these shifts have particularly advantaged middle class girls.918 I also think 

these writers overestimate the breadth of social and economic change and, therefore, the 

significance of girls’ achievement in relation to the social and economic position of women. 

The increase in women’s participation in the labour market does not necessarily signal 

significant positive change for women, given that the work available to the majority of women-

- 90% in Britain, according to Franks (1999) - within the new service-type economy is most 

often part time, poorly paid and insecure.919 Only a small percentage of (middle and upper 

class) women have achieved anything like equality with men in the labour market, and not 

without struggle.920  

                                                 
913 Ibid: 214.This is a gendered consequence of educational marketisation which has enhanced 
school choice not just parental choice, as I suggested in Chapter Seven. 
914 Arnot et al, (1999) op.cit. 
915 Ibid: 21 
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917 Ibid: 151-153 
918 See Harris, A. (2004). Future Girl: Young Women in the Twenty First Century. London; New York: 
Routledge. 
919 Franks, S. (1999) Having None of It: Women, Men and the Future of Work. London: Granta Books. 
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While they optimistically predict that girls “may well have new opportunities in high-status 

graduate professions, such as finance and accounting …”,921 Linda McDowell’s (1997) study 

of merchant banking in London illustrates the embeddedness of male middle and upper class 

privilege in the labour market.922 McDowell argues that despite broad changes to the 

structure of the financial sector which have come about through globalisation and in spite of 

unprecedented numbers of young women entering these professions, “the class and gender 

composition of the City remains solidly biased toward middle-class men …”.923 In a recent 

essay, furthermore, she has argued the new economy has exacerbated class differences 

between women in the British context.924 

 

 As I have noted the impacts of economic change and restructuring, while broadly similar, are 

also shaped by context. Here, I have argued, these have strongly been differentiated by 

ethnicity as well as gender and class. In terms of educational patterns, the Ministry review 

seems to suggest that New Zealand girls (and boys) continue to make gender-based subject 

choices in secondary schooling, if not to the same degree as in the past .These choices 

influence their post-school pathways and maintain patterns of gendered occupational 

segregation. Although there has been a marked shift in the gender composition of the (middle 

class dominated) professions here, as I have noted, this pattern of ‘feminisation’ has been 

matched by the predominance of males in the new elite professions. Although it does appear 

that characteristics associated with femininity such as well developed communication skills, 

collaborative learning and sustained application have become privileged in education here, 

which “girls are being constructed as a vanguard of the new subjectivity” is a moot point.925 I 

develop this discussion further in Chapter Ten.  
  
Feminist and pro-feminist scholarship has been invaluable in pointing up the highly 

problematic assumptions about masculinity and schooling that have underpinned dominant 

accounts of  the ‘problem’ of boys’ educational underachievement. And these commentators 

have usefully analysed and critiqued the gender politics that have driven some of these 

claims about boys’ disadvantage. As I have suggested above, however, this work is 
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constrained by its own gendered terms of engagement. Given that the primary focus of the 

literature is on gender as the key marker of identity and difference, it can do little more than 

gesture towards the impact of class and ethnic differences among boys and girls on 

educational achievement. Moreover, because this work operates on the assumption that 

meanings about masculinity and schooling are produced within schools, it overlooks how 

contemporary discourses about boys’ disadvantage are multi-layered and bear traces of the 

past. As I have shown, woven through arguments about boys’ underachievement and claims 

about masculinity and schooling here are historical discourses about class, race, gender and 

education produced and embedded within the society over time.  

 
Concluding remarks 
It may be the limitations of a gender framework for the analysis of educational disparities that 

has mediated a reluctance to engage substantively in debates about the so-called problem of 

boys’ educational underachievement here. Apart from the Alton-Lee and Praat (2000) report, 

which points to far greater ethnic and socio-economic gaps in educational achievement, there 

has been little comparable critical analysis of claims about boys’ disadvantage in New 

Zealand. In the context of continuing feminist commitment to biculturalism, privileging a 

gender analysis is inappropriate because it reproduces silence about which boys are 

significantly underachieving here. In order for feminists to produce more nuanced accounts 

that differentiate between boys they would have to address issues of ethnicity, masculinity 

and schooling, thereby running the risk of inadvertently contributing to ingrained negative 

representations of Maori and Pacific boys. It would also be considered inappropriate for 

Pakeha feminist to undertake this kind of work, and Maori feminists remain committed to 

issues of ethnicity more broadly. Because of the relative silence of feminists here, by 

comparison to the international context, I am unconvinced that we can talk in terms of 

debates about boys’ educational underachievement in New Zealand. Instead what we have 

had (and continue to have) are interdependent and mutually affirming  representations, in 

media stories and teachers ‘talk’, of a problem of boys’ educational underachievement that 

construct boys as a unitary group of victims; the ‘new’ disadvantaged in education.  
 

In this chapter  I have shown that influential research on gender disparities in education, 

media ‘stories’ and the accounts of some educationalist, have shared in common a highly 

problematic tendency to constitute boys as an homogeneous group on the basis of narrowly 

conceived understandings of masculinity. And, moreover, these discourses constructed boys 

implicitly and explicitly as ‘victims’ of a feminized and feminist education system. This 

entwined construction of boys is deeply problematic, I would argue, firstly because it ignores 

the fact that the positional privilege of middle class Pakeha boys remains intact. Also, and 
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perhaps more importantly from my point of view, the stubborn tendency to privilege gender 

over other, broader frames of reference obfuscates the impact of the interrelationship 

between gender, class and ethnicity on poor educational outcomes for some boys (and 

girls). In doing so it renders invisible the historical basis of the educational and social 

disparities they experience 

 
The powerful tendency to oversimplify issues of boys’ educational underachievement in the 

media and among teachers is accompanied by enduring, if contradictory, assumptions that it 

is a problem for (and of) education. These link back both to liberal expectations of education 

more generally and a powerful cultural investment in the myth of an educational meritocracy 

that, I argue, has its roots in social and state formation during the colonial period in New 

Zealand. This myth allows the interplay of class, gender and ethnicity in educational 

inequalities, and their impact on continuing socio-economic disparities in the society, to be 

obscured. Indeed it depends upon that invisibility, as does our investment in it. That 

investment, I suggest, has been intensified with the restructuring of the economy and 

education. The narrow focus on gender that underpins the way some teachers and principals 

conceptualise issues of educational underachievement has been exacerbated by the 

pressures exerted on them following the neoliberalisation of schooling. Their simplification of 

what are in fact highly complex, interwoven structural and social issues enables the illusion 

that schools, by themselves, can make a difference; that they are able, in other words, to 

meet the (heightened) expectations of parents and the state. I develop this discussion further 

in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 9 
 
 From the gender gap to “closing the gaps”: mapping state discourses about 
educational underachievement  
 
Introduction  
In the preceding chapter I argued that media stories and teachers ‘talk’ about the problem of 

boys’ educational underachievement were mutually constitutive. They mobilised a discursive 

construction of boys as the ‘victims’ of feminised schooling and families which, while partly 

informed by international discourses, drew as well on deeply embedded cultural scripts 

about gender, ethnicity, class and education. I suggested that anxiety about the impacts of 

economic transformation, educational restructuring and social shifts on different groups of 

boys has reinforced rather than challenged these ingrained ideas. And I argued that 

heightened state and parental expectations of schooling in the context of these changes 

intensified pressure on schools and teachers, exacerbating the propensity of some 

educators to stubbornly privilege claims about a problem of boys’ educational 

underachievement despite overwhelming evidence of more significant disparities by ethnicity 

and social class. Below I suggest that ERO, in its audit and regulatory functions, contributed 

to this tendency.  

 

This chapter maps the shift from an official concern with gender issues in education to an 

emphasis by the state on ethnic disparities. Utilizing reports produced by the Education 

Review Office, I trace the trajectory away from a discourse of girls’ educational disadvantage 

evident in the ERO report Barriers to Learning (1995), to an emphasis on the ‘problem’ of 

boys’ educational underachievement by 1999. I argue, however, that issues of gender equity 

were not ERO’s primary concern. Rather, in both moments ERO mobilised arguments about 

gendered underachievement in schools to focus on school ‘failure’ and the reports, thus, 

served mainly as a mechanism for disciplining and regulating teachers and schools. 

 

As I noted in Chapter Seven, educational restructuring mediated a new, dual 

conceptualization of education.926 In the first instance, schooling was considered crucial for 

the production of entrepreneurial individuals necessary for the creation of a globally 

competitive knowledge economy. Secondly, as “key legitimatory institutions”, schools and 

teachers were expected to assume responsibility for ensuring individual social mobility by 

                                                 
926 Lewis, N. (2000) ‘Restructuring Discourse in the New Zealand Restructuring Experience 1984-
1995: the Practices of the Education Review Office’. Unpublished PhD thesis, University of Auckland. 
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identifying and addressing ‘barriers to learning’.927 I show in this chapter that ERO acted as 

both a regulatory and constitutive mechanism, engendering and embedding change by 

coercing new practices in schools and producing new pedagogic identities.  

 

Similar concerns significantly contributed to the shift away from a focus on gender issues in 

education to an emphasis by the state on ethnic disparity from 2000. Following the election 

of the fifth Labour government, concerns about the gender gap were replaced in state 

discourses by an expressed commitment to ‘closing the (socio-economic and educational) 

gaps’ between Maori and Pacific Island people, and Pakeha. I situate the state’s focus on 

ethnicity in the context of the intensification of surveillance and regulation through schooling, 

and in other ways, of ‘at risk’ children in ‘problem’ families. I suggest that this emphasis is 

problematic because it reproduces silences about the imbrication of class, ethnicity and 

gender that operate in the same way as the silences in the boys’ ‘debates’. I query whether 

the foregrounding of ethnicity is gender neutral, a discussion I develop in my final chapter. 

 
Section One: ERO: managing education, guarding the state 
As Lewis (2000) has so ably illustrated in his doctoral research, from its inception the role of 

the Office has not been static nor has its relation to the state been particularly transparent. 

The Education Review Office’s predecessor was initially established as a review and audit 

agency whose main function was to monitor the performance of schools in terms of their 

charter. It was also meant to provide “independent comment on the quality of policy … and 

how well policies were being implemented at the national level”, thus monitoring the state’s 

performance as well.928 The initial intention was that the review process would contribute to 

the achievement of social equity goals in education. The election of the National government 

in 1990 extended and embedded neoliberalisation and managerialism, and economic 

renewal became the primary concern of the state. In 1992 a new Chief Review Officer, 

Judith Aitken, was appointed and her mandate from the state was “to create a more 

managerialist ERO”.929 It was her own ideological commitment to managerialism, however, 

that underpinned her conviction that schools could be improved by the adoption of 

managerialist techniques.930 Under Aitken’s direction, with state support, ERO became a key 

mechanism for “monitoring, risk management and direction [of education] exercised from the 

                                                 
927 Ibid: 95 
928 MacKenzie, D. (1999) ‘The Clouded Trail: Ten Years of Education Post-Picot’. In M. Thrupp A 
Decade of Reform in New Zealand Education: Where to Now? Hamilton, New Zealand: School of 
Education, University of Waikato: 14. 
929 Lewis, N. (2000) op.cit: 146 
930 Ibid: 147 
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centre”.931 It allowed, in other words, the distantiated control of education by the re-centred 

state ensuring, in both creative and coercive ways, that the practices of schools and 

teachers meet the state’s expectations. Within the constraints of ERO’s “statutory 

obligations, the new state sector legislation, and its budget” Aitken largely defined the 

Office’s role, and her vision drove its redefinition through the 90s.932 
 

Her perception of ERO was underpinned by an agency theoretical approach which 

emphasized above all the Office’s “obligation to advance the state’s interests”.933 What 

constituted those interests was, however, open to her interpretation. Based upon that 

understanding Aitken amplified ERO’s agenda, perceiving its function as (at least) tripartite: 

in its audit role it would serve as a regulatory mechanism ensuring schools met their 

contractual obligations; it would “produce market and creative effects” and it was, potentially, 

“the basis of [multiple levels of] guardianship … [tying] ERO to the interests of the state”.934 

The Education Review Office, Lewis argues, “develops and legitimates its guardianship by 

aligning its strategies with those of the state in the policy arena, the child’s interests in the 

public sphere, and neoliberal ideology in the political debate that links the two”.935 This notion 

of guardianship was underpinned by a prevailing assumption that education had become too 

important - to the competitive capacity of the nation in the context of a global economy - to 

be left entirely in the hands of politicians. 

 

In the first instance, ERO “provides the institutional structure and technologies of control to 

identify and secure the state’s interests in neo-liberal governmentality” in two ways; by 

‘encouraging’ self-regulation through audit and the neoliberalisation of school subjectivities, 

and by identifying and managing “risk to the state where self-regulation is ineffective”.936 

Secondly, ERO discursively constructs the interests of the child in (instrumental and 

individualistic) terms of her entitlement to maximum human capitalisation, achievement 

opportunities and parental entitlement as taxpayers.937 Thirdly, ERO’s claim to expertise 

serves as the legitimatory basis for the amplification of its agenda in political debate which 

“encompasses a claim to guardianship [reframed] in terms of independence, loyalty to the 

state, and the suppression of provider capture.938 Finally, ERO “exercises a fourth layer of 

guardianship, over the further penetration of the reforms in the political arena” in that “ it 
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pushes the boundaries of the current regulatory framework, urging tighter contracts with 

schools, and working to develop market relations in schools”.939 And, importantly, it 

“cultivates and maintains a sense of crisis to sustain the legitimatory conditions for further 

reform …”.940 It does this largely through the active mobilisation of the media in a move that 

simultaneously draws upon, and reinforces, simplistic accounts of educational issues and 

exerts pressure on schools and teachers to address them. This sense of crisis permeates 

the reports I examine below and, though the gender of those subjects constituted as ‘in 

crisis’ shifts over time, what remains constant is the expectation that schools and teachers 

can (indeed must) resolve that crisis. 

 

Drawing on the governmentality literature Lewis points to ERO’s self-defined status as the 

primary site of educational expertise and “an independent authority of truth”.941 As such it is 

one of many domains for the production of ‘truth’ that operate “at various scales within, 

across, and beyond the state [and that] attempt to exercise control, reproduce space and 

contest the authority of other institutions”.942 In his view ERO is “simultaneously an 

instrument of the new [neoliberal] order, its guardian, and an organization engaged in the 

struggle for its own survival”.943 Its functions are framed by its interpretation of the state’s 

interests which is underpinned, he suggests, by a neoliberal/managerialist understanding of 

and, consequently, a technocratic response to the core problems of the state. The Education 

Review Office’s understanding of the state’s interests and protection of its own interests (that 

is, its continued existence) are tied together in its guardianship role and risk management 

function, and “ERO seeks to manage [risk] by exposing it and exhorting government to 

intervene”.944 What constitutes risk for ERO, he argues, is difference. Implicitly, it is the 

model of the ideal school (and student) against which difference is measured and this ideal 

is to be imposed, if necessary, on ‘risky’ schools and ‘risky’ students.  

 

For Lewis ERO is both a product and instrument of the ‘new neoliberal order’, and its cipher; 

a symbol of what he construes as “a decisive historical juncture”, a break from our social 

democratic past.945 This juncture is represented, in his view, by ERO’s attempts to re-form 

education and educational subjects (principals, teachers, students and parents) in order to 

support the competition state’s economic role - considered its primary function and core 
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problem - in the neoliberal moment. I want to question this claim of radical change with 

ERO’s risk management function, and its emphasis on difference, in mind.  

 

While the core state problems of supporting, expanding and legitimating “the capitalist mode 

of production” can be generalized, their specifications are always contextual temporally and 

spatially, and invariably mediated by conditions internal and external to the nation.946 In New 

Zealand, as I argue in my introductory chapter, particular elements of liberalism have had a 

formative influence, becoming embedded in ‘the national imaginary’ and binding together the 

capitalist and liberal dimensions of the state.947 I suggest that despite significant changes in 

perceptions of and technologies for the management of the capitalist state’s core problems 

over time, those problems remain entangled with the tensions and ambivalences (around 

difference) that derive partly from our colonial heritage.  

 
Difference in Western societies has been (and continues to be) measured against the liberal 

bourgeois ideal of a moral, rational and autonomous subject whose development depends 

upon interaction in the market which “is … seen as promoting the capacity for autonomous, 

self-directing activity first by encouraging individuals to calculate the costs and benefits of 

their decisions and thereby … fostering the cultivation of prudential virtues, and secondly, by 

undermining relations of subservience”.948 Those groups wilfully outside market relations, “in 

whom the capacity for autonomy is [considered] insufficiently developed”, are subjected to 

authoritarian government.949 This other side of the ‘liberal government of freedom’ is  

rationalized by the belief that “the capacities required for autonomous conduct and the social 

conditions that foster them can be developed in a population through compulsion, through 

the imposition of more or less extended periods of compulsion”.950 As Hindess has argued, 

assumptions about the moral and formative functions of capitalist sociality underpinned not 

only classical liberal governmentality but the benign and “authoritarian side of the modern 

welfare state” as well.951  
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University Press: 27-28. 
 947 Brickell, C. (2001) ‘Whose ‘special treatment’? Heterosexism and the Problems with Liberalism’. 
Sexualities 4 (No.2): 212. 
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If neoliberalism pivots on “the commodification of everything”952 mobilising ideas about the 

state, economy and society relation and governmental technologies fundamentally different 

to what has gone before, its concern with the authoritarian governance (at a distance) of 

those outside the market reflects continuity with classical and Keynesian liberalism. That is, 

the neoliberal justification for coercive government draws (like those that precede and follow 

it), however unconsciously, upon assumptions about the civilizing and moralizing function of 

capitalist sociality which rely upon and invoke a bourgeois self as the ideal liberal/capitalist 

subject. As I argued in Chapter One these assumptions are also tied to materialistic, moralist 

and individualistic elements of a Pakeha national identity that have their genesis in colonial 

state and social formation.  

 
What I am suggesting is that there is common-sense, taken-for-granted (and therefore 

largely unconscious) level at which ERO’s ideal of the middle class school and subject 

operates, because bourgeois selves continue to symbolize moral, responsible, autonomous 

(and now entrepreneurial) subjectivity. The middle class continues to signify respectability.953 

How ERO (as a neoliberal state institution) conceptualized difference, I would argue, was 

partially the result of the imbrication of capitalism and liberalism characteristic of western 

societies in general but with particular resonances in the New Zealand context. Thus its 

support of the neoliberal emphasis on the accumulation role of the state has broad historical 

and specific socio-cultural underpinnings; it is not just the product of a radical (right) turn to 

economic rationalism. 

 
ERO acted as a mechanism of authoritarian governance, attempting to enforce this ideal on 

behalf of the state in at least two ways. It did so, firstly, through its own identification of ‘risky’ 

schools and their regulation through the publication of its reports.954 And secondly, it served 

this function through its insistence that schools and teachers identify ‘at risk’ and ‘risky’ 

students (and, as ever, where specific groups of boys are concerned the boundary between 

these categories is porous). Where risk (for groups of students and for the state) was 

signified by educational underachievement, it was expected that schools and teachers could 

and should resolve this problem. Schools, therefore, were to have a key role in the 

surveillance of those deemed to be ‘at risk’ of becoming excluded from market relations. As I 

illustrate below the ‘underachieving boy’ was discursively constructed in ERO’s reports as 
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both at risk of such exclusion and a risk to other students, and as a potential risk to the 

development of a socially cohesive society necessary for global economic competitiveness. 

 
To expand this argument about neoliberalism’s continuity with the past just a little further, I 

want to highlight Lewis’ point that the insistence schools and teachers be responsibilised in 

the ways described above was driven by Judith Aitken’s absolute conviction that schools can 

make a difference to the achievement of individual children regardless of ‘exogenous 

factors’. In the strength of that conviction the “neoliberal ideologue” (and ‘arch-technocrat’) 

retains links with the social liberal (and femocrat). There are resonances here with broad 

liberal expectations of education’s economic and civic roles. That is, with liberal assumptions 

that education is key in the achievement of “economic growth and social progress” and 

capable of “redressing social inequalities … through the equalization of educational 

opportunity”.955 The distance between Keynesian directive that education provide the 

conditions of possibility for social mobility, through the redistributive provision of equality of 

educational opportunity, and Aitken’s neoliberal vision is artificial to the degree that both are 

concerned with individual social mobility not collective social equality in any substantive 

sense.  
 
This emphasis on individual mobility through education is also resonant with the historical 

production of a Pakeha national identity which I have suggested is tied to the myth of an 

egalitarian society. The production of this myth was enabled by the conscious rejection of 

class as a political identity during social and state formation and has, over time, become 

underpinned by the assumption of - and a heavy psychic investment in - the idea of an 

educational meritocracy. There is an enduring relationship here between the tendency to a 

fairly instrumental approach to education and the promise of ‘getting ahead’ which has 

historically been tied to inclusion in ‘market relations’, and the achievement of respectability 

through occupational mobility.  

 

As I have already argued, the state - in its legitimatory function - is deeply implicated in the 

production and maintenance of a national identity and education plays a central part in this 

process. The production of a national identity is a means of creating “horizontal solidarities” 

whose object is to contain and ameliorate vertical (hierarchical) cleavages between social 

groups”, in part to ensure the social conditions (order and cohesion) necessary for the 
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continued expansion of capitalism.956 It attempts to produce these solidarities through 

“mythological discourse”, like that of the egalitarian society for example, which comprises  

 

two pairs of different elements which, although having different functions, combine to 

reinforce each other. One pair celebrates and attempts to produce a united, 

integrated, apparently common national consciousness; the other pair work together 

to disconnect the hierarchies within the school from a causal relation to hierarchies 

outside the school.957 

 
 In assuming education can make a difference for individual children, while managing to 

ignore socio-economic differences (that is, unequal class relations in the wider society), 

Aitken drew upon a deeply embedded cultural script which is woven together with 

liberal/neoliberal ideologies.958 This blindness to class relations, and the inevitability of 

inequality built into the capitalist structure they reflect, is something she shared with the 

liberal femocracy that contributed, if inadvertently, to her powerful position within the 

neoliberal state. As I argued in the previous chapter, liberal femocrats do not challenge 

structural inequality on the basis of class. Their interest is gender equality which essentially 

means equal access for women to the (capitalist) economy and (liberal democratic) political 

sphere. Moreover, as Yeatman (1990) argues, theirs is a relatively privileged (middle) class 

position in comparison to that of the majority of women they advocate for. Thus, their 

“practical ideological commitments often best express the interests of women who like 

themselves who are positioned within the full time labour market”.959 In other words, 

consciously or not, they further the interests of middle class women and in doing so help 

perpetuate the unequal class relations upon which capitalism depends. Aitken’s blindness to 

the structural context of education, of course, does precisely the same thing. 

 

Aitken, unlike her femocrat predecessor, was initially employed by the fourth Labour 

government as chief executive of the Ministry of Women’s Affairs specifically because of her 
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technocratic credentials.960 It was, however, the institutionalisation of liberal feminism at the 

state level that created the possibility of that position. Various feminist commentators have 

analysed what they see as the coincidence of neoliberalism and feminism. Teghtsoonian 

(2004), for example, points to an “international proliferation of gender-sensitive approaches 

to government policy” on the one hand, and neoliberalism’s “erasure of ‘women’ as a social 

and political category, and their reconstitution as degendered ‘workers’ and ‘consumers”, on 

the other.961 In a vein more critical of what she sees as feminism’s inadvertent ‘liaison’ with 

global capitalism, Hester Eisenstein (2005) argues that in some ways “feminist ideas and 

action have been extremely useful to the powers that be”.962 And feminist political initiatives 

have “been steadily co-opted and cleverly used to strengthen and to legitimize the expansion 

of corporate capitalism”.963  

 

Despite these tensions, as I suggested in Chapter Seven, middle class girls have certainly 

been the beneficiaries of liberal feminist initiatives to address the masculine bias in 

education which was central to the discourse of girls’ educational disadvantage964 in the 80s 

and early 90s. These initiatives, and the subsequent rise in middle class girls’ educational 

achievement, have been read as evidence of the feminization (in various ways) of economy 

and society.965 I show here how both the focus on girls’ educational disadvantage in 1995 

and the ‘problem’ of boys’ educational underachievement by 1999 were strategically 

mobilized by ERO, not so much in the interest of gender equity but as a means of regulating 

school management and teacher practice.  
  

Section Two: Reporting on schools: technologies of (neoliberal) regulation 
Before I examine ERO’s approach to gender issues in education I want briefly to point to the 

central assumptions that underpin its method of review and how it achieves the compliance 

of schools and teachers, not only with their legislated obligations but with its own vision of 

schooling.966 ERO’s role, as an audit agency, is to measure schools’ compliance with their 
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contractual obligations and that function is underpinned by the assumption of “the self-

regulating school which is materialized through the imposition of various internal and 

external regulatory mechanisms.967 Internal mechanisms comprising regular self review, 

teacher appraisal, the assessment of ‘value- added’ through student testing, reflect ERO’s 

strong emphasis on the production of documentation by schools which effectively “extends 

the formal expectations of schools set out in the legislation and [National Education 

Guidelines]”.968 Staff self review procedures and staff performance appraisal  

 

transfer self-regulation into the daily routines of schools and their staff. They shift 

responsibility for what was previously part of the government’s legitimation problem 

[around the redress of educational inequalities] to sites within the school.969  

 

External mechanisms of “parental choice and market disciplines” exert pressure on schools 

and reinforce their competition.970 The reports themselves act as market information for 

parents, exposing schools to the risk of student exit if their reviews are negative.971 And they 

are based upon assumptions of “a market standard product” which they then attempt to 

produce through “standardized review procedures and [an] implicit model of good 

practice”.972  

 

ERO’s technicist review methods are underpinned by “ ‘value-added approaches … [which 

suggest] that the teaching-learning process can be improved by imposing stricter standards 

of assessment and monitoring of outcomes”.973 The reviews measure ‘school effectiveness’, 

the key signifier of which is student achievement. In the official definition “[a]n effectiveness 

review is an evaluation of student achievement and the impact of the teaching services and 

management practices within a school on that achievement”.974 What the review actually 

measures is school compliance with the National Education Guidelines, and thus with 

government policy which emphasizes the responsibility of boards of trustees to improving 
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achievement.975 While it is the legal responsibility of Boards of Trustees to ensure schools 

are performing effectively, they are largely directed by principals and teachers who “hold 

natural responsibility”.976 Because the reviews are mostly concerned with schools’ self–

assessment capabilities they rely heavily upon school achievement information and school 

policy documents, and therefore on the perceptions and practices of teachers and 

principals.977 These actors, of course, are under considerable pressure to perform 

‘effectiveness’ in order to ensure that the review they receive is positive.  

 

That pressure is reinforced by ERO’s active utilization of the media which, as I noted above, 

is crucial for the continued “cultivation of crisis” that is a key mechanism of regulation for the 

Office.978 In common with other national contexts in which ‘the failing boys’ failing schools 

discourse’ predominates at the state level,979 ERO mobilizes the media in its campaign of 

‘shaming and blaming’ teachers for educational underachievement. It perceives “media 

reporting [as] the most effective means for promoting school accountability”.980 For schools, 

the media serves a dual function. It can either enhance their reputation and competitiveness 

in the school market through its publicizing of a ‘good’ review or, if the review is negative, it 

can act as a ‘platform’ for contesting ERO’s criticisms.981 As Robertson et al point out, 

however,  

schools in this situation do so from a position of weakness, - firstly because of their 

relative defensive position to ERO as the evaluative agency, and secondly because 

the media selection and construction processes focus in certain [negative and critical] 

ways on schools which are already struggling in the marketplace.982  

 

Effectively, ERO’s mobilization of the media works in tandem with the media’s practices of 

selectiveness and its “irritative function”,983 and a competitive school market to produce more 

homogeneous schools. That is, in order to maintain their ‘good reputation’ and their 

competitiveness in the ‘marketplace’, schools actively seek out ‘ideal’ students whose 

achievement (and behaviour) is not an issue. Thus ERO’s self-constructed - and quite 
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conscious - mobilization of the media serves as a powerful mechanism for the control of 

teachers and schools, enabling the state to enforce their accountability and compliance to 

their legislated responsibilities from a distance.  

 

As Blackmore and Thorpe (2003) have argued “ ‘managing the media’ is critical to the 

contemporary state as well as individual schools, teachers, principals and parents in 

increasingly more competitive systems and times of radical social and economic change”.984 

And ERO is not alone in utilizing the media for its own ends. The competitive education 

market has contributed to concerns with “image management” among “new ‘entrepreneurial’ 

principals”, and media management is an important part of their overall management role.985 

Some principal/managers of boys’ schools have been very proactive in this way, perhaps 

partly in defence of single sex schooling for boys following ERO’s critical assessment of it in 

the report I discuss below. The media has served as a forum for their views on the problem 

of boys’ educational underachievement helping to produce them as the new gender ‘experts’ 

in education, and for their advocacy of single sex schooling as its panacea. A similar trend is 

evident in Australia where boys’ and some co-educational schools have mobilised the media 

to market themselves, and their engagement in the debates through the media has acted “as 

a marketing device … for the schools involved”.986  
 

Nevertheless, what I want to suggest here is that ERO’s utilization of the media is one of 

multiple and interwoven, and quite coercive, mechanisms of teacher governance. The 

pressure these exert upon schools cannot help but have profound implications for how 

teachers perceive educational inequality, and the strategies they develop to address it. 

ERO’s regulation of teachers may well contribute to their tendency to narrowly frame boys’ 

issues and privilege the gender gap over ethnic and class disparities in education, though in 

quite subtle ways. What teachers ‘see’ as the problem of boys’ educational 

underachievement might well be partly the result of their internalization of ERO’s discourse 

of accountability, and what they can ‘do’ has to fit into the very narrow model of ‘good 

practice’ produced by ERO.987  
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The stress on standards-based education here is underpinned by the central assumption 

“that more extensive amounts, and more systematic forms, of assessment will produce 

higher standards of achievement”.988 Hence ERO’s heavy emphasis on the documentation 

and collation of aggregated assessment data. Standardization, however, amounts to “the 

imposition and enforcement of a set of codified practices” in all schools  “in order to ensure 

consistency  across all schools in the delivery of the National Curriculum, the National 

Education Guidelines, and the National Administration Guidelines”.989 The intention is to 

deliver “a basic entitlement for all children in the same way, regardless of socio-economic or 

ethnic circumstances”.990 Effectively, however, “[a]udit-based accountability disembeds 

teachers’ professional ethic and replaces it with an elaborately produced set of rituals and 

records that are driven by anxiety and fear and which masquerades as reality “.991 

Section Three: Findings, ‘facts’ and fictions: ERO and gender issues in education 

Part one: Explaining girls’ ‘disadvantage’?  
In 1995 ERO published a report entitled Barriers to Learning which reviewed how Boards of 

Trustees, and their schools and teachers conceptualized school based learning barriers, and 

what programmes (if any) had been established to address them. The report drew upon a 

case study produced during the review that focused on girls’ experiences at school because 

they constituted “a group identified both nationally and internationally as disadvantaged in 

schooling”.992 The explicit purpose of the study, which was carried out by the Office but 

partially funded by the Ministry of Women’s Affairs, was to explore “the extent to which 

Boards of Trustees, through their principal and teachers, have identified, analysed and 

addressed “barriers to learning” for girls in their schools”.993 From the findings the report 

concluded that, because “many schools do not identify girls as a group for whom there are 

“barriers to learning” … and [w]here they do identify barriers to girls’ learning further analysis 

has not been undertaken”, they and their managers were not meeting their legal 

responsibility to recognize and address inequalities in education.994  

 

The failure of boards, schools and teachers to identify, that is to document, and address 

girls’ educational disadvantage was partly attributed to what ERO saw as a tendency among 

these actors to locate significant barriers to learning outside of schools. The report 

                                                 
988 Codd, J., McAlpine, D. and Poskitt, J. (1995) ‘Assessment Polices in New Zealand: Educational 
Reform or Political Agenda?’ In R. Peddie and B. Tuck (eds) Setting the Standards: Issues in 
Assessment for National Qualifications. Palmerston North: Dunmore Press: 33. 
989 Robertson et al (1997) op.cit: 196 
990 Ibid: 197 
991 Ibid, my emphasis. 
992 Education Review Office (1995) Barriers to Learning. ERO, Wellington: 4. 
993 Ibid: 18 
994 Ibid: 6 



 239

emphasized - and criticized - their tendency to privilege exogenous factors, in particular 

“family conditions”, which were seen by school management and teachers “as beyond the 

school’s control”.995 It also highlighted the opinion of some boards and principals that in both 

primary and secondary schools teachers themselves contributed to students’ disinterest in 

learning, either because they lacked behaviour management skills or because of 

inappropriate teaching styles for or low expectations of particular groups.996 The report 

criticized what it perceived as schools’ presumption of “an ideal student who comes from the 

family that conforms to the "norm" and that deviations from this "norm" of the family and child 

need to be overcome before learning can occur”.997  

 

There are interesting resonances here with Keddie’s (1971) research about teacher’s implicit 

centring of a class based model of the ideal student that I noted in Chapter Eight.998 Though, 

there is nothing in the report that hints at a similar critical perspective around issues of social 

class and education. Quite to the contrary, this crucial contextual element is subordinated to 

ERO’s heavy emphasis on the idea that schools can make a difference to students in spite 

of socio-economic and contextual factors. Accordingly, its findings are used to vilify schools 

and teachers and to coerce their compliance with legislation and ERO’s project of 

responsibilisation. There is no small irony, as well, in ERO’s concern about bias in teachers’ 

perceptions and practice given the implicit bias operating within its selective utilization of 

evidence, and its intensive efforts to impose a normative middle class model on schools and 

students. 999   

 

This selective use of research is mobilised in Barriers to construct a particular (partial in both 

senses) discourse of girls’ disadvantage, drawing on some elements of research on the 

educational and employment status of girls and women while excluding others.1000 It 

presents these findings in a way that lacks any real coherence because its engagement with 

the research is absolutely superficial. For example, in the introduction it gestures to evidence 

which shows a marked improvement in educational and employment outcomes for girls and 

women by situating girls as a group who “do succeed at school” although they are 

disadvantaged by “barriers in post-school education, training and employment”.1001 
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Henceforth, however, the educational success of some girls is largely subordinated to their 

discursive construction as an homogeneous group who are disadvantaged at school, not 

least because schools and teachers inadequately understand what constitutes barriers to 

their learning in that context. The significant tensions and contradictions that exist for some 

girls and women, which their simultaneous location as successful at school and 

disadvantaged outside it suggest, are largely glossed over; as is the impact of social class 

and ethnic differences among girls at school and women in the society. 

 

Instead the report emphasises Sturrock’s (1993) argument that education, though not the 

only factor, is “responsible for the existence of disadvantages faced by women … [and] has 

contributed to and perpetuated [their] social and economic disadvantage.1002 What is omitted 

is her emphasis on “the complex [socio-cultural] variables”, and the influence of the socio-

economic context of their families, which mediate gender identity and girls’ choices in 

education. So too is her admonition that “[s]chools cannot be expected to counter these 

entrenched social attitudes on their own”.1003 Moreover, the report carefully ignores the point 

made in the Ministry publication that socio-economic disparities remain between women and 

men in the society, despite higher rates of achievement for girls at school, that are powerfully 

connected to our gender culture. 
 

The case study describes, with critical comment, what the schools that have identified 

barriers to learning for girls perceived these to be and how they were addressed. In 

secondary schooling, for girls as a group, these comprised: low numbers of girls in 

mathematics, science, and technical subjects; the dominant or aggressive behaviour of 

boys; the absence of women teachers as role models in mathematics, science and 

technology; and the absence of women in senior management positions”.1004 This list reflects 

schools’ continued emphasis on areas of concern that educational feminists highlighted in 

the 80s and early 90s, and the strategies they mobilise such as girls’ only classes in maths 

and science are a product of the influence of these (mainly liberal) feminist discourses. In 

their assessment of barriers to learning for Maori and Pacific girls, schools emphasized quite 

different issues. These ranged from individual elements such as self esteem and health 

issues, to family expectations and peer pressure and, for Pasifika girls, “second language 

needs”.1005  
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These perceptions serve as very clear examples of teachers’ tendency to perceive 

exogenous factors (of cultural difference in this case) as central to the educational 

underachievement of particular social groups. I am not privileging ERO’s position here. 

Rather I want to recall Keddie’s (1971) observation that teachers appear to depend on a 

“social pathology” approach which contributes to the individualization of failure and is 

underpinned by notions of “ ‘under-socialization’ and instability originating  with the social 

disorganization of the ‘background’ of the pupil”.1006 In other words, schools that identified 

the above as barriers to Maori and Pacific girls’ learning did so through the lens of cultural 

deficit (and class difference, since these intersect here). Moreover both the schools that 

produced these ‘findings’, and the report itself, implicitly invoked middle class girls in their 

homogenization of girls as a singular group.  

 

Barriers’ mobilisation of the discourse of girls’ disadvantage is, as I have suggested, highly 

problematic. This discursive construction was a significant element of feminist educational 

discourse in the 70s and 80s and has since been cogently critiqued for a number of reasons 

by feminist poststructuralists in education.1007 Constituting girls as disadvantaged is 

problematic because differences among girls in terms of educational achievement and life 

chances, which are strongly mediated by social class and ethnicity, are obscured. Secondly, 

this discursive construction was central in a (liberal) feminist campaign to encourage girls to 

make non-traditional subject choices and tended to construct them in limited, limiting and 

contradictory ways.1008 The report constitutes ‘girls’ as educationally disadvantaged, 

however, in the context of international concern with an emergent gender gap in their favour. 
Barriers to Learning is a highly simplistic (and not particularly coherent) account that 

mobilizes a discourse of girls’ educational disadvantage to emphasise school failure, as a 

means of disciplining and regulating teachers, rather than a genuine critical engagement 

with gender issues in education. This is a very good example of how neoliberalism has co-

opted elements of feminism for its own purposes. 

 

As I will illustrate below ERO’s (1999) report on the educational achievement of boys, while 

overtly gender focused, was similarly flawed. Like Barriers this report reflected ERO’s 

entrenched view that educational inequality is unequivocally the problem of schools and 

teachers, in two senses. Firstly boys’ educational underachievement is a problem (like 

barriers to learning for girls) partly related to deficient aspects of schools’ own practices, and 
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secondly it is emphatically their responsibility to resolve. While this report was significantly 

more comprehensive than Barriers, drawing heavily (if selectively and uncritically) upon a 

potpourri of international and national research and literature, these often contradictory 

findings were utilized to support its central premise that ‘failing schools’ were producing 

‘failing boys’. 

 
Part Two: ‘Failing schools, failing boys’: problematising ERO’s discursive 
construction of the ‘problem’ of boys’ educational underachievement 
ERO’s Report The Achievement of Boys (1999) was published in the context of increasing 

public concern about the apparent emergence of boys’ educational disadvantage. Its stated 

purpose was to “[examine] the relationship between boys’ achievements and Education 

Review Office findings on the quality of education provided to boys”.1009 That a ‘problem’ of 

boys’ educational underachievement existed, and that it was the responsibility of schools 

and teachers to address, was a given. Citing the existence of “evidence that girls and boys 

learn and respond in different ways, and achieve best with different teaching styles”, the 

report stated that in order “[t]o address boys’ educational underachievement, teachers need 

to be knowledgeable about differences in the preferred learning styles and behaviour of boys 

and girls [and they] need to be able to adopt a range of teaching strategies to help 

accommodate the differences”.1010 

 

The report’s central claim was that “enough boys across all socio-economic groups achieve 

poorly [at school] to show there is a pattern of boys’ under-achievement”.1011 This conclusion 

was based upon ERO’s reading of aggregated statistical data of the comparative 

performance of girls and boys in secondary school examinations; School Certificate, 

University Entrance and Bursary. These showed that “boys [had] lower rates of participation 

and success in School Certificate and University Bursaries examinations than girls … lower 

rates of retention and [were] more likely to leave school without qualifications”.1012 It also 

drew upon the Ferguson and Horwood (1997) study, and on international research, to imply 

that boys as a group were experiencing an educational crisis. And this ‘crisis’ in ERO’s view 

had both social and economic implications, “for boys themselves and for society at large” in 

a context where “employment is increasingly based on knowledge and communication 

skills”.1013 According to the report, “New Zealand’s future economic prosperity and social 
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cohesion depend on giving all students (boys as well as girls) the opportunity to succeed to 

their full potential”.1014  

 

While this report referred to a range of national and international research and opinion it did 

so uncritically and selectively, presenting the findings in an ad hoc manner that contributed 

to an overall lack of coherence. For example, the report gestured to external factors which 

might mediate boys’ achievement at school such as “family influences, TV and other mass 

media and a macho peer culture that affects some boys’ attitudes towards schoolwork and 

homework”.1015 This statement draws on disparate research and arguments which actually 

contradict each other. The first part of the statement reflects prevailing ideas about boys as a 

unitary group which naturalises masculinity and constitutes them as ‘victims’ of social 

change and poor family practices. In contrast, research on the effects of ‘peer culture’ on 

boys tends to perceive masculinity as socially or discursively constructed, policed by boys 

themselves, differentiated by class (at least) and reproduced in schools.1016 Similarly, the 

report makes reference to claims about the feminization of schooling and more complex 

feminist arguments about the gendering of the curriculum stating that  

 

Most teachers are women. It is argued that some schools place a greater emphasis 

on feminine values and that teachers adopt teaching styles and assessment 

practices that favour girls over boys. This may lead to differences in the performance 

of boys and girls that are unrelated to their ability. Changes in teaching practices may 

be needed to counter boys’ perception of literacy as a feminised subject.1017  

 

Firstly, as I have already argued, the feminization argument is problematic not least because 

it depends upon the homogenisation of boys by dint of their ‘shared’ masculinity. Secondly, 

in terms of gendered perceptions of subjects at school, poststructural feminist writers have 

pointed to the deeply embedded discursively constructed processes of gender identity which 

mediate them.1018 The complex nature of gender identity formation militates against any 

simplistic claim that changes to teacher practice alone can address boys’ and girls’ gendered 

experiences of schooling. 
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The acknowledgement of complexity, however, is antithetical to ERO’s modus operandi. 

Instead, in order to achieve its aim of responsibilisation it privileges research on gender and 

schooling that pivots on a narrow conceptualization of masculinity, reinforcing the view that 

schools are part of the ‘problem’ of boys’ educational underachievement and key to its 

resolution. In doing so, it can claim that “[r]esearch on boys’ achievement within schools 

focuses on two main issues - differences in boys’ and girls’ learning styles, and the greater 

range of behavioural problems presented by boys. In both cases, the key factor affecting 

boys’ achievement is the ability of schools to put in place effective policies that address 

boys’ needs”.1019 The point here is that these ‘key’ issues are situated within the school, 

suggest deficient practice and, thus, the possibility of their school-based resolution. The 

multiple and complex factors that mediate educational outcomes for boys including the 

interplay of ethnicity, social class and masculinities, and their impact on perceptions of and 

performance at school for different boys, is ignored.  

 

A superficial pass over the international debates about boys and education, and its highly 

selective utilization of the various literatures, is evident in the section of the report that 

critiques single sex schooling for boys. Here it cites OFSTED’s (the United Kingdom’s Office 

for Standards in Education) definition of the key features of failing schools. These comprise: 

low literacy standards; behavioural issues; truancy and punctuality issues and high rates of 

suspension, particularly among ethnic minorities; and a substantive gender gap in 

achievement.1020 Epstein et al (1998) have pointed out that, in Britain, many these 

characteristics have been associated explicitly with the educational under-achievement of 

white, working class boys who continue to be the focus of state and public concern there.1021 

Here, as I suggest below, issues of class are submerged in a (state and public) concern 

about problem ‘brown’ boys. This operates largely as a subtext in the report however, 

despite periodic references to the significant underachievement of Maori and Pacific Island 

boys; partly because of ERO’s cultivation of a sense of general crisis for boys in the interest 

of regulating schools and teachers.  
 

ERO utilizes this designation of the failing school to support its argument that “[the] 

performance of schools is not directly related to the examination results of students” which, 

in turn, serves as the basis of its criticism of boys’ only schools.1022 In a comparative analysis 
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of school effectiveness the report found that despite the fact that “[boys] in single sex 

schools tend to achieve higher examination results than boys in co-educational schools”,1023 

boys’ schools performed more poorly than both girls’ schools and co-educational schools 

against most indicators.1024 As I suggested above, ERO’s criticism of boys’ schools may well 

have influenced a more proactive role in educational discourses about boys’ 

underachievement by the principals of boys-only schools, both in terms of their identification 

as entrepreneurial principal/managers and in defence of their practices in that role, and in 

defence of single sex schooling for boys per se.  

 

In ERO’s view the existence of a substantial gender gap in co-educational schools is the 

signifier of their failure. The report suggests that a gender gap in favour of girls is evidence 

that these schools are not addressing their responsibility to identify and address “barriers to 

learning” for boys and, indeed, “the key factor affecting [boys’] achievement is the extent to 

which co-educational schools put in place policies and programmes to address their 

educational needs”.1025 As I suggested earlier in this chapter, the uncritical utilization of the 

gender gap as evidence there is a generalised problem of boys’ educational 

underachievement is highly problematic in a number of ways. Firstly, it overlooks the 

tendency toward a “far greater overlap in performance between the two groups than 

difference” and, perhaps more importantly, that “the range of performance within gender 

groups generally reveals far more variability within each gender group, than variability 

between groups”.1026 In other words, privileging the gender gap in terms of educational 

disparity obscures the fact that some boys are doing substantially worse at school than 

others. I discuss this point in more detail below. 

 

Overall, the report concludes that “[t]he underachievement of boys has serious 

consequences for boys as a group and for society as a whole. Improving boys’ achievement 

is important both for equity and the effectiveness of the education system in preparing New 

Zealanders for life in a modern economy”.1027 It is unequivocal that the burden of 

responsibility for ensuring these conditions is that of schools and teachers, not that of the 

state, since “[t]he obligation on schools to provide equal opportunities for boys is implicit in 

the National Education Guidelines, which require schools to identify and remove barriers to 

achievement”.1028 This is not to say that the state has no role to play in securing these 
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conditions, it does. Although, this amounts only to the potential for the intensified regulation 

of schools: “To ensure this obligation is met, it may be necessary for the Government to 

consider whether stronger requirements should be placed on schools to assess and address 

the achievement of boys”.1029  

 

ERO’s follow up report, Promoting Boys’ Achievement (2000), was a short analysis of the 

degree to which the schools reviewed in the earlier report recognized and addressed boys’ 

underachievement. Like the prior report, it tended to contradictory claims about boys as an 

homogeneous group. It registered the necessity to be aware of distinctions among boys (and 

girls) while simultaneously reinforcing assumptions of their homogeneity. Again while 

cognizance was made of the disparities between boys in terms of ethnicity and socio-

economic status, these were subordinated by the persistent reinscription of boys as a unitary 

group. In Promoting Boys, ERO simply reiterates its central claim that schools and teachers 

are responsible for addressing the ‘problem’ of boys’ educational underachievement, 

emphasizing even more strongly the central role of monitoring and evaluation in addressing 

equity issues.1030 

 

ERO’s discursive construction of the problem of boys’ educational underachievement 

simultaneously draws upon, and reinforces, the sense of a general crisis for all boys that 

also prevails in media representations and teachers’ ‘talk’. While the reports described 

above gesture to significant ethnic disparity in the educational outcomes of boys, these 

findings are subordinated to a simplistic account that foregrounds the gender gap; perhaps 

partially in an attempt to circumvent teachers’ recourse to cultural deficit explanations, which 

externalize the causes of educational underachievement for some groups, but also in order 

to reinforce responsibilisation. By emphasising gender differences in underachievement and 

locating some of their causation and all of their resolution at school, ERO simplifies what are 

in fact the complex and overlapping issues of class, gender and ethnicity that mediate poor 

educational outcomes for particular groups of boys and girls. As I noted in the previous 

chapter, the complex interplay of these factors and their impact on educational outcomes is 

evident in the Alton-Lee and Praat (2000) Review. 

 
While ERO’s reports on boys’ education reinforced simplistic accounts of their ‘disadvantage’ 

that pivoted on the existence of a gender gap, they were produced in the context of 

increasing state anxiety about ethnic disparities and at the cusp of a discursive shift in social, 

educational, and economic policy toward ‘closing the gaps’ between Pakeha and the Maori 
                                                 
1029 Ibid, my emphasis. 
1030 Education Review Office (2000) Promoting Boys’ Achievement. ERO, Wellington. See p. 4. 
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and Pacific Island population. As I noted above, a concern with ethnicity operated as a 

subtext in ERO’s account of educational issues for boys. The emphasis on school failure, for 

example, existed in the broader context of increasing state anxiety about ‘risky’ and ‘at-risk’ 

students. In the figure of the ‘underachieving boy’ various risk categories of concern to the 

state overlapped. He was also often ‘the truant’ and ‘the delinquent’ with violence and 

substance abuse issues,1031 and he was most likely to be ‘brown’. These boys were a risk to 

the state because, in its view, they constituted a danger to the viability of the knowledge 

economy; both in terms of the development its skill-base, and because they represented a 

threat to the social cohesiveness necessary for economic competitiveness in the global 

marketplace and, thus, for state legitimation.  

 

An overriding concern with the racialisation of socio-economic and educational disparities, 

and ‘risk’, is clear in the Briefing to the Incoming Minister of Education (1999). The Briefing 

highlights the fact that both Maori and Pacific students significantly underachieve, compared 

to other groups, in a context where it claims underachievement threatens the nation’s socio-

economic welfare.1032 It states that “[i]t is important for New Zealand’s social and economic 

wellbeing that levels of achievement keep rising for all students and there is a substantial 

closing of the gaps between those students who achieve well and those who do not”.1033 

While both groups are subjects of concern, in discussing Maori underachievement the 

Briefing emphasizes the Government’s obligations to them under the Treaty of Waitangi. The 

document mobilises the language of partnership and emphasizes the necessity to 

“strengthen the role families and communities play in the learning process [through] better 

co-ordination of services and policies across government agencies, case management of at-

risk children and families, early intervention programmes, and informing family members of 

practical approaches to support their children’s literacy and numeracy development”.1034 

 

As I noted in Chapter Seven, Maori and Pacific Island peoples groups bore the brunt of 

economic restructuring which had exacerbated and entrenched poverty amongst them, and 

they had also experienced the negative effects of educational restructuring. As a result of the 

devolution of educational governance to schools and communities and the social polarization 

that resulted from the marketisation of education, “those communities who [found] 

themselves with the more intractable problems to preside over [were] those same 

                                                 
1031 ERO’s risk categories here align with those in the Ministry of Education’s (1999) Briefing to the 
Incoming Minister of Education. Ministry of Education, Wellington: Executive Summary. 
1032 Ministry of Education (1999) ibid: 1 
1033 Ibid 
1034 Ibid 
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communities with the fewest material, cultural and social resources to govern with”.1035 The 

racialisation of risk positioned Maori and Pacific people as “fiscal and social risks to the state 

and its investment in education and the social infrastructure”;1036 although, as I suggest 

below, their discursive construction as ‘risky subjects’ by the state was also mediated by the 

continuing pressure of bicultural politics which influenced its campaign to ‘close the gaps’. At 

the same time localization of risk brought Maori and Pacific families and communities more 

closely within the ambit of the state, through schools, with the introduction of a variety of 

‘wrap around projects’ aimed at surveillance and intervention in and beyond school.1037 In 

this moment, education became positioned more strongly at the nexus of social and 

economic policy and schools became even more closely involved in the authoritarian 

governance of ‘problem’ populations.  

 
Section Four : Closing the Gaps: ushering in New Zealand’s ‘third way’ 
Following its election in 1999 the Labour Coalition government instigated a campaign to 

close the socio-economic gaps between Maori and Pacific Island populations and other New 

Zealanders, centering ethnicity “as the major axis of difference for the targeted social 

policies and programmes of the 2000s”.1038 This move represented a shift away from 

‘hardcore’ neo-liberal social policy to attempts to create and embed an Antipodean version of 

the ‘third way’. While third way politics underpinned the discursive and policy changes that 

characterized this moment they were discursively constructed and utilized in ways that were 

specific to this post-colonial context, with all of the tensions and contradictions this implies. I 

come back to this point in my critical discussion of the third way in Chapter Ten, here I 

simply overview the elements of this initial shift.  

 

Mobilising broad third way principles, ‘Closing the Gaps’ emphasized the private delivery of 

social goods and services, a central role for paid employment and education, and stressed  

human and social capital development in the context of a globalised knowledge 

economy.1039 It foregrounded notions of social inclusion underpinned by concerns about 

“multiple disadvantage and its intergenerational transmission” and the threat it posed “to 

social cohesion of New Zealand society”, centering ‘at-risk’ children.1040 Here, however, 

                                                 
1035 Robertson, S. and Dale, R. (2002) ‘Local States of Emergency: the Contradictions of Neo-liberal 
Governance in Education in New Zealand’. British Journal of Sociology of Education 23  (No.3): 468. 
1036 Ibid: 470 
1037 Ibid; see also Lewis, N. (2000) op.cit: 111 
1038 Elizabeth, V. and Larner, W. (2003) ‘Children, Families/Whanau and Communities: Gender and 
Ethnicity in New forms of Social Governance in Aotearoa/New Zealand’, under review for Social 
Politics: 4. 
1039 Ibid: 6 
1040 Ibid: 9 
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policy discourses stressed ethnic disadvantage and children’s location in ‘at-risk’ families 

and communities. The discourse of social inclusion was premised upon a re-configuration of 

the state-society relation which pivoted on paid employment, or preparation for it, as “an 

obligation of citizenship”.1041 It also invoked a  ‘facilitative state’ whose role, in partnership 

with communities and the third sector, was to “pro-actively encourage poor people and 

beneficiaries to become independent and self-responsible citizens”.1042  

 

Concluding remarks 

As I noted above, where New Zealand’s version of the third way diverged was in its 

emphasis on ethnicity. This focus was rationalized in terms of three central concerns; social 

justice, Treaty obligations and social cohesion.1043 These rationales reflected the continuing 

influence of bicultural politics insofar as they appeared “to correspond with the three articles 

of the Treaty of Waitangi. The “social justice” discourse correlates with Article Three, a 

“Treaty” discourse acknowledging tino rangatiratanga coincides with Article Two and the 

“social cohesion” discourse is in line with Article One.1044  
 

Multiple and sometimes conflicting models of social justice underpinned Closing the Gaps, 

however, and similarly implicit tensions existed between its rationales and the three Treaty 

articles.1045 As ever, the concerns of the state did not easily align with those of Maori even in 

this ‘hybrid’ moment.1046 In the concluding chapter I argue that these kinds of tensions inhere 

in the third way/third space moment and are powerfully connected to liberalism’s continuing 

ambivalent relationship with its racialised ‘other’.   

 

The privileging of ethnic disadvantage also produced a strong negative response from the 

public and media which contributed, by 2001, to a policy shift away from an explicit focus on 

ethnicity that underpinned ‘Closing the Gaps’ to discourses of social development and 

investment.1047 This shift was more discursive than substantive, however, because although 

discourses of social development emphasized “social wellbeing for all New Zealanders”, the 

main focus of concern remained “with those … who [were] experiencing ‘poor outcomes’ 

                                                 
1041 Ibid: 11 
1042 Ibid 
1043 Humpage, L. and Fleras, A. (2001) ‘Intersecting Discourses: Closing the Gaps, Social Justice and 
the Treaty of Waitangi’. Social Policy Journal of New Zealand 16, July: 37-53. 
1044 Ibid: In Article One of the Treaty the Crown was given authority over the Europeans living in New 
Zealand; Article Two guaranteed Maori unqualified sovereignty over their lands, their villages and 
their cultural treasures; Article Three guaranteed Maori citizenship rights.  
1045 Ibid: 39 
1046Elizabeth, V. and Larner, W. (2003) op.cit. 
1047 Ibid: 13 
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because of entrenched poverty”.1048 Because Maori and Pacific people were invariably 

overrepresented in this population ethnic disparity remained the center of state concern, 

even if not in explicit terms. 

 

The point I wish to reiterate here is that ‘Closing the Gaps’ signaled the beginning of the 

development of a New Zealand version of the third way and the moment within which a 

gender focus in education policy discourses essentially disappeared. That is not to say that 

the state was no longer concerned with the underachievement of particular boys. Rather, 

gendered underachievement was subsumed in discourses of racialised risk and ethnic 

disadvantage. As I argue in my concluding chapter, this focus continues to obscure the 

interplay of ethnicity, social class and gender and the impact this has on educational 

underachievement.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
1048 Ibid: 13-14 
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Chapter Ten 
 
Third Way/Third Space? Questions of social justice in the knowledge society.1049 

 

We find ourselves in a moment of transit where space and time cross to produce 

complex figures of difference and identity, past and present, inside and outside, 

inclusion and exclusion.1050 

 

Globalization is changing the way we argue about social justice.1051 

 
Introduction  
In “moments of transit” it is difficult to be unequivocal much less conclusive. As I suggested 

in my introduction, I come to the end of the thesis with questions about the future rather than 

conclusions about the present. Discursive struggles over educational disadvantage here 

remain dominated by a politics of representation and therefore continue to be too narrowly 

framed. Some actors still claim a generalised ‘problem’ of boys’ educational 

underachievement, while state discourses continue to emphasise ethnic disparity - rightly so, 

though wrongly framed.  And while it is quite clear that here as elsewhere middle class girls 

have benefited from the coincidence of liberal educational feminism and neoliberal 

individualism, at least in terms of a discernable upward shift in their educational 

achievement, the state’s position here makes it impossible to argue unequivocally that they 

are the new subjects of education. Equally, claims about the feminisation of the postmodern 

which position women ‘in general’ as the beneficiaries of socio-economic transformation are 

disrupted by tensions between the heavy reliance of third way social governance upon 

women’s affective labour at the same time as their labour market participation has become a 

given. As I suggest below this re-inscribes rather than disrupts a bourgeois embodiment of 

respectability, and this is reinforced in the first instance by the centering of particular forms of 

family and conceptions of community that re-inscribe the (undeserving) poor and the ‘benefit 

dependent’ as respectability’s constitutive limit; and secondly by the continuing dominance of 

                                                 
1049 Larner, W. (2005) Co-Constituting ‘After Neoliberalism’: New Forms of Governance in Aotearoa 
New Zealand. Mini-Keynote Address; Studies in Political Economy Annual Conference: Towards a 
Politics of Scale’, February 3-5, 2005. I use the notion of knowledge society because I write this in 
retrospect; although technically in 2002 the conceptual shift from knowledge economy to knowledge 
society - that is from a concern with international competitiveness “to a [third way] message about 
socio-economic inclusiveness, human capital and leadership”- that Larner identifies was still in 
process (p. 9). And in fact it is evident from Kelly’s comments that state concerns about boys were still 
dominated by economics. 
1050 Bhabha, H. (1994) The Location of Culture. London; New York: Routledge: Introduction. 
1051 Fraser, N. (2005) ‘Reframing Justice in a Globalizing World’. New Left Review 36, November-
December: 69-88. 
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representation politics in state constructions of social justice that invoke the past without 

ever acknowledging it. 

 
Education ‘after neoliberalism’: making ‘poor boys’ into ‘good’ girls?  
Claims about a ‘problem’ of boys’ underachievement did not simply disappear with the 

introduction here of a variation of third way politics which emphasised ethnic socio-economic 

and educational disparities. In July 2002 Television New Zealand screened an Assignment 

documentary, entitled It’s Cool To Be A Fool, which again attempted to discursively construct 

the gender gap in school achievement as the educational issue of the moment. A central 

premise of the programme was that boys here were not getting a ‘fair go’ at school; they 

were being left behind by girls partly because of a dominant youth culture in which it was 

‘cool’ to be a ‘fool’. This theme appeared to suggest a shift away from the narrow association 

of the ‘problem’ with economic, educational and social feminisation that I described in 

Chapter Eight, to a recognition and focus on a problematic masculine culture in New 

Zealand. This was emphatically not the case. While concern was expressed about the 

influence of boys’ subcultures on their perception of academic achievement as well as a 

distraction from their commitment to schooling, the underlying assumptions about 

masculinity that underpinned those cultures - and the variation of their impact by class and 

ethnicity - was never examined. And yet the key theme of the programme was an often quite 

explicit concern that boys’ needs as masculine beings, educationally – and in terms of 

appropriate identity construction - were still not being met at school. The same sense of a 

crisis for all boys which had characterised earlier discourses pervaded this programme as 

well, and feminisation remained the central explanation for the ‘problem’ of boys’ educational 

underachievement. The frames of reference for discourses about boys and education in the 

media remained exactly the same as those five years earlier. 

 

It was also abundantly clear in the documentary that the state’s position remained 

unchanged; both in terms of its primary concern with ethnic disadvantage and the 

expectation that self managing schools and responsibilised teachers had a fundamental role 

to play in addressing underachievement. In the first instance, emphasising the findings of the 

Alton-Lee and Praat (2000) review Frances Kelly - then spokesperson for the Ministry of 

Education - stated that the government was reluctant to highlight the gender gap given it was 

relatively small. Kelly argued that the focus on the gender gap was problematic to the degree 

it served as a distraction from the “real area of disparity” between Maori and Pacific Islands 

children, and Pakeha. Secondly she suggested that the National Education Guidelines, the 

framework for education practice, was the appropriate mechanism through which schools 

and teachers could address the educational needs of individual students, including particular 
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boys who were underachieving at school. The state’s reluctance to accept claims about a 

significant gender gap in educational achievement did not signal a lack of concern with 

gender and schooling per se. Indeed, according to Kelly, a key responsibility schools needed 

to address was teaching boys the (‘feminine’) skills business sector employers increasingly 

expected of school leavers. She claimed that employers wanted school leavers “who are 

able to collaborate, who communicate well, and are able to learn things over an extended 

period of time”, invoking attributes stereotypically associated with femininity. From the state’s 

perspective, then, boys needed to be more like girls if they were to be individually successful 

at school and thus better able to contribute to a competitive knowledge economy in the 

globalised marketplace. 

 
Kelly’s comments seem to imply the shift in New Zealand, as elsewhere, to the primacy of a 

new feminine educational subjectivity; that in the postmodern moment the world really is 

“girls’ oyster”.1052 It is young women who appear to embody the new entrepreneurial 

consuming subject of postmodernity. In Harris’s (2004) terms they “have become the focus 

for the construction of an ideal late modern subject who is self-making, resilient and 

flexible”.1053 This shift is largely due to the temporal coincidence of neoliberalism and liberal 

feminist identity politics on the one hand, and neoliberalism’s self conscious co-optation of 

feminist discourses to further its own project of politico-economic and social change.  As a 

consequence, in the knowledge society it is young women who have become perceived as 

“the real beneficiaries of the new economy, and it is young women who are constructed as 

the most capable of seizing its opportunities”.1054 As Harris points out, and as I have 

suggested in Chapters Seven and Eight, despite the prevailing tendency to discursively 

construct this shift in terms of girls ‘in general’ the female beneficiaries of the economic, 

political and social changes that have occurred are class and culturally specific. That is, the 

‘can-do’ girls and new women professionals “who are represented simply as ‘the next 

generation of young women’ are predominantly middle class and of the cultural majority”.1055 

My first question here, then, is; has a bourgeois feminine consuming self come to represent 

the new embodiment of ‘respectability’ in the postmodern moment? And secondly, if this is 

the case and if education ‘after neoliberalism’ remains tied up – from the state’s point of view 

                                                 
1052 John Morris, principal of Auckland Boys’ Grammar School and still one of the most vocal 
advocates for the ‘problem’ of boys’ educational underachievement - and single sex schooling as its 
solution - made this comment when interviewed in the documentary. 
1053 Harris, A. (2004) Future Girl: Young Women in the Twenty First Century. London; New York: 
Routledge: 6. 
1054 Ibid: 40 
1055 Ibid: 44 



 254

- with “transformation of school subjectivities”,1056 are the mostly brown, poor boys (and girls) 

- the ‘risky subjects’ who continue to underachieve substantively at school by comparison to 

both middle class Pakeha boys and girls - to be remade in self managing schools by 

responsibilised teachers in the image of bourgeois feminine respectability? 

 
A new state/society relation? The third way and the feminisation of postmodernity? 
A central concern of this thesis has been to explore continuity and change in the complex 

configuration of the state/society relation in New Zealand from the colonial moment and into 

the second millennium. I have suggested that from its inception New Zealand, like other 

Western nations, has placed the family, work and education at the nexus of that relation. 

This third way moment is no exception. If anything, as both proponents and critics have 

pointed out, the emphasis on the crucial socio-economic functions of all these elements of 

human interaction has intensified with the shift to variations of a third way.1057 The family and 

education remain primary sites for the production of socialised, moralised and individualised 

(and feminized?) entrepreneurial citizen/subjects. What constitutes ‘the family’, though, has 

expanded (discursively anyway) beyond the narrow boundary of the bourgeois nuclear 

version to encompass diverse forms of ‘de-traditionalised’ social relationships.1058 Education, 

as the idea of a knowledge society clearly reflects, is utterly central; on the one hand to the 

production of new subjectivities and citizens, and on the other to the relentless push for 

innovation that is required by national economies for global competitiveness. Moreover, the 

continuous production and reproduction of flexible, innovative selves depends upon ‘lifelong’ 

education. And, finally, work as the primary basis for both citizenship rights and consumption 

assumes a new level of social significance. It has become, as Nik Rose argues, the pre-

condition for “full membership in a moral community”.1059  

 

In this re-configuration of social and economic life the state, as I suggested in the previous 

chapter, assumes a facilitative role. It functions in ‘partnership’ with society - constituted in 

the third way in terms of the family/community dyad - and the economy to enable the 

conditions of possibility that will engender a knowledge society. The state’s role is neither 

that of Keynesian interventionism nor neoliberal minimalism; instead it is one characterised 

                                                 
1056 Lewis, N. (2003) ‘Embedding the Reforms in New Zealand Schooling: After Neoliberalism?. 
GeoJournal 59: 157. 
1057 As a primary example of third way advocacy see: Giddens, A. (2000) The Third Way and its 
Critics. Malden, Mass: Polity Press. And for cogent criticism of it see: Rose, N. (1999b) ‘Inventiveness 
in politics’. Economy and Society 28 (No.3): 467-493. 
1058 Giddens, A. (2000) op.cit. 
1059 Rose, N. (1999b) op.cit: 487 
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by a “double movement” in which it seeks to re-embed the economy within the society and to 

“reassert a degree of control and social regulation around market relations”.1060 

 

The partnership state, however, is no less ‘masculinist’ than its liberal predecessors. Like the 

paternal and Keynesian liberal state forms, the partnership state depends heavily upon the 

affective labour of women in the private spheres of family and community. What has shifted, 

as the consequence of neoliberalisation and the centering of the work/citizenship relation, is 

the expectation of their labour market participation as well. In the third way, “women are 

simultaneously embedded in the private relations of family and community and the public 

sphere of economics” and thus “the discursively gendered political divisions [central to 

liberalism] are left intact”.1061 This shift is of course mediated by class and ethnicity. As I 

suggested in chapters Seven and Eight the socio-economic and political shifts of the last two 

and a half decades have intensified stratification among women, so middle class women are 

often better equipped financially at least to manage the intensification of their work - in all of 

its dimensions - than are other groups of women.  

 

The point I want to emphasise here is that in the dependence upon women’s affective labour 

in the postmodern moment, as in the modern, respectability for women remains tied up with 

ideas about femininity that I have argued were constitutive of the colonial imaginary. What 

has changed is that the state’s expectation of their participation in the labour market - 

embedded in the third way - adds another dimension to what counts as respectability for 

women in the contemporary social imaginary. In their capacity to meet these multiple 

demands (while that might be as much façade as reality) it is bourgeois women who 

continue to embody, though in new ways, feminine respectability. 

 

On the face of it the primacy of the work/citizenship relation would appear to alter very little 

men’s conceptualisation of respectability, which I have argued has been bound up with work 

here since settlement. As I suggested above, however, the contemporary moment is 

characterised - or at least has been read - in terms of a valorisation of the ‘soft’ feminine 

skills of communication, relational capacities, flexibility and self-invention. And as I noted in 

Chapter Seven, the ‘feminization’ of work coupled with high rates of male unemployment has 

thrown up challenges for working class male identity construction in particular.  While I 

cannot explore this point here, I would imagine these shifts have had significant implications 

for how working class men might conceive the relationship between their masculinity and 

                                                 
1060 Roelvink, G. and Craig, D. (2005) ‘The Man in the Partnering State: Regendering the Social 
Through Partnership’. Studies in Political Economy 75 (Summer): 4. 
1061 Ibid: 13 
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respectability given that the former foundations for both have been undermined. What I do 

want to emphasise, however, is that these issues of working class male respectability are cut 

across by an ethnic dimension that I have suggested throughout the thesis cannot be 

thought separately from social class here.  

 
Ethnicity and respectability in ‘new’ times 
In the postmodern moment (how) do third way politics re-constitute the boundaries between 

respectability and ‘roughness’ for Maori and Pacific Island peoples? I suggested in earlier 

chapters that because Maori and Pacific family and social structures contravened bourgeois 

Pakeha norms, they were automatically excluded from respectability and intensive efforts 

have been made by the state in a variety of ways to ‘normalise’ them. In the emphasis on 

diverse family forms and dependence on community governance that underpins third way 

politics-consonant here with bicultural political demands - this barrier to their respectability 

appears to have been lifted. I would argue, however, that if what is considered as acceptable 

forms of family life have expanded, appropriate family practices remain framed by what I 

described in Chapter Six as the pedagogised (liberal middle class) relational model. More 

than ever before (bourgeois) family practices of socialisation, moralisation and 

individualisation have become central in “the reproduction of the [new?] moral order”.1062 

Moreover, in a context where work - as a “moral ethos”1063- is bound up more closely than 

ever with respectability to the degree that citizenship rights are predicated upon it, Maori and 

Pacific Island peoples remain overrepresented amongst the unemployed and thus are 

excluded not only from participation but from ‘respectability’. And, related to this, in a 

knowledge society where (good) work and educational achievement are entwined and the 

relationship between education and respectability embedded, Maori and Pacific Island 

children of both genders continue to underachieve significantly compared to their Pakeha 

peers.  

 

The politics of representation: questions of social justice  
Continuing attempts to claim a generalised problem of boys’ educational underachievement, 

and contention within the state and in the public domain over issues of ethnic disparity, are 

discursive struggles over representation.1064 These ongoing struggles reflect the 

embeddness of a politics of recognition that I argued in Chapter Seven became ascendant 

and coincided with the early phase of neoliberalisation here. In that chapter I argued, 

                                                 
1062 Rose, N. (1999b) op.cit: 487 
1063 Ibid: 189 
1064 Claims about boys’ underachievement have not gone away in the intervening years, as the recent 
conference “Boys in Education” held on April 21 2006 at Massey University indicates.  
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following Wendy Brown (1995) and Nancy Fraser (1997), that the displacement of 

redistributive politics by recognition claims was highly problematic, not least because it 

obscured enduring inequalities for some groups that were mediated not only by cultural or 

gender identity but – in complex ways - by social class as well. And I pointed to critiques of 

bicultural politics here that have emphasised the intensification of stratification among Maori 

in the context of institutionalised biculturalism.1065 I want to develop that discussion further 

here, situating my concerns about the continued dominance of recognition politics firmly in 

this contemporary moment. 

 

I suggested in Chapter Nine that the shift to the third way in New Zealand was predicated on 

- or at least has mobilised - concerns about socio-economic and educational disparities 

between Maori and Pacific Island peoples, and Pakeha. And although public pressure over 

the ‘privileging’ of ethnic disadvantage mediated a discursive shift  away from an overt 

emphasis on ethnicity in policy and state discourses, concerns remained focused on ethnic 

disadvantage. It appeared then that the third way in New Zealand centred issues of social 

justice, although as I pointed out, multiple and contending representations of justice which 

bore traces of historical tensions as well as contemporary concerns characterised its 

emergence here.  

 

Nancy Fraser has argued that “the knowledge society is generating a new grammar of 

political claims making” which centres on recognition.1066 This new political language is 

underpinned by the shift away from the “truncated economism” that underpinned a class-

based politics of redistribution characteristic of the Keynesian moment in the West to the 

“truncated culturalism” that underwrites contemporary identity politics.1067 She argues that 

the current focus on cultural politics is reifying social identities and promoting repressive 

communitarianism”, and that “struggles for recognition are serving less to complicate and 

enrich redistribution struggles than to marginalise, eclipse and displace them”.1068   

 

These critiques are potent and highly relevant in terms of the politics of representation that 

continue to dominate here at the moment. In the first instance, her concerns about the 

reification and essentialisation of social/cultural identities resonate powerfully with elements 

                                                 
1065Webster, S. (1998) Patrons of Maori Culture: Power, Theory and Ideology in the Maori 
Renaissance. Dunedin: University of Otago Press; Rata, E. (1999) Political Economy of Neotribal 
Capitalism. Lanham, Md: Lexington Books. 
1066 Fraser, N. (2001) Social Justice in the Knowledge Society: Redistribution, Recognition and 
Participation. Available online at  
http://www.wissensgesellschaft.org/themen/orientierung/socialjustice.pdf.: 1.  
1067 Ibid: 2 
1068 Ibid: 3, 4 
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of contemporary critiques of the emphasis on biculturalism in New Zealand. Webster (1998), 

for example, has pointed to the homogenisation of Maori identity that has occurred with the 

ascendance of bicultural politics which he suggests obscures economic stratification and the 

urban/rural split between them.1069 More recently, Rata has critiqued what she calls the 

neotraditionalism that underpins contemporary bicultural politics here.1070 This depends, she 

argues, upon the re-invocation and a reinvention of the past within which Maori cultural 

identity is both sanitised and reified.1071 This is an interesting reversal of what I have claimed 

has been essential to the construction of a Pakeha national identity which began, I suggest, 

with a foundational act of forgetting traditional, class based identity. Part of what makes New 

Zealand a rich ground for political struggle is then the clash between a reclamation of the 

past  (idealised according to Rata) by Maori and its denial by Pakeha which I have argued 

contributes both to class blindness and entrenched ideas about cultural deficit. 

 

In terms of the second problem Fraser identifies, in the New Zealand context this might be 

thought of in terms of the devolution of some of the state’s governance functions to 

communities which are central, as I suggested above, to third way social governance. 

Although this shift was partly in response to calls for self determination by Maori for example, 

it enabled the state to shift some of the burden of its role in the authoritarian as well as other 

forms of governance to communities and third sector organisations.1072 The ‘partnership’ 

state is implicated in new forms of devolved authoritarian governance, and education 

remains a key mechanism of identification and surveillance of ‘at risk’ and ‘risky’ subjects 

and families. These are defined, as I suggested above, in terms of potential or existing social 

exclusion; a sanitised way of (re) framing poverty.   

 

The re-framing of poverty as exclusion abstracts it from the structural relations of capitalism 

maintaining and reinforcing its individualisation which, I have argued, can be traced back to 

the colonial moment here. Poverty is reconstituted in terms of “a lack of belonging and hence 

a lack of responsibilities and duties to others which such belongingness generates through 

connection to the responsibilizing circuits of the moral community”.1073 This is highly 

problematic in a broad context where the expansion of global capitalism has exacerbated the 

                                                 
1069 Webster, S. (1998) op.cit. 
1070 Rata, E. (2003) The Failure of Biculturalism, Implications for New Zealand Education, Paper 
submitted to NZARE, 2003. 
1071 Rata, E. (2005) The Rise and Rise of the Neotribal Elite.  Address to the Summer Sounds 
Symposium, Marlborough Sounds, 11-13 February. 
1072 An example of such an organization is the non-descent based urban Maori community Te 
Whanau o Waipereira in Auckland, an initiative made possible by the dissolution of the Department of 
Maori Affairs in 1988, to serve the Maori community ‘at the flax roots level’.  
1073 Rose, N. (1999b) ‘Inventiveness in politics’. Economy and Society 28 (No.3): 487. 
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polarization of the rich and the poor in Western nations, at the same time as “globalization is 

undermining state capacities to address both [structural and cultural] types of injustice”.1074 

The disappearance of the language of poverty, I think, reflects the taken-for-grantedness - 

the inevitability - of neoliberal economism that underpins the third way politics, and in doing 

so reinforces contemporary global capitalism’s “monopoly on the Real and the 

imaginable”.1075 Moreover, in the “new moral vocabulary”1076 of third way politics, where 

respectability has become more narrowly defined than ever, “[t]he immoral [the poor and 

unemployed], unable to be … proper respectable citizens, [continue] to work as the 

constitutive limit; the limit of value”.1077  
 
Fraser (2005) points to dual problems of misrecognition and mis-framing in the politics of 

representation and I suggest these underpin, however implicitly, contemporary state political 

representations of problem populations here.1078 These issues continue to frame political 

justice insofar as it is ‘risky subjects’ and sectors who tend to experience both maldistribution 

(poverty) and misrecognition (they remain problematised and invalidated in terms of 

difference and, implicitly, cultural deficit). They are, thus, subject  to misrepresentation which 

“occurs when political boundaries and/or decision rules function to deny some people, 

wrongly, the possibility of participating on a par with others in social interaction - including, 

but not only, in political arenas”.1079 Because these subjects and groups are “misframed”, 

they are “deprived of the possibility of authoring first order claims [thus] they become non-

persons with respect to justice”.1080  

 

There are implications in terms of the role that self managing schools might play in the mis-

framing of ‘risky students’ in the context of continuing state expectations that they must 

identity and manage these subjects. This is highly problematic not least because, as I have 

argued, there is a prevailing tendency by some schools and teachers to see behavioural and 

learning problems amongst particular students in terms of either gender difference or cultural 

deficit. That together gender, class and ethnicity might work against the success of particular 

groups of students appears to be unthinkable for the partnership state; and the schools and 

teachers through whom it attempts to regulate and constitute the kinds of entrepreneurial, 

                                                 
1074 Fraser, N. (2001) op.cit: 3 
1075 Brown, W. (2005) Edgework: Critical Essays on Knowledge and Politics. Princeton, N.J.: 
Princeton University Press: 107. 
1076 Rose, N. (1999b) op.cit. 
1077 Skeggs, B. (2005) ‘The Making of Class and Gender Through Visualising the Moral Subject 
Formation’. Sociology 39 (No. 5): 977. 
1078 Fraser, N. (2005) op.cit. 
1079 Ibid: 76 
1080 Ibid: 77 
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innovative, flexible - and ultimately bourgeois subjectivities- it deems necessary for the 

development and expansion of the knowledge society in a global marketplace. And what of 

those ‘problem’ students (most often brown and usually, though not only, boys) - the 

antitheses of these new pedagogical identities, these markers of (youthful) respectability - if: 

 
A school metaphorically holds up a mirror in which an image is reflected. A school’s 

ideology may be seen as a construction in a mirror through which images are 

reflected. The question is: who recognises themselves as of value? What other 

images are excluded by the dominant image of value so that some students are 

unable to recognise themselves? And “what are the acoustics of the school? Whose 

voice is heard? Who is speaking? Who is hailed by this voice? For whom is it 

familiar? … there are visual and temporal features to the images the school reflects 

and these images are projections of a hierarchy of values, of class values.1081  

 
Concluding remarks 
Homi Bhabha (1990) has argued that “forms of culture are continually in a process of 

hybridity”, that is they are perpetually ‘in transit’.1082  He defines hybridity as “the ‘third space’ 

which enables other positions to emerge. This third space displaces the histories that 

constitute it, and sets up new structures of authority, new political initiatives, which are 

inadequately understood through received wisdom”.1083 I do not think this has occurred here 

despite changing configurations within the state and shifts in the society; I do not think the 

third way is yet a third space.  But it certainly is “an interstitial space and time of conflict and 

negotiation”,1084 though as I have suggested above that conflict and negotiation remains 

problematically caught up with a narrow politics of representation. These struggles, narrowly 

framed in terms of identity-whether gendered or ethnic- because they preclude a structural 

critique and reject the language of class serve to maintain rather than challenge the 

boundaries of culture/class and spurious distinctions between ethnic and class 

disadvantage. And I would argue that elements of them reflect at some level “the spectral 

presence” of liberalism. Thus, postmodernity remains tied to the modern moment in complex 

and subtle ways. As Bhabha argues: “Liberalism in our ‘long’ end of the twentieth century is 

not something that can be bracketed out, nor can it be revived. It has a spectral 

                                                 
1081 Bernstein, B. (2000b) Pedagogy, Symbolic Control, and Identity: Theory, Research, Critique. 
Lanham, Md: Rowman and Littlefield Publishers: 
1082 Rutherford, J. (1990) ‘The Third Space: Interview with Homi Bhabha’. In J. Rutherford (ed) 
Identity: Community, Culture, Difference. London: Lawrence & Wishart: 211. 
1083 Ibid 
1084 Ibid 
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presence”.1085 The postmodern moment/the third way/the contemporary social imaginary 

bears within it, and is inflected by, the past.  In order for the third way to become a ‘third 

space’ we need to develop, together, multi-tiered conceptualisations of justice which must 

include recognition and redistribution if they are to ensure participatory parity - in all of its 

dimensions - which is crucial in the context of globalised, multi-cultural knowledge 

societies.1086  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1085 Hoeller, C. (nd) ‘Don’t Mess with Mister In-Between’: Interview with Homi K. Bhabha, in 
Translocation_new media/art. Available online at http:// www.translocation.at/d/Bhabha.htm : 3. 
1086 Fraser, N. (2005) ‘Reframing Justice in a Globalizing World’. New Left Review, vol.36, November-
December: 69-88. 
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