
Chapter IX

The Shaping of a Field

Erik Olssen in conversation with Brian Moloughney and Tony Ballantyne

Q: The first thing we wanted to ask you is about the significance of location in your work.  It is something that New Zealand historians would associate with you, especially given the centrality of Caversham to your research and teaching.  How have concerns with place influenced the kind of questions that you’ve been engaged with during your career?

EO: Initially I don’t think it had any particular significance for me except in the sense, like many New Zealanders, that I was more attached to the place of my upbringing than you realise until you go away.  It’s not true for all of us but I mean Dunedin has a sort of distinctiveness whereas if you grew up in the middle of Iowa, Kansas, or something it probably wouldn’t locate you as specifically.  And, of course, a place like Central Otago remains a very distinctive space geographically without actually knowing whether other people might have said something about it that would give it additional meaning.  You’re not particularly conscious of these connections or what it is to be a New Zealander until you’re located outside New Zealand in environments that bring these formative influences to some sort of consciousness.  You take for granted many things that are distinctive about the place you’ve grown up.  Some of those are cultural rather than physical.  I remember my first wife taking me up to the Laurentians to show me some Canadian mountains.  After driving for Christ knows how long through a few low hills, she almost drove off the road in rage and said, ‘well? What do you think of them?’ I said, ‘what?’ She said, ‘the mountains.’ 

So living in the States did begin to crystallize some thoughts about place as a source of identity.  I was an avid collector of books.  On one occasion I received a New York bookseller’s catalogue that had a volume entitled A History of the Congo by A.  H.  McLintock.  Before leaving New Zealand, I must have heard of McLintock’s name and so I took a punt and thus got my copy of The History of Otago.  But this moment has remained with me.  Getting this volume made me aware that you could write the history of a place as small as Otago and this was an important part of the genealogy of my sense of Otago as a significant locality.  I think working and living in the States undoubtedly intensified it.  It’s such a large diverse country and the regions and even the divisions within the regions are so dramatic and take quite dramatic cultural form.  Through studying American history and travelling I became very conscious of place.  If you do an American graduate programme in American history, you’re always questioning general statements about America or what’s happening in America.  Are all 50 states moving broadly along the same trajectory or do we have sort of an average of divergent patterns of behaviour.  Are these general patterns happening in North Carolina? Even if everything is moving the same way, are all states moving at the same speed? 

Americans were engaged with some of these issues.  When I did nineteenth-century American history, the South particularly but also Afro-Americans were commonly regarded as nations within a nation.  Although I did not take a course in Southern history, the subject fascinated me and I read widely.  Looking back I think the fiction of Faulkner hooked me.
 He used his home county and its people as a lens into Southern-ness and the human condition.  Even American Marxists who studied slavery and the South, like Eugene Genovese, used region as an analytical concept.
 The mode of production and the system of labour differed, giving the geographical and cultural region of the South a sort of Marxist analytical dimension.  And so even without thinking about it consciously as locality or place I think these ways of thinking were just part of the intellectual fabric.  Americans were also conscious of themselves as a nation of migrants, with each group having a distinctive past and often concentrated in a particular American place.  This also raised key issues.  American Marxists like Paul Sweezy, who I became really interested in, also developed the notion that different modes of production might exist within one polity, concentrated in different regions, and that relationships between those regions might be thought about within the analytical framework of imperialism.
 It was a sort of variation on Lenin’s notion that exploitation might occur not only within a society but that some societies benefited in relation to others.  But it was not only Marxism that raised these questions.  Students of Populism and even Progressivism invariably thought and wrote about colonial regions such as the Mid-west and the South.  So, the notions of place and distinctive histories fitted comfortably into what seemed like a very rigorous explanatory analytical tradition and could answer pressing historical questions.  At the time it helped me explain how a bunch of reactionary Southern Senators, violently opposed to social change in their home states, sustained progressive voting records in the Senate.

Q: To follow up on that in what ways do you think did that American experience then shaped your vision of what New Zealand history might be?

EO: When I went to America I thought I knew quite a lot about New Zealand but I didn’t.  There were various books I’d never been asked to read or had bothered to read simply because you couldn’t study New Zealand history.  Most of my knowledge came from studying the origins of New Zealand’s political institutions in Politics and that gave me a false confidence! Angus Ross hired me in 1969 to teach a survey of New Zealand history to first-year students.
 I began devouring everything.  If there wasn’t a book or article I hunted for a thesis.  If there wasn’t a thesis I put the topic into my file of thesis topics that needed doing.  America fuelled my hunger to know about my country, which I really enjoyed coming back to after six years somewhat to my surprise.  The ‘new social history’, and all its variants, had also intensified my desire to learn about ordinary people rather than politicians.  That’s where Caversham came in, prompted by my response to Oliver’s criticisms of Sinclair’s Reeves.
 But my American background made me realise that you could know what ordinary people felt and wanted, how large processes such as urbanisation impacted on ordinary people.  My social-democratic convictions meant that I really wanted to know what was happening on the streets and on the factory floors that explained the decline of the Liberals and the rise of Labour.  The answers were to be found in studying the people, not the elites.  And this meant looking at particular local communities, a common practise in American sociology and history.
 

My thought was to look at a working-class locality.  One where I was familiar with the streets and the sources.  As we settled in Caversham—Hazel Ave to be precise – and I did become familiar with the streets and the sources and a lot of locals it seemed well suited to my purposes.  Everyone then called it a working-class suburb and it had been voting Lib-Lab or Labour with only one break since 1890.  My lawyer was very worried that we wanted to live there! 

This project would also be a way of looking at issues nationally.  I think in an ethnically homogeneous society like early twentieth-century urban New Zealand there’s probably a greater degree of power in this approach, whereas you wouldn’t assume that looking at a Polish working-class in Chicago was going to give you any sense of what it was like to be Jewish working-class in New York or to be Black in the South or German in Milwaukee.  The notion of locality as a category troubled me a little, even though like most people I’ve lived my life comfortably as if it was a robust category.  It re-emerged as a scholarly issue, unfinished business if you like, in working with Annabel [Cooper] on Chapter Two for Sites of Gender.  I also returned to this issue in my Beaglehole lecture and Annabel and I plan to work further on these issues.  

Anyway, I lived in Caversham for most of the ‘70s and was there when I wrote ‘The “Working Class” in New Zealand’.
 The idea dawned as I wrote that article.  Then a decent interval after Angus retired – he wanted me to turn the MA paper on New Zealand on to 20th century New Zealand foreign policy, which I did for three or four years – I launched Caversham as a research seminar.  It was modelled on the American research seminars I’d done in graduate school.  And I got Tom Brooking to join me.  The seminar ran until I felt it was getting in the way of the project, especially construction of a reliable database.  That was about 1982 or 83.

Q: How did going to North America influence the way you then ask questions about New Zealand? Here you have been discussing the ways in which your time in North American and your engagement with American historiography meant that you were exposed to particular ways of thinking about the past, ways that were very different from those you might have encountered if you had gone to Britain for example.  

Erik: It’s not an unreasonable question but I haven’t given it much thought.  If I’d gone to Britain I’d probably have ended up being within the camp of British Marxist or Labour historians.  I’d have probably worked on the Tudors or the history of the English Civil War.  When I was an undergraduate people like Maurice Dobb and Christopher Hill were enormously stimulating.  So was the Marxist historiography on the French Revolution, especially George Lefebvre’s magnificent history of the Revolution, but I never thought of doing French history.  When you were 19 trying to get a handle on where we had come from and where we were going these visions of history all seemed attractive because of their confidence.  And I found Marx quite seductive, as my father did.  Indeed I studied Marx with Dad in a paper on English socialism at the same time that I did the French Revolution with Gordon Parsonson.  I found doing the two papers at the same time terrifically stimulating.  At Duke, on the other hand, things were very different.  In some ways, Duke in the ‘60s was in a time warp.  That’s not quite fair.  They had military history and the history of technology and were strong in Commonwealth history.  But, the American history was mainly political history.  There were no strong traditions of economic history or social history in the Duke department although you’d have to say the classic studies of Political Science were part of the required reading and nobody could study American political history without dealing with the impact of urbanisation, immigration, and industrialisation.  But while I was there, I was very immersed in a broad range of American historical writing for five years and I took classes in disciplines that hadn’t been available at Otago, especially sociology and cultural anthropology.  I also read widely in literary criticism and political science, my old interests.  I remember Leslie Fiedler on Love and Death in the American Novel and John Dollard the social psychologist on Caste and Class in a Southern Town as being utterly riveting.
 They also opened novel ways of thinking.  Fieldler used literary analysis to explore the meaning of America; Dollard used psychology to unpick the meanings of southern racism.  And then there was all the exciting stuff in American Studies such as Smith’s Virgin Land and Marx’s Machine in the Garden.  Unpicking meanings and deconstructing differences was going on long before the ‘literary turn’.

Through this experience, there seemed no obvious ideological dimension to American scholarship.  That was both confusing and liberating.  Confusing at first and then eventually liberating.  Where my simple-minded Marxist inheritance posed a simple binary – workers versus the bourgeoisie – as the key to modern history, here we had a scholarly tradition that treated this opposition as reductionist or just irrelevant.  Nor did I find American Marxist historians like Aptheker very interesting compared to Hill or Lefebvre.  I did find Sartre helpful in bringing me to a new sort of Marxism that rejected the vulgar varieties that clearly did not work any more.  His Search for a Method became my bible after I chanced on it in a Montreal bookshop.  I still remember the impact of his comment that French Marxists thought they’d performed analytical marvels by concluding that Verlaine was petit bourgeois; a ha! said Sartre, but not all petit bourgeoise became Verlaines.
 

Because my PhD
 required me to master the techniques of legislative roll-call analysis, I spent the summer of 1967 at a summer school at Cornell studying the relevance of statistics to various historical issues.  The quantifiers were then on the march, the vanguard of all the ‘new’ histories -- the ‘new’ social history, the ‘new’ political history, the ‘new’ economic history.  The ‘new’ political history excited me most – people like Rogin and Kleppner.
 I felt very irritated, I remember, when Bill Aydelotte showed that the categories of class beloved by British historians did not even work very well in explaining the Chartist period in British history! And then Charles Tilly did the same for the French Revolution.  

Bob Fogel was the mind-blowing guru of that summer.  He ran the summer school together with Lance Davis, another cliometrician.
 Fogel was writing Time on the Cross and took us through the proofs that slavery in the US was economically very efficient and productive.  We were a frankly sceptical and at times morally outraged audience.  He had these slaves working hard, doing better than most European peasants, and seemingly cooperating with this evil system.  We’d protest and he’d laugh, then tell us once more that the case against slavery was a moral one and only a moral one! That was a bitter pill for a bunch of moral relativists.  He loved the battle.  He was utterly brilliant, and a brilliant teacher.  Cornell was an astonishing intellectual experience, utterly transformative.  We did game theory, calculus, sociology, economics … and we worked like Fogel’s US slaves! And argued.  American graduate students talked shop constantly, argued this and that.  Was there anything good to be said about Hofstadter? And all of this in a society itself entering a period of massive unrest and upheaval.   

But I should also say that my reading in other disciplines, especially American sociology, fed the desire created by my early love of Marx to understand social and cultural change.  That was true from the moment I read Hofstadter’s Age of Reform and Political Tradition in my MA year.
 Hofstadter drew on any discipline and used any concept that helped illuminate or explain.  When I got to the States I read everything he wrote, although I began to feel he over-used psychological explanations.

Q: While you were in North Carolina did these ideas begin to reshape how you thought about New Zealand history?

EO: To be perfectly frank, I don’t think so.  As I said, I bought McLintock’s History of Otago but I found his version of political history utterly tedious and irrelevant.  Apart from a terrifying moment in my orals I don’t think I ever even thought about New Zealand history.
 I’d never studied it except at School Cert.  In fact you couldn’t study it at Otago.  For my Master’s thesis I did do a biography of Lee, but I thought of that as part of the global history of the Left.
 Fabians, unionists of various types, and Communists translated across space.  The rise of Labour was a universal theme, except for America! What actually interested me was the fundamental nature of the ideological contest, the relative weight to be given to structural imperatives, ideas, and human personality.  I remember one of my PhD examiners, a sociologist, saying he found it confusing the way I would sketch large-scale social or cultural change and then suddenly focus in on a politician trying to draft some piece of legislation.  I said well if you don’t have some politician capable of actually drafting a law that gives the masses what they want, then they won’t get it.  It was 1969, just after 1968, and he nodded.  He’d never thought of it like that.  Which is why I’m an historian and not a sociologist! 

Anyway, when I came back to Otago Angus went on leave for a year and left me to teach his MA class in New Zealand history.  I found the Maori stuff enormously interesting and we didn’t get past Te Kooti.  I ran it as a seminar so the class had to do an awful lot on that and I continued catching up on New Zealand history.  More generally my American training, especially my time at Cornell, gave me a set of methodological tools and some analytical frameworks that did become fundamental to the ways in which I approached my New Zealand work.  

Some works that I had read in the States took on a new significance when I had to teach New Zealand history.  A book like Louis Hartz’s The Liberal Tradition, which set out to explain what was unique about America by exploring two things - the time at which the new society was established and the nature of the first colonisers – easily lent itself to other ‘new’ societies.  So did Turner’s frontier thesis.
 So did Lipset’s Political Man, a grand summary of all that had been learned about voting behaviour in democratic societies, a book which helped identify the pervasive influence of social class.
 That was one of several books Lipset wrote that I found stimulating and useful in both teaching and research.   

America also helped connect me to a group of scholars who shared many of these interests.  For me ANZASA – the Australia New Zealand American Studies Association - that I started going to in the mid ‘70s was important in creating links to people like Jim Holt and Jock Phillips.  The three of us did PhDs in the States on American history then came home and turned to our own history armed with American questions and a passion for our own history.  And there was a larger group in Australia who kept doing American history but were very interested in New Zealand or Australia and were often quite well informed about those histories, people like John Salmond, Bill Breen and Paul Bourke.  Rhys Isaac, Donna Merwick, Greg Dening, Don De Bats – it was an antipodean galaxy.  And enormous fun as well.
 

Q: One final question about your time in the States.  How did the enormous breadth of reading that characterises American graduate training - which stands in great contrast to the British system where the PhD student simply plunges into the archives -shape your work? To what extent did it shape the historiographical sensibility of your work and your broad engagement with international debates over social mobility, new world societies and your exploration of the idea of New Zealand as a ‘laboratory’ or ‘experiment’? This question is spurred by the comment of George Griffiths at the book launch of Building the New World, that readers should skip the introduction’s discussion of historiography and theory and get into the ‘real history’ in the rest of the book.  

EO: Yes, I’m sure it did.  At Duke, there was a compulsory course on historiography and method that I found very stimulating.  I wrote my essays on Thomas Babington Macaulay’s History of England, which I found enormously interesting, and I did one on class that drew on all my extra-curricular reading, especially Sartre.  Other people in the seminar tackled different issues.  Somebody wrote on the role of generations while another looked at the frontier thesis.  If you’d been in New Zealand, the only issue would have been whether class existed or not (even when I set the historiographical debate to quite brilliant students the issue was invariably debated in a-historical presentist terms).  In America you were working in an environment with a wide range of different frameworks and different literatures that you could hook into.  Through this, you very quickly achieved an appreciation of historical complexity.  Class alone did not really explain the Afro American experience at all.  Or the South for that matter, Freud was more relevant than Marx.  I was very keen on theory because I also took Sociology’s compulsory paper and another on the history of that discipline.  So, yes, I did pick up all these ideas and approaches, often so fast that it took years to realise what I’d learnt.  

Q: Shifting our focus a little.  We wondered what connections you see between your politics and your research? 

EO: Well I grew up in political history or, to be more precise, political philosophy.  My father was a political philosopher and an historian but the political philosophy was closer to what we might think of now as philosophy than it was to intellectual history.  His great passions were Plato, Aquinas, Hegel, Marx and Freud.  His engagement with these thinkers raised many issues, including the relationship of ideas to social institutions, individual lives, and law; the formation and role of the state and ideas about sovereignty; the growth of international organisations in the 20th century; the role of social class, the characteristics of capitalism as a mode of production, ad infinitum! Political Science discussed many of these issues in trans-national terms, which looking back may have shaped some of my thinking.  

Perhaps more to the point I was born and raised on the Left.  Dad never let his political commitments obtrude into his work as a teacher, except in choosing what he’d work on, and in some ways his belief in the values of scholarship provided a more important commitment.  He was a socialist because he pursued the truth, but he was just as happy in giving the bad news as well as the good.  I suppose I’ve inherited some of those characteristics.  At the time we’re talking about however my historical interests were in understanding the origins of capitalism and finding an intellectual position that would allow me to achieve perspective on myself and my times.  Scholarship and politics were inseparable although the discipline’s norms about evidence proved more important in the long run.  So did my inherited commitment to such ideals as truth and justice.  Graduate school and especially Cornell reinforced those views.  The rise of capitalism and its inevitable eclipse by socialism were global themes, I thought.  Why America didn’t conform to the universal model was partly why I went there when Willie Morrell raised the possibility.  I’d studied American history with him in my last year and really enjoyed it but Austin Mitchell first hooked me in a Politics paper by asking me to write an essay explaining why there was no Labour Party in America.  I spent a lot of my life answering that question!

Q: And how did your involvement in Labour politics in Dunedin feed into your historical work?

EO: I have to think about that one now because I became a lapsed Labourite in the late ‘80s and the question needs historical research! First a lapsed Anglican and then a lapsed Labourite.  Before that I’d begun to think socialism was no longer a viable direction, except in the broadest sense of wanting justice and equality.  Back then, though, I joined Labour in order to speed the advance to socialism in this country.  Finding the social roots to Labour’s rise was the scholarly wing of my political engagement, I suppose, although I found the issues intellectually interesting too.  When I first joined I was self-consciously an intellectual who thought intellectuals needed to provide a sort of Leninist leadership [laughs].  That was in the days when a group of us formed the Castle St branch.  In the ‘70s I chose not to re-join Castle St but to join a working-class branch, the one nearest my home, Caversham.  Looking back, I have no doubt that membership of that branch helped form the idea of studying class formation and political mobilisation from within a working-class community.  The members were a boilermaker, a painter, a teacher and a journalist, some were housewives, some ran small businesses.  Belonging taught me a lot about the complexities of class and the labour movement.  Even here though American questions went to work.  Andrée and I subscribed to a whole range of left-wing American journals that raised issues about class, left-wing politics, and welfare that nobody ever raised in New Zealand but which guided me.
 

Q: So the next question was about Bronwyn Dalley and Bronwyn Labrum’s comment that you played a pivotal, and other American-trained historians (like Jock Phillips), played in shaping the emergence of social history in New Zealand.  She suggests that the essay you wrote with Andrée Levesque on the history of the European family marks a significant shift in New Zealand historiography.
 

EO: I was quite surprised when I read that comment, but delighted too! The whakapapa for the article is something like this.  It emerged out of my own encounter with feminism or second wave feminism.  That just blew the mind.  You couldn’t be living with somebody like Andrée without undergoing an extraordinary intellectual and social experience.  I mean I don’t think I initially engaged with this new feminism particularly as an intellectual issue of relevance to History, but rather in terms of contemporary politics where I was a sort of fellow traveller.  I didn’t really believe men had any role in women’s politics, unlike Mickey Savage.  [laughs] He was an old batchelor and believed men probably were slightly better at representing what women truly needed than they were themselves.  There are still quite a few of those still around.  And my mother of course was quite highly educated but opted to be, as many of her generation did, a Mum and a wife.  But Andrée helped establish a very vigorous local feminist collective.  They did quite a lot of research partly because Andrée was very much engaged with women’s history.  They uncovered a lot of significant material.  For example, they rediscovered Elizabeth Yates, first woman Mayor in the world, Onehunga 1894.  You know, people nobody had ever heard of in the 1970s.  But these women they were finding out about weren’t represented in our histories.  I presume some of this research flowed into my lectures in the way that these things do.  And at some point Peggy Koopman-Boyden got hold of Andrée and said she was doing this collection and needed a history of the family in New Zealand.  Andrée hadn’t done New Zealand history but had done demography and I was teaching New Zealand so we did it together.  Up to then I hadn’t stopped and thought about the family in New Zealand as an historical issue but I quickly realised I could pull together quite a lot I knew quite quickly.  I knew some of the key American work, including some of the sociological stuff.  I used that to periodise the subject and uplifted a few concepts that seemed helpful Peggy was amazed to find so much was known! 

Q: And did your work on Truby King and Plunket grow out of this?

EO: Writing the family piece brought King to mind as an historical subject and in thinking about the proposed Oxford History project I continued to think about the history of the family in New Zealand and how little was known about King and Plunket.  I had read David Potter’s People of Plenty which argued that American abundance shaped child-rearing practices and so was critical in the shaping of a national character.
 I may have been playing with Gramsci’s notion of hegemony at that point and I had long since been convinced by Freud about infancy’s importance.  So I thought Truby King had virtually a national monopoly over child rearing in this country, he’s got to be central not just to the story of the family in New Zealand but to our social history.
 I went and did some research and it was very interesting.  Very interesting.  I could have stayed with it and done a biography, except I did not want to do another biography.  And I wasn’t entirely sure I liked King enough or sympathised with him deeply enough to want to spend maybe five or ten years working on him.  Dilthey had convinced me that you needed empathy to achieve historical understanding.  Lytton Strachey’s approach was a ‘non starter’.  Great to read though!
 

Q: Did these things feed into the Caversham project in a significant way or are they just part of the background?

EO: Well it’s interesting you ask but they really became part of the background after Caversham had crystallised as a project and was under way.  I mean if it was reconceptualized, I think that some of these other issues would have been there more explicitly from the start and when we launched an oral history part of the project we included questions about childhood, parents etc.  It’s probably less accurate to talk of such issues being part of the background than it is to say that the project remained flexible and took on new subjects of interest.  In doing the family I remember finding Tamara Hareven’s work linking family and labour history very stimulating.
 One had to do one thing at a time, however, and completing the data base came first.  

Q: So in a way Caversham comes out of a whole range of things coalescing.  

EO: Yes.  And it perhaps became more than it was intended to be.  When I was in the States, I was very excited by the work that Thernstrom was doing on social mobility.  I was present at an AHA plenary session where he spoke and Herb Guttman was one of the commentators
 It was like the second coming.  Very exciting.  In the end, I began Caversham to see if New Zealand patterns were similar.  I mean I wanted to see if he was right -- that high levels of social mobility or transience greatly reduced or even precluded the possibility of people organising on the basis of class.  I assumed that as we had the Labour Party forming you were going to have very low levels of social mobility and transience.  Well funnily enough, we have very low levels of social mobility and transience.  I hate to put it in those terms, but I mean very low levels.  And that holds for particular social groups, like labourers, in comparison to Thernstrom’s Boston or any other American study I know of.  Now is this because there are such big obstacles to mobility or is it because in New Zealand labourers don’t feel they’re at the bottom of some sort of pecking order.  I suspect it’s a mixture of both which probably relates again to the ethnic homogeneity and the relative cohesiveness of the community.  We haven’t pulled all this stuff together yet.  Clyde Griffen and I are going to do that when I’m in the States.

Q: To what extent did people have a strong sense of community? This is something that seems to permeate Building the New World, but the strength and nature of such communities remain contested.

EO: Yes.  While I think parts of Miles Fairburn’s argument about atomisation hold for some, it is too sweeping and I don’t think we can safely project it through into the twentieth century.
 There is no doubt that we did have a proportion of the population that were geographically mobile and it is interesting to think about the extent to which these mobile folk can link into these communities.  In this sense, community is a rather more slippery concept than class.  David Thomson reconciled these two positions when he suggested that Miles is right about the ‘transient’ but wrong about the ‘settled’
.  Then we also know from work done locally that there are more than geographically situated communities.  The disproportionate number of Baptists in Caversham and Catholics in South Dunedin underline the importance of chain migration and religious bonds that transcend local or even national communities.  The churches were especially important for women.  We know for Dunedin’s Flat that for men the lodges and unions and sports clubs were also important.  They facilitated the creation of non-geographical communities.  So did informal communities centred on such pastimes as drinking and gambling.  Communities of interest and communities of commitment reinforced the stability of geographical ones but local, national, and supra-national communities could and did co-exist.  We haven’t spent much time on exit options
 either but in modern societies they must be considered central to cohesion and even civil society or Habermasian public spheres.  I wanted to look at that but the funding ran out.

Q: You sometimes get the feeling that the older interpretation, which stresses the Liberals as a national party with a vision for improving New Zealand, is only part of the story, but overlooks the desire of many to use the Liberal state to build and protect a rich community life.

EO: I think there’s a lot of truth in that.  Because I was interested in class and politics Building the New World had a lot on local responses to national political movements and elections, two big chapters to be precise.  That outweighed the rather brief statement to the effect that local autonomy was central to what many wanted, especially the immigrant generation.  In Britain too someone said, Biagini from memory, that the primary meaning of laissez-faire was local autonomy.  The immigrants and their children poured vast energies into their local bodies and at this level class was usually not very important, or not electorally.  

Q: We would like to pursue some broader issues relating to New Zealand history.  In Kerry Howe’s review of The Shaping of the Past, he suggests that historiography has remained somewhat underdeveloped in New Zealand and that it hasn’t been a strong feature of the NZJH.
 You also made the similar point when you suggested New Zealand historians haven’t really engaged with major international historiographical and theoretical debates in your ‘Where to From Here’ essay.
 We wondered if you had anything thoughts about why this might be the case.

EO: That’s not unreasonable comment about the NZJH although that policy would have reflected [Sir Keith] Sinclair’s sense of what was needed.  Sinclair himself probably would have been relatively unsympathetic to some of the theorising that went on.  But in large part, I think it was a product of feeling that there was so much to do.  There was a sense being an historian in New Zealand in the ‘70s that we had to work hard to build up a basic body of knowledge.  Sinclair said that we needed a generation of pedants.  And he was right.  I mean we still lack a biography of Massey and know very little about the immigrants from Britain, not to mention most of the important unions and union leaders.  Nor do we know much about intermarriage, whether between Catholics and Protestants or Maori and Pakeha.  So there was this powerful sense that we had to build the bricks of our historiography ourselves and in some ways engaging with those international ideas and debates could be seen as deflecting us from what we needed to get on with.

Having said that, historiography was a crucial part of our teaching programme at Otago.  Hew McLeod was determined to have historiography as an integral part of the Honours programme.  I agreed with him.  The compulsory paper for Honours at second year was built with historiography and research method as the foundations.  So, at Otago this was a very fundamental sort of commitment and if anybody was uneasy they shut up.  I think the actual content of the 200- and 300- level Honours papers shifted around quite a lot, but in addition to historiography and discussions of method there was also some engagement with contemporary theoretical issues and new directions in the discipline.  In the third-year compulsory paper, which Michael Cullen designed and taught, typically students got a chance to learn about demography and social science statistics.  When I took over in 1988 I introduced important works in cultural history and theory to get them thinking about post-modernism, the literary turn, and similar matters.  Only in the fourth year did you actually get your hands dirty in actual extended archival research.  The vast majority of our students did New Zealand topics and quite a few of them chose topics from lists that I largely generated.  In a way, that list of potential 4th-year dissertation topics was a kind of list generated to help direct that generation of pedants Sinclair talked about.

Returning to the NZJH, in a way I’m glad that it isn’t full of New Zealanders debating the linguistic turn or various theoretical concepts.  After all those are global debates and perhaps we should be trying to engage with them on that global stage, in international journals.  Having said that, we are not always very good at engaging with the issues being posed by these international debates.  I think the New Zealand historical tradition is very heavily empirical and remains so.  It is also very narrowly historical in what I think of as the English tradition.  Work done in the social sciences is pretty much ignored.  The theoretical interests of the social sciences are almost totally ignored.  That said you’ve got to remember that we don’t have many practitioners, probably no more than a couple of dozen in the universities.
 And of that dozen quite a few try to keep up.  Indeed I think the Kiwi’s instinctive knowledge about our society’s smallness means that New Zealand historians are much better informed about what is going on elsewhere than would be true in most countries.  So there are pluses and minuses.

Q: We wanted now to ask you about some ways in which New Zealand historical writing has changed.  In part this questions is stimulated by Simon During’s observation that ‘cultural sanctuaries flourish behind trade barriers’, a point that he was making with regards to the transformation of New Zealand in the 1980s?
 It struck us as an interesting little phrase but we wondered if you thought whether it actually has any explanatory power in terms of historical writing.

EO: Well I think it is a provocative and interesting statement, although I’m not sure what he meant by ‘cultural sanctuary’.  We did try to insulate our economy and even our society in many ways, not altogether without success.  I feel like the early 1970s rather than the 1980s marked a more fundamental shift in terms of us, our identity and how we viewed our history.  Britain’s entry into the EEC was like the tectonic plates of our world suddenly shifting and over the next 20 years this translated through to how people thought about themselves in relation to the world.  But a whole lot of changes intersected and fed on each other to build an unexpected momentum.  Jock Phillips has talked of the emergence of a new urban-educated generation of nationalists; at the same time many New Zealanders were claiming the country was Asian, Latin American, or even Australasian.
 Others stressed our Pacific-ness.  And historians began to bemoan disciplinary fragmentation and looked for alternatives to the nation state as the primary unit of analysis.  At the same time, stronger in English than History departments, the so-called ‘literary turn’ and post-colonial deconstructions of inherited myths and meanings opened new terrain, subverted older understandings, and loosed complex intellectual changes.  All of this was related in complex ways to the decline of structuralist and Marxist ways of explaining things.  This larger assault on the claims of the West, or Western Reason, fed excitingly into the history of European-Maori relationships and Maori history.  Perhaps 1984 – ours not Orwell’s – symbolises all this.  But most of these changes started earlier.  

Q: The 1970s, of course, also marked a significant shift in that Maori history assumed a new prominence and historians were engaged in debates over who could or should write Maori history.  In terms of your research and teaching, what has the rise of Maori history meant for you?

EO: Michael King’s Te Puea was a landmark and I read it with intense interest.  It took me a while to work out how to keep the Maori in my course of social and economic change in New Zealand 1877-1940, partly because they were mainly rural and my interests were mainly urban, and partly because they were a small minority over most of that period.  In the earlier period and from the 1970s, when I got around to teaching that period, I had few problems as they were central.  Angus Ross, one of the pioneers of Maori history, was a good mentor and role model for me.  I even audited Ray Harlow’s paper on te reo Maori in order to improve my performance and began to regret the whiteness of Dunedin and Otago compared to many North Island areas.  When I was on the Maori Committee of the Historic Places Trust – they had to have a couple of Board members on every committee – I learned a lot and began thinking much harder about how the two histories engaged.  The disciplinary shift to look at meanings rather than causes helped.  Indeed all of this fed my interest in post-modernism and post-colonialism and post-structuralism – what Tom [Brooking] calls the ‘posty-world’.  I’m still grappling with many of these issues and they have become fairly central to my research.  A nice example of how teaching can feed back into research.  

I also promoted Maori and Maori history as an academic politician, if I can use that term.  In my view, as I said in my valedictory, no university in New Zealand can achieve excellence unless it has a vibrant Maori presence.  That starts down here with a strong department.  I worked hard to get Maori history established jointly between History and Maori Studies, as it was then.  I have also done all I could to help build Te Tumu as a dynamic and strong department.  

Q: We also wanted to ask you about your interest in world history, something that you have spoken about at recent NZHA conferences and that was central to your teaching in the 1990s.  How did this interest develop and what place do you see world history occupying in New Zealand?

EO: In 1969-70 I drove across Yugoslavia, Bulgaria, Turkey, Iran, Pakistan, India and Sri Lanka.  This commenced my realisation of how little I knew about a vast part of the world, including Eastern Europe! You’d have to say it took a long time for that learning to affect my scholaraly behaviour.  A necessary but not sufficient cause as we once said.  In the 1970s I became sceptical of the sacred status of the nation state as the primary unit for looking at historical change.  Working intensively at a local study probably hastened that scepticism for lots of things reflected global changes rather than national ones.  Caversham was always in comparison with other communities from other lands.  I developed a paper looking at 19th century New Zealand in comparison with the Australian colonies, perhaps the paper I enjoyed best of all.  But comparative history reinforces the nation or the state as the unit of analysis and I didn’t quickly think of other ways of addressing these issues.  Disciplinary fragmentation also worried me increasingly.  Family historians who knew hardly anything about gender, labour historians who said they knew nothing about immigration, and so on.  Being Head of Department [1988-93] accelerated this.  In my first term, I successfully rode the wave and doubled the department’s size.  Thinking of new areas in which we needed to make appointments began to perplex me even when you thought only of what a department in New Zealand needed.  As it became clear that the Department would never achieve coverage of even the major specialisations I began thinking of new ways of configuring traditional fields.  I found it useful to think how oceans linked different places, how the Atlantic world could link the Americas, Africa, and western Europe.  And then you suddenly realised this way of thinking made much more sense than the older way of treating these places as if they had nothing much to do with each other.  

This concern wasn’t entirely new.  When I taught a fourth-year paper in US history I became concerned with the increasingly specialised nature of what students learned.  Even in the ‘70s when I loved teaching US history I sometimes bemoaned the fact that students knew little about major events and processes but became experts on their essay topics.  Although I used reading seminars to force them to learn something about Populism or Progressivism they ended the year knowing lots about some essay topic, such as the Klan in Indiana, but were mute on the New Deal.  In those days, historians justified their subject in terms of the skills acquired, rather than the knowledge obtained.  Or that’s what we did in New Zealand.  This always left me slightly uneasy.  Unease grew over time.  By the early ‘90s I was worried that many students ended their history degrees and had never heard of the Renaissance, the Reformation, the first or second ages of discovery or the Enlightenment, just to name some major episodes in the history and indeed the making of Europe.  I think John McNeill’s visit in the early 1990s – 1992 from memory – and his father, William McNeill’s even more brief visit, which I organised, acted as one catalyst for action.  Brian’s arrival was equally important in furthering my education.  World History offered the possibility of a synthesis and indeed a fairly elaborate and sensible curriculum.  And once I was persuaded I moved.  I have no doubt at all that this was the way to go and will remain so.  It makes intellectual sense, perhaps most importantly, but also provides a solution to the problem of how best to use modest resources while providing students with knowledge as well as skills relevant to the future.




The Shaping of a Field


� William Faulkner’s The Unvanquished was part of the curriculum for English State 1 in my first year.  As a graduate student I read many of his other novels.


� Eugene Genovese wrote many books and often appeared in the New York Review of Books.  His major work, Roll, Jordan, roll: the world the slaves made (London, 1975) was the most influential.


� Sweezy and Paul Barron, another Marxist economist, edited Monthly Review, which I subscribed to for several years.  


� This paper dealt initially with New Zealand, Australia and the Pacific, and was designed for non-History majors! History majors could take it but it did not count towards a History degree.


� Keith Sinclair, William Pember Reeves: New Zealand Fabian (Oxford, 1965) and W.  H.  Oliver, ‘Reeves, Sinclair and the Social Pattern’, in Peter Munz ed., The Feel of Truth: essays in New Zealand and Pacific history (Wellignton, 1969), 163-180.


� Robert S.  and Helen Merrell Lynd’s Middletown: a study in American culture (New York, 129) was probably the most influential for me.


� ‘The “Working Class” in New Zealand’, New Zealand Journal of History 8:1 (1974), 44-60.


� Leslie Aaron Fiedler, Love and death in the American novel (New York, 1960); John Dollard, Caste and class in a southern town (New Haven, 1937).


� Search for a Method (1963) was the introduction to Critique de la Raison Dialectique, which I bought and struggled with.  I also bought most of Sartre’s work that as available in English.


� A study of Congressional Progressivism, 1918-29, then deemed an exciting field, entitled ‘Dissent from Normalcy’ (Duke University, 1970).


� Michael Paul Rogin, The intellectuals and McCarthy: the radical specter (Cambridge, MA, 1967) and Paul Kleppner, The cross of culture: a social analysis of Midwestern politics, 1850-1900 (New York, 1970).


� Robert William Fogel and Stanley L.  Engerman, Time on the Cross 2 vols (London, 1974).  This was one of several major works that earned Fogel the Nobel Prize for Economics in 1993.  Lance Davis had worked on international capital flows and his best known works are Lance E.  Davis et.  al., American economic growth: an economist's history of the United States (New York, 1972); L.E.  Davis et.  al, American economic history: the development of a national economy (Homewood, IL, 1961); Lance E.  Davis and Robert J.  Cull, International capital markets and American economic growth, 1820-1914 (Cambridge, 1994); and Lance E.  Davis and Robert A.  Huttenback ,Mammon and the pursuit of empire : the political economy of British imperialism, 1860-1912 (Cambridge, 1996).


� Richard Hofstadter, The age of reform: from Bryan to F.D.R (New York, 1955); The American political tradition and the men who made it (New York, 1948).


� In an attempt to serve me a patsy, Richard Preston asked me a question about the Maori Wars, as they were then known, that I could not answer.  He made matters worse by persisting, clearly unable to credit that I might know nothing about the history of my own country.


�‘John Alexander Lee: The Stormy Petrel’


� Louis Hartz, The liberal tradition in America: an interpretation of American political thought since the Revolution (New York, 1955); Frederick Jackson Turner, The Frontier in American History (New York, 1921).  


� Seymour Martin Lipset, Political man (London, 1963).


� Paul Bourke, Donald De Bats ran a Caversham-style project on 19th century American politics.  See their major book Washington County: politics and community in antebellum America (Baltimore, 1995).  Salmond and Breen, both from Duke, were experts on Southern history and the US government’s labour-market interventions respectively, both topics of abiding interest to me; while Isaac, Dening and Merwick pioneered new modes of historical inquiry.  Isaac’s Transformation of Virginia 1740-1790 (Chapel Hill, 1982) won the Pullitzer Prize in 1983; Dening is now best known for Mr.  Bligh's bad language: passion, power and the theatre on the “Bounty” (Cambridge, 1992); and Merwick for Possessing Albany, 1630-1710: an archaeology of interpretations (Cambridge, 1989).  


� Most particularly in ‘The case of the Socialist Party that failed, or reflections on an American dream’, Labor History 29 (1988), 416-49.


� Apart from Monthly Review, mentioned earlier, Irving Howe’s Dissent, Public Interest, I.  F.  Stone’s Weekly and the New York Review of Books.


� Erik Olssen and Andrée Lévesque, 'Towards a History of the European Family in New Zealand', in Peggy Koopman-Boyden ed., The Family in New Zealand Society, Wellington, 1978, 1-26.  See Bronwyn Dalley and Bronwyn Labrum, ‘Introduction’, Fragments: New Zealand Social and Cultural History Bronwyn Dalley and Bronwyn Labrum eds, (Auckland, 2000).


� David Morris Potter, People of plenty: economic abundance and the American character (Chicago , 1954).


� Erik Olssen, ‘Truby King and the Plunket Society: an analysis of a prescriptive ideology’, New Zealand Journal of History 15:1 (1981), 3-23.  New Zealand Journal of History, Vol.  (1982?), pp.


� Dilthey was one of the major philosophers of History studied in the Historiography paper in Graduate School.  Lytton Strachey’s hatchet-job Eminent Victorians: Cardinal Manning, Florence Nightingale, Dr.  Arnold, General Gordon (London, 1918) enjoyed enormous success.


� Tamara K.  Hareven, Family time and industrial time: the relationship between the family and work in a New England industrial community (Cambridge, 1981).


� Thernstrom wrote two books that revived the community study as a means of tackling complex subjects in social history and analysed social mobility historically: Poverty and Progress:Social Mobility in a Nineteenth Century City, Cambridge, 1964 and The Other Bostonians: Poverty and Progress in an American Metropolis 1880-1970, Cambridge, 1973.  Guttman was one of the key figures in creating American labour history as a scholarly field.  


� Miles Fairburn, The Ideal Society and its Enemies: the social foundations (Auckland, 1988).


� David Thomson, A world without welfare: New Zealand's colonial experiment (Auckland, 1998).


� Exit options allow those born into certain types of community to leave permanently or temporarily, thus contributing to cohesion.


� This project was deigned to explore some of the key ideas in Robert D.  Putnam, Bowling alone: the collapse and revival of American community (New York, 2000) and Jurgen Habermas, The structural transformation of the public sphere : an inquiry into a category of bourgeois society Thomas Burger trans.  (Cambridge, 1998).


� In History Now Autumn 2003.


� ‘Where to From Here?’ was given as a keynote address to the NZHA Conference, Canterbury University, 1991, and was published as ‘Where to From Here? Reflections on the Twentieth-century Historiography of Nineteenth-century New Zealand’, New Zealand Journal of History 26:1 (1992), 54-77.  It was reprinted in The shaping of history: essays from The New Zealand Journal of History Judith Binney ed., (Wellington, 2001).  


�A couple of dozen academic staff is what I meant.  The work of Honours students and postgraduate thesis students, together with the sizeable amount of state-funnded historical work undertaken in Wellington, has enormously expanded the size of the New Zealand historical research community in my working lifetime.  


� Simon During, ‘Postmodernism or Postcolonialism’, Landfall 39:3 (1985), 369.


� Phillips’s argument is spelt out in ‘New Zealand and the Anzus Alliance: Changing National Self-Perceptions, 1945-88’, in Richard W.  Baker ed., Australia, New Zealand and the Unted States: Internal Change and Alliance Relations in the ANZUS States (New York, 1991), 183-202.  
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