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The Macro and the Micro; Caversham, New Zealand, and the world
The April talk to the Otago Institute 
was given by Professor Erik Olssen 
(Department of History, University 
of Otago).   A good audience of about 
140 people were in attendance. Prior 
to the talk there was a short award 
ceremony during which he was 
given the Te Rangi Hiroa Medal.   
The citation referred explicitly to 
the Caversham Project among other 
things.  Recently he has also been 
awarded a James Cook Fellowship 
to write a history of New Zealand.  
He therefore set out in his talk to 
discuss the relationship between 
those two projects.

He began by stating that in his view 
the discipline of History subsumes 
that of Historical Sociology. It 
requires that one tacks back and 
forth between the local and the 
global.

It was 1973-74, when he first 
began thinking about what has 
become the óCaversham Projectô.  
Then he was more inclined to 
structural explanations for social 
change and rejected the marked 
tendency of historians ï and others 
ï to infer social structure from 
political rhetoric.  He was also 
interested in the origins and nature 
of modern society, a project that 
many sociologists considered their 
own. His particular agenda was to 
understand the social processes 
at work across the period from 
the 1880s to the 1930s, a period 
in which New Zealand politics 
came to reflect or embody class 

loyalties and a modern society took 
shape. Such changes were rendered 
more dramatic here because, across 
the same period, New Zealand 
ceased to be a frontier society and 
assumed the social and demographic 
characterisitics of a more mature 
society: fertility rates fell, the age 
and sex structures became ñnormalò, 
and life expectancy began to rise.  
Few attempts had been made to 
understand these changes at the 
social level at which most of the 
population actually lived their lives. 
Although local history was alive and 
well in New Zealand, it rarely had 
an analytical purpose. The ñnewò 
Social history ï which emerged from 
the turbulent unrest of the 1960s in 
the United States ï  shifted the focus 
of historical inquiry from the elites 
to the masses, from the rulers to 
the subjects. Social historyôs new 
agenda required óhistory from the 
bottom upô. This new American 
agenda joined forces before long 
with British labour history to 
inform the Caversham project from 
the start.

Research material was derived from; 
voluntary organisations, occasional 
business which still had their 
records intact, records of various 
unions, notably the Amalgamated 
Society of Carpenters and Joiners, 
which went back to 1874, records 
of certain political parties, including 
the obscure Political Labour League 
and the United Labour Party. Equally 
exciting, he also came a newspaper 
called the Otago Workman of which 

a full set was held in the Otago 
Early Settlersô Museum which shed 
an entirely new light on colonial 
Dunedin, the tumultuous and 
decisive events of 1887-1893, and on 
the politics of southern Dunedin. For 
the Otago Workman was published in 
Kensington, opposite the Kensington 
hotel.  A full set of electoral rolls 
for the two electorates into which 
Caversham Borough fell throughout 
the period were found.  They have 
also compiled over 270,000 records 
derived from death certiýcates, civil 
and church marriage registers and 
school records etc. 

The research focussed initially on 
the period 1902-22  By 1998 they 
had a new database consisting of 
information about 90,000 persons.  
The timeframe looked at was later 
extended from 1893-1938  so that 
they could call upon the Housing 
Survey of 1937-38, a comprehensive 
national attempt to identify the extent 
of New Zealandôs slum housing 
problem. All of South Dunedin and 
a substantial area of Kensington 
and Caversham township had been 
included in the study. 

Much of the initial work was 
focusssed on understanding the 
division of labour in industrial-
capitalist societies and the broad 
taxonomic principles governing 
the classification of occupations 
into larger groupings or classes. 
Caversham Borough, and especially 
Kensington and Caversham 
township, boasted several large 
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businesses and factories. Several 
large factories and yards also 
existed just beyond the Kensington 
boundary, including three large 
engineering firms: Shacklocks, 
Reid & Gray, and Methvens. The 
Tramways central depot, and the 
Railways running sheds were 
also in that area. At Burnside, a 
15 minute walk through the Old 
Railway Tunnel, another cluster 
of substantial industries existed, 
including Kemthorne Prosser, 
the NZ Iron Rolling Mill, a Lime 
and cement manufactory, and the 
municipal abbatoir. Within the study 
area the Hillside Railway Workshops 
employed most men ï around 350 
in 1901 and 1200 in 1938. Several 
other large establishments existed: 
Donaghyôs Rope Works, the 
Gasworks, McKinlayôs Boot and 
Shoe Co., several quarries, Shielsô 
Brothers brickfield and quarry, 
Lamberts Pipe and Sanitaryware 
factory (later McSkimmings), the 
óBluebellô þourmill, not to mention 
two breweries within Caversham 
township, and the NZ Wax Vesta 
Companyôs factory. Countless 
smaller establishments also existed, 
clustered around Kensington, King 
Edward Rd (South Dunedin), 
Forbury Corner and David St/
Marion St. Numerous bakeries, 
confectioners, cordial makers, 
tailors, milliners, joinery shops, 
and blacksmithies þourished, not 
to mention sizeable retail clusters. 
Immediately to the east of Forbury 
Rd. there were also around a dozen 
very large market gardens, several 
of them run by Chinese. 

What they have found was that 
the division of labour was what 
one might expect of an industrial 
capitalist society.  Most businesses 
were small-ish, although some 
also were substantial, even by 
international standards. The 
significance of handicraft trades 
was twofold: ýrst, the self-employed 
and small employers were numerous 

and signiýcant and most had served 
apprenticeships and worked as 
journeymen.  As a result class 
position became a matter largely of 
age. The same pattern also existed 
in the small handful of handicraft 
trades that women dominated, 
especially in bespoke clothing 
trades and hairdressing. The ratio 
of employers to employees was in 
the order of two or three employees 
to one employer. In an occasional 
trade, including such large ones 
as the building industry, the ratio 
was sometimes one to one. Many 
successful masters, like Shacklock 
or Methven, continued to work at 
their trade, oversaw the training 
of their apprentices, and achieved 
authority by virtue of trade or 
craft skill. James Fletcher, whose 
company became too big for him to 
keep turning out with his hammer, 
regretted the passing of that order.

Social classes existed and took the 
form that they took in other societies.  
Movement occurred in both 
directions although in most decades 
óupwardsô exceeded ódownwardsô 
movement.  Analysis of occupational 
mobility indicates that most men 
remained in their same occupation 
and class. Stability, not mobility, 
characterised the occupational 
order. Comparisons with other 
studies indicate that the local level 
of stability was very high, especially 
for manual workers. Overall, the 
evidence points to a community that 
was comfortable with the division 
of labour. The community believed 
in the moral and the economic 
importance of work, respecting skill, 
strength, and the capacity to do hard 
physical work. Men like Shacklock, 
John Sidey (a carpenter by trade), or 
Rowland Grimmett (bricklayer andd 
carpenter), enjoyed respect because 
of their craft skill rather than their 
wealth or holdings.  Most also ran 
extensive vegetable gardens. St 
Kilda and Kew, popular suburbs for 
white-collar workers and skilled 

workers, boasted substantial houses 
and substantial gardens. Until the 
1920s, indeed, many in St Kilda ran 
their own chooks, two families ran 
bee hives, and an occasional family 
owned a cow. (Until the 1920s, of 
course, the horse remained widely 
used for most forms of short-haul 
transport, and substantial paddocks 
existed for them). Their main 
anxieties, especially in the 1880s 
and ó90s, were that boys, women, 
or óaliensô would take ñtheirò jobs. 
By 1914, thanks to the power of their 
unions and the raft of labour laws 
enacted by their own Liberal-Labour 
Government, these threats had been 
completely annihilated.  The MPs 
from Dunedin, played a major role 
in enacting those laws.

Most boys took up similar work to 
their fathers, although only about 
30 per cent stayed in the same 
class (according to the marriage 
certiýcateôs snapshot). Most of the 
boys from the Flat also worked in 
the Flatôs industries and workshops. 
Young women, by contrast, created 
a major discontinuity between 
generations.  Data from the 1893 
suffrage petition shows that in 
sub-areas like Kensington and 
Calderville over 60 per cent of 
young unmarried women were 
gainfully employed. It was less 
common, and less acceptable to 
contemporaries, for married women 
to work outside the home, and when 
necessity compelled it they often 
resorted of necessity to short-term, 
casual work1.  In the 1870s and 
ó80s unmarried women entering the 
workforce usually entered traditional 
lines of womenôs work ï clothing, 
textile, and food factories (most, 
of course, took work as domestic 
servants). From 1900 to 1940 
domestic service declined sharply 
as a source of employment and 
the ówhite-blouseô revolution saw 
increasing numbers of unmarried 
women enter offices as clerks, 
ñtypewritersò (as they were known 
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initially), and shop assistants. Young 
women who entered the workforce 
in the 1920s often now had mothers 
who had also worked outside the 
home before marrying. This rupture 
to the inter-generational pattern 
helped create a space in which all 
young women with discretionary 
income began to push the frontiers 
of acceptable movement and 
behaviour in public, invade the new 
department stores and shops (that 
increasingly provided them with 
specialist services and female staff 
to deal with), and start challenging 
inherited ideas about what forms of 
dress, adornment, and behaviour 
were acceptable. Most of these 
young women, like their mothers 
and grandmothers, married and 
hoped to have children. Unlike 
their mothers and grandmothers, 
who averaged six or seven children, 
they had no more than two or three 
and sometimes only one. Just as 
they expected more from life than 
their mothers had, so they expected 
more for their children. Competitive 
emulation ï the inner dynamic to 
New Zealand society ï worked to 
ensure astonishing uniformity. The 
change itself, like the sharp decline 
in fertility, occurred at much the 
same time as it did in Britain and 
Australia.

This social change occurred without 
disrupting three other features 
of local society ï high levels of 
residential mixing, high rates of 
marital exogamy, and high levels of 
geographical movement. 
Segregation on the basis of class, 
in short, ówas not usualô.  Laborers 
tended to live in families, own their 
own homes, work with skilled 
artisans in the shops and factories, 
associate with men of other 
social classes in most voluntary 
organisations, and sent their children 
to the same schools. The same was 
true of large employers, higher 
managers, semi-professionals and 
professionals. The upper-middle 

classes were to be found in all but 
two neighbourhoods, one of them 
predominantly rental.  Differences in 
occupational status é generally did 
not coincide with ethnic, religious, 
or racial difference, although this 
conclusion depends on identiýcation 
through surnames in the absence of 
the manuscript census.  Nor did 
occupational class determine levels 
of home ownership.  

Marital or connubial mobility 
provides even more striking 
evidence that the immigrants and 
their children did not want to bring 
Old World religious and ethnic 
hatreds  with them. When women 
and men chose their spouses, by 
and large they ignored occupation 
and class.   Only 37 per cent of men 
and 39 per cent of women married 
someone whose class was ñhigherò 
than their own (the fact that almost 
as many married ñdownò suggests 
that only a weak form of social 
hierarchy had been transposed 
around the world).  Nor does the 
local evidence indicate the existence 
of a cultural gap between manual 
and non-manual occupations, let 
alone the gulf that international 
studies regularly report.

Apart from a handful of people the 
entire population had recently come 
from the Old Eurasian world. They 
had traveled around the world and 
did they stop moving once they had 
arrived. This marked propensity 
to move ï complexly related to 
individualism ïis widely considered 
a deýning characteristic of modern 
and democratic social organisation.

Enthusiasm for constant 
geographical movement, mixed 
marriages, and mixed residential 
patterns requires one to re-visit 
the assumption that the structural 
characteristics of society necessarily 
determine behavior.  Much of the 
evidence suggests, however, that 
desire created social structure.      

This intensive investigation of the 
structural and cultural forms of a 
particular locality, together with a 
good grasp of what was happening 
in politics, began to suggest that 
these patterns were not merely 
the reþection of some underlying 
structural characteristics supposedly 
embedded in capitalism.  If historical 
times and places change, they change 
the ñway people live their livesò. 
And this change alters the course of 
development and aging. Likewise, 
changing people and populations 
alter social institutions and places.

The generation of immigrants who 
arrived in the 1860s and ó70s from 
the Old World ï disproportionately 
English and non-conformist in 
Caversham and St Kilda ï came to 
escape certain ills of the Old World 
and create a better society. That 
society was not, as I have shown, 
implicit in the structure of industrial 
capitalism. Their children ï and the 
cohort of women who married 
in 1880 averaged around seven a 
family ï grew up conýdent that their 
new home could and should be free 
from the ills of the Old Home. Many 
were children or in their early teens 
as the Liberal-Labour Government 
launched the legislation that made 
New Zealand óthe social laboratory 
for the worldô, 57% of adult women 
on the Flat signed the 1893 petition 
for suffrage, more than twice the 
national ýgure.  First and foremost 
New Zealand was a democratic 
society; on the Flat, as in Dunedin 
and elsewhere in New Zealand, 
men often used the language of 
Republicanism, referring to each 
other as citizens.

By the 1930s most of the Flatôs 
adults had been born and raised in 
New Zealand. Most had been born 
since 1890 and knew that New 
Zealand led the world in its social 
legislation. However, comparisons 
with Britain were less relevant to 
them than they had been to their 
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parents. New Zealand born adults 
ï dominant in St Kilda since 1900 
ï had higher expectations than their 
parents or grandparents. Memories 
of the slums of London or Dublin 
no longer made the conditions of 
Dunedinôs poor seem acceptable. 
In his autobiographical account of 
growing up in Dunedin, Children 
of the Poor (1933), John A. Lee 
measured the changes: poverty 
meant renting, not owning; sharing 
a bedroom with a brother; eating 
ówatery minceô; wearing other 
peopleôs charitable ógiftsô; not 
owning an alarm clock. His mother, 
shocked, wrote her rejoinder, The 
Not So Poor (first published in 
1992).  As Under-secretary for 
Housing Lee also authorised a survey 
of the countryôs slums. All of South 
Dunedin and much of Caversham 
township were included. Most of the 
Flatôs homes were owner-occupied, 
most were in satisfactory condition, 
most had a range of amenities such 
as running water and a sink, and 
little over-crowding existed. That 
generation of New Zealanders 
deýned a slum by lack of yard space, 
boys and girls sharing the same 
bedroom or sleeping in a room with 
their parents, lack of adequate cubic 
air and ventilation, and inadequate 
drainage. The worst housed tended 
to be old men and women in houses 
built before 1880.

Erik concluded by saying, ñIt might 

be said that all of this is interesting 
but of little significance, for the 
Flat was never more than a small 
part of Dunedin, itself (from 1890) 
a shrinking part of New Zealand. 
And one of the greatest challenges 
that such work poses is, in fact, to 
delineate the complex interplay of 
local and national factors. We have 
proved that the Flat is in fundamental 
respects typical of urban New 
Zealand. It was also distinctive in its 
mixes and in the cultural forms that 
its citizens invented, a predominantly 
working-class suburb in which, sub-
cultures of craft and skill mediated 
the structural divisions created 
by class and its wounds. The fact 
that almost everyone except the 
Catholics went to public primary 
schools, and the Catholic schools 
worked to ensure that they were as 
good as the state ones, was a national 
structure, strongly supported locally. 
It was the same with the secondary 
schools, including Technical 
College, which became the most 
popular post-primary destination for 
girls and boys from the Flat as soon 
as it opened in 1908. That school 
system helped reproduce the forms 
of egalitarian mix that the project has 
identiýed and that system, like the 
various mixes, marks the uniqueness 
of New Zealand society compared 
to Australia, the United States, 
and most obviously Britain. My 
good friend and referee, Professor 
Belich, may mock that generationôs 

vision of building a óBetter Britainô 
and of producing óBetter Britonsô, 
but the mockery betrays its own 
forms of insecurity and cultural 
cringe. In brief, to conclude, the 
countryôs largest investigation into 
the structural characteristics of 
urban society in New Zealand has 
discovered that structure is not an 
independent variable operating 
externally, although in part it is 
that, but an aspect of human agency: 
agency is the medium of structure 
and structure the medium of agency. 
It has also uncovered the densely 
woven fabric of a distinctively 
egalitarian and democratic society, 
a society that made both the Liberals 
and Labour possible; a society that, 
despite wars and Depressions, 
learned the art of translating their 
faiths into social, cultural, economic 
and political practiceò.

 1Marion Horan óThe In-dependent 
Womenô
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The budget is approaching and the government has already signalled that it wishes 
to restructure research funding to the tertiary sector.  Indications are that this will 
be done along the lines suggested by the Tertiary Education Advisory Committee 
(TEAC) report.

The most signiýcant implication for research funding in Universities is the 
suggestion that $120 million be taken out of the tertiary sector budget to be 
reallocated based on staff research performance.  Each tertiary institution would 
be given a grade based on the research outputs of individual staff members.  
Staff members would be graded as 0 (no research output of signiýcance), 1, 
3 or 5 (internationally renowned/excellent researcher) based on their ability to 
attract external research monies (25%), graduate post-graduate students (25%) 
and research performance (50%. as determined by success in publishing research 
and peer review).  

According to the Ministry of Education the purpose of these reforms is to; Establish an accountability framework, 
reward excellent research and promote a more focused research investment by establishing world-class clusters 
of specialisation.  They do refer to other objectives but these appear to be the most signiýcant.

So what does all this mean ?  This means that Universities will be favoured over other tertiary establishments, 
which goes some way to redressing the inequities of the last few years.  It also means that some Universities will 
get richer and others poorer.  The recent outcomes of the CoRE funding will take on more immediate signiýcance.  
Attracting ñ5sò from outside, or boosting 3s to 5s within Universities will become important.  Having as many 3s 
and as few 0s-1s will be important.  All highly commendable goals.  All of which will require extra funding for 
research.  While I do not wish to preempt the budget, nor cast dispersions upon successive government initiatives 
in science I must confess to considerable scepticism.  The TEAC report suggests that if performance based research 
funding (PBRF) is to be implemented then it will require an absolute minimum of $20 million new research 
money.  So whether this is a cynical exercise in redistributing an already inadequate pool of money (so that the 
government can claim to be putting $120 million of new money into research, thus approaching the magical goal 
of 0.8% of GDP) or a genuine attempt to boost research in this country, will be judged by the amount of extra 
funding made available to fund it.  Anything less that $20 million can be regarded as another ñNero-likeò tilt at 
solving the chronic problem of under-funding of research in our top Universities.

Putting all this aside we are left with the fact that nothing in life is new.  As with most government initiatives in 
this country, we are following a well-worn track.  Britain, Hong Kong, Israel and Australia have all tried variations 
of this model.  Lets hope we can learn from their experiences not recreate their mistakes.  If I had one hope it 
would be that the emphasis in the assessment process be placed on excellent ñBASICò research.  The government 
talks of increasing spending on R&D.  In reality it is the short-term options, or the development that has been 
emphasised.  It is not the role of Universities to aspire to become companies.  The company model has no place 
in our Universities.  This country already has enough money going into development of research.  Most of the 
high proýle biotechnology products coming out of Universities were not planned.  They materialised from years 
(in many cases decades) of basic research which in its early stages did not attract attention from anyone outside 
of the specialist ýeld and could not have been predicted.  It is not surprising that in the absence of the commercial 
imperative a large number of projects are now sitting on the shelves of Universities just waiting to be commercialised.  
But with more than a decade of under-funding of basic research it is only a mater of time before these are all taken 
up and developed into ñproductsò.  What then?  The buyers have picked over the University shelves, only basic 
research can replenish them.  A shop that does not restock its shelves will soon go out of business and the citizens 
of New Zealand will be impoverished.

Glenn Buchan (PhD)
Department of Microbiology
University of Otago

A word from the President




